
Sources of Inspiration & Investigation
The Turtle’s Shell, is inspired by a project proposal titled 
Fecal Matters by Helen & Newton Harrison. Their solution 
for Bradford PA's raw waste and run off problem was to 
divert rainwater into a combination of percolation ponds 
and a Piranha digester system, so that Bradford’s water 
system could return to a naturally balanced state, free of 
fecal overflow. Community empowerment could be 
achieved by democratizing their sewer system at a local 
level. While this is a valid form of intervention for a very 
relevant problem, I believe that it was too ambitious for the 
communities of Bradford and Pittsburgh to fully understand 
it’s importance.  The realization of our own waste being at 
the root of our problems is something that often gets 
shrouded by denial in a city like Pittsburgh with high 
unemployment and poverty rates for over three decades.  
Fecal matter is the last thing that this depressed population 
wants to be reminded of, even though it should be the first 
thing on their list. We must help the people of Pittsburgh to 
develop a greater sense of empathy for the river, before we 
can expect them to get behind these kinds of innovative 
ideas. This project failed to create an icon or symbol of 
hope for the city to get behind, as other of their projects 
such as The Green Heart or the Serpentine Latice did to 
great success.  I believe that we can instigate our 
communities to seek symbiosis with nature through the 
creation of a positive icon of change. The Turtle’s Shell is 
an icon that brings an identity to the river and a reason for 
the people of Pittsburgh to connect with it. Overall, this 
proposal is less of a critique and more of an extension or 
elaboration of the work of the Harrison’s and the following 
artists, with a few new ideas of my own creation. 

The next project that I looked at was 3 Rivers 2nd Nature 
by Tim Collins and Reiko Goto. This project took the form 
of a multi-year, fully comprehensive analysis of the 3 rivers 
in all their forms, including water quality, recreation sites 
and habits, river access issues, wildlife diversity and 
reclaimed industrial sites, but it begs the question of what 
to do next. The project succeeded as a series of on the 

water examinations, experiences and conversations 
aboutPittsburgh’s relationship with the Ohio River, but 
that is where it ended.  With all this information, expe-
rience and exchange of ideas, the next logical step 
would be to apply it in a way that makes positive 
change for the city and it’s future.

Revival Field by Mel Chin adds another dimension of 
intervention to this project idea. His use of hyper 
accumulator plants to clean up waste sites gives us 
another way to help the river ecosystem to repair itself.  
Waste is recycled back to pure ore via the natural 
collection system of these specialized plants and 
specially designed reclamation furnaces.  If enough of 
these plants were established, we would be able to 
remove heavy metal contamination from the heavily 
polluted riverbanks of the Ohio River, while also giving 
the local communities a new source of eco-industry 
and income from the reclaimed ore. 

Finally, Allegheny Park by Ann Hamilton & Michael 
Mercil unites art and nature as a singular system. They 
have created a space for contemplation and inspira-
tion that flows with the rhythms of the river. This 
unique landscape provides space for creativity and 
connection to the aspects of the river that calls to and 
inspires us on a daily basis. Spaces  are set aside for 
private contemplation or public performance and are 
intermingled with complementary, native species 
plantings and undulating sculptural forms.

Origins of the Ohio River
The river is time incarnate.  It is in a state of constant 
renewal and gives an eternal promise of hope. It flows 
on without a care but desperately wishes to be 
released from the bonds that we have built for it. The 
city of Pittsburgh and its surrounding towns need a 
mythic icon that can release it from the curse of the 
rust belt. The entire western Pennsylvania region 
needs a combination of old and new creation myths to 
generate inspiration, hope and empathy for the river 
and the surrounding valleys. Such a symbol would be 
a gift to all the living systems of Pittsburgh and the 
Ohio River valley. If we look back to the time before it 
was a city, we find the 6 nations of the Iroquois and a 
much older story, told by the voices of the Seneca & 
the Mingo, reaching back to the origins of this great 
new world. The Turtle’s Shell supported the world of 
man and woman when they fell from the sky. The earth 
was brought up from the bottom of the sea by the 

otter, toad and muskrat, so that humans could live 
and thrive on this new land. The world that we now 
know was made possible by our symbiotic relation-
ship with nature as a cooperative union of trust. 

