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Happy Valley?

You were silly like us; your gift survived it all:
The parish of  rich women, physical decay,
Yourself. Mad Ireland hurt you into poetry.
Now Ireland has her madness and her weather still,
For poetry makes nothing happen: it survives
In the valley of  its making where executives
Would never want to tamper, flows on south
From ranches of  isolation and the busy griefs,
Raw towns that we believe and die in; it survives,
A way of  happening, a mouth.

W.H.Auden, from ‘In Memory of  W.B.Yeats’ (February 1939)



A boy reading; living the dream; 
a ten-year fight, 1982-1992

When I first came to live here, on the River Taw, the first morning I went 
fishing—1st day of  the 1962 season—an otter jumped out of  a ditch and 
ran ahead of  me to the river. It was a shock to realise what I’d done—
ended up in my childhood dream, on Tarka’s river. He was actually born 
on the Torridge—which shares the same estuary, but he roamed over both. 
I ended up—later—with the fishing on the Torridge, which included 
the trees under one of  which he was born—and spent all the eighties 
fighting one way or another to save that river.
I never saw another otter, down here, till four or five years ago, when they 
started to release artificially bred otters into the Torridge.

Letter to Mark Hinchliffe, 12 August 1996



Weir Pool, Beam, near Great Torrington



Pipe dreams and dated realities

September 1961: Ted, Sylvia and Frieda Hughes move to North Tawton

Autumn 1966: Ted dreams of  salmon leaping writhing from a high 
waterfall on the high Taw, showering him with eggs and milt: fertility.

Impossible, in reality:  North Tawton engineer Young’s North Devon 
Water Board pipes had been draining and depleting Taw Marsh for 
Exeter’s drinking water since 1962. 

1963: R.C.Walters: ‘the chalk aquifers surrounding London have been 
pumped almost to extinction’
• Quoted by Feargal Sharkey, Planet Pod, March 2023



1982 –
a draft
held 
back



March 1984: Executives tampering
‘I’ve been involved in a local battle, of  sorts, over Bideford Sewage 
System. The Water Authority, mightily urged on by local building 
interests, are putting in a type of  sewage system that merely screens 
the sewage (takes out 20% solids – which aren’t what you think they might 
be, hyena coprolites, but are mostly cardboard, plastic etc.) The moment the 
decision for this is lifted, the building embargo on Bideford will be 
lifted, & 1600 new houses go in immediately followed by whatever 
developments developers can develop. 

First result, instant increase, of  about 30% raw sewage going dump smack 
flop in the estuary in the middle of  the town. The shellfish are already 
poisonous. 75% surfers & canoists [sic] pick up infections & assorted 
dysenteries etc. The local hoteliers, & tourist association, see all hear 
all & say nowt – fearful of  what a public uproar might do to their tourists 
(population doubles in summer).’  

Second result, the death of  the rivers’ fish.

TH to Keith Sagar, 9 March 1984, Poet and Critic 135-6



Not for public consumption
All our efforts at protest being shoved aside, one of  the 
local lads produced the enclosed. Keep it to yourself, 
because it might be libellous.’ 

From ‘The Ballad of  the Bideford Browns’

(O all Torridge beaches are squidgy with faeces
So come you jolly toddlers and fall on your faces,
But don’t expect us to pay heed to your cries
For we all sit in excrement up to the eyes.

‘One of  the local lads’? To the tune of  ‘The Threshing Machine’ (mis?)filed at Emory, Box 170 folder 2



The river is suddenly green – dense bottle green.
Hard in the sun, dark as spinach. 
Drought pools bleach their craters.
The river’s floor is a fleece –
Tresses of  some vile stuff
That disintegrates to a slime as you touch it
Leaving your fingers fouled with a stink of  diesel.

The river’s gutted – a boom of  plenty for algae….
Surfactants, ammonia, phosphates – the whole 

banquet
Flushed in by sporadic thunderbursts
But never a flood enough to scour a sewer,
Never enough to resurrect a river.

‘1984 on the Tarka Trail’



The tale of  a dying river 
Does not end where you stand with the visitors
At a sickbed, feeling the usual
More than mangled helplessness.
You cannot leave this hospital because
Peter, the good corn farmer, with his three plus
Tons of  quality grain to the acre (behind him
The Min. of  Ag. and Fish.’s hard guarantee
Which is ths hired assurance of  hired science)
Heaps the poisons into you too.



