
A rough yet provocative guide to climate change

“WHETHER YOU’RE ALARMED, skeptical or simply curious 
about climate change, this book will help you sort through the 
many facets of this sprawling issue,” states the introduction to 
The rough guide to climate change by Robert Henson. A meteo-
rologist and journalist by training, Henson has been reporting 
on climate change for nearly 20 years as a freelancer and for the 
National Center for Atmospheric Research in Boulder, Colorado. 
First published in 2006, The rough guide to climate change is in its 
second (2008) edition. 

Written for a general audience, the book is organized into fi ve 
parts. First, “The Basics” explains greenhouse gases and how cli-
mate change works. Second, “The Symptoms” shows how climate 
change is already aff ecting life on Earth and how these changes 
may play out in the future. This section may help resource manag-
ers elucidate what changes may occur on park lands and waters 
and put currently identifi ed changes into context. Of interest to 
managers may be Henson’s succinct explanation of why certain 
species are vulnerable to climate change—the so-called canar-
ies of climate change (e.g., amphibians, reptiles, butterfl ies, 
and certain species of mice). Also managers in the Gulf Coast 
Network may fi nd the chapter about hurricanes and other storms 
particularly pertinent. Third, “The Science” describes the global 
warm-up: what’s measured, who is measuring, how they’re 
measuring, and what various time scales show. Fourth, “Debates 
and Solutions” provides a history of the global-warming debate 
and its media coverage, as well as a discussion of solutions that 
include political agreements, cleaner energy sources, household 
and travel tips for reducing one’s carbon footprint, and geo-
engineering schemes (i.e., global-scale attempts to reshape Earth’s 
atmosphere). This section also addresses common arguments and 
counterarguments, which resource managers may fi nd useful in 
preparing funding proposals. Perhaps tongue in cheek, Henson 
sums up the extremes of these arguments as follows:

The atmosphere isn’t warming; and if it is, then it’s due to 
natural variation; and even if it’s not due to natural varia-
tion, then the amount of warming is insignifi cant; and if it 
becomes signifi cant, then the benefi ts outweigh the problems; 
and even if they don’t, technology will come to the rescue; 
and even if it doesn’t, we shouldn’t wreck the economy to fi x 
the problem when many parts of the science are uncertain.

Henson responds to each of these points scientifi cally. Resource 
managers may fi nd his responses useful when preparing public 
presentations or addressing skeptics of climate change in an 
audience. Finally, Part 5 lists books and Web sites that have global 
warming as a focus.

The rough guide to climate change is well researched and presents 
logical discussions that guide readers through the complexities 
of climate change. Though lighthearted in its title and approach, 
this little book is provocative, making readers think about climate 
change in new ways. Perhaps the result of climate change will not 
be a disastrous end, but simply a more mundane planet as coral 
reefs glow with less brilliance, and common, robust species (e.g., 
deer) proliferate. It is provocative because it makes readers think, 
“Is this what I want? Is this an acceptable outcome?”
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Stepping into the wind with California condors

“OH MY GOD,” the gray-haired woman standing at my side 
exclaimed. That’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen!” This 
from someone who moments before blurted, “Those are the 
ugliest birds I’ve ever seen.” Like this woman, readers of Sophie 
A. H. Osborn’s 2007 book, Condors in canyon country: The return 
of the California condor to the  Grand Canyon region, are suddenly 
captivated by condor fl ight. The book chronicles the historical 
decline of the California condor (Gymnogyps californianus) and 
the eff orts to save it. It focuses on the  Grand Canyon of Arizona 
but follows events in California because the Arizona birds “owe 
their history and their fates to [these condors] and to those who 
struggled to keep the California birds from extinction” (Osborn, 
p. 3).

Words like “stunning” describe the photo of an adult condor 
peering through its fl ight feathers, “amazing” for the picture of 
a hatchling condor emerging from its egg, and “majestic” for 
the condor portrait on the book’s fi nal page. Readers could be 
satisfi ed simply perusing the book’s photos and captions but are 
enticed by chapter topics such as natural history, condors in the 
past, captivity and reintroductions, condor behavior, survival of 
condors, and wild condors.