Davis Island: The 1st Dam on the Ohio River
The Davis Island Lock and Chanoine Dam was the 
first dam on the Ohio River, constructed in 1885 on 
Davis Island, a 39-acre stretch of land, 5.5 miles from 
the source of the Ohio River.  How can we heal the 
scar of the first dam? How do you slow down the 
inertia of man’s desire to control nature’s flow? How 
do we begin to explore a future with less river control? 
Can we help a microcosm of inspiration to form, 
transforming Davis Island into a living example of 
alternative possibilities for the flood plains of the Ohio 
River? This first step is to turn the tide of the Industrial 
age, nurturing a new ecologically minded generation 
with deep connections to the living systems that 
surround them. This protected heart of the Ohio River 
could become a seed for future ecosystem 
re-establishment further down its banks and will grow 
as a symbol of pride for the city of Pittsburgh.

An Island Ecosystem
Can we create a protected estuary for river repair 
where people can learn to feel and care for this fragile 
ecosystem that we all depend on?  The Turtle’s Shell 
includes an advanced sensing station for live river 
health data, sensing current levels of industrial waste, 
fracking run off, human and animal byproducts, etc. 
and transmitted to the world via the internet. This 
island ecosystem embraces the re-development of a 
thriving native ecosystem via flood tolerant and hyper 
accumulator plantings as well as percolation fields for 
groundwater renewal / filtration. The existing Ranney 
groundwater well is of interest as a way to collect and 
send water to the existing well fields into the sub river 
aquifer that connects this island to the famed Three 
Rivers Point State park fountain. 

Invasive, Japanese knotwood could be removed and 
replaced by native sycamore, swamp white oak, 
pawpaw and green ash, reviving a thriving micro 
forest in its interior. As the rejuvenation takes hold, 
cultures of fresh water mussels and native amphibians 
will serve as biosensors for river health and 
ecosystem development. The island residents of deer, 
beaver, muskrats, squirrels and opossums will also 
benefit from the improved food chain available to 

them. The ecosystem will be rejuvenated by seasonal flooding, anchored by the deep-rooted, river 
grass and reed populations along its banks.  These plants and other organisms will receive sedimenta-
ry rejuvenation by the rivers constant cycles of ebb & flow.

Accessibility & Interaction
The Turtle’s Shell will be accessible only by non-motorized boats (canoes, kayaks and paddle boats) 
and perhaps a small walking bridge from the nearby western shoreline along the narrow channel side. 
An elevated walking bridge will also have to be established to cross the railroad tracks on that side of 
the river, to access parking areas.  The elevated walking path on the island will be accessible by foot, 
leading the visitor through the various nooks and crannies of the independent ecosystem that evolves 
over time. The island can also be seen from above from a viewing area on the nearby Fleming park 
bridge. Changing interactive info stations on the walkways will display various applied ideas and infor-
mation from the Fecal Matters and 3 Rivers 2nd Nature projects, interpreted by original and visiting 
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artists for both installations and interactive exhibits. Small connection spaces will be maintained in the 
spirit of the Allegheny Park project, for creative arts and educational exploration. Unofficial swimming 
holes will also be maintained, bringing a sense of play and personal appreciation for the water itself 
and awareness of our bodies in relation to these rich aquatic ecosystems.

Beyond the Island
Additional micro-ecosystems could be developed on the Ohio River banks, modeled after the initial 
island system, connecting a chain of riverbanks and small islands, eventually forming a river corridor 
for various native species to flow up and down stream. Shared community Peace Gardens will be 
rejuvenated from the days of the Great Depression, along the shores of small river communities to 
bolster economic and social independence and appreciation for the gift of fertilization and life that the 
river can provide. Riverside flood plain interventions will continue to be established, looking at ways 
to transform river ecosystems into public spaces for nature appreciation.  Using the Harrison’s 
methods for ground water percolation sites and independent / local sewage filtration, decentralized 
systems will lead to even greater independence and flexibility. Finally, an examination of the entire 
Ohio River watershed and the bigger picture of river health will be developed into an educational 
curriculum for students of all ages across the interconnected regions, feeding future generations of 
learners.
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the Mingo, reaching back to the origins of this great 
new world. The Turtle’s Shell supported the world of 
man and woman when they fell from the sky. The earth 
was brought up from the bottom of the sea by the 

otter, toad and muskrat, so that humans could live 
and thrive on this new land. The world that we now 
know was made possible by our symbiotic relation-
ship with nature as a cooperative union of trust. 

