Book Review
Exploring Britain’s Hidden World

by Keith Hiscock

by Peter Rowlands

Every now and then
someone comes along who can
bridge a communication gap;
capable of excelling within the
academic, scientific world yet
able to explain it to the majority
of us, the laypeople, in terms
that we don’t find highbrow and
intimidating yet still imparting
information at an intelligent,
embracing level. Such a person
is Keith Hiscock, the author
of Exploring Britain’s Hidden
World - A Natural History of
Seabed Habitats.

There can be no doubt
that the 20th century saw
developments and discoveries on
a scale hitherto unprecedented;
the combustion engine, air travel
and space exploration being the
headline acts but it has been
underwater, as always invisible
to the public’s eye, which has
revealed a world of intricate
complexity with seemingly
boundless potential yet without
it there would be a certain
collapse of the natural world as
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we know it.

At the turn of the century our
knowledge base was achieved with crude
mechanical grabs taking samples from
fathoms below but by the end of it we had
instruments to record and quantify every
aspect combined with AUVs to take them
to places and for durations way beyond

our human limitations.
And yet, despite

such huge technical,
scientific advances, it
was actually our new
found ability to be
able to go, and stay,
underwater ourselves
for useful amounts of
time that brought about
our ‘understanding’

of how it all fitted
together because we
could see it with our
own eyes in real time;
the juxtaposition and
the intricate jigsaw of
habitats which support
a profusion of life on
a par with any tropical
rain forest or jungle.
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By fortuitous coincidence, the last 50 years of
scientific discoveries have been in Keith’s working
lifetime as an ecologist and conservation scientist
and both he, and now us, have benefited. The results
from this most productive of times are condensed
into this book for all to absorb.

Exploring Britain’s Hidden World is like a
perfectly presented personal scrapbook produced
from a life at the coalface, so to speak. This is not a
stuffy scientific delivery but a celebration of what
could be portrayed as bland but in Keith’s hands it
comes alive with its infinite variety, the text is a well
weighted fusion of down to earth and science and
the images are consistently good at showing what
is needed without fancy lighting and photographic
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trickery. Both are equally complimentary.

To my mind the most important indication of
an author’s credibility is how they deal with today’s
environment and the future. The past and today’s are
known and to a certain extent we are sure that, if the
present situation is allowed to continue, then, taken
to the ultimate, there will almost certainly be no
sustainable future. Keith’s assessment of the current
situation is a non inflammatory presentation of the
facts and, like all good educators, he offers a vision
of the future which is an achievable combination of
personal involvement based on understanding aided
by technical innovation to almost certainly redress

and restore the balance.

In conclusion I can only steal part of Callum
Roberts’ Foreword when he says “This is the book
which I wish I’d possessed when I was starting out”.

Exploring Britain’s Hidden World - A Natural
History of Seabed Habitats is published by Wild
Nature Press and costs £25.
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