JOURNAL WRITING: BRING BACK MORE OF THE OUTDOOR EXPERIENCE
by Jim Brett

If it weren’t for our trip into the great outdoors, many of us would be seeking professional help. We look forward to our outings, our journeys, for months, years, and sometimes, a big chunk of our lifetime.  Dreaming and planning is often what keeps us plugging through the rest of our working days until we can once again make the great escape.
It’s no wonder the camera is a standard piece of gear on even a day outing – an attempt to make the moment live, long after it’s over and we return.
But what about the humble journal? Why do so few throw in a notebook when they’re packing for a trip? It’s lighter than a camera, especially with the extra lenses…less bulky and fragile, and the price can’t compare.  Perhaps because to  many, the thought of raking their brains after a physically fatiguing day to come up with something important  to say or anything at all to say, seems too much like work.

WHY BOTHER?

Nothing can compare to that magnificent scene blown up on a projector screen. But you can’t take pictures of smells, or sounds or tastes.  Feelings and emotions are hard ones to capture on film.  Conversations another. You can’t trust your memory to keep these experiences alive.
You write so you don’t forget. Forget things that moved you, lifted you, brought tears to your eyes, pain in your heart, intense beauty, severe hardship. The times of your lives.
There are journals that tell only of how many miles the writer walked, where they camped, how many deer they saw. And there are journals full of sights and sounds and smells and feelings.  Words that help you smell those fragrant azaleas or feel the bite of that cold, driving rain, or hear the wind in a pine forest.  A camera can only record on its emulsion what it sees through the lense. But every other sense impression is recorded on the emulsion of your brain and is there to be written down and remembered.

JOURNAL WRITING NEEDN’T BE PAINFUL

Nor something to dread. You don’t need to take a course in creative writing. You needn’t concern yourself with rules of grammar, punctuation, content, spelling, form or anything else.  A good way to loosen yourself and become free is to write or imagine you are writing to a good friend – someone who loves you and accepts you.  On one trip I wrote tom Mother who knows very little about the outdoor road.  I was careful to make it as descriptive as possible so she could feel as though she were walking there with me.  When I returned home I took the loose sheets of paper, put them in a spiral binder and had completed my journal.
The most common complaint is “I can’t think of anything to write.” To solve this, you need to get in touch – become aware of what is happening around you. You begin by practicing being where you are.  Tune into what is going on around you.  It will teach you how not to live in a fog.  Prevent your life from passing by you in a blur.  To build these skills, sharpen your senses, so you can go back to your other life in society and get more out of that too.
See. Hear. Smell. Feel. The moment itself becomes more intense, more vivid, more lasting as you pay closer attention.  As you notice these things and write them down, they become part of your person.  When you write about how the light looks on water, the laughter in the loon’s call, the crispness of the air, you will come to possess these qualities in yourself, for having noticed them.
Your first step is LEARNING HOW TO SEE. You can walk hundreds of miles, do a lot of looking, but actually see very little. You need to learn to see all over again. Notice details. Thoreau said:

“We cannot see anything unless we are possessed with the idea of it.  Many an object is not seen, though it falls within the range of our visual ray, because it does not come within the range of intellectual ray, i.e.  We are not looking for it.  The scarlet oak must in a sense, be in your eye before you go forth.”

Say you decide to look for birds today, or patches of color, or just things moving, and you spend your day looking for it. That’s all you will see. Everywhere!  You won’t believe there were so many birds, or such a variety of color in a green woods because you never actually looked for it.  Describe what your see. Write it down. In detail!

“It is the most beautiful day of the year. At 4:00 the eastern sky is a dead stratus black flecked with low white clouds. The sun in the west illuminates the ground, the mountains, and especially the bare branches of the trees. So that everywhere sliver trees cut into the black sky like a photographer’s negative of a landscape…The mountains are going on and off like neon lights. Clouds slide east as if pulled from the horizon, like a tablecloth whipped off a table.  The hemlocks by the barbed wire fence are flinging themselves east as though their back would break.” – Annie Dillard

What an image this creates in your mind! You weren’t standing there with Annie Dillard but you can certainly imagine you were.  You can actually SEE the whole scene in your mind and it reminds yu of days you yourself experienced.

