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Jean MacGregor, The Evergreen State College


On my way to conduct field research in the Kalahari Desert in 1975, I stopped over in London and visited a Friends (Quaker) Meeting there.  A small poster on a bulletin board in the Meetinghouse said, “Don’t Just Do Something, Sit There.”  At the time, I was struck by this gentle invitation to worship, but within weeks, the phrase became my touchstone for developing the discipline and patience to become much more deeply immersed in field observation—as it has ever since.  Here are some practices I have found useful.

1. Find a place to which you can return with some frequency and get to know that place deeply, over time.

The place in which you decide to develop your “sit there” skills need not be in the wilderness.  It could be in your back yard or a city park. It is valuable to find a place that you can easily return to, so you can make repeated visits and get to know it over time. Choose a spot where you are inconspicuous but have a view; if you nestle yourself deep in the bushes, you may not see much. An edge between communities (a pond edge, a forest edge) is often rich in diverse life.  Camouflage isn’t necessary but wearing darker clothing helps you blend into your surroundings. Find a place where you can sit comfortably. If needed, take something to sit on (a cushion or stool) so you can be comfortable for extended periods of time—a few minutes up to an hour or more.

2. Learn to become still enough that the living things around you are no longer alarmed or anxious that you have intruded. In a short period of time (usually about 20-30 minutes) birds and mammals will often resume going about their regular routines. Strive to be still in body and tranquil in mind.

Developing body stillness
· Do some stretching before you set out.
· If your neck and shoulders are tense, rub them or exercise them beforehand to help your muscles relax.
· Strive to sit in a balanced, a symmetrical position, one in which you can keep still for a while without straining one side of your body or the other.
· Breathe slowly: Practice breathing slowly and quietly enough so that a person sitting right next to you would not be able to hear your breathing.  Practice “diaphragmatic breathing,” bringing your breath so fully into your lungs that your belly and ribcage expand.  Then, concentrate on making long, quiet exhalations. Sometimes, counting helps to establish a consistent breathing rhythm…count slowly to 6 as you inhale deeply and count slowly to 8 or 10 as you exhale fully.  Once you establish a rhythm, you will notice that you don’t need to continue counting.


Developing mind stillness
To become deeply observant, it is important to quiet your mind and to quiet what is often called “roof brain chatter,” the busy thoughts that capture and distract our attention.  For centuries, different religious traditions across the world have honed meditation strategies that involve quieting the mind and focusing attention—attention to a question, attention to deep prayer, or attention that simply awaits the unconscious. These time-honored strategies are highly diverse, everything from repeating sayings or chants, to rocking back-and-forth, to repetitive dance movement. More recently, the teaching of biofeedback or mindfulness practices also suggest strategies for setting aside distracting thoughts and achieving a state of calm and repose.  

Here are some activities I use for quieting my mind.

· Once I move fully into quiet, slow breathing, I close my eyes and call to mind a  happy memory of a remembered landscape of my childhood that brings a sense of deep calm. Once I sense my “quiet state,” I open my eyes again to observe what is around me in the present.
· Or, as I continue my quiet breathing, I close my eyes and slowly (and almost imperceptibly) rock backward as I inhale and rock forward as I exhale.  Again, within a few minutes, once I sense I’m in my “quiet state,” I stop rocking.  
· Opening my eyes, I focus all my senses on “wide angle” awareness—that is, I look outward with a soft gaze, not focusing on any particular object in the landscape.  
· I sometimes imagine that I am a tree (especially if I am leaning against one!)
· I adopt an attitude of calm gratitude and tranquil thanksgiving for the beautiful and diverse living world that surrounds me.
· If my thoughts wander, I know that this is typical and not something to struggle against. I just return to concentrating on my breathing, or breathing-and-rocking, and this helps bring my attention back to the present and my immediate surroundings.  
· If an issue or task continues to distract me, I write it down as a way to acknowledge the issue and to remind myself that I can return to it later.    

Quieting the mind is a skill that develops slowly. Do not be discouraged if it seems difficult at first. Start with a sitting period of just a few minutes and then see how much you can extend it.  Stay with it. Observe the strategies that work for you, make note of them, and keep developing them. You will soon find that you can comfortably sit still for longer and longer periods of time.

3. Develop your sensory awareness:  As you practice sitting still for periods of time, also pay attention to all your senses and what they are taking in.  Developing your senses as you sit in nature is not so much working at “turning them up” or honing them, but rather allowing them to come alive.  Just pay attention. Observe what is coming in. 

A note about observing animals: sometimes watching a bird or mammal intently (especially attempting to make direct eye contact) will frighten it. “Soft focus” watching or looking out beyond the animal will lessen the effect of signaling that you are challenging or intruding on the animal.  

4. So what next?  These suggestions have been used in a number of classes, for different academic purposes, including natural history field observations, visual arts and creative writing assignments, and the development of various reflective and contemplative practices.   
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