Davis Island: The 1st Dam on the Ohio River
The Davis Island Lock and Chanoine Dam was the 
first dam on the Ohio River, constructed in 1885 on 
Davis Island, a 39-acre stretch of land, 5.5 miles from 
the source of the Ohio River.  How can we heal the 
scar of the first dam? How do you slow down the 
inertia of man’s desire to control nature’s flow? How 
do we begin to explore a future with less river control? 
Can we help a microcosm of inspiration to form, 
transforming Davis Island into a living example of 
alternative possibilities for the flood plains of the Ohio 
River? This first step is to turn the tide of the Industrial 
age, nurturing a new ecologically minded generation 
with deep connections to the living systems that 
surround them. This protected heart of the Ohio River 
could become a seed for future ecosystem 
re-establishment further down its banks and will grow 
as a symbol of pride for the city of Pittsburgh.

An Island Ecosystem
Can we create a protected estuary for river repair 
where people can learn to feel and care for this fragile 
ecosystem that we all depend on?  The Turtle’s Shell 
includes an advanced sensing station for live river 
health data, sensing current levels of industrial waste, 
fracking run off, human and animal byproducts, etc. 
and transmitted to the world via the internet. This 
island ecosystem embraces the re-development of a 
thriving native ecosystem via flood tolerant and hyper 
accumulator plantings as well as percolation fields for 
groundwater renewal / filtration. The existing Ranney 
groundwater well is of interest as a way to collect and 
send water to the existing well fields into the sub river 
aquifer that connects this island to the famed Three 
Rivers Point State park fountain. 

Invasive, Japanese knotwood could be removed and 
replaced by native sycamore, swamp white oak, 
pawpaw and green ash, reviving a thriving micro 
forest in its interior. As the rejuvenation takes hold, 
cultures of fresh water mussels and native amphibians 
will serve as biosensors for river health and 
ecosystem development. The island residents of deer, 
beaver, muskrats, squirrels and opossums will also 
benefit from the improved food chain available to 

them. The ecosystem will be rejuvenated by seasonal flooding, anchored by the deep-rooted, river 
grass and reed populations along its banks.  These plants and other organisms will receive sedimenta-
ry rejuvenation by the rivers constant cycles of ebb & flow.

Accessibility & Interaction
The Turtle’s Shell will be accessible only by non-motorized boats (canoes, kayaks and paddle boats) 
and perhaps a small walking bridge from the nearby western shoreline along the narrow channel side. 
An elevated walking bridge will also have to be established to cross the railroad tracks on that side of 
the river, to access parking areas.  The elevated walking path on the island will be accessible by foot, 
leading the visitor through the various nooks and crannies of the independent ecosystem that evolves 
over time. The island can also be seen from above from a viewing area on the nearby Fleming park 
bridge. Changing interactive info stations on the walkways will display various applied ideas and infor-
mation from the Fecal Matters and 3 Rivers 2nd Nature projects, interpreted by original and visiting 

artists for both installations and interactive exhibits. Small connection spaces will be maintained in the 
spirit of the Allegheny Park project, for creative arts and educational exploration. Unofficial swimming 
holes will also be maintained, bringing a sense of play and personal appreciation for the water itself 
and awareness of our bodies in relation to these rich aquatic ecosystems.

Beyond the Island
Additional micro-ecosystems could be developed on the Ohio River banks, modeled after the initial 
island system, connecting a chain of riverbanks and small islands, eventually forming a river corridor 
for various native species to flow up and down stream. Shared community Peace Gardens will be 
rejuvenated from the days of the Great Depression, along the shores of small river communities to 
bolster economic and social independence and appreciation for the gift of fertilization and life that the 
river can provide. Riverside flood plain interventions will continue to be established, looking at ways 
to transform river ecosystems into public spaces for nature appreciation.  Using the Harrison’s 
methods for ground water percolation sites and independent / local sewage filtration, decentralized 
systems will lead to even greater independence and flexibility. Finally, an examination of the entire 
Ohio River watershed and the bigger picture of river health will be developed into an educational 
curriculum for students of all ages across the interconnected regions, feeding future generations of 
learners.



