New Naturalist No.105 - Wye Valley
By George Peterken

Space will not allow me to do justice to this fine addition to the series by one of our very greatest field ecologists. George Peterken has lived in the Wye Valley since his retirement from what was then the Nature Conservancy Council (NCC) in 1992. 

He was for two decades the NCC’s woodland ecologist and no one has done more to reconcile the very different viewpoints of forestry and woodland preservation than George. He is a natural diplomat, a scientist of rare vision and breadth, and a bloody good writer rolled into one. This book shows off George’s style at its best: crisp, dryly humorous, a master of revealing detail, and sometimes surprisingly lyrical too, notably in his tour of the River Wye that opens this book. He takes a broad view in every sense. His valley is not just the steep, wooded riverside we think of as the Wye but a patchwork of meadows, small farms, cliffs of limestone and other rocks, and even moors in its upper reaches. He touches on art and landscape (the Wye is the birthplace of landscape appreciation and the picturesque style of art), history and architecture, Gilpin and Wordsworth, salmon fishing and meadow management, floods and tidal waves, and every kind of wildlife from deer to liverworts and mushrooms. No one else could have done it half so well. This is a classic New Naturalist. Read it and the presence of a truly special place will sink into your consciousness: you will, I hope, be making dates in the diary.

The book is well-printed on the whole with an excellent balance of images and text, and the fine gallery of colour images were taken mostly by the author himself. The jacket is a splendid design let down by the printing. I have seen the original artwork and it has a depth of colour and sparkle lacking here. I’m sure George Peterken won’t mind if I pass on his own comment. In a mood of philosophical resignation, he remembered that the man who opened people’s eyes to the beauties of the Wye Valley, William Gilpin, first saw it through a curtain of rain. Just so. Imagine the valley through a thin drizzle with the river mists starting to clear, and this jacket will surely grow on you as it has on me.

Peter Marren

