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Meanders of the East Fork of the Popo Agie River
near Boulder, Wyoming. ‘“The ubiquity of the me-
ander pattem is typified by [this illustration]. The
heterogeneous composition of bed particles leads
to interaction among all sizes. As a result, the bed
material does not lie uniformly distributed along a
channel but bunches up in bars or riffles, which
represent concentrations separated by pools or
relative deficiencies in grains. These accumula-
tions or channel bars tend to deflect the thread of
flowing water toward a bank, with consequent
erosion and initiation of a bend. Therefore, the
shape, cross section, and flow within the channel
take on the character of meanders. . . . Meanders
represent a most probable configuration that is a
compromise between minimum total work and
uniform distribution of power expenditure.” [From
A View of the River]

pool-and-riffle sequence (noted above), the
shapes of meander curves, the longitudinal
profiles of rivers, the structure of drainage
networks, and the hydraulic geometry of
river channels.

A View of the River summarizes and up-
dates many of the now-classical concepts
that Leopold and his colleagues introduced
into modern quantitative geomorphology.
It provides lucid descriptions of the ran-
dom-walk analog to channel network de-
velopment and the entropy principle as ap-
plied to the minimum-variance statistical
expression of channel forms. Leopold shows
how field measurements led him to seek
analogs from thermodynamics (the entropy
principle) and the energy of machines
(stream power) to explain river phenome-
na. Detailed calculations are employed not
to impress the reader with their rigor but to
illustrate important natural phenomena.
Thus, flood routing illustrates channel dy-
namics, and channel geometry surveys illus-
trate the nature of bankfull discharge, the
rate of flow when the water surface is at
floodplain level.

One of Leopold’s famous essays is enti-
tled “A Reverence for Rivers.” The moti-
vation behind A View of the River seems to
stem from this reverence. Leopold begins
his preface with a sobering admonition:
“We in the United States have acquiesced
to the destruction and degradation of our
rivers, in part because we have insufficient
knowledge of the characteristics of rivers
and the effects of our actions that alter their

form and process.” It is a tragedy that some
of this crime upon nature has been perpe-
trated by those who claim scientific princi-
ples as their foundation of thought. Such
claimants may be well versed in the theo-
retical results of river science, but they can
hardly be experienced in the investigation
of real rivers. As Gilbert employed it, and as
Leopold ably reasserts, investigation inevi-
tably leads to a kind of reverence for object
investigated. A View of the River is a book of
science, but it is filled with such reverence.
Vic Baker
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