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A FIELD JOURNAL SYSTEM
FOR NATURAL HISTORY OBSERVATIONS

INTRODUCTION

The tradition of a naturalist field journal dates back to the late 17th century. From the mid
- 1700s to the beginning of the 1900s it was simply understood that a naturalist would keep a
journal of daily field activities. Linneaus kept one on his journey to Lapland in 1732.
Meriwether Lewis and William Clark, the eminent North American natural history journalists,
kept detailed records that have proven invaluable. Charles Darwin, perhaps the most famous
naturalist, kept a detailed journal of his voyage on the Beagle and later published it as his first
book in 1839. Nineteenth century American naturalists, including many ornithologists and
mammalogists who accompanied the extensive railroad surveys, kept journals as part of their
official duties. Joseph Grinnell, director of the Museum of Vertebrate Ecology, U.C. Berkeley,
continued the journal tradition long after it had begun to die elsewhere.

Grinnell recognized the great value to the future of properly documented scientific investigations
and observations. They serve to document presence or absence of species in specific locations
or habitats, and they document animal movements relative to plant phenology or weather
conditions. Over the long term, trends may appear that otherwise would go unnoticed.

Yet there is another, greater reason for keeping field journals. One might initially believe that
the naturalist creates the field journal, but I firmly believe that it’s the field journal that creates
the naturalist. It forces the development of self- discipline, increases observational skills and
awareness, broadens one’s perspective, interests and understanding of the interrelationships of
organisms and abiotic elements, and improves one’s memory as we are forced to think about and
write the things we see.

By keeping a field journal, we make the time that we do spend afield far more valuable than it
otherwise would be. In a time of computers, remote sensing and radio telemetry as tools for
the intensive study of "important" species, we tend to forget that we still don’t have accurate
species lists for many areas, nor do we accurately know the local distribution of animals.
Incidental observations, recorded in field journals, can provide much of the needed information.

The purpose of this document is to provide a simple, convenient and systematic way to record
field observations and make those records available and useful to both the author and others.

EQUIPMENT
The following items are needed for taking notes:

ballpoint pen



permanent ink pen

field notebook

paper, (8 1/2x51/2t0 6 x 9 1/2)
3 ring binder

straightedge

Pens

- Almost any ballpoint pen will accomplish the task, although you may find some better than
others. The standard U.S. Government issue ballpoint pens work very well. The permanent
pen should be either a technical pen or a Tombow rolling writer. The technical pen should have
a .3 to .4 mm nib, and must use permanent, black, drawing ink for technical pens. The
Tombow pen is recommended because of ease of use and high performance rating (Table 1).

Field Notebook

The field notebook is for storing detailed information until it can be recorded in the field journal.
It should have a spiral binding at the top, fit neatly in a shirt pocket so it’s readily available, and
be of medium weight paper. Twenty pound wood fiber paper is fine. One recommended size
is 3 3/4" x 6 1/8". The small U.S. Government issue pads with perforated top (Form 10-51)
are not acceptable because the paper is thin and the pages tear out easily reducing its value as
a permanent record.

Paper

Bond paper with 50 to 100 percent cotton fiber content is the most durable in the field and has
excellent longevity for storage. It should have lines 1/4 inch apart. It should not be smaller
than 8 1/2" x 5 1/2". That size is ideal because back-up photocopies can be made with 2 journal
pages per copy page. Unfortunately, I'm not aware of a source for lined, high rag content paper
of that size. Paper in 6 1/4" x 9" format is available from Carolina Biological Supply. I prefer
to purchase plan paper, cut to 8 1/2" x 5 1/2" and drilled for a standard 3-ring binder. I then
use a lined page behind to guide my writing. This leaves a very clean, easy to read journal
page. Others have complained about handling 2 pages, especially in field situations.

Binder

The 3-ring binder should have a metal hinge, a stiff cover to use as a writing surface and a
cryptic color.

Straightedge
This is used for drawing straight lines, such as the horizontal and vertical margins. It should

have beveled edges so it won’t spread ink and be at least 8 1/2 inches long on one edge. A
triangle works nicely and can be held securely to one cover by a stout rubber band.
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FORMAT
Margins

A horizontal margin is drawn across the first line at the top of each page. A vertical line is
drawn 3 cm from the left edge of the paper, from top to bottom (Figure 1).

Name and Year

The author’s initials and last name, and below that the year (all four digits) are printed in the
upper left hand box created by the two margin lines.

Title

The appropriate title (journal, species account, catalog, photo catalog) is printed, centered in the
upper middle of each page.

