EXPLORING BRITAIN'S

Cavan Scott talks to Griff Rhys Jones
about his new River Journeys

r— series and why we all need to
// "';_ﬁ s > « _[EClain our forgotten waterways .
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HOW DID YOUR RIVER
JOURNEY BEGIN?
After the Mountains series
went down well I wanted
to put together a history
of landscape. However, that’s a huge
subject so we turned our attention to
what made our landscape — water. So
from the mountains I went to the valleys.
What fascinates me is that our rivers
are how man truly interacts with the
wild. They're corridors of eternal nature,
because rivers will be there long after
we’ve come and gone.

HOW HAS THAT INTERACTION
CHANGED OVER TIME?

For 3,000 years there was an
unchanging relationship between man
and rivers. They were originally great
paths through a landscape that would
have been almost impenetrable. In
medieval times they were extraordinary
highways, where now obscure inland
towns were built to benefit from not only
trade routes, but also the drainage and
health capabilities of the water. But in the
last 300 years there has been a complete
change. This very symbiotic relationship
was severed by the coming of the
industrial age, an age that ironically

only came about because of the rivers
themselves.

IN WHAT WAY?

Well, look at Ironbridge on the Severn.
Without the river you would never
have had the iron works. It created the
availability of the iron in the first place,
and then the need to transport it brought
about the invention of the first metal
boat there. Head up to the Derwent
and Cromford and you'll meet the first
mechanisation powered by the water,
Blake’s “dark Satanic mills”. Suddenly
water meant power.

BUT IN THE MODERN DAY SURELY
WATER MEANS PLEASURE?

Not as much as youd think. Of the
150,000 miles of inland river in the UK,
only 41,000 miles have public access.

In England and Wales we have huge
restrictions on where you can travel,
imposed by the vested interest of the
various landowners.

I'm lucky on my local patch of river,
the Stour in East Anglia. In the 7os,
users of the river found out that sections
were to be closed down by the reservoir
companies. They took the fight to the
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House of Lords and won a historic victory

for navigational rivers. They now have

to be kept open by law, but still the vast
majority of rivers are closed to navigation
in a way that Edward I would have found
extraordinary. He was constantly passing
legislation to stop people putting in dams
or weirs and stopping free navigation.

BUT SURELY WE CAN'T ALLOW
PEOPLE TO NAVIGATE EVERY
SECTION OF OUR RIVERS?

Of course not. We don’t want canoes
churning up the salmon beds of the
Wye. But as our relationship with

the river has broken down, so our
understanding has too, and the majority
of us don't realise how quickly we've
changed the river environment. It’s not
that the river is no longer a resource.

We were dependant on our rivers for life,

Top: John Constable’s
1821 painting The
Hay Wain, of Flatford
Mill on the River
Stour in Suffolk,
beautifully captures a
working river; Above:
Willy Lott’s Cottage,
the building pictured
in the painting, still
stands today and is
Grade I-listed

| legend, politics and trade; now we see
. them as a resource to exploit.
In the last 50 years we've exploited
| our rivers more violently than at any
" other time in history and yet at the
| same point we've turned our back on
them. We don't travel by them. We
hardly acknowledge them. We no

— longer harvest the willow that grows

on their banks and indeed, our banks are
now dominated by nettles which gives
you an idea of the quality of the soil. The
river has become an agricultural dish,
awash with chemicals. In the past we

let them become an industrial dish, an
action we’re now repairing. Our rivers
have lost their value and I think that’s
rather dangerous.

BUT HOW DO YOU GET PEOPLE TO
RECONNECT, TO REBUILD THAT
BROKEN RELATIONSHIP?

The first stage, and the most difficult,
is to get across their sheer beauty. In
this country we have one of the most
celebrated stretches of river in the
world. Pictures of it hang on the walls
of museums and everyone knows it
even if they don’t know its name. It’s a
name I've already mentioned, the Stour;
in particular the 6 or 7 miles that John
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Constable painted over 25 years. Next
time you see a Constable picture, take
a moment to think about what he’s
capturing. It’s a working river, bustling
with activity rather than just a lifeless set.
Huge weather systems hang above his
pictures, showing our relationship with
the elements and most importantly, the
river works at its own speed. Speed

is what killed the British river. Until
the lorry came along, people were
content that it took time to transport
grain to London.

This is the image of the river that I
love, the image we put on tea towels. A
very British river — a vital river — and
one that is finely balanced. If a stretch
of water is merely a place where people
kayak or where water authorities ban
navigation, we lose the value, both of its
beauty and as a social institution.

DO YOU HOPE THAT YOUR TV SERIES
WILL INSPIRE PEOPLE TO LOOK
AGAIN AT OUR RIVERS?

I hope it inspires them to take their

own journey into the back garden of our
country, the forgotten places that are
only seen from the water. Venture on to
this now deserted world and you’ll be
completely isolated, flanked by bulrushes
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Top: The famous
Iron Bridge across
the River Severn,
Shropshire, was the
first arch bridge to
be made out of cast
iron. Its construction
was only possible
because a new

blast furnace nearby
lowered the cost

of the material;
Above: Griff believes
that travelling by
canoe puts our rivers
in a whole new
perspective

and water lilies the size of your hand.
Again, I'm lucky that I live on the

Stour. You can cruise along a length of
waterway that is packed with fish. It feels
like you're passing through an aquarium
and beneath you the bed is covered

with freshwater mussel shells that
reflect the sun. When Sir John Everett
Millais painted Ophelia he didn’t get a
hundredth of the glories of that river.

The British river is the garden of God.
I've been in Swedish woods, I've been
in the mountains of Montana, I've seen
carpets of the most extraordinary wild
flowers, but nothing compares to the
wonder of a river in this country. Here
is an extraordinary corridor of natural
beauty that you can experience if you can
be bothered to jump into a canoe. And
what’s even more extraordinary is that
you'll be only one of a handful of people
who see it.

Who do you disturb? The occasional
fisherman. You'll be no more disturbing
fish anymore than a log passing by. I've
met a lot of fisherman and decided that
we should disturb as many as possible.
What we all need to remember is that
the river isn't there for a few, but for the
many. Rivers have been a forgotten world
for far too long. @

GRIFF RHYS JONES
EXPLORING BRITAIN'S LOST WORLD

Discovering the

lifeblood of Britain

In each episode of River Journeys,
Griff explores a different aspect of
our relationship with the waterways

EPISODE ONE: THE CITY

Our rivers have always brought life to our
cities. In this episode, Griff follows the Lea
through the Chilterns to London and discovers
a river that has arguably had as much impact
on the capital as the Thames.

EPISODE TWO: THE WORKING RIVER
In the north, Griff travels from the

west coast to the east, starting with

a swim in the Mersey and ending among a
network of hidden rivers and the campaigns to
clean them up.
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EPISODE THREE: THE WILD

Griff experiences the wild waters

of Scotland, heading upstream from
Kinlochleven into one of the most remote
areas of the country, stopping off along the
way to learn how to milk fish and to navigate
the wildest waters in Britain.

EPISODE FOUR: THE HISTORY

From its source in the Cambrian Mountains

to the estuary 200 miles later, Griff tracks the
changing face of the Severn and how rivers
have nurtured and provided for mankind since
the dawn of time.

EPISODE FIVE: THE FUTURE

As Griff returns to his own beloved Stour

and explores the contrast between the Fens
and the Broads, he asks how we balance
the needs of farmers, anglers, canoeists,
environmentalists and industry to decide the
future of our rivers.

=M Join Griff for his River Journeys on
=i BBC One from Sunday 26 July.
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