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Introduction

In September 2017, I moved from Brisbane to the forested 
mountains near Binna Burra, in south-east Queensland. 
Lamington National Park surrounds the small cluster of houses 
where I live. This landscape is part of the Gondwana Rainforests 
of Australia World Heritage Area which includes the major 
remaining areas of rainforest in south-east Queensland and 
northern New South Wales, and many other ecosystem types 
(e.g. waterways, eucalypt forests, and montane heaths). 

This place is home to an astonishing number of plant and 
animal species. In Lamington National Park alone, 2062 native 
species have been recorded, including 1071 plants, 512 fungi and 
476 animals, and this is an underestimate of the actual species 
richness. For example, we know that the true number of animal 
species is much higher because few invertebrates are included in 
this list.

What you will find in these pages is part of my attempt to get to 
know this landscape, and the plants, fungi and animals who live 
here.* I call it ‘nature journaling’.

* I have included a few pictures in the book that were drawn in other places I visited 
during 2017 – 2021. These were included because I thought they added some narrative 
interest to the book (e.g. the trip to South Australia right at the start of the COVID 
pandemic), or were also part of the ‘mountain forests’ of the World Heritage Area (e.g. 
‘The Lyrebird’s Breakfast’ drawn in New England National Park, New South Wales).
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I find the practice of nature journaling both incredibly simple 
and deeply meaningful. It’s the simple practice of drawing 
and writing in response to nature. However, aspects of nature 
journaling are akin to meditation, hence the potential for the 
practice to be profound.

It starts by going outdoors and being in nature. Many people 
already experience the profound when they spend quiet time in 
a natural place. But the practice of drawing and writing, while 
in nature, can enhance the senses, intensify the experience and 
clear the mind. 

To draw something from life, I need to stand or sit in one place 
and look at it closely. Already this makes me slow down. My 
attention is focussed on the visual. If my mind gets absorbed 
by the subject of the drawing, many other thoughts disappear. 
In this way, the experience is akin to the preliminary stages of 
meditation – a clearing of the mind.

But curiously, I have found that while my eyes are focussed 
on drawing, my other senses become enhanced. Not only do 
I explore with fascination the subject of the drawing  (e.g. the 
intricate branching patterns and colours of the tree in front of 
me), I also hear and recognise different bird calls and the rising 
pitch of insects humming. I smell the deep fresh scent of forest 
humus; I feel the cool breeze on my body. The simple act of 
drawing becomes an intense experience of nature.
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Writing while immersed in nature is a little different. The same 
focus on external stimuli can lead to sharpened senses and 
an intense experience. But then there is the interplay between 
external stimuli – what I see, hear, smell, touch – and what 
my mind makes of these inputs. My mind reacts to what I am 
perceiving with emotion, knowledge, analysis and memory. 
In this way, the act of writing in nature can unearth questions, 
feelings, facts and past events buried deep in the subconscious. 
It can be a wonderful adventure in exploration – both of the 
natural place I’m in, and of my own internal hidden pathways. It 
can be cathartic. 

***********

A few pictures in the book were drawn from photos. Can you 
tell which ones? They often have a stillness and a gravity that is 
absent from those drawn from life. The pictures drawn while 
immersed in nature often have a special life of their own. Is it 
spontaneity, some kind of verve? Certainly, they are imperfect. 
Often I try to capture a moment, and maybe this suggests the 
impermanence of life. Perhaps this type of nature journaling 
embodies the Japanese concept of wabi sabi as it combines 
imperfection, impermanence and quiet time spent in nature. 
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Then there are the cartoons drawn from memory, including 
the series I created after the 2019 wildfires. These are loose 
impressions of things felt and perceived. Since they are 
somewhat distilled by time, they tend to be simpler than a 
sketch drawn directly from the subject, but also more emotive 
and intense. Perhaps this is part of the general appeal of the 
cartoon style.

In a way, all drawings are drawn from memory. The visual 
stimuli need to pass through the eyes, travel through the brain 
and be expressed by the hand. This takes time. It’s good to 
practice drawing from memory, as you do get better at noticing 
and remembering features. And you probably become less 
critical about what the resulting drawings look like!

Despite the misgivings of many people, I assure you that anyone 
can draw, and anyone can write. This means that the practice of 
nature journaling is available to all. Unfortunately, preconceived 
ideas about one’s ability to draw (or not draw) can get in the way. 
Harsh judgements about whether a drawing is ‘good’ or ‘bad’ 
can mar the experience. Lofty goals and complicated endpoints 
(e.g. ‘how I want this page to look’) can make nature journaling 
an exercise in striving for perfection. This can make it hard to be 
present in the moment. 

I am far more interested in the process of nature journaling, and 
how it makes you feel, than what ends up on the page. Letting 
go of self-judgement, and goals and expectations of what your 
pages will look like, will free you to experience the best part of 
nature journaling: the immersion in nature, with your senses 
enhanced, and a quiet, calm state of mind.
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The range of materials available for nature journaling is vast, 
and learning to be ‘expert’ in using them might take a lifetime 
in itself. Enjoy the variety, and explore far and wide, but don’t 
get bogged down by this. In these pages I’ve dabbled with many 
different types of graphite pencils, ink pens, coloured inks, 
watercolour pencils, watercolour paints, acrylic pens, white-
paper journals and toned-paper journals. I am expert in none of 
these mediums. Actually, I enjoy the sense of play and discovery 
that comes with considering myself a beginner, always. I 
encourage you to do the same. Experiment, doodle, have a play, 
and learn from the results.

For a detailed introduction to nature journaling, including 
exercises to get you started, check out my previous books 
Make a Date with Nature: An Introduction to Nature Journaling 
and Take this Book for a Walk: A step-by-step guide to nature 
journaling. Make a Date with Nature is available as a free ebook 
from my website www.paperbarkwriter.com
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2017 - 2018
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I feel like I am tentatively, joyously, unbelievingly, expanding 
into this new existence...

... The experience of being in nature, having nature all around, 
is rich and calming. I am happy, blissful, excited, stimulated, 

intrigued, invigorated. Ideas and sensations and images swarm 
around in my head.
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The deliberate act of drawing and writing, while immersed in 
nature, seems to enhance feelings of calm and peace, while also 

stimulating curiosity and the imagination.
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