She is merely writing about the sun going in and out behind the clouds and the wind hitting the trees.  But look at how she describes the scene, look at her similes: photographer’s negative, neon lights, a tablecloth. Draw from your own vast experiences to describe what something reminds you of.  Paint pictures with words.  When you record a day or a moment like this, and read it years later, you will be transported back and live it once again.

LEARNING TO HEAR

Listening is a lost art.  Our lives are filled with static sounds.  Radios in the background. Traffic in the streets. Phones ringing in the office, television in the next room.  You learn to shut the sounds out, especially if you live in the city, or you wouldn’t be able to sleep, or think, or have any peace at all.  But tuning these sounds out also tunes out other sounds. Good sounds, sounds that heal you, sounds that lift you.  You even lose the ability to hear your comrades speaking and really know what they are saying.  When you go into the woods, on your outdoor excursions, you need to pay special attention to this muffled sense.

“Going up the hill through Stow’s young oak woodland, I listen to the sharp, dry rustle of withered oak leaves.  This is the voice of the wood now.  It sounds like the roar of the sea and is enlivening and inspirited like that, suggesting how all the land is seacoast to the aerial ocean.  It is the sound of the surf, the rut of an unseen ocean, billows of air breaking on the forest like water on itself or on sand or rocks.  It rises and falls, wells and dies away, with agreeable alteration as the sea surf does.  It is remarkable how universal these grand murmurs are, the backgrounds of sound, the surf, the wind in the forest, waterfalls, etc. which…are essentially one voice, the earth voice, the breathing and snoring creature.” – Henry David Thoreau

LEARNING TO SMELL

Odors and fragrances are perhaps the most difficult sense to capture in words.  There is the sweet smell of basal forests in the North woods, the smell of the river, fish.  You ascend out of a damp, lush gorge with smells of musty rocks and moss hanging on your mind, to the open summit, where the sun bakes the exposed rock and the smell of hear predominates.  Smells are most capable of bringing back floods of memories and all sorts of sense impressions associated that smell.

“It was the smell of boiling potatoes that brought me back to the present.  Now, boiling potatoes cannot by any stretch of the imagination, be said to give off an ecstatically delightful aroma.  But the moment I became conscious of the heavy odor wafting past on the clean desert air I experienced a sudden spasm of pleasure.  For the smell set free, like lifted sluice gates, a flood of wilderness memories.  All at once I was reliving a hundred dinners cooked in this same pot on this same stove while I leaned back, just as I was leaning now, against air mattress and pack.  I found myself remembering warm desert valleys with the sun’s afterglow still reddening distant hills and damp dark forests with the tree trunks flickering  mysteriously into and out of an uncertain firelit existence, and cold, invigorating, mountain tops on which I cooked and lived and slept and thought far above the petty world of men” – Colin Fletcher

LEARNING TO FEEL

All of the things happening in the natural world you are passing though, affects how you feel, affects your body, your skin, how you feel inside – your heart and mind.  As you travel through an environment and you learn to notice all this external stimuli, think on how it affects you personally, internally, your mood, your thoughts and feelings it conjurs up.  The hot sun that cooks the earth is cooking your body too.  How does it make you feel? The rain that drenches the land, falls on your stiff, cold body too.  How does that feel? What you are feeling is often in direct relationship to what is going on around you.  Once you tune into the external happenings bombing your senses, focus inside and discover what it is doing to you as a person.

“He removed his shoes. He lay on his back in the hot water, his toes grazing the shallow, sandy bottom of the pool.  He could hear the water lapping at the entrance of his ears, the weight of water pulling his hair; he could feel the particles of dust falling off his flesh, settling on the bottom of the pool; he could feel the water prying at the layers of dried sweat…He climbed out of the pool and walked…onto the floor of the desert.  The wind began to evaporate water and his pores closed like frightened mussels and trapped by the warmth beneath the skin…He could feel the wind eddying up around him like a cloak and his feet barely touchned the ground.  His eyes felt smoother in their sockets…He felt the pressure of his partying the air as he walked.”-Barry Lopez

USING ANALOGIES AND SIMILIES

We’ve all had experiences and associations in life. Draw on them to help you describe what you are writing about.  Think of what it reminds you of.  Compare it or contrast it to something else.

