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 special event is truly 
 in the eye of the 
 beholder. Even so, 
we have identified several spe-
cial events—or happenings, by 
a dictionary definition of event. 
Each of them illustrates just 
one of the layered and varied 
ways in which waterjets 
connect communities in an 
exceptional manner.
 For Herb Olbrich, owner of 
LMK Waterjet in Kenilworth, 
NJ, the extraordinary contribu-
tion a waterjet cutting applica-
tion can make has expressed 
itself in surprising ways. But 
no result is as important to 
him as a memorial to the mem-
bers of the Fire Department 
of New York (FDNY) who 
died trying to rescue others 
from the World Trade Center 
(WTC) towers on 9/11.
 Self-effacing, Olbrich em-
phasizes that his participation 
in the sculpting effort was min-
imal. “I’m just the machine job 
shop,” he explains. “One of my 
customers out on Staten Island 
approached me with the idea 
of helping.” At that time, the 
plan was to use a blow torch 
to craft outlines of the twin 
WTC towers and FDNY com-
memorative lettering into a 
structural steel component 
salvaged from the tragic site.
 Olbrich says that as soon 
as the steel arrived at his shop, 
he recognized the form. “An 
I-beam,” he explains. “It just 
kind of choked me up.” 
 A blow torch could have 
accomplished what the 
memorial makers envisioned. 
But a waterjet cutter was a 
much better choice, explains 
Olbrich. “It’s a much cleaner 
process than what they were 
doing” with the more tradi-
tional torch-facilitated 
etching process. 

 So committed was Olbrich to working on the project, he made an 
immediate decision. “I did it pro bono,” he explains. 
 Compassion for those affected by 9/11 brought many parts of the 
country together in new ways. Members of the fire department in Aspen, 
CO, had invited families of FDNY to visit, as their guests, and enjoy a 
respite in the scenic mountain region. In July 2010, the memorial makers 
reciprocated with thanks by giving the I-beam memorial to the Aspen 
Fire Department, where it has now taken up a permanent position.
 Recently, Olbrich had another opportunity to accomplish something 
special with waterjet cutters. A major retailer in New York wanted a big 

sign for the exterior of its store, a message to capture the spirit of the 
holidays. One word would say it all: Believe. 
 Each of the nine letters—and the star that dotted the letter “I”—was 
to be cut from a flat, metal sheet that measured five feet by ten feet. 
Olbrich’s shop cut the letters using waterjets. Small holes in the sign 
supported lights, which made the sign a warm and quiet reminder of 
the peace that comes from doing just that, believing.
Special Part of the Norm
 With the 9/11 memorial I-beam, Olbrich had just one chance to cut 
the form correctly. (In contrast, he could have secured a new metal 
sheet for any ‘Believe’ letter if necessary.) But the big challenge with the 
I-beam was its uniqueness and uneven surface. 
 Olbrich quickly solved the uneven surface problem though, using an 
accessory he had purchased from the company that outfitted him with 
his waterjet cutter. The company is OMAX Corporation, Kent, WA, and 
the accessory is a Tilt-A-Jet. It was Rose Bechtold, a marketing writer/
editor at that company, who introduced us to Olbrich.
 Bechtold not only linked us to Olbrich, but she also shared a few of the 
many other special events in which the firm for which she writes has been 
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with such a tie to the behind 
the scenes makers of the magic, 
much of the work the compa-
ny’s waterjet cutters tackle 
remains in the proprietary 
zone. (That is, companies that 
contract for work and custom-
ized machines do not want 
to provide clues to their com-
petitors regarding how they 
achieve their fascinating ends.)
Enchantment Takes 
Many Forms
 Everywhere there are 
delightful expressions of 
genius, which were made 
possible by the precision of 
waterjet cutters. Sculptors 
routinely tap such cutters as 
tools. They sculpt with metal, 
stone, and even ice.
 Lower pressure jets also 
fill the world with intriguing 
sights. Fountains in countless 
spots rely on jets to draw the 
most dramatic effect from the 
smallest amount of water. In 
Kansas City, MO, the North 
Gate Park on the Missouri 
River, a fountain deploys jets 
to spray water 30 feet in the air. 
The fine mist from the jets does 
freeze on frigid days, but it 
does so in a way that makes 
organic sculptures, or struc-
tures—like clouds—that exist 
for only a short and beautiful 
time. The Golden State base of 
Hydrel Company, which has a 
special interest in designing 
entities that exploit the inter-
play of water and light, stands 
behind the design.
  Fountains and lower pres-
sure jets are a natural fit in a 
world where concerns about 
the scarcity of freshwater have 
caused fountains to be closed. 
Waterjets make the most of the 
smallest amount of water.
 It’s a joy to see water and 
light meeting in spaces where 
reflection is sought and 

