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Dedicated to those who pay attention to nature, are filled with awe, and share that joy
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Foreword


by Douglas W. Tallamy

Art has been a tool for recording scientific observations ever since humans found the time and had the curiosity to ask “how” and “why” questions about the world around them. From cave painters of 40,000 years ago to ancient Greek philosophers like Aristotle, Renaissance leaders like Leonardo da Vinci, nineteenth-century natural historians like John James Audubon and Charles Darwin, and twenty-first-century ecologists, drawing and writing accompanying notes has been an important way to record natural history for future study. For the most part, nature journals were created by philosophers, priests, artists, and scientists. It was not typically a means by which the general public, regardless of artistic talent, could connect, learn about, and appreciate nature. Lara Call Gastinger hopes to change that with this book.

In 1956 I began my formal schooling as a kindergartner and, in 1980, I ended it in graduate school some 34 years later. During every one of those years, taking notes from my teachers’ blackboard scrawls was step one in my learning process. (Well, maybe not when I was in kindergarten; I was too focused on learning how to tie my shoes and carve the Niña, Pinta, and Santa Maria out of soap. But note-taking skills were critical to my education from then on.)

We had not yet entered the digital world. There were no PowerPoint lectures that we supposedly would study at some later date. No videos entertained and lured us into postponing that first educational experience. Learning then, as now, happened best through repeated exposure, and our first exposure to new facts, figures, and concepts came from copying information off the blackboard into our notebooks. The idea was that we would review and revise those notes outside of the classroom to be sure we understood them, and then we would study them intently when test time approached. It was a process that worked well, and research has since verified that note-taking is the most important step in that sequence.

What is it about note-taking that makes it such a valuable step in the learning process? Perhaps it’s that taking notes requires active engagement; you cannot sit back and passively watch as notes appear on your pad. Active participation reinforces understanding and helps us retain what we have just written. Or maybe it’s that taking notes forces us to organize the information in ways that make logical connections most meaningful to us. That is, note-taking allows us to customize the learning process to our own personal style. Finally, the process of writing—physically drawing symbols we call letters in meaningful sequences we call words—requires hand-eye coordination that helps encode information into memory, an essential step for long-term learning.

And this brings us to A Perpetual Journal Practice. This beautiful book describes the how and why of creating a nature journal, an activity akin to taking notes from our instructor, Mother Nature, by drawing and writing about her creations on a regular basis over many years. Drawing plants, seeds, flowers, insects, toads, salamanders, bird nests, stones—whatever catches our eyes when we can pry them off our screens and simply wander about outside—forces us to observe, to look closely at the subject. To draw means to follow a subject’s lines: its shape, the proportion of one part of the subject to another, its nooks and crannies. Artistic talent is more than hand-eye coordination. It requires powers of observation. One cannot draw what one does not see. Some people are born with highly developed powers of observation. They have the ability to illustrate accurately with little or no training. Others have poorly developed powers of observation and are quickly pegged as lacking artistic talent. But observational skills can be learned and improved, and so can artistic abilities. In other words, a perpetual nature journal is not beyond the abilities of any of us.

Why bother with a nature journal? Because if one can draw nature, one has seen it deeply and thoroughly. This is a precursor to appreciating nature. The act of transposing what we see onto paper reinforces our memory of each interaction with nature. Drawing nature also takes time, sometimes lots of time; it forces us to trade our frantic daily life for the tranquility of the meadow, woodlot, or silent stream, even if only for a while. Not only does this activity have measurable medical benefits, including lowered blood pressure, improved immune responses, and most of all, lowered cortisol—the hormone caused by stress—but it also helps us respect, care for, and even fall in love with the natural world we all depend upon. In today’s crisis-ridden world, with daily reminders of climate change, biodiversity loss, extinction events, ever-expanding habitat destruction, invasive species, megafires, megastorms, and megadroughts, we need more respect, reverence, care, and love of nature than ever before.

I recently attended a large outdoor event in Florida. It drew 700 people, all of whom had to check in at a registration table before they went off to enjoy the offerings of various booths, tables, and displays. The two women manning the check-in table were set up next to a building with white walls, and sitting at shoulder height on the wall next to the women was a beautiful mournful sphinx moth (Enyo lugubris). That species is a montage of browns and tans, and it stood out on the wall like a beacon. I was eager to take a photo of the moth, but I was confined to my book-signing table a few yards away and wouldn’t be free for several hours. I was worried that some interested soul would end up chasing the moth away before I could grab my camera, and I peeked nervously at it every few minutes to see if it had been disturbed. But I needn’t have worried. As far as I could tell, not one person even noticed the creature. No one stopped and stared, no one poked, no one even glanced at it. Seven hundred people were oblivious to one of nature’s exquisite marvels.