“I have stood in the middle of a broad sandy wash with not a trickle of moisture to be seen anywhere, sunlight pouring down on me and the flies and the lizards, the sky above perfectly clear, listening to a queer vibration in the air and in the ground under my feet, like a freight train coming down the grade – very fast – and looked up to see a wall of water tumble around a bend and surge toward me.

A wall of water. A poor image. It looks rather like a loose pudding or a dense, thick soup, thick as gravy, dense with mud and sand, lathered with scuds of bloody froth, loaded on its crest with a tangle of roots…It advances in crescent shape with a sort of forelip about a foot high streaming in front, making hissing, sucking noises like a giant amoeba, nosing to the right and nosing to the left as if on the spore of something good to eat. Red as tomato soup or blood it came down on me about as fast as a man could run.” – Edward Abbey

Look at the words he uses to describe water. Words you wouldn’t normally associate with water, but work wonderfully: Freight train, loose pudding, gravy, blood, fore lip, amoeba, tomato soup. Each analogy helps you to get the picture even clearer in your mind.

DESCRIBING PEOPLE

The natural world you are traveling through isn’t the only world you need to record. You traveling companions make up a very important part of the whole experience Recording the human element, what they looked like, acted like, dressed like, rounds out the whole experience.

“We are both taking on the coloration of the river and canyon, our skin as mahogany as the water on the sandy side, our clothing coated with silt, our bare feet caked with mud and tough as lizard skin, our whiskers bleached as the sand – even our eyeballs, what little you can see of them between the ids, have taken on a coral – pink color of the dunes. And we smell, I suppose, like catfish.” –Edward Abbey

ADDED TIPS

So you have learned how to use your senses. You have learned how to listen to dialogue and notice people. Here are some parting tips to get you started.
Ask yourself questions. Brainstorm. Notice everything. Feel that cookkit jabbing you in the back of your internal frame-pack because of your haste to pack this morning. As you sit at a view, be aware of the sun beating its heat on the nape of your neck, the grit scraping your thighs on the rock you sit on, the cooling sensation on your back as a breeze hits your cotton shirt, damp with perspiration.
When the woods are fogged in with rain and clouds, distances aren’t clear, views are socked in, no grand, sweeping vistas encourage broader thoughts, realize this closeness drives you into yourself. You think more, about soggy coated nylon, stringy wet hair, numb hands, home, loved ones, comfort, warmth. Realize external conditions often dictate your internal thoughts. Then write them all down.  Every little detail. Quickly! Just being aware of these things throughout the day will help you find more to write about at the end of the day. And, it will actually be fun. Try to jot down some notes during the day too, when you take breaks.
You want to write down the pieces of your day. The moments. The patches. Details. Nothing is unimportant. All together they will capture the whole essence.
If you have trouble beginning, choose an extreme condition to write about. Paddling up river in a headwind. Walking through a driving snow storm. Choose conditions that are radical, extreme so the obvious is very clear. After practice, you’ll be able to write about subtleties.

ADDED BENEFITS OF JOURNAL WRITING

Realize you are involving yourself in a creative act. Whenever your imagination, your feelings, and your intelligence work together, you are creating. And everyone’s life, no matter what their occupation or state of being, can benefit from possessing more creativity.
Since you are getting in touch with your feelings and your world, you will know yourself better and this will help you communicate to others in your life.
Sometimes you wonder if you aren’t standing still. You wonder if any personal growth is occurring, any evolution towards becoming the person you want to become. If you jot down your dreams in your journal and return years later, you’ll find many of them manifested. This will give you courage and strength to continue striving because here in your journal is proof that you are indeed progressing.
And lastly, it teaches you to live in the present. Being aware of what is going on outside and inside creates a healthier attitude in which to conduct your life.  Now, this present moment, is the only moment you can affect, the only moment that matters. “To affect the quality of the day,” as Thoreau said, which will in turn, affect the quality of all our days to come. Isn’t this after all, what we go out there to do?
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