involved. For instance, some of the parts for engines powering vehicles in 
NASCAR have been produced with abrasive waterjets from the company.
 Moreover, explains Bechtold, engineers and others at the company 
regularly reach out to the next generation of designers. In 2010, some 
of the engineers met one day each week for six weeks to help students 
prepare for a regional robotics competition. 
 The engineers volunteered their time. And they helped students 
from the Aviation High School Des Moines, WA, cut aluminum compo-
nents for the 2010 Microsoft Seattle Regional robotics competition.
 From props and effects for films and stages to astonishing imagery, 
the company that manufactured the cutting tools used by Olbrich has 
quite a large footprint in the special events category. Unfortunately, 
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encouraged. The only thing 
missing is music. Or is it?
Play On
 Some readers may have 
already encountered—and 
listened to or played—a 
hydraulophone. A Six Flags 
theme park and the Ontario 
Science Center have installed 
the musical instrument.
 Water gives the hydraulo-
phone its sound. “The hydrau-
lophone makes sound from 
vibrations in water, rather than 
air,” explains Steve Mann, the 
inventor of the instrument and 
a professor of electrical and 
computer engineering at the 
University of Toronto. 
 The hydraulophone departs 
from earlier forms of water-
based novelties such as Hero’s 
automata and seventeenth-
century, water-wheel organs. 
“Prior usage of water was as a 
source of power to power air 
instruments or the like,” says 
Mann. Here, the vibration of 
the water is the sound a player 
manages and hears.
 The player of the hydraulo-
phone touches water emerging 
from jets to produce a sound. 
Those who find the music of 
the organ soothing will be 
appreciative of the sound 
from the hydraulophone. 
 Something akin to a 
recorder, with water flowing 
from the holes instead of air, 
the hydraulophone has twelve 
holes. Chords come from 
depressing multiple jets.
 Getting the jet pressure 
low enough to allow a 
player to depress the water 
without being stung by it 
was an early challenge for 
Mann, who began developing 
the hydraulophone in the 
1990s. Today, the pressure 
of the water at the player 
interface is very low.

 “Pressures can run from 0.1 psi to one or two psi, maybe up to 30 psi 
on the user interface side,” he explains. “Sounding side can run from 
one psi to 750 psi or up to 3000 psi.”
 Playing the water-based instrument is a special event, to be sure. 
Yet what the inventor hopes those who lend their touch to the instru-
ment will take away from the experience is something much larger 
than a musical interlude.
 Mann says he was motivated to invent the hydraulophone as a way 
“to increase environmental awareness, with a particular emphasis on 

the importance of clean lakes and rivers.” With the attention that the 
hydraulophone attracts in whichever setting it is placed, the goal seems 
to have been met.
 The concept behind the hydraulophone and its bridge to pure water 
brings us full circle in this short discussion of happenings and waterjets. 
As children, many of us enjoy putting our hands in rivers and ponds 
and under waterfalls. That tactile connection to the fluid that sustains 
life gives us a good feeling. 
 Similar feelings ought to be available to us at every age. They remind us 
that we are human. And they offer a lovely way to be connected to our planet.
 Some have compared the flow of life to a stream. Thereby, water 
takes on the role of metaphor as well as supporter of life. 
 It’s poetic that the I-beam sculpture crafted at Olbrich’s facility should 
find its way to a home by a fire house in the Rocky Mountains. Water, fire, 
earth, and the fragile, temporary nature of humans are all connected there. 
 Waterjets are truly making the planet more welcoming to all, not 
just in the structural components and construction initiatives they 
make possible, but also in the way they tie us together in other realms. 
Remembrance, contemplation, art, and music—and recreation—are 
among those realms, or special events.
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