Duration and Pagination

A journal is opened on January 1 each year and closed on December 31. An account is closed
by drawing a diagonal line through the unused portion of the last page and prominently writing
in the words "last entry for 19__". The pages should be numbered consecutively through the
life of the observer. Page numbers are printed in the upper right hand corner of each page.
Some authors prefer to begin a new sequence of numbers for each year. Since each year’s notes
are bound separately, this might make sense. Should a years efforts become lost, however, the
loss would never be detected unless the pages were numbered through the life of the observer.
Once detected, further search could be initiated. In today’s job market, it’s not inconceivable
that an author could be in an office assignment and not make entries for an entire year, adding
confusion to how much writing was done.

One Side Only

Authors should write on one side of the paper only. Writing on both sides may show through
when copying. Facing pages are also useful for maps and drawings that complement the text
on the facing page, yet don’t seriously confuse when they slightly show through when copied.

Underlining

Localities are underlined with a straight line. Underline the date whenever it changes. When
the locality extends to 2 or 3 lines, underline only from the left margin to the right edge of the

paper.

Common names of plants and animals are underlined with a wavy line. Scientific names are
underlined with a straight line. Underlining may be omitted in species lists.
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Abbreviation

Be frugal with abbreviations. Their meanings become lost with the passage of time or to other
workers. Use only the most widely used ones such as N, S, E, W, km, m, cm, and mm. When
in doubt, write it out.

Dates

Dates, with one exception, are always written in military format: 12 Jun 1987. The one
exception is at the beginning of an entry because the year is recorded at the top of the page.
Also, since binding may cause the loss of some information along the left margin, write the
month first and digits last, such as June 12.

Time

Times are always written according to international convention. We would record 1400 far 2:00
pm (not 14:00). Midnight is 2400 and 0220 means 2:20 am. Be sure to note changes between
Daylight Savings Time and Standard Time in your journal. I regularly use the abbreviation
ADT for Alaska Daylight Time following a time entry. Also note whenever you change time
zones. Times are very important for natural history observations so carry a watch.

Neatness

The value of neatness is obvious, especially since the journal must be read by others. It can be
over emphasized though. Allow your penmanship to improve through practice rather than take
the extra time to print. Misspelled words, errors, etc. should be canceled by drawing a single
line through them and writing the correct entry above the error. Don’t rewrite the page. Do
not use white-out, it will crack and peel off with age.

Style

There is no good reason to use paragraphs in the text of a journal, they only waste space. Write
entries consecutively, don’t start a new page for each entry. Everything written should be
directly quotable in a publication. Write in complete sentences. Notes should be detailed,
including observations you might think are unimportant at the time. It is not a diary, but a
scientific document. It is not a place for fantasy or reverie. Write down everything while it is
still fresh. Time will fade your memory. Breath life into your writings to make them
interesting to others, and paint a complete picture of the setting. Write as if a stranger were
looking over your shoulder.



THE FIELD NOTEBOOK

The field notebook is the primary note receptacle. It should be with you at all times. It’s used
for recording details like mileages, times, animal behavior, composition counts etc., details you
won’t remember in the evening. It should be written out at the time of observation and record
events chronologically through the day. Often we’ll misclassify an animal, plant, or location
but find the correct information later. We then can transcribe the correct information into the
~ journal at the end of each field day.

The field notebook is opened by writing your name, permanent address and phone number on
the back cover. On the front cover write the opening and closing dates. Every page should be
dated and indicate if continued from the previous page. Write with a ballpoint pen, and file
them for future reference when completed.

THE JOURNAL

The journal is the nucleus of the field record. It is always written in, ideally in the late
afternoon or early evening of the same day of observation. Herman (1986) recommends this
dictum: NO JOURNAL THIS DAY, NO SLEEP THIS NIGHT. The following information
should be included for each observation: date, location, route, weather, habitat, detailed
observations, general comments, species list, and drawings and maps. This information is
presented here in outline format which many authors use. You may wish to follow a more
chronologically organized narrative format. Either is acceptable as long as all of the appropriate
information is included. You may wish to make a checklist to keep in your journal for a
reference.

Date

The date of the observation, with the month written out, is placed to the left of the left margin
on the first line of observations for that day. It is always underlined with a straight line. For
subsequent locations on the same date, do not repeat the date but place a dashed line "-" where
the date would go. When one day’s observations continue on subsequent pages write the date
at the top of each page.

Location

This is a gross description of the route or location of the observation, and always includes the
state, and county, borough or equivalent. It is placed at the beginning of every entry starting
just right of the left margin and continuing across the page. It should be written general to
specific (e.g. AK, Denali National Park, Polychrome Pass) if used with a computer database to
facilitate sorting. Traditionally, location was written specific to general. Regardless, be concise
without sacrificing accuracy. If traveling, one should indicate start and end points at least. The



location should not exceed three lines, and often will require only one. It is always underlined
from the left margin to the right edge of the page with a straight line.

Whenever there is a change in location, it should be recorded and underlined. Some authors
rewrite the location at the top of each page for continued pages of the same date, others enter
only the date and "(con’t)".

