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NATURE for KIDS





Exploring nature is an incredible adventure, full of wonder and discovery! As you learn to identify plants, mushrooms, and other wild treasures, remember that nature can be tricky—some things that look safe can actually be harmful.

That’s why it’s always important to:


	Look, but don’t touch or taste unless a trusted adult says it’s safe.

	Listen to your parents, guardians, or teachers when exploring.

	Use guides like this one to help you learn, but never rely on them alone when it comes to safety.



The best explorers are the smartest ones—so stay curious, stay cautious, and, most of all, have fun!

Happy exploring!

—Todd Telander




HELP US KEEP THIS GUIDE UP TO DATE

Every effort has been made by the author and editors to make this guide as accurate and useful as possible. However, many things can change after a guide is published—regulations change, facilities come under new management, and so forth.

We would love to hear from you concerning your experiences with this guide and how you feel it could be improved and kept up to date. While we may not be able to respond to all comments and suggestions, we’ll take them to heart, and we’ll also make certain to share them with the author. Please send your comments and suggestions to falconeditorial@globepequot.com or 64 South Main Street, Essex, CT 06426.

Thanks for your input!
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The identification, selection, and processing of any wild mushroom or plant for use as food requires reasonable care and attention to details since, as indicated in the text, certain parts are wholly unsuitable for use and, in some instances, are even toxic. Because attempts to use any wild mushrooms or plants for food depend on various factors controllable only by the reader, the author and Globe Pequot Press assume no liability for personal accident, illness, or death related to these activities.

This book is a work of reference. Readers should always consult an expert before using any foraged item, and we do not encourage any readers of this book to consume anything described herein. The author, editors, and publisher of this work have checked with sources believed to be reliable in their efforts to confirm the accuracy and completeness of the information presented herein and that the information is in accordance with the standard practices accepted at the time of publication. However, neither the author, editors, and publisher nor any other party involved in the creation and publication of this work warrant that the information is in every respect accurate and complete, and they are not responsible for errors or omissions or for any consequences from the application of the information in this book. In light of ongoing research and changes in clinical experience and in governmental regulations, readers are encouraged to confirm the information contained herein with additional sources. This book does not purport to be a complete presentation of all mushrooms and plants, and the genera, species, and cultivars discussed or pictured herein are but a small fraction of the mushrooms and plants found in the wild, in an urban or suburban landscape, or in a home. Given the global movement of mushrooms and plants, we would expect the continuous introduction of species having toxic properties to the regions discussed in this book. We have made every attempt to be mycologically accurate, but regional variations in mushroom and plant names, growing conditions, and availability may affect the accuracy of the information provided. A positive identification of an individual mushroom or plant is most likely when a freshly collected part of the mushroom or plant is presented to a knowledgeable mycologist or horticulturist. Poison Control Centers generally have relationships with the botanical community should the need for mushroom identification arise. We have attempted to provide accurate descriptions of mushrooms and plants, but there is no substitute for direct interaction with a trained mycologist or horticulturist for mushroom and plant identification. In cases of exposure or ingestion, contact a Poison Control Center (1-800-222-1222), a medical toxicologist, another appropriate healthcare provider, or an appropriate reference resource.
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INTRODUCTION

Looking back at my childhood, I can’t imagine it without my time spent in nature. Whether splashing up and down the creek in my backyard catching frogs, chasing butterflies with a homemade net, or watching birds from afar with my dad’s binoculars that I could hardly lift, I was always outside discovering something new. Later, in college, I chose as my major biology, the “study of life,” and my fascination veered toward the unseen workings of cells, bizarre chemical reactions, and how plants can make food from the sun. Becoming a scientific illustrator gave me the opportunity to study nature for the purpose of making a drawing or painting, but half the fun was going outside to observe my subjects. After writing and illustrating several field guides for FalconGuides (and a set of nature flashcards), I decided to create an overall guide geared for kids that includes the whole spectrum of animal and plant life. I also wanted them to be things you might see every day in your backyard, park, or local pond. So welcome to your exploration of nature and let this book help guide your way!
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ACTIVITIES

Use binoculars to watch birds (or anything, really).

Most animals like to keep some distance from humans because they fear that we might harm them. So, in order to get a good look from a distance, binoculars are a great idea! You can get a pair for not a lot of money these days or borrow some from a family member or friend. Even a group of kids can share just one pair. Try to look with both eyes open, relax, and adjust the knob to focus the view. It’s amazing the detail and colors you can see. And they are not just for birds! I enjoy watching skittish butterflies and bees at work collecting nectar and pollen from flowers. I can keep my distance so they don’t fly off and still see them with great detail.

Keep a sketchbook or journal of what you find.

This is my favorite! Making sketches from nature is one of the best ways to enhance your skills of observation and pay attention to details you might normally miss. Even if you have no artistic skills yet, the mere act of drawing will be a joy, regardless of what the drawing looks like. I like to add written notes as well, like the date, season, weather, where I was, and the behavior of the animal. You can make notes about color as well, or even bring your watercolors to paint them in!