Local lad as Laureate: 
a Christmas gift, carefully wrapped

‘Rain-Charm for the Duchy’, the first poem published as Poet 
Laureate, written when the drought burst, now recycled for 
Prince Harry in the Daily Mail 24.12. 1984 

– except for these lines

And the Torridge, that hospital sluice of  all the doctored and 
scabby farms from Welcombe to Hatherleigh to Torrington
Poor, bleached leper in her pit, praying that this at last is the kiss 
of  the miracle

• TH to Keith Sagar, 21.1.1985 Poet and Critic p.142



February 1985 
Finding a voice, lending one, raising funds:

‘The Best Worker in Europe’
The best worker in Europe

Is only six inch long –
Suddenly all his labours fail.

But still he sings: ‘What’s wrong, my dears?
I’ll tell you just what’s wrong.

My respiration, my circulation,
Compulsory-purchased by the Nation,

Are now Sewers of  your Civilisation.



From ‘The Best Worker in Europe’
(Cambridge: Rampant Lions Press, 1985)
Illustration: Charles Jardine



Dear Dermot: water resources
(5th February 85)

Ted to Dermot Wilson, ex Greenjacket, doyen of  dry fly fishing on chalk 
streams, author of  Dry-fly Beginnings Fishing the Dry Fly (1970), founder of  
UK’s first mail order tackle company at Nether Wallop Mill  (1968-1981), 
fellow contributor to West Country Fly Fishing (1983) and most importantly 
of  all founder of  the Water Resources Board for Salmon and Trout 
Association.

A thousand thanks for the reading he’d sent, of  varying value:
1) a section of  Ashley Cooper’s book A Salmon Fisher’s Odyssey (1982). Its 
common sense chimed with a general opinion emerging:  ‘martialled
properly,’ this might stop the SWWA issuing trout-stocking licenses in 
these rivers until they or somebody else’s scientists have done some 
research.
2) Scientific papers, which kept being on the point of  coming up with a 
crushing piece of  evidence – only to turn their attention to something 
else.
3) Refers, in his turn, to a paragraph in the current (winter 1984-5) issue 
of  World Wildlife Magazine, about the Torridge:





The steaming gun, and the villain

• Sewage pollution and low flows trapping salmon and sea-
trout in their mile-long ‘sanctuary pool’, between Beam 
Weir and Great Torrington

• at 2 million gallons per day, algal bloom phenomenal, the 
water virtually stagnant;

• a further ‘pollution hotspot’ down in the estuary
• This whole ‘deadly sequence’ set into action by whoever 

manipulates that water flow
• SWWA responsible, even if  they blame ‘freakish drought 

circumstances, and say that all rivers suffered the same’
• Ted joins the Action Group, and, at Dermot’s suggestion, 

the Salmon and Trout Association





Hughes Country: Taw and Torridge



And is initiated… an English jewel
• Three days at the height of  the mayfly fortnight on 

Dermot’s choice of  the great chalk streams:
• The Itchen, the Avon and the Test

• Ted drives straight down from salmon fishing on the 
Spey, salmon still on his mind, and with thoughts of  Irish 
spent gnat fishing too.

• ‘What a jewel of  a three days it was, for me. With that 
kind of  weather, my Irish fishing companions would have 
despaired – they need a cloud, before they will tie on a fly. 
‘



Delights and dynamite, Hughes and the Houghton: 
Performing in an old English mystery play….



Photo opportunity

Photograph:
Dermot Wilson



Good company: sharing a picnic…  

Photograph:
Dermot Wilson



… in 1986, a platform, a pattern…



If  never quite the same style

From Christopher Reid, ed., Letters of Ted Hughes (2007)



From Christopher Reid, ed., Letters of  Ted Hughes (2007)



The Morning after the Night Before
1.3.86, Little Warham, Torridge, frozen stiff

Michael  Hordern, Ted Hughes, Nick Grant, James Ferguson: members of  the 
Salmon and Trout Association on the morning after the North Devon branch 
AGM, and the scenes that inspired ‘The Torridge Tragedy’. 

Photographs by Terry Norton-Smith



….and contact details: 1988
Irish friend beside the Bourne

Photograph Bill Woodrow R.A.



From the Poet Laureate: 

Trout and Salmon, July 1988



Political will or stroke of  luck?
pooling resources 

‘Unless the voice of  the fishery can camouflage itself  within larger, social –
in other words political – issues, it can get nowhere.

