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WATER WARS:  Drought, Flood, Folly, and the Politics of Thirst by Diane Raines Ward

Riverhead Books; ©2002 

Keywords:  Water Supply—Management.  Hydraulic Engineering.  Water—Political Aspects.  Water Rights.  Water-supply—International cooperation. 280p
Ward’s water worry has sent her to some unusual places in the world, giving her a first-hand observation on the resentments and satisfactions of thirsty people.  More than oil, water will start a war and make peace.  One of her observations in this book is chilling: she pays the same for a gallon of water that she does for a gallon of gas.  Although Ward does not attempt to come up with solutions, she cleverly pulls the reader into thinking out their own by presenting each chapter with a unique water-related problem, its history of that problem, how it relates to its neighbors and even its continent; short-and-long-term answers to that problem, and how the population reacts to it.  She not only notices that relocation for dam projects happens to the poorest in the country, she finds others in our history that has made that same observation.  This book concludes every chapter with a telling point; she dispels the popular myth of our ancestors’ gleeful overuse of land.  The worries we hold today are the same ones that began as bad news out of the mouths of water’s visionaries and engineers.   When she stands at the remains of the Mar’ib Dam in Yemen, she knows as well as we do, we can build dams faster and bigger than this one, but nothing we do will last as long--one thousand years.  Even so, the ends are the same: whenever a dam breaks, its people will go with it.

GREAT QUOTE:  “The consequences of dams and canals will be felt for centuries after they are created.  We ought to be very, very careful what we wish for.”—p. 69

NAMING NATURE:  A Seasonal Guide for the Amateur Naturalist by Mary Blocksma

Penguin Books; © 1992.  Keywords:  Zoology—Nomenclature (Popular)—Study and teaching.  Plant names, Popular—Study and teaching. 336p.
Blocksma’s alternative title, “365 Days to Natural Literacy,” describes her intentions perfectly.  A librarian, her orderly, cataloging mind came to the conclusion that she was “blindly” seeing the world around her.  She did not have the training or experience to know what she was seeing, and thus, realized she was missing out on a higher level of appreciation:
“Still, like most Americans, I had somehow become an adult who could not claim even an elementary knowledge of my natural neighborhood.  How, I wondered, will we save the world if we can’t even name our nearest trees?”

Blocksma does just that; most days of the year are given notice as she notices the world around her—trees, plants, birds, animals of all kinds, and the occasional human-watching.  Most examples are familiar to us, and her consistent ability to find “unusual” species leaves her and the reader wondering are they so unusual after all—or is there a lack of informed observers?  Anyone interested in psychology would be interested in this, as it clarifies the whole “language-comprehension” debate quite well.  This is very entertaining and often soothing with small pencil and ink illustrations throughout.  This is the kind of daily dairy that would grab the attention of most classrooms.  I’d strongly suggest the teacher read over each day beforehand though.  Pre-schoolers might not appreciate the details of a turtle soup, and “cephalothorax” is a word that needs practice.  

GREAT QUOTE:  “No North American poisonous snake displays long, horizontal stripes.”  p.164. 

THE BIOLOGY OF BATS:  by Gerhard Neuweiler; translated by Ellen Covey

©2000 Oxford University Press 


From a neurological, audible, chemical, and cellular level, nothing is like a bat.  Whatever makes the bat an odd bird in your book; this is the tome for you.  While we can always plug into a webpage and find quick facts about the bats in our neighborhood, TBOB is the hard-core, sometimes surprising stuff that explains why our bats do what they do.  In a time where some books are “dummied down” to keep from frightening you, this one proves you can get technical without putting the reader to sleep.  


Echolocation is one of the more puzzling things bats do; right now, with the current Wind Turbine controversy raging, books like these are helping experts work on the problem of bats’ odd attraction to these dangerous structures.  

OF MOTHS AND MEN:  An Evolutionary Tale (The Untold Story of Science and the Peppered Moth). By Judith Hooper ISBN 0-393-05121-8 ©2002 W.W. Norton & Company.  Keywords:  Natural Selection.  Evolution (Biology).  Peppered moth.  Fraud in Science.

This is a riveting tale of corruption, brilliance, arrogance (lots of that), sexism, broken families, obscure Secret Societies, even more secret moth-attractant recipes, Darwin, all-out bloody wars of Creationism, Intelligent Design and Evolution, and several emotional breakdowns with at least one suicide and other, less obvious career suicides.  All this over a moth??


Not just any moth.  West Virginians know only five moths:  The cabbage moth, the Clothes Moth, the Gypsy Moth, the West Virginia Moth on the Smokey Bear poster, and then, last but not least, the Peppered Moth.  We learn this one in our higher-grade science texts, as they are supposed to be the obvious proof of adaptation + evolution. 


If you want a nice, clean, tidy story that conclusively states the peppered moth is proof of evolution, look elsewhere.  This is about as nice, clean and tidy as the Great Molasses Flood of 1919 (and there’s probably just as many bodies buried under the muck)!  On the other hand, if you like true stories of history that “fall through the cracks” this is absolutely the book for you.  Read it; be amazed that a tiny insect could cause so many problems in the minds of men—men acting and talking in a certifiable fashion--and write to your textbook editors in protest.


Great Quote:  “Are you good at getting along with eccentric people?” the personnel office would ask candidates in their interviews (School of Ecological Genetics).  They had to be…the job had a split personality.”

HAWKS IN FLIGHT: by Dunne, Sibley and Sutton.  ©1988 Keywords: Birds of Prey.  Birds—ID.  Birds—North America—ID.  Sibley, David.  Sutton, Clay, date.  Houghton Mifflin.  254p.

If you’re like me, your most memorable experience with a hawk is also one of your shortest—in my case, I was dive-bombed as a kid when I stood up in a hayfield and startled a red-tailed’s attack on a field mouse.  In about 4 bald, bulging-eyed seconds, my memory was engraved in brick-red feathers, flashing eyes, a hard, hooked beak—and very little else.


Unlike some books, HIF helps you figure out what you just saw.  It’s a guide to how a bird behaves, not how it looks at close-range, sitting in profile, in good light.  I personally like the chapter on Eagles and Vultures:  “Big Black Birds.”  If all you saw of a bird is its fleeting underside, the shape of its gliding wings, and even it’s back because you were really high up, then check out HIF; adding to its usefulness is the listings on why a site is or isn’t popular with the bird you’re looking for.  In a way, the book is “Aerial profiling.”

Great Quote:  “Merlin is to a kestrel what a Harley-Davidson motorcycle is to a scooter.”
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