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The purposefor keeping anature journal isto challenge yourself to perceive
theworld through spiritual eyes. Journaling hel ps drop the perspective of the utilitar-
lan and technol ogical and allowsyou to experience oneness with the Earth, itscrea-
tures, and the Creator. Keeping anaturejournal isyour opportunity to view theworld
Inamost personal way. Journals are often used by nature writers because of the
necessity of describing the long-term processes of nature, such as seasonal or
environmental changes, in great detail, and of carefully recording outdoor excur-
sions and experiencesfor articles or essays. These journals are often utilized by
successful writers and thinkers as ameans, of organizing experience, reflecting on
lifeand further generating literary material.

Thenaturejournal isnot a“dear diary ,” but, rather, aseriouslog of events,
conversations, thoughts, memories, and emotions. It isaplace to store autobio-
graphical moments; anintellectual repository if youwill. Thereare many waysto
keep anature journal - scribbled in notebooks, spoken into tape recordersfor later
transcription, or directly onto acomputer disk. Although, some may feel very com-
fortable carrying alaptop computer into the wild, this presents an aesthetic problem.
Consider themechanical clackity-clack-clack of fingersin contact with akeyboard
and the eerie glow of amonitor. In my opinion, thisis probably asout of touch with
nature as wearing atuxedo to go kayaking. Sometend to believe that keeping anature
journal electronically is antithetic to the whole notion of escaping technology. If it
worksfor you though, by al means pursueit.

Any seriousdiscussion of naturejournal writing must beginwith Henry David
Thoreau. Scholars have estimated that hisjournals, which span hisintellectua life
from age 20 (1837) to his death at age 44 (1862) contain over two million words
and 39 bound manuscripts. This, of course, wasall donewith apencil. Without
exception, all serious nature writers keep nature journals. From the earliest Greeks
such asHomer, Hesiod, Alcman, sophocles, Aristotle, Plato, and socrateswho
promulgated humankind’srolein nature to the Roman writers such asL ucretius,
Cicero, Cleanthes, and Maniliuswho devel oped the philosophy of nature, Writers of
the Middle Agessuch asFrancisof Assis madethelink between God and Nature as
witnessed in The Canticle of Creatures. During the Renai ssance the Humanists
emerged and created naturein amoreliterary way through poetry and, increasingly,
prose. The* Scientific Revolution” of the 17th and 18th centuries brought about the
guantification of nature by attempting to apply “order” towhat isby design, “ran-
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dom.” Thisled to the backlash that produced the modern literary phenomena of
nature writing. For sources of inspiration, try reading Thoreau’s Walden, John Muir’s
My First Summer inthe Sierra, Aldo Leopold'sA Sand County Almanac, Sigurd
Olson’sListening Point, Helen Hoover’s A Placein the Woods, Edward Abbey’s
Desert Salitaire, DianaK appel-Smith’s Wintering, Annie Dillard’s Pilgrim at Tinker
Creek, or Rick Bass' excellent Winter: Notes From Montana.

Every person hasthe potential to becomeajournalist. Try thefollowing
exercisesbelow to get yourself “into” the rhythm of naturejournaling. For several
daysat approximately the sametime of day or night, go to afavorite spot, for ex-
ample, acertaintree, aplaceaong ariver, ahilltop, beach swale, abog, pond, or
wetland and makethefollowing observations:

Spend at least 15 minutes making full use of your bodily senses by watching,
tasting, smelling, feeling and listening to your chosen spot. Begin writing in your
journal by describing your spot in asgreat adetail aspossible, using theinforma-
tion you consciously draw in from your various senses.

» What sortsof plantsand wildlife do you encounter? Describein detail everything
from the smallest insect to large fauna such aswolves, bear, deer or moose.
Refer to field guides such as Peterson’s, Stoke's, Audubon, Sibley’s, National
Geographic, Golden, etc. to learn the Latin scientific names of species, their
taxonomy, origins, pelage, seasonal plumage, range, variationsand other pertinent
information.

* Incorporatethisnewly gained knowledgein your journal.