The moth, like most parts of the natural world, escaped attention because the average person’s powers of observation are limited. I am guessing from experience that most of those people would have been interested had I pointed the moth out to them. They just didn’t know how to point it out to themselves. I am excited about this book because the perpetual journal experience is a great way for people to connect with the natural world that supports them: to learn about nature by watching, taking notes, and drawing. It is a way to include the natural world in our daily lives that most of us have not considered before. Watching, sketching, and learning about nature’s intricacies is more important today than ever before because knowledge generates interest, interest generates compassion, and compassion often generates action. There is no doubt that we need a lot more action on Mother Nature’s behalf.

After reading A Perpetual Journal Practice, I’m thinking I should take Lara’s advice. When I see something interesting in nature, I typically grab my camera. Perhaps I should grab my pencil instead!

[image: Illustration featuring various natural elements including a large moth, caterpillars, leaves, feathers, an acorn, and twigs arranged in a structured layout.]
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Introduction: My Journey


On a bright morning in January 2001, I began my first perpetual journal. I remember drawing a small clump of shriveled dogwood berries (technically drupes) and including a note about the purple and white blackberry canes. Although small and tentative observations, noticing the colors and textures of the winter landscape was the start of a wonderful journey.

This first observation likely took 10 to 20 minutes to complete. Rarely have profound beginnings started with such a small investment of time. Even so, I doubted my ability to keep this going. I knew and trusted my fascination with nature and savored in the simple joy of this first entry but couldn’t help wondering if I’d get bored at some point. I knew that creating a habit requires small repetitive actions and I hoped that this format would create a weekly drawing habit for me. Would I be able to sustain interest and motivation to continue adding entries years from now? Or maybe I’d find this in a stack with my other half-filled journals.

[image: Illustration of plant berries with a handwritten note describing bittersweet and locust bark. The date ‘JAN 15-21’ is printed at the top.]
The first drawing I added to my perpetual journal was in January 2001.


As a young child, the small details in nature enthralled me. On walks, my family continually stopped for me as I crouched to inspect yet another fallen petal or tiny beetle, engrossed in the minutiae of the world around me. The shapes, colors, and textures in nature never ceased to grab my attention.

I spent most of my childhood by the Chesapeake Bay exploring the marshes near our home, or several hours west, hiking in the Blue Ridge Mountains. In those days, my siblings and I played outside all the time without the distraction of screens. We entertained ourselves collecting shells, feathers, and broken crab legs as we wandered the oyster beds at low tide.

When I was a teenager, our family attended an annual environmental camp hosted by the National Wildlife Federation. Every year, we took classes taught by naturalists and biologists (including Roger Tory Peterson one year!) and learned about stream ecology, botany, geology, ornithology, and other aspects of natural history. At one of these camps, I took classes with nature artist Clare Walker Leslie, who taught me how to examine and draw plants. I remember being so proud of my first sketch—the three-leafed poison ivy, chosen by my teacher to help us learn to identify and avoid it. Poison ivy’s simple form and structure provided a useful starting place for drawing basic leaf shapes. At the same time, I learned about plant identification from botanist Leila Shultz. Something clicked. Learning about plants and drawing them felt like a kind of magic; a new world opened.

[image: Lara Call Gastinger, as a child, bends down to smell a bush of flowers in a garden. Lara wears a shirt and a skirt, with hair styled in curls.]
The author, 18 months old, peering at a flower at the Norfolk Botanical Gardens in Norfolk, Virginia.


One year at a NWF camp I hiked up Mount Washington. At over 6000 feet (1829 meters), it is the highest peak in the northeastern United States. The trail to the top of the mountain took us through an alpine zone and our hiking guide instructed us to stay on the trail so that we did not damage the very fragile ecosystem of the slow-growing plants. I learned about the rare and endangered Robbins’ dwarf cinquefoil (Potentilla robbinsiana) that is endemic to the White Mountains of New Hampshire. We peered at this low-growing yellow flower through binoculars from the trail, awed by its delicate beauty and endurance in the rugged mountain zone. Just like I had crouched down to peer at found specimens as a child, I wanted to closely examine and draw this new plant. I felt something akin to reverence and wonder for the cinquefoil and wanted to learn more about plants and plant communities.

My interest in plants continued as an undergraduate at the University of Virginia, when I combined my love of science and art by majoring in biology and minoring in architecture. Throughout these college years, I pursued my passion, finding plants to identify and draw. In my free time, I kept small journals filled with simple illustrations of plants from the University of Virginia gardens, Blue Ridge Mountains, Chesapeake Bay, Boundary Waters … even common sidewalks. I enjoyed documenting the myriad shapes, colors, and textures I found while learning basic plant identification.

After graduation, I worked for a few years under a landscape architect, assuming that landscape design would be the perfect union of my interests. In the office, I took on the role of researching and drawing plants for projects. But even with incorporating the skills


[image: A sketchbook page featuring a wood anemone flower with a small white flower and five petals. It has a reddish stem and fuzzy green leaves, growing next to a rock.]
[image: A sketchbook page featuring a drawing of a flower and a leaf, alongside handwritten notes about a nature hike and observations of the environment.]




[image: Illustration of various plants and mushrooms, including flowers, leaves, and fungi, with handwritten notes describing their characteristics and observations.]
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