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In the Anthropocene, the planet faces extreme climate conditions of 
increasing intensity, and with increasing frequency. Under this spectre, 
environmental historians are turning themselves to the task of explaining 
how past societies have experienced and lived through disasters such as 
floods, plagues and droughts. Environmental histories help us to turn to 
the inspiring actors of the past with hope. Some of the best crafted histories 
also attribute blame to those villains of history, while a very small few offer 
solutions for the present and the future. In the second edition of her book, 
A River with a City Problem, Margaret Cook does all this.

The subject of Cook’s study is the Queensland capital of Brisbane and the 
rivers that feed it. From the outset, Cook problematises the very concept 
of flooding, and maintains that this is an anthropocentric term. In the 
introduction, she claims that ‘many rivers naturally overflow their banks, 
but it’s only when settlements are inundated that this overflow is labelled 
a flood’ (viii). This epistemological clarification undergirds and is reified by 
the historical examples that form the substance of her study. The book’s title 
too is cleverly subversive, calling attention to rivers’ inherent tendencies to 
flood in a heady act of de-anthropocentrism.

Cook presents four flooding events—from the years 1893, 1974, 2011 and 
2022—in chronological order. The first edition, published in 2019, was 
built on those first three, but in 2022 the river flooded again, and that 
experience is the subject of the new, ninth, chapter. Presenting the river’s and 
city’s entangled histories in this way draws attention to different causes and 
effects, and changes in technology and policy. Critically, it also highlights 
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those elements of flood stories that remain unchanged. There is, the book 
reveals, an eerie over-reliance on the Wivenhoe Dam and a recurrent surety 
that the river will not flood again.

Each of the four stories is grounded by a strong and convincing methodology 
outlined in the introduction. There, Cook elaborates her understanding of 
technocracy—the planning phenomenon by which public concerns were 
wholly privatised and uncritically given over to technocrats and other 
specialists—and skilfully deploys scientists’ quantitative data to supplement 
her own historical, qualitative sources. The net result of this theoretical 
formulation is a formidable and unflinching study. It is supported by the 
oral histories of survivors of past floods, historical newspaper articles, expert 
testimony, papers from Queensland’s Parliament, and reports and other 
records from commissions and other bodies.

The Turrbal and Jagera peoples had lived in the catchments area for 60,000 
years and knew the river and its motions. When newcomers started to settle 
permanently in the nineteenth century, they ‘tried to warn the colonists 
of the changing nature of the land alongside the river, but these warnings 
went unheeded’ (3). Instead, from the beginning, town planners created 
a permanent threat by developing land on the floodplain. Like so many 
colonised spaces, the city was built on the arrogant assumption that humans 
have supremacy over nature. In Brisbane, this manifested in early calls for 
the river to be dammed. Since the opening of the Wivenhoe Dam in 1984, 
citizens had pinned their hopes on the dam’s capacity to prevent flooding 
downstream. The tragic reality is that such technocratic responses offer no 
viable, long-term solution to flooding. Through all four case studies, Cook 
adds more evidence to this important claim.

Few environmental histories are as forthright and as clear-eyed in their 
apportioning of blame for the troubling actors of the past as this one. 
Here, the effects of past decisions do not ripple faintly towards the present; 
they cascade violently. Part of the appeal of A River with a City Problem 
is its affordability and accessibility. It is supposed to be read not only by 
academics, but by hydraulic engineers, policymakers, residents and anyone 
who holds a stake in the future of the river/city. There is an urgency to this 
kind of writing that further bolsters its appeal.
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The second edition adds one additional chapter at the end of the study. 
This deals with the most recent floods in 2022. Occurring during a La Niña 
year, the 2022 flood was made more dramatic by coinciding climatic 
factors including:

a positive Southern Annular Mode, a negative Indian Ocean Dipole, 
a low-pressure trough in the Coral Sea, a ‘blocking’ high pressure 
system in the Tasman Sea over New Zealand, and an ‘unusually 
cold upper atmosphere weather system across the Great Australian 
Bight’. (192)

This new chapter gives further evidence to the claims made in the first 
edition. Importantly, Cook shows how some of the lessons learnt since 
the 2011 flood informed government and resident responses to the most 
recent inundation.

In all, while Cook develops her argument within current environmental 
history scholarship and makes a vital contribution along the way, the 
second edition of A River with a City Problem is more than a stiff or stuffy 
academic study. It is a parable for the Anthropocene, a call-to-arms and 
an act of urgency. Cook’s study is highly readable and potent. It is a fine 
example of the best kinds of works environmental historians are producing 
in Australia.
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