‘It was a double stroke of  luck for the Torridge that a new SWWA 
chairman and chief  executive, Keith Court, and a new local Conservative 
MP, Emma Nicholson, arrived on the scene at just the right time.’

‘The will to solve the estuary’s problem quickly and completely’

A vague Environment Minister overborne by decisive intervention and 
funding:

£20m for Roadford Lake, completed in 1989 and still England’s newest 
reservoir



Fishermen won’t                     

‘As for the voice of  the fishery, she put her finger 
on it. Speaking of  her efforts for the river in 
general she commented: ‘This has nothing 
whatsoever to do with the fact that a few rich 
gentlemen want to catch salmon.’



1992 'Riverwatcher’ recycled
from the Dart, for Dermot





1992
Local victories 

Ian Cook’s battle with SWWA led them to pledge 
£5000 to research the foam that had blighted the 
Creedy.  
TH, 15 April 1992: ‘It’s an important case, it’s an 
absolutely historical case, because it's reactivated 
the power of  common law in this terrific issue of  
water quality in our rivers.’ 
• Guardian, 16.4.92, quoted by Yvonne Reddick, ‘Hughes’s Environmental Campaigns’, in Terry Gifford, 

ed. Ted Hughes in Context



‘Your World’
‘all our urgent talk about environmental problems seems to 
get us nowhere. Many sporadic local recoveries and advances 
do not reverse the cloudier, global, steady deterioriation. 
Resonant promises from politicians and the glossy 
environmental policy brochures of  industry seem to miss the 
mark. There is something about debate itself, about the 
endless demand for further research, that is a substitute for 
responding truly to the situation. Nothing about it changes 
the way we actually live. Verbal argument simply 
provokes more verbal argument. What is needed is a 
new kind of  language that goes straight to the heart and 
soul, and changes things there. When we change here, 
then everything has to change, our whole way of  life 
simply changes, and it can change quickly.’

• TH: The Observer Colour Supplement, 29 November 1992



1993

Illustration:
Douglas Carrel

Ted Hughes,
The Iron Woman
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The Iron Woman (1993)
‘Clean me.’ ‘Waste no time.’ ‘Hurry.’ ‘More water.’ ‘The river’.
‘It burns!’
‘Listen.’ ‘The birds?’ ‘No!’
The hand, with that colossal finger and thumb, just as daintily as it had 
held the snowdrops, took hold of  her hand and gripped it, softly but 
firmly.
Lucy’s fright lasted only for a second. Then she was overwhelmed by 
what she heard. A weird, horrible sound. A roar of  cries. Thousands, 
millions of  cries – wailings, groans, screams.’ 
‘What you heard  is what I am hearing all the time. .. The cry of  the marsh. It 
is the cry of  the insects, the leeches, the shrimps, the water skeeters, the 
beetles, the bream, the perch, the carp, the pike, the eels.’
‘They’re crying,’ whispered Lucy.
‘The cry of  the ditches and the ponds,’ the voice went on. “Of  the frogs, the 
toads, the newts. The cry of  the rivers and the lakes. Of  all the creatures 
under the water, on top of  the water, and all that go between.’



Touching, Catching 
‘in the hearing of  children’

• ‘It’s when we touch, don’t you see?’ he cried.  ‘It’s 
contagious!’ he cried. ‘You’ve caught it off  the Iron 
Woman, Now I’ve caught it off  you. And if  I grab 
someone, they’ll hear it too. And then if  they grab 
somebody they’ll hear it too. And on and on.’

• In the waste recycling factory, ‘whoever touched 
any of  those who had fought with Lucy and 
Hogarth was hit by the same explosion of  screams.’



And when screams aren’t enough

‘Listen to me now,’ said the Iron Man. But instead of  speaking, 
he took the Iron Woman’s hand, and seemed to listen.
‘Just as I thought,’ he said. ‘The scream is terrible. And yet it 
needs something extra.’

slim secretaries struggled with man-sized barbels, carp, salmon 
and pike, tripping over the litter of  empty shoes and tangling, 
empty trousers. The seals, giant frogs, colossal water beetles 
helped themselves, and so did the big eels. The factory’s entire 
office personnel lurched, flopped, thumped and slithered 
towards the exit. ‘To the river! To the river!’

• .
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Immersive story telling? A national 
disaster 

Was that the end of  it? It was not. Not by a long way.
Not just all over the town, but all over the country men had turned 

into giant fish, giant newts, giant insect larvae, giant water creatures of  
some kind. Every man over eighteen years old was in water.