Sources of Inspiration & Investigation
The Turtle’s Shell, is inspired by a project proposal titled 
Fecal Matters by Helen & Newton Harrison. Their solution 
for Bradford PA's raw waste and run off problem was to 
divert rainwater into a combination of percolation ponds 
and a Piranha digester system, so that Bradford’s water 
system could return to a naturally balanced state, free of 
fecal overflow. Community empowerment could be 
achieved by democratizing their sewer system at a local 
level. While this is a valid form of intervention for a very 
relevant problem, I believe that it was too ambitious for the 
communities of Bradford and Pittsburgh to fully understand 
it’s importance.  The realization of our own waste being at 
the root of our problems is something that often gets 
shrouded by denial in a city like Pittsburgh with high 
unemployment and poverty rates for over three decades.  
Fecal matter is the last thing that this depressed population 
wants to be reminded of, even though it should be the first 
thing on their list. We must help the people of Pittsburgh to 
develop a greater sense of empathy for the river, before we 
can expect them to get behind these kinds of innovative 
ideas. This project failed to create an icon or symbol of 
hope for the city to get behind, as other of their projects 
such as The Green Heart or the Serpentine Latice did to 
great success.  I believe that we can instigate our 
communities to seek symbiosis with nature through the 
creation of a positive icon of change. The Turtle’s Shell is 
an icon that brings an identity to the river and a reason for 
the people of Pittsburgh to connect with it. Overall, this 
proposal is less of a critique and more of an extension or 
elaboration of the work of the Harrison’s and the following 
artists, with a few new ideas of my own creation. 

The next project that I looked at was 3 Rivers 2nd Nature 
by Tim Collins and Reiko Goto. This project took the form 
of a multi-year, fully comprehensive analysis of the 3 rivers 
in all their forms, including water quality, recreation sites 
and habits, river access issues, wildlife diversity and 
reclaimed industrial sites, but it begs the question of what 
to do next. The project succeeded as a series of on the 

water examinations, experiences and conversations 
aboutPittsburgh’s relationship with the Ohio River, but 
that is where it ended.  With all this information, expe-
rience and exchange of ideas, the next logical step 
would be to apply it in a way that makes positive 
change for the city and it’s future.

Revival Field by Mel Chin adds another dimension of 
intervention to this project idea. His use of hyper 
accumulator plants to clean up waste sites gives us 
another way to help the river ecosystem to repair itself.  
Waste is recycled back to pure ore via the natural 
collection system of these specialized plants and 
specially designed reclamation furnaces.  If enough of 
these plants were established, we would be able to 
remove heavy metal contamination from the heavily 
polluted riverbanks of the Ohio River, while also giving 
the local communities a new source of eco-industry 
and income from the reclaimed ore. 

Finally, Allegheny Park by Ann Hamilton & Michael 
Mercil unites art and nature as a singular system. They 
have created a space for contemplation and inspira-
tion that flows with the rhythms of the river. This 
unique landscape provides space for creativity and 
connection to the aspects of the river that calls to and 
inspires us on a daily basis. Spaces  are set aside for 
private contemplation or public performance and are 
intermingled with complementary, native species 
plantings and undulating sculptural forms.

Origins of the Ohio River
The river is time incarnate.  It is in a state of constant 
renewal and gives an eternal promise of hope. It flows 
on without a care but desperately wishes to be 
released from the bonds that we have built for it. The 
city of Pittsburgh and its surrounding towns need a 
mythic icon that can release it from the curse of the 
rust belt. The entire western Pennsylvania region 
needs a combination of old and new creation myths to 
generate inspiration, hope and empathy for the river 
and the surrounding valleys. Such a symbol would be 
a gift to all the living systems of Pittsburgh and the 
Ohio River valley. If we look back to the time before it 
was a city, we find the 6 nations of the Iroquois and a 
much older story, told by the voices of the Seneca & 
the Mingo, reaching back to the origins of this great 
new world. The Turtle’s Shell supported the world of 
man and woman when they fell from the sky. The earth 
was brought up from the bottom of the sea by the 

otter, toad and muskrat, so that humans could live 
and thrive on this new land. The world that we now 
know was made possible by our symbiotic relation-
ship with nature as a cooperative union of trust. 