With so few condors remaining and so carefully watched, these 
birds become individuals with distinctive personalities. Condors 
are playful, curious, and intelligent. According to Osborn, “the 
need for scavengers to evaluate their situation and make a variety 
of adaptive decisions that will allow them to feed safely, com-
pete with other scavengers, and avoid predators every time they 
encounter a new carcass likely explains why much of scavenger 
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behavior appears to be learned rather than innate” (Osborn, p. 
64).

But learning by doing can be problematic for many juvenile 
condors who are not equipped to survive in the wild without 
guidance. Every story in the book may have a silver lining, but 
every silver lining seems to have a cloud: Readers are amused by 
the descriptions of condor play, which ultimately contributes to 
motor and sensory development, but frustrated by their selection 
of toys (i.e., trash), which they ingest and ultimately regurgitate 
to their young. Their natural curiosity and intelligence makes 
them extremely interesting but can equate to life-threatening 
“bad behavior,” often making hazing an integral part of wildlife 
management. The condors’ attraction to activity, commotion, and 
crowds, which perhaps resemble herds or congregating animals 
where births and deaths (i.e., available food) occur, makes  Grand 
Canyon’s South Rim the most reliable place on Earth to see Cali-
fornia condor in the wild, but also puts the birds in proximity to 
potentially dangerous situations that may defeat their safe return 
to the wild.

As the book jacket states, Condors in canyon country is “a must-
read for anyone passionate about endangered species and what 
humankind can do to save them.” The book takes a subtly scien-
tifi c approach and addresses many scientifi c inquiries: Did con-
dors have a continuous presence in the  Grand Canyon between 
the Pleistocene Epoch and historic times? What are the causes of 
decline? How do scientists maximize the genetic diversity remain-
ing in an extremely small population for successful breeding? 
What is the signifi cance of double- and triple-clutching? What 
technologies are the most appropriate for tracking condors? What 
factors inhibit the survival of condors in the wild? So caught up 
in hoping for the survival of “a creature so utterly captivating, so 
highly treasured, so nearly lost” (Osborn, p. 2), readers may not 
realize that their scientifi c questions are being answered.
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 Yellowstone’s rebirth by fi re

THROUGH INTERPRETIVE PROSE AND LAVISH PHOTOGRAPHS, 
 Yellowstone’s rebirth by fi re: Rising from the ashes of the 1988 
wildfi res revisits the “awesome and bewildering summer that 
compelled people to look at the element of fi re in a new way” 
(Reinhart 2008, p. 12). The book reveals the “burning legacy” 
of  Yellowstone through chapters on the history of fi re in the 
park, the meteorological and political climate of summer 1988, a 
timeline of the “biggest days” of that year’s fi re season, personal 
stories of people who experienced the fi res, and an inspirational 
conclusion that rekindles old memories and inspires new con-
fi dence in a changing landscape. In the book, Research Ecolo-
gist Don Despain says, “the amount and breadth of … research 
was the most important outcome of the 1988  Yellowstone fi res” 
(p. 88). Although the author certainly recognizes the signifi -
cance of the opportunity for research, the book, unfortunately, 
does not live up to the expectations touted in the promotional 
materials—“exploring the science behind the burning questions 
of 1988.” Scientists fl ocked to  Yellowstone National Park to study 
fi re during this rare opportunity of such large proportions; they 
conducted more than 250 scientifi c investigations of fi re and its 
eff ects. Although the scientifi c counterpoints made in the “Myths 
and Science: Toward a New  Yellowstone” chapter demystify many 
1988 predictions and assumptions, perhaps Reinhart’s next book 
will truly explore and probe the science of “rebirth by fi re” by 
also relating these scientifi c and scientists’ stories.

Reference

Reinhart, K. W. 2008.  Yellowstone’s rebirth by fi re: Rising from the ashes of 
the 1988 wildfi res. Farcountry Press, Helena, Montana, USA.

— Katie KellerLynn



52

BOOK REVIEWS (CONT’D)


