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It is said that only exceptional politicians are able to make their own weather. The same is true
of writers. Roger Deakin, the writer and environmentalist who sadly died on Saturday 19 August
2006, literally changed the climate of opinion about access to the countryside, its rivers and
waterways, with his 1999 book, Waterlog: a swimmer's journey through Britain. It is a unique
book and it will last for a very long time in the canon of British topographical and naturalist

writing [1].

gl By Mighoal Eitghas

The launch of the book was memorable. Invitations to the party suggested that guests bring
swimming costumes. The event was held at the Oasis open-air swimming pool in central
London, where a poolside band fronted by Jacqui Dankworth played Loudon Wainwright llI's [2]
wonderful Swimming Song, amongst other joyful and upbeat music.

Roger was also a filmmaker and broadcaster, following a period as an advertising copywriter
and English teacher. He settled in Suffolk where he purchased a rambling farmhouse which
included an ancient moat in which he swam almost every day when possible. Life there became
the subject of a beautiful Radio 4 programme, "The House", which simply recorded the noises of
the ancient house creaking at night, with mice scurrying behind the wainscots, owls hooting in
the dark beyond, and the wind rattling the out-houses. He had a particular interest in the
Southend rock-music scene, and had a penchant for the lowlife places and musicians found
along the lower Thames delta (Canvey Island, Leigh-on-Sea, Southend). These enthusiasms
produced several documentary films of enormous exuberance and anarchic life.

Roger Deakin (1943-2006) was a writer and filmmaker with a special interest in nature and
the environment. A founding director of the arts/environment charity Common Ground
[3], and a trustee of the music/theatre string ensemble The Gogmagogs, he is the author
of Waterlog: a swimmer's journey through Britain (Vintage. 1999 [4]). He died on 19
August 2006. His last book, Wildwood: a journey through trees — about humans' love for
and relationship to wood — will be published by Hamish Hamilton in 2007.
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Roger Deakin published one article in openDemocracy:

"Towards Ennistone: a swimmer's journey [4]"
(4 July 2001)

Yet he was always a committed environmentalist and one of the principal movers behind the
pioneering environmental group, Common Ground [5]. The publication of Waterlog moved
Roger into a much more prominent position as a fine and passionate writer about the
degradation of the world's rivers and water systems. In Britain this book created a significant
change in the mood of public opinion, back towards open-air swimming (the revival of lidos [5] is
indebted to Waterlog), to greater access [6] to the tarns, ponds and rivers in Britain, as well as
the fields and landscapes in which they were set, and a rejection of the over-chlorinated,
chemically enhanced, fitness culture of the gym and indoor leisure centre.

At the time of his death he had just managed to complete a second major work, Wildwood: A
Journey through Trees, which will be published by Hamish Hamilton in 2007. For this book he
travelled in many countries across the world (though particularly in the former Soviet bloc
countries, including Belarus and Kyrgyzstan), investigating the plight of ancient woodlands and
forests. It is a tragedy that he will not be here to celebrate its publication, and to promote the
cause of ecological conservation he so assiduously espoused.

Roger Deakin belonged to that tradition of English topographical and literary writers [7] — among
them Ronald Blythe, Mark Cocker, and Richard Mabey — who have one foot in the library and
the other foot in the distant fields. The poems of Keats, Shelley, Wordsworth and Coleridge
were as immediate to him as today's newspapers. It is both a rich pleasure and a poignant
moment to read again the piece he wrote for openDemocracy, "Towards Ennistone — a
swimmer's journey", to commemorate the passing of a thoroughly generous and delightful man.

To read Roger Deakin's article "Towards Ennistone — a swimmer's journey"”, published on 4 July
2001, click here [7].

Source URL:
http://www.opendemocracy.net/ecology-landscape/deakin_3848.jsp

Links:

[1] http://www.randomhouse.co.uk/catalog/
extract.htm?command=search&db=main.txt&eqgisbndata=0099282550 target=_blank

[2] http://www.lwiii.com/ target=_blank

[3] http://www.commonground.org.uk/index-x.html target=_blank

[4] http://www.randomhouse.ca/catalog/display.pperl?isbn=9780099282556 target=_blank
[5] http://www.commonground.org.uk/index-x.html target=_blank

[6] http://www.yorkshiretoday.co.uk/ViewArticle2.aspx?SectionID=105&ArticlelD=1658579
target=_blank

[7] http://greenbooks.co.uk/store/product_info.php?products_id=201 target=_blank

e

This article is published by Ken Worpole, , and openDemocracy.net under a Creative Commons
licence. You may republish it free of charge with attribution for non-commercial purposes
following these guidelines. If you teach at a university we ask that your department make a

Page 2 of 3


http://www.opendemocracy.net/ecology-landscape/deakin_3848.jsp
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/2.0/uk/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/2.0/uk/
http://www.opendemocracy.net/author/Ken_Worpole.jsp
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/2.0/uk/
https://secure.groundspring.org/dn/index.php?aid=13800

donation. Commercial media must contact us for permission and fees. Some articles on this site
are published under different terms.

Page 3 of 3


https://secure.groundspring.org/dn/index.php?aid=13800
mailto:theo.edwards@opendemocracy.net

	Roger Deakin, a journey through landscape