Davis Island: The 1st Dam on the Ohio River
The Davis Island Lock and Chanoine Dam was the 
first dam on the Ohio River, constructed in 1885 on 
Davis Island, a 39-acre stretch of land, 5.5 miles from 
the source of the Ohio River.  How can we heal the 
scar of the first dam? How do you slow down the 
inertia of man’s desire to control nature’s flow? How 
do we begin to explore a future with less river control? 
Can we help a microcosm of inspiration to form, 
transforming Davis Island into a living example of 
alternative possibilities for the flood plains of the Ohio 
River? This first step is to turn the tide of the Industrial 
age, nurturing a new ecologically minded generation 
with deep connections to the living systems that 
surround them. This protected heart of the Ohio River 
could become a seed for future ecosystem 
re-establishment further down its banks and will grow 
as a symbol of pride for the city of Pittsburgh.

An Island Ecosystem
Can we create a protected estuary for river repair 
where people can learn to feel and care for this fragile 
ecosystem that we all depend on?  The Turtle’s Shell 
includes an advanced sensing station for live river 
health data, sensing current levels of industrial waste, 
fracking run off, human and animal byproducts, etc. 
and transmitted to the world via the internet. This 
island ecosystem embraces the re-development of a 
thriving native ecosystem via flood tolerant and hyper 
accumulator plantings as well as percolation fields for 
groundwater renewal / filtration. The existing Ranney 
groundwater well is of interest as a way to collect and 
send water to the existing well fields into the sub river 
aquifer that connects this island to the famed Three 
Rivers Point State park fountain. 

Invasive, Japanese knotwood could be removed and 
replaced by native sycamore, swamp white oak, 
pawpaw and green ash, reviving a thriving micro 
forest in its interior. As the rejuvenation takes hold, 
cultures of fresh water mussels and native amphibians 
will serve as biosensors for river health and 
ecosystem development. The island residents of deer, 
beaver, muskrats, squirrels and opossums will also 
benefit from the improved food chain available to 

them. The ecosystem will be rejuvenated by seasonal flooding, anchored by the deep-rooted, river 
grass and reed populations along its banks.  These plants and other organisms will receive sedimenta-
ry rejuvenation by the rivers constant cycles of ebb & flow.

Accessibility & Interaction
The Turtle’s Shell will be accessible only by non-motorized boats (canoes, kayaks and paddle boats) 
and perhaps a small walking bridge from the nearby western shoreline along the narrow channel side. 
An elevated walking bridge will also have to be established to cross the railroad tracks on that side of 
the river, to access parking areas.  The elevated walking path on the island will be accessible by foot, 
leading the visitor through the various nooks and crannies of the independent ecosystem that evolves 
over time. The island can also be seen from above from a viewing area on the nearby Fleming park 
bridge. Changing interactive info stations on the walkways will display various applied ideas and infor-
mation from the Fecal Matters and 3 Rivers 2nd Nature projects, interpreted by original and visiting 

artists for both installations and interactive exhibits. Small connection spaces will be maintained in the 
spirit of the Allegheny Park project, for creative arts and educational exploration. Unofficial swimming 
holes will also be maintained, bringing a sense of play and personal appreciation for the water itself 
and awareness of our bodies in relation to these rich aquatic ecosystems.

Beyond the Island
Additional micro-ecosystems could be developed on the Ohio River banks, modeled after the initial 
island system, connecting a chain of riverbanks and small islands, eventually forming a river corridor 
for various native species to flow up and down stream. Shared community Peace Gardens will be 
rejuvenated from the days of the Great Depression, along the shores of small river communities to 
bolster economic and social independence and appreciation for the gift of fertilization and life that the 
river can provide. Riverside flood plain interventions will continue to be established, looking at ways 
to transform river ecosystems into public spaces for nature appreciation.  Using the Harrison’s 
methods for ground water percolation sites and independent / local sewage filtration, decentralized 
systems will lead to even greater independence and flexibility. Finally, an examination of the entire 
Ohio River watershed and the bigger picture of river health will be developed into an educational 
curriculum for students of all ages across the interconnected regions, feeding future generations of 
learners.
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