* Why did you choosethis particular spot? (Note your reasonsfor any changes
from day-to-day or every timeyou visit). How do you feel or experience your-
self in this spot? How isthis different from how you feel when you are at
“home?’

» |f your spot could speak, what would it say? Doesit have amessageto either you
or theworld?

| find it more productiveto keep two journals. Thefirst | call “field notes’
where| record my initial impressions and responsesto my encounterswith nature.
It'saform of shorthand, aplaceto scribble notes. When | return home | liketo sit at
my kitchen table with acup of Earl Grey and alittlefolk or bluegrassmusicinthe
background. Itisherethat | take timeto reflect on the field notes and then writein
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my journal expressing my experience. | write carefully and thoughtfully. | reference
field guides (mentioned above) and use colored pencilstoillustrate my work. Asyou
advanceinyour naturejournaling try the following techniques:

* Writeanature journal that covers one season of theyear. Sincel liveinthefar
north with over 300 inches of snow for seven-months out of the year, winter, if
not my favorite season, certainly ismy most convenient season to write about.
We are blessed with four seasonsand al are unique!

» Takeacar trip (or atrain asmasstransit isalways best) and assiduously record all
of your impressionsin your nature journal. Remember to focus asmuch on
human nature, your inner spiritual life, and theinterplay of your companionsas
much as on thewild nature about you.

» Try writing your journal entriesin astream-of-consciousnessfashion. Inthis
exercise, it isnot necessary to write complete sentences and formal paragraphs.

» Utilizethisexerciseto liberate your imagination and expand later. Youwill find
that thiswill help develop your “field note” technique.

» Observethe processes of naturein great detail. For example describefalling
snowflakes; theway |eaves change colorsor thelifecycle of wildflowersina
meadow or tadpolesin apond.

» Writejournal entriesfrom memory about significant encounters with nature

perhaps beginning with your childhood. An example may be your impressions of
thefirst timeyou saw the Grand Canyon. or your first wilderness canoe outing.

Thefollowing resourceswill instruct you further on the techniques of good writing
help you learn and grow asanature writer:

Baldwin, Christina, Life's Companion: Journal Writing as a Spiritual Quest, New
York: Bantam Books, 1991.

Baughman, Mél, The Birder’s Journal, Mechanicsburg, PA: stackpole Books, 1989.
Cargas, Harry J. and Roger J. Radley, Keeping a Spiritual Journal, Garden City ,

NY:
Doubleday & Company, Inc., 1981.
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Fulwiler, Toby, Ed., The Journal Book, Portsmouth, NH: Boynton/Cook Publishers,
1987.

Klug, Ron, How to Keep a Spiritual Journal: A Guide to Journal Keeping for
Inner Growth and Personal Discovery, Minneapolis, Augsburg Press, 2002.

Ledlie, Clare Walker and Charles E. Roth, Keeping a Nature Journal: Discover a
Whole New Way of Seeing the World Around You, Pownal, VT: Storey Books, 2000.

Letchworth, Beverly J., Leaf Bird Days & Firefly Nights. Personal Renewal
Through Nature Journaling, St. Louis: Pen Central Press, 2001.

Murray, John A. The Nature Writing Handbook: A Creative Guide, San Francisco:
SierraClub Books, 1995.

Petersen, David, Writing Naturally: A Down-to-Earth Guide to Nature Writing,
Boulder, CO: Johnson Books, 2001.

Rainer, Tristine, The New Diary, New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1978.

Finally, asyou develop asawriter, think about attending anature-writing workshop
such as The Environmental Writing Institute at Missoula, Montana, The Art of the
Wild at the University of California-Davis, The Desert Writers Workshop at M oab,
Utah, or Thelsle Royale Environmental Writing Conference. Attend conferences
with environmental themes such as The Association for .the Study of Literature and
the Environment (ASLE), The American Society of Environmental History (ASEH),
TheWestern Literature Association (WLA), etc. Information on these organizations
may belocated on the Internet with the aid of asearch engine.

Enjoy your foray into theworld of naturewriting!
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