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How to Write an Observation Diary: Fix Three Time Points
and Watch Up Close

An observation diary differs from a water play diary: the main character is not
you but the stream. The first step is fixing your time points. Before leaving, write
three lines in your notebook: morning, noon, evening, and at each time stand by the
stream for five minutes. Without time points, observation stays a blurry impression,

and what comes out on paper is only beautiful and clear, with no change at all.

At the morning point, watch the water surface. Do not write right away; ask
yourself what is on the surface now that was not there before. The morning answer is
often mist, a thin layer hugging the water, with the willow on the far bank showing
only its upper half. Then squat and look close: a leaf floats on the surface, is it
still, or drifting slowly downstream? Touch the water with your hand, cold. Write
these down and the morning paragraph is done: mist, half a willow, a drifting leaf,

cold water, all four are there.

At the noon point, watch the tree shade. The same willow shrinks its shadow to a

small patch under its trunk, and the water is too bright to stare at. Find a stone
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that had sun in the morning and sits in shade by noon, mark it, and go back: is the
stone dry or wet, hot to the touch? This before—and-after pairing is the treasure of
an observation diary. A stone burning hot at noon feels cool at dusk, and that change

is content.

At the dusk point, watch dragonflies. Flying low, a dragonfly skims the surface,
taps once, and a small ring spreads, which is called dragonfly dotting water.
Watching one is enough: note how many times it flies back and forth and where it
lands each time. When it rests on a dead branch, come within three steps and look at
its wings, whether the four wings are folded or spread. Record the time, 6:15 in the

evening.

On site, write keywords only: mist, half a willow, the leaf drifting, hot stone,
dragonfly tapping, landing on the branch. Before dinner, while memory is fresh,
expand the keywords into sentences, one paragraph per time point, seventy to a
hundred characters each, with date and weather on the first line, and end with one
question for tomorrow, such as whether that leaf will still be in the same place. A

question mark gives the diary a next day.
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