Draw copies from a field guide.

Sometimes it’s just too hard to make a drawing from life (a flying bird, for example). In that case, find a good field guide with photos or illustrations of what you just saw, and take your time to copy that. This allows you to slow down and draw with more precision. Try drawing different views and even adding bits of the environment like shadows, trees, grass, and clouds.

Use a pocket magnifying glass.

A pocket magnifying glass usually folds up with a cover to protect the glass and is super little and lightweight. Hold the glass right up to one eye and rest it on the bridge of the nose to keep it steady. For tiny subjects like aphids, ladybugs, worms, and small flowers, you can magnify up to about ten times. There is a whole new universe of discovery to be found in what the eye can’t see on its own!

Use a sheet and shake a tree.

You would be amazed at how many different critters abound in the branches and leaves of a tree or large shrub. If you just looked around it would be impossible to see them all. But take an old sheet, spread it on the ground under a tree, and shake the branches vigorously for a few seconds. Then behold the squirming little bugs that you have unleashed and that have fallen onto the sheet. Try to count how many different species there are and if there are larvae and adults. When you are done just shake them off the sheet back to the earth.

Scavenger hunt.

This is fun with a group. Make a list of plants and animals you would be likely to find in a chosen location (backyard, park, seashore, lakeside, etc.). You might want to ask someone with experience to help you with this part. Distribute the list to everyone in your group, and on the count of three, GO! For a given amount of time, each person tries to find as many as they can from the list. Afterward, share your discoveries.

Press leaves and flowers.

Pressing leaves and flowers is a great way to preserve your findings and save them for your reference and study. They can also make beautiful artwork to hang on your wall! You can buy a kit specially made for this, but it’s easy to do it yourself with a few simple things around the house. Find some leaves or flowers that you would like to press (keep it simple and don’t take too much). Open a large, heavy book, place a sheet of newspaper over the page, and gently lie the plant over the paper. Place one or two more sheets of newspaper on top, close the book, and top with a few more books for extra weight. Keep in a dry place for a few days then gently lift out the plant and glue it to a firm paper for display. Be sure to label the plant’s name and where you found it.

Make a birdbath.

Not just birds, but all animals and insects out there need water to survive. If you provide a source, you are much more likely to have wild visitors come by and stay awhile. A birdbath provides water to drink, not only for a bath! You can make your own by finding a shallow saucer, cake pan, or pottery base that is no more than a couple inches deep. Line it with some sand or small pebbles and put a perching rock in the middle. Keep it off the ground with some bricks or mount it on a column. Place it where you can watch easily, and be sure to keep the water fresh and clean.

Plants in your garden to attract wildlife.

Bring more wildlife to your home by growing plants that they love. Your yard can become a welcome place by bringing in plants and trees with plentiful flowers to provide pollen and nectar, or berries and nuts for critters to eat. Certain leafy plants are also critical food for butterfly and moth caterpillars. Shrubs with dense foliage serve an important purpose as a protective hiding place for birds. Consider also letting parts of the garden grow wild so that plants can seed and insects can complete their life cycles unharmed.

Make a pitfall trap.

Here’s a great way to see who is roaming about while you are away or asleep. Find a small container like a tin can or small plastic cup. Dig a hole among some plants in your yard just deep enough for the container so that the lip is right at ground level. Drop in a little soil and some old leaf litter and leave undisturbed. Come back in the morning to see who “dropped” in!

Make a compost pile.

Instead of throwing away your kitchen scraps, use them to feed your garden with a compost pile. This can be as simple as a large bucket or a circular ring of chicken wire, or as complex as a large wooden box with multiple compartments. In either case, add anything that will biodegrade, including kitchen scraps, grass clippings, old cardboard, straw, and leaves. Keep the pile moistened and stir it frequently. As the items decompose, lots of earthworms, pill bugs, centipedes, and millipedes will come to visit!

Put up a bird feeder.

The best way to attract birds is to give them some food! There are so many kinds of bird feeders you can buy or make yourself, and they don’t need to be fancy. Even sprinkling seeds on a deck rail or old bench will work. The main thing to keep in mind is to place the feeder away from danger from cats or predatory hawks, and near a bush or tree where birds can hide. Try using different seeds to bring in different birds, sticky suet for yet others, and sugar water for hummingbirds.

Take photos.

Seems we all have a camera on our cell phone these days, which makes taking pictures of wildlife simpler than ever! They even have features that can zoom in close or take video. If I don’t have time to draw or if I forgot my sketchbook, I like to take a photo of a new plant or animal I find, then try to identify it later with my field guides when I am home. There are even apps now that will give you the species name just from the photo. You can organize your photos by the type of animal or plant and use these for reference at any time, or make a slideshow to impress your friends.
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