
…in the desert there is everything and there is nothing. Stay 
curious. Know where you are—your biological address. Get 
to know your neighbors—plants, creatures, who lives there, 
who died there, who is blessed, cursed, what is absent or in 
danger or in need of your help. Pay attention to the 
weather, to what breaks your heart, to what lifts your heart. 
Write it down.                      [Ellen Meloy   Nov. 2004]
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  Practical Journaling in the 
Backcountry: 

Quick Tips to Deepen Connections

By Thea Gavin, MFA 
2.16.18  GCAFI Hiking Guide Training  Shrine of the Ages Grand Canyon National Park
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• Would you like to 
make your trips stand 
out? 

• Would you like your 
participants to share a 
“deeper” Grand 
Canyon experience?  

• Would you like to add 
value—in the moment 
as well as in the future
—to both your own 
and others’ Grand 
Canyon adventures?

!   ?  
=



“Write it down” 

“Practical Journaling” 
 can be done 

• Anywhere 
• At any time 
• By anyone 

• (Even you) 
• (Especially you) 
• (Why not YOU!)
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Practical Tools & 
Techniques

Basic writing tools 
• Something to write with  

[From pencil stub to zero gravity 
pen] 

• Something to write on 
[From folded paper to carbon fiber 
journal with waterproof pages and 
your name stamped in gold]
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To Tech or Not To Tech? 
Yes Tech

• Accommodate people of differing abilities 

• Use voice recording and/or writing apps 

No Tech
• Provide a valuable (and increasingly rare) sensory 

experience 

• Sell it: 
Hooray for being“off the grid” and “unplugged” at 
Grand Canyon!
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The Trust Factor
• Trust how our brains are wired 

• Writing leads to . . . 
• More writing: 

• Interesting connections, new 
ideas, things that our brains 
can't help but create AS WE 
WRITE 

• There is endless stuff to 
discover that we might never 
come up with . . . until we sit 
down in the dirt and start 
taking notes 



Staring at a blank page leads to   

     ∅ 
• Frustration 

  
• Writer’s block? 

On the other hand
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How to outsmart a blank page 

• Write the . . .  
• date 

• time 
• place 

• Write some words describing the weather 
•  sun 

• clouds 
• temp 

• wind (velocity/direction) 
• Name/list a few plants/rocks/critters 
• Voilà! The page is no longer blank!
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• It’s like playing pickup 
basketball or singing around 
a campfire. 

• You don't have to be a 
superstar/pro to have a 
good time. 
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The Trust Factor (continued) 

• Important when people risk sharing their fresh 
new words 

• But isn’t this an industry that operates on 
calculated risk? 

• Risk vs. reward 
• When folks share their written observations 

• Memories are made  
• Connections happen 

• (on a deeper level than just chatting 
about what’s for lunch) 
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TRUST the Canyon 

• So much “there” to notice! 

•  Big & showy stuff 
                         [long views—cliffs—layers—colors] 

• Small (and also amazing) stuff 
           [Lichen art—breeze on skin—dust perfume—                  
tree frog song]  
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         TRUST yourself 

• Speling/grammer dont 
mater inthe moment 

• What is important? 
• Your one-of-a-kind way 

of paying attention & 
connecting 

• This all gives you all the 
"authority" you need  
• So write what you 

see/sense/hear/smell/
feel/think 
• (No matter how 

much red ink your 
English teacher 
spilled on your 
school work) 
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What were you thinking?!!



Let’s Get 
 Practical
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The 3 Keys 
by John Muir Laws

https://johnmuirlaws.com/natural-history/deep-
observation
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3 keys 

• I notice     ! 
• I wonder      ? 
• This reminds me of   =
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I notice     !
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5-sense inventory
• Close your eyes for several minutes—pay 

“deep attention”—using all your senses 

• Then make a list of everything you heard, felt, 
smelled, tasted (+ seeing) 
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I wonder      ?
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• Pick something off the “I notice” list and . . . 

• Ask questions [that start with “I wonder”]


• The point is . . . 

• not to answer them now

• to jot down some words that get your 

creative brain working

[Research (or more observation) can come later]


• Some questions have no “scientific” answer

             [These are some of the best ones!]


• Practice asking questions leads to: 

• You learning to be a more curious person
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John Muir Laws  https://johnmuirlaws.com/deep-observation/




I wonder . . .

 How the Raven soars so gallantly through the sky

 How the rocks both sooth me and make me cry
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This reminds me of   =
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• Write fast (list!) 
• have fun 
come up with as many connections as you can . . . from 
. . .


