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THE THAMES, THEY ARE A'CHANGIN'
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[Twelfth in a series on "naturalist-in" books.]
Some books reviewed in this series are set in very wild places. The naturalist who
explores the Himalaya, the Gran Chaco or New Guinea, for example, can expect a
large measure of adventure, even danger. The present book, in strong contrast,
has to do with a very tame, even sedate region, quite free of all physical
adventure.
The Thames is the longest and most important waterway in Britain. It runs
about 350 km from its source in the Cotswolds to its mouth in the southeast of
England. About the lower third of this reach is tidal, so that the tides regularly
extend up through London and some distance beyond it. Accordingly, the
naturalist distinguishes three quite different zones of the Thames: the upper
tributaries or backwaters, the main freshwater river, and the tidal zone or
estuary. Charles Cornish is interested in all three of these zones, although he
seems to hold the upper reaches in especial affection, as most naturalists would
probably do. His scope is not just the river itself but the river system, including
the lands along its banks. Within this scope, the 41 short chapters treat a variety
of topics, with greatest attention to aquatic life and birds. It is a delightful book,
about which I have just one complaint. It is not nearly as personal as most others
in this series, so that the author says next to nothing about himself and is not as
clearly situated within the subject. I don't know, maybe it's just part of being
English.
Two chapters on birds especially engaged my attention, treating "Bird
Migration Down the Thames" and "The Carrion Crow". Several species -blackbirds, house martins and swallows among them -- appear to follow the path
of the river in their regular fall and spring migrations. The carrion crow, a
conspicuous member of the Thames avifauna, is well known as a voracious
predator of the eggs of other birds, for which reason it is held in general distaste.
Cornish treats it in the proper naturalist manner, neither drawing back in horror
from its habits nor making excuses.
The Thames Valley has been settled for many centuries, and parts of the built
environment are very old. Given the sedate nature of the region and the topic, it
is appropriate that Cornish devotes a few chapters to human artefacts. To me,
his chapter on "Ancient Hedges" is especially attractive, even though it would be
hard to find a less adventurous topic suitable for a natural history book. The
chapter title refers to the fact that hedges are among the oldest human-made
features of the English environment. The chapters ends with a lengthy discussion
of the plants that make the best hedges, in which one can fairly hear the author
smacking his lips with delectation. It's easy to warm up to a guy who can groove
on hedges.

The book appears to be directed in large part to an early class of ecotourists.
At the time of writing, about a century ago, vacationing and boating along the
Thames above London had become very popular, so that there was a large group
of people coming into contact with the wildlife of the river and its banks.
It was a fortunate time for this sort of activity, as the Thames had recently
seen some very successful efforts at conservation and restoration, both of the
river itself and of the lands along it. I regard the chapters on this subject -- in
which Cornish takes a realist but quite optimistic view -- as the most important in
the book. At the time of writing, he reports, a ban on hunting birds had been in
force in several Thames counties for several years, with remarkable results. The
number of individual birds had risen substantially, they had become less wary of
humans, and some long-missing species were attracted back into the region, a
source of much satisfaction to the naturalist.
Even more dramatic improvement was to be seen at that time in aquatic life.
The reason for this deserves some extended comment. Lying as it does in a
densely populated area, the Thames has long been subject to intense pollution,
especially from sewage. Strong popular and official concern about this dates
from the Middle Ages. Anti-pollution legislation was in place as early as the 14th
century, although it is doubtable that it had much effect. The Industrial
Revolution brought both new forms of pollution and a sharp increase in
population, so that by mid-19th century the tidal Thames was an inescapably very
stinky river. Those who could not escape this fact included the national
legislators, as the Houses of Parliament are on the banks of the Thames. The
river had become not only very smelly but of course very poisonous, so that fish
had all but disappeared from the tidal Thames.
The 19th century saw important public-works efforts to clean up the river. A
key part of these involved a diversion of the city's immense sewage, so that part
of it went into the Thames much lower down-river and another part was
delivered by barge out to sea. By the 1890s the effects were already being seen
in better water quality and a return of many fish and other aquatic organisms.
Because so many people like to fish, these trends were well monitored, and
Cornish was able to report, for example, that "Since the middle of April 1890,
large shoals of dace, bleak, roach, and small fry have appeared in all the reaches,
from Putney upwards." Today about 120 species are recorded in the Thames
system as a whole.
A healthier river is of course not just better for organisms living in and on
water, and Cornish names some land birds that appeared to have become more
abundant as a result of a cleaner Thames.
Within this broader theme of the restoration of the Thames, Cornish gives
special attention to salmon. The Atlantic salmon, Salmo salar, spends most of its
life in the sea, but breeds in the upper reaches of rivers, after which the
vulnerable juveniles migrate to the sea. It is very sensitive to water quality, so
that substantial pollution at any level -- sea at the river's mouth, tidewater, main
river, or tributary -- will drive it out of the river system. This makes the salmon a
special indicator species. At the time this book was written, no salmon had been
recorded above London Bridge in the center of the city since 1833, and Cornish

throws a sharp, yearning focus on the question of when they will ever return if
ever.
He would have had a long wait. Partly as a result of disruptions during two
world wars, the state of the river got worse before it got better. Even so, salmon
were recorded in the Thames again in 1974 for the first time in 141 years, and
they have remained. This is not to suggest that the Atlantic salmon is now a
common fish in the Thames. In no recent year has the number of returning adults
been more than a few hundreds, and in most years it is about 50. Even so, it is a
pleasure to see that Cornish's perpetual optimism was not misplaced.
The Naturalist on the Thames is available free-of-charge at Project
Gutenberg, http://www.ibiblio.org/gutenberg/.
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