Route

It is important to use a map when recording the route of a day’s travels. It will provide highway
numbers and correct spellings for names of counties, towns, lakes etc. Odometer readings
recorded in field notebooks should be converted to mileage distances in the journal to locate
places without names. (Vehicle odometers should be checked for accuracy when possible.)
Always record arrival and departure times, as well as times at known locations. Describe
basecamp locations in detail, providing UTM coordinates if necessary, sa others can find the
precise location.

Weather

Weather conditions have a great influence on animal activity levels, bird migrations, animal
feeding patterns etc. Clouds can be described by the appropriate genus or species name and
percent cover. Wind is adequately estimated using the beaufort wind scale, found in most
dictionaries. Temperatures should be measured in the shade periodically through the day with
an accurate thermometer. The amount and type of precipitation should also be noted.

Habitat

Record the general vegetation type from a recognized list of plant communities if available (e.g.
Table 2). Also list the predominant overstory and understory species and other species of
interest or felt to be important. Key out unknown plants. Record the proportion of plants in
each phenology category: swelling of winter buds, beginning of leaf emergence, first flower
seen, degrees of flowering (%), end of flowering, fruit ripening, seed dispersal, changing leaf
color, beginning of leaf drop, and all leaves gone.

Topography, soil characteristics, and geologic features may also be important. Elevation should
be read from a topographic map. Aspect should be noted. Describe water bodies including
height of waterline, general depth of standing water bodies, width, depth and velocity of
streams. Maps of drainages or vegetative community juxtaposition could also be useful.

Detailed Observations
Here you want to include the number of each species observed, sex and age, if possible, and

behavior. Notes on animal physical condition, necropsies of dead animals found (including fetus
counts and measurements), body size measurements, etc. are all important. (See Catalog section
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for measurement information.) Molt status, abnormalities, injuries, clutch size, number of
young fledged, incubation period and associated behaviors all build important baseline
information. Within the text of the journal, the location of individual observations should be
detailed most carefully. Use a compass and pace off or measure distances from permanent
objects to nests or other important locations. The date and location document species
distribution, timing and presence. Records at the limits of distribution are especially important.
We often overlook observations of common species. Comments about phenology of nesting,
abundance, interspecific behavior, distribution, etc. are important. Observations at regular
~ intervals are very useful. Use the scientific name of each species referenced, at least once in
your journal.

Occasionally, data are obtained from other observers. In such cases the date should be the date
you were told of the observation. For location write "record from John Doe". The text should
include the specific location, date and other appropriate information. Be sure to include the
observers full name, address and phone number for future reference.

Accuracy of observations and recording cannot be overemphasized. If you’re not sure of an
observation, but someone else seems to be, indicate it that way in your journal. Remember, you
are responsible for the quality of information in the journal. Occasionally, you may be
challenged on an observation. Make note of the identifying characteristics in your journal. Be
a careful, accurate and precise observer and recorder.

General Commentary

This section is a catch-all. Include companions first and last names and affiliation and the
purpose of the trip. Describe capture or observation methods in detail, number and type of traps
used and how they were set, times of operation, bait used, how lake depth was measured, fish
caught, which insects were active, etc. Learn the insects at least to order. Record discussions
with local residents or visitors who know much of the significant history or have made important
observations about the area.

Species List

Many authors make a daily list of species seen, or compile several days observations to make
a trip list. I prefer to list species seen in a day but not previously mentioned in the journal, thus
it becomes an "Additional Species List" and avoids duplication. Names can be listed in columns
or narrative format. Names should be underlined if in narrative form to distinguish from the
rest of the text. Plant, mammal, reptile, amphibian and bird lists should be separate. Species
observed by others in the party, but not you, should be included for completeness but marked
with an asterisk (*) and indicated as such. Include the number of each species seen when
possible and indicate if counted or estimated. Actual counts are far superior to estimates. Get
in the habit of counting and classifying things.



Drawings and Maps

These go well on the facing page in the journal, opposite the narrative. They complement the
text well and are space saving. The best journals include them. Do not use colored pencils
because copy machines may not pick them up. Maps give the best description of a location.
Even crude drawings may be helpful in identifying species later on, or to document unusual
characteristics of a species or individual.

THE SPECIES ACCOUNT

Many authors prefer to open a separate species account for each animal observed, or perhaps
for selected species. The species account serves to group all detailed observations of a given
species together. It makes the study of a single species more convenient and offers a method
of indexing.

Use of a separate species account may not be advantageous if you plan to use a computer
program to index your observations. Computers offer a much more versatile indexing system.
Species accounts are also more time consuming to keep. Often, observation interests and
expected use of the information is more location oriented than species oriented. The species
account would obviously be less useful in this case.