Wherever the women could not get their husbands into the rivers or 
reservoirs or ponds, they got them into baths or swimming pools. 

The Prime Minister himself  was a six-foot-long dragonfly larva, in 
the bath at Number Ten. His secretary came in every hour to tell him 
about the latest phone calls, but all he did was wave his feelers at hter and 
push his strange mechanical jaws in and out…

It was a national disaster, of  course. The rest of  the world was 
dumbfounded.  

From Ted Hughes, The Iron Woman (1993)



1997
• In late 1996, Ted prepared evidence to public 

inquiry against estuary netting in the Torridge. 
Presented Jan 1997.

• Lessons learned: from the 1980s.
• Professional presentation of  evidence: 3800 words
• Over-abstraction 
• Industrial and agricultural pollution
• And the economic argument: for tourism, the 

benefit to the local economy of  rod caught salmon, 
hotels etc, from fishermen



Coming clean? the voice of  the fishery, 
changed, diversified

What is it that fishermen value so much about catching a Salmon or a Sea-
Trout? It is one of  the mysteries of  human nature that these two 
species have established such a powerful grip on the minds of  so many 
people. Among my Salmon and Sea-trout fishing friends are people 
from every walk of  life. They will make large sacrifices to secure their 
week’s or their odd days Salmon or Sea-trout fishing.
•

I’ve been asked to explain why the passion for catching these fish 
affects such a large number of people.

Ted Hughes, evidence submitted to public inquiry into drift netting in the Torridge-Taw estuary, 1997.

British Library, Ted Hughes papers, Add MS 88918/121/6



Physical contact,  lasting change,
constant postponement

The fisherman has to leave his business and go to a wild beautiful place to make 
physical contact with a wild, mysterious, very elusive creature.

This engages him in a physical involvement with a wild river, with the weather, 
and with all the swarming life of  an unspoiled piece of  wilderness.

This changes him. What comes awake are a thousand feelings and senses that we 
normally never use. Fishermen will tell you, this is the most exciting and deeply 
satisfying experience, so intense that for most fishermen it becomes an addiction, a 
passion.

Why can’t we experience all that just by walking beside a river. That can be 
a pleasant experience. But what happens to the fisherman is altogether more 
intense. The stressful modern world evaporates as prehistoric memory and 
awareness take over. But it cannot happen without that possibility of  coming to 
grips with the wild fish. It is the hunt. The suspense, the ingenuity. The active 
concentration in a wild lonely place.

The constant possibility of  the great explosive thrilling moment and the 
constant postponement of  it. All this, and many other things, are what makes 
Salmon and Sea-trout fishing one of  the ultimate sports.



2019: a confluence





• Programme notes, for delegates only, as now
• In our last session, talk of  a conference volume
• Nick Measham, CEO of  Salmon and Trout 

Conservation, which the Salmon and Trout 
Association had become in 2006, suggested a 
title :



Wild Fish



You couldn’t make it up... 
Martin Rowson, Guardian 25 February 2021



‘Proof  it’s live’



Camouflage or evolution? July 2022



August 2022





'My Irish friend’:
Living Water, and the hearing of  children

Ted Hughes remains an inspiration and a reproach. He’s not the only one.

February 2023: footage in the Irish Film Institute of   Barrie Cooke, in 2007, on the 
slow death of  Ireland’s lakes -- eutrophication, algal blooms, dying mayfly. 
And on the beauty and horror of  painting water, clean or polluted:

‘I've always thought that if  you're trying to paint accurately what's there in front of  
you, sometimes it's beautiful. It's also terrible. It is just really the foul effluent of  
this pipe coming out into the river Nore, and it was really shocking. The River Nore
was a clean river at that time. As far as I'm concerned it's a horror. And now, 
unthinkably, the sea, the sea. The North Sea, the Irish Sea, are just bigger lakes. 
Phosphates, nitrates, chemical waste, radioactive waste. It's all so simple: without 
living water we die. 



Living Water

• World Rivers Day, Sunday 24 September
• Cambridge Zoology Museum, Bath Festival 

Orchestra, WildFish Conservation, Pembroke 
College

• ‘Living Water’: two concerts, for fenland schools 
and for the local community: music, poetry, film, 
painting, commentary, ‘within the hearing of  
children’

• Watch this space, and listen….


