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Five Traps in Observation Diaries: From Copying Model

Essays to Inventing Data

Trap one: dragging the phrase book into the diary. The brook murmurs, the ripples
glitter, the green shades the trees, four idioms crammed into one line. How to spot
it: read aloud, and anything that sounds like recitation is copied. The alternative:
plain speech, the water bumps on small stones making a gurgling sound, and under the
sun the surface flickers. Swap murmurs for gurgling and the diary instantly becomes

yours.

Trap two: the morning, noon, and evening paragraphs saying the same thing.
Morning says the water is clear, noon says the water is clear, evening still says the
water is clear. How to spot it: line up the first sentence of each paragraph, and if
they mean the same thing, the diary is dead. The alternative: each time point answers

only one question, morning answers what is on the surface, noon answers shadow and
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temperature, evening answers what the dragonfly is doing. Three different questions

make three different paragraphs.

Trap three: inventing details you never saw, writing that there are eight stones
on the bottom or that dragonfly eggs look like grains of rice. If you did not count
and did not see, you cannot write it. How to spot it: for every number and every
unseen thing, ask whether your eyes saw it. The alternative: write only what was
seen, I counted the stones, six are clear enough to count, and in the deep water
there are more I cannot make out; never saw the eggs so leave them out, just write

the moment the tail taps. Honesty in an observation diary matters more than elegance.

Trap four: turning observation into a science lesson. A dragonfly dots the water
because the female is laying eggs, up to five taps per second. Once such a sentence
appears, the diary dies. The alternative: hide knowledge inside the process, it flew
extremely low, tail tapping down once per pass, and I counted four round trips, one
tap each time. Your own counted four is more reliable than a memorized five per

second.

Trap five: writing three days in a row that all look alike. Day one mist, day two
still mist, day three big sun. How to spot it: put the first lines of the three days
side by side and delete the repeats. The alternative: change the object each day, the
surface on day one, that leaf on day two, the moss on stones on day three. The stream
bank is full of things, leaf undersides, sand in cracks, water bird footprints, and

changing the object ends the repetition.

One habit to keep: carry a palm—sized notebook, write only keywords and numbers
on site, and expand them into sentences at home. Long sentences on site make you miss
the scene, and reconstructing from memory at home distorts it; keywords plus prompt

expansion is the steadiest method for an observation diary.
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