• Your own experience/memory

• Previous study/research

• Other contexts (including TV/media/history/

pop culture)

• Brainstorm some metaphors (or like-a-sibling 

similes) 
[These cirrus cloud remind me of body parts]


• Metaphor: they are body parts

• Simile: they are like body parts
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The Pain of Summer Clouds 

Unbroken blue 
I can ignore, 

but not shredded sky muscle, 
high-altitude vertebrae 

unhinging from ribs 
separating into 

more than infirmities 
of water vapor: 

cloud bandages 
over a city 

that remains 
comatose. 



Try this at the top of 
the page: 

“It would be 
fun to write 
about . . .”
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       WHY WRITE on the trail? 

• Sets your trip apart 
  
•  Provides an opportunity for people to 

connect to the Canyon in new, deeper 
ways 

[JML’s goal: “. . . to help people fall in 
love, deeply, passionately, wildly, with 
the world.”]
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 WHY (cont’d)? 

• Helps people create 
long-lasting memories 
via their deep attention 
(and the resulting 
written words recorded 
in their journal) 

  
•  Enhances the  

experience for guests
—and guides
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“The greater the attention we bring to the world, the more 
beautiful it becomes, the more we stand in awe. When I 
walk into the field with my journal in my hand, my goal is 
to peel back the layers, and let a new aspect of the world 
reveal itself.  

“I want to stand in wonder and learn something new 
from what I see. When I behold  in this way I am 
constantly surprised and delighted by the beauty, 
resilience, ingenuity, and variety of the world. 

“This kind of seeing takes  focus, concentration, and 
practice, but the fruits of this effort are deeply rewarding. 

“. . . let’s go outside and fall more deeply in love with the 
world through deep attention.”  
                                                                 John Muir Laws 
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Grand Canyon Association Field Institute 2018 HGT 
“Practical Journaling in the Backcountry” 
theagavin@sbcglobal.net              theagavin.com 

	 	 	 [some inspiration] 

John Muir Laws: 
“The greater the attention we bring to the world, the more beautiful 
it becomes, the more we stand in awe. When I walk into the field 
with my journal in my hand, my goal is to peel back the layers, and 
let a new aspect of the world reveal itself.  

“I want to stand in wonder and learn something new from what I 
see. When I behold  in this way I am constantly surprised and 
delighted by the beauty, resilience, ingenuity, and variety of the 
world. 

“This kind of seeing takes  focus, concentration, and practice, but 
the fruits of this effort are deeply rewarding. 

“. . . let’s go outside and fall more deeply in love with the world 
through deep attention.”  

Ellen Meloy: 
“…in the desert there is everything and there is nothing. Stay 
curious. Know where you are—your biological address. Get to 
know your neighbors—plants, creatures, who lives there, who 
died there, who is blessed, cursed, what is absent or in danger 
or in need of your help. Pay attention to the weather, to what 
breaks your heart, to what lifts your heart. Write it down.”                

	 	        [online resources] 

John Muir Laws  https://johnmuirlaws.com/deep-observation/ 

Paula Peeters   https://www.paperbarkwriter.com/nature-
journaling/       “Make a Date with Nature: An Introduction to 
Nature Journaling” [free e-booklet] 

[some ways to get started] 

	1.	Write the date/time/place/weather/wind/clouds 

2.  Do a “5-sense” inventory—eyes closed to begin 

3.  Use JML’s “3 keys” to start filling the page (try listing) 
	 I notice . . . 
	 I wonder . . . 
	 This reminds me of . . .  

4. Keep going with “it would be fun to write about . . . “ 

More invitations to write [in poetry, prose, or anything in 
between: just have fun!] 

a. Look around, then choose two non-human creatures/things 
(rock, stick, ant, bird, butte, cloud, side canyon, butterfly). 

Write a dialogue—as silly as you wish—between two of these 
creatures/things. (What might they disagree about?) 

b. Choose a place/plant/creature and write from its point of 
view (use first person “I”).  Give your friend a distinct voice 
as it talks about its past OR present OR future experiences/
relationships.  

c. Choose a place/plant/creature and write a “letter to the 
editor” in its distinct (maybe annoyed?) “voice.” (Who are the 
readers of this publication? What do they “need to know” that 
only this place/plant/creature can tell them?) 

d. Think/talk about “superhero origin stories” and write your 
own “nature origin story” —any previous memorable 
experience that helped inspire a love of the outdoors in you. 

e. Read the quotes on the other side of this page; copy a few 
words or sentences and see where they lead your writing. 

mailto:theagavin@sbcglobal.net
http://theagavin.com
https://www.paperbarkwriter.com/nature-journaling/
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