If an author prefers, species accounts may be used. However, either species subcodes will need
to be used religiously or all species account pages will need to be numbered consecutively for
the year, across all species, if a computerized index is used. For example if Clark’s nutcracker
and mule deer were the first and second species accounts in one’s journal, and there were three
pages of Clark’s nutcracker observations, the first page of the mule deer species account would
begin with page number 4. Obviously, pages cannot be numbered until the journal is closed at
the end of the year. For a detailed discussion of species accounts, refer to Herman (1986).

THE CATALOG

The catalog provides a permanent record of animal material collected. All items collected
should be given to a museum for preservation. Road kills, window killed birds, and natural
causes of mortality all provide specimens.

Number the collected items consecutively, beginning with 1 and continuing for the life of the
collector (regardless of taxon or nature of specimen (bone, skin, eggs, etc.)). All specimens
must be labeled. Labels are available from museums. The National Park Service provides
labels for collections within National Park Service units. Labels should include the following
information: date of collection, locality of collection, collector’s name, and collector’s field
number. It should include weight (grams) of complete animals and sex, recorded with the
appropriate symbol for male, female or ? for unknown. For mammals record total length, tail
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length, hind foot lepgth, ear length, tragus height (bats), and forearm length (bats). All
measurements should be in millimeters. Record age class, testes length and width, reproductive
condition, number of embryos and their crown-rump length and sex. Indicate family group
relationships, method of collection and portions preserved.

Date and location precede each entry as described for the journal. Each item included in the
catalog should be referenced in detail in the journal. The collector’s field number is printed in
the margin below the date at the beginning of each entry. Data are listed to the right of the
 margin.

If a specimen is collected by someone else, include their name in the catalog and on the label
in parentheses.

Species names should be listed last in the catalog entry and in pencil, but not necessarily on the
label. Proper determination will be made at the museom. If the name is included on the label,
it should be written on the side opposite the date and in pencil since it may change. Always
provide a copy of the catalog with specimens donated to a museum. Use only scientific names
in the catalog.

PHOTO CATALOG

I keep a catalog of photographs taken that follows the same format as a collections catalog.
Items are cross-referenced with the journal. Film rolls and frames are numbered in the field and
those numbers entered onto the picture when it comes back from processing. In that way
permanent records, with detailed background information, are available for each photo.

INDEX

The information in your journal will be of little value if no one knows it’s there, or where to
find something they do know is there, including yourself. To alleviate this problem, and to
simplify record-keeping by eliminating the traditional species account section, a computerized
indexing system was developed. The Field Journal Index form is carried with the journal and
completed periodically (Figure 2). At the top is a place for the author’s name and year. Each
entry includes the date (month first), section (J = journal, S = species account, C catalog),
page number, location, subject code, subcode and topic.

Location is recorded general to specific using the two capital letter abbreviation for state, county
or borough, and a more specific location descriptor such as "Polychrome Pass". Learn to be
consistent in recording location information because a computer can provide indexes sorted on
location. If properly entered, all of the Polychrome Pass observations should be grouped
together after sorting.



Subject codes group observations by order or family (Appendix A). This level of organization
may be adequate if you only make a few observations each year in that category. If you make
many observations of multiple species within a family, you should also include subcodes. Some
subcodes are listed in the appendix, you may wish to create your own.

Topics should start with the animal or plant name and a brief description of the nature of the
observation. For example: "Grizzly bear den" or "Snow Bunting, first spring sighting" or
"Golden Eagle nest site location". The computer can provide an indexed listing on topics as
well and this format will insure that Golden Eagle observations are grouped together and
separately from Grizzly bear observations.

The index form itself provides a chronological listing which is also extremely useful. If you put
your index on a computer, indexes sorted by date, location, subject and topic should be filed
with each year’s journal notes.

MISCELLANEOUS
Data Forms

Often data forms are used for information gathering when specific coded data are recorded for
multiple observations. In those cases, summarize the information in the journal and indicate a
more detailed data form was completed and where the form will be stored. Try to keep the
journal as complete as possible.

Use

Anyone who takes the system seriously and follows it for a number of years will accumulate a -
record of great value. Although its greatest value may be to those in the future, you should
make it useful to you. Reference it before returning to a spot you’ve been before, make
comparisons, or fill in information you’ve missed previously. Comparisons through time are
extremely important. You may want to take portions of old journals with you in the field.

Disposition

Periodically, each author should make two complete copies of their journal, with indexes. One
copy should be sent to an appropriate local library such as a National Park Service Research
Library. One copy should also be retained in the office files where the employee works. I keep
a third copy in my home. This distribution will insure safety and usefulness of the information.
Consideration should be given to making the copies on archival paper for long-term storage.
Original journals should be kept by the author, unless the employer dictates otherwise. The
author should make provision for donating original journals to appropriate museums by the end
of their career. Keeping writings from the current year in two binders permits leaving some
records home to protect from loss or damage while in the field.
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