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Introduction

What Is A Forest? 

What comes to mind when you hear the word, “forest”?

If you’re like most people, then you probably imagine a vast landscape filled with trees, 
plants, rocks & moss.

On the surface, you might be tempted to say, “a forest is simply an area of landscape 
dominated by trees.”

But is that really all a forest is?

As you might have suspected when you picked up this book, forests are so much more 
than just an area of landscape dominated by trees.

From the eastern hardwood forests of North America, to the deepest jungles of Africa, 
there are forests all around us.

Have you ever taken the time to stop and really look?

What you may not realize is that most people only have their eyes open to a very small 
spectrum of what’s actually happening in a forest.

In case you’ve ever thought that forests are just a bunch of trees, think again!

By the end of this book, my goal is to open your eyes (and your other senses) to a whole 
new way of looking at your local forests, woodlands, and beyond.

Whether you’re a long-time naturalist, or if you’re completely new to exploring the 
outdoors…

I’m going to show you exactly why forests are so much more than just the individual trees 
& plants living there. 

So What Is A Forest, Really?

A forest is the synergistic intersection of plants, birds, trees… and ALL natural elements 
coming together in one space to create a unique environment of interconnected 
relationships.

It’s kind of like that old saying, ‘the whole is greater than the sum of its parts’.

Or even more aptly, “I can’t see the forest for the trees!”.

It means that if you take any one part of a forest and look at it individually, you learn a lot 
less than if you are able to put that information together and see how things connect.

This is really the key.
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It’s not just about the specific trees, plants, or animals living in a place… it’s about how 
they connect together to become something much bigger and more meaningful.

In practical terms, it means there are consistent patterns to how forests operate all around 
the world.

And if you can learn to read these patterns, it gives you an almost magical ability to 
observe, interpret, and predict all kinds of amazing things about any landscape you might 
choose to explore.

Let me give you a simple example…

How To Read The Secrets of A Forest

A few years back I created an instructional video called - How To Read The Secrets of A 
Forest.

In that video, I started out by showing an image of two forests on the screen and posing a 
very simple question to promote critical observation skills.

What is the difference between these two forests?

I went on to explain that in asking this question, we’re not looking for anything overly 
academic or “sciency" in nature.

We’re simply looking for the most basic observations that anyone could make based on 
information that’s plainly available for everyone to see.

Things like, did you notice that the first forest has a creek flowing through it? 

Forest A Forest B
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That’s a pretty significant difference… and it’s also not rocket science, right?

If you look carefully, you’ll notice there are many instantly observable differences between 
these two forests.

Let’s list a few more. Can you spot the following characteristics from the photos above?

In fact, the longer you compare these two forests, the more you realize they really do have 
very distinct characters and features.

And this is just from the tiny snippet of information we can gather in these photos.

In real life, we could keep going with more observations about bird activity, sign of animals, 
plant diversity, sun exposure, etc.

Just imagine how much more you could see if you actually visited these forests in real life 
and looked around!

And the best part is that this all comes from direct observation of patterns.

This information is all literally written in plain sight for anyone to see. 

* It’s not about ‘book learning’ or memorized facts

* You don’t need to be an expert in species identification

* There’s no need for any prior experience in the forest

Simply using our built-in human ability to observe patterns, we can gather clues and apply 
our knowledge of these forests in order to make predictions and know things beyond the 
surface.

With each new observation, our senses are tuning up with all kinds of subtle clues about 
the landscape history, human & wildlife use, overall health of vegetation and animal 
populations, where to find water & different types of ecology.

Observing & Predicting Patterns

Imagine being able to enter a new landscape and within a few short seconds, knowing the 
history of that place, the overall health & abundance of plants & resources… being able to 
predict where the water is flowing, the density of wildlife & what kinds of animals are likely 

Forest A Forest B

Has creek flowing through it No visible water

Mostly Coniferous Trees (with needles that stay on 

during winter)

Mixed Coniferous and Deciduous (Leaves that fall 

off in winter)

Dark and Full Canopy Lots of light and open space in the canopy

Trees all pretty much the same age Trees of all different ages

Ground is very bare Ground has more moss, ferns & young growth
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to be living here.

These and other insights give you a window into the unique characteristics of that forest, 
and guide your decision-making about where to explore, so you can solve mysteries faster 
and have an almost instinctive or intuitive relationship with that landscape.

That’s exactly what will happen when you learn to read the secrets of a forest.

As we explore the examples in this book, you’re going to see very clearly that there are 
consistent patterns to how forests operate all around the world.

All you have to do is look. 

So here are a couple interesting things you’ll discover.

#1 Every Forest Is The Same…

The first thing you’ll discover through our exploration of forests is that even as the 
individual species of plants, trees & animals may change dramatically depending on where 
you live… The actual way that landscapes are put together from those diverse species 
remains relatively constant.

This means that if you ignore all the surface level differences… the actual patterns 
underlying the forests in North America are the same as the patterns that happen in a 
forest in Asia, or in Africa, or anywhere around the world!

This will greatly simplify how quickly you learn any landscape because you can look for 
universal patterns.

Even if you're traveling to the other side of the world, to a place you’ve never been before.

With the help of these methods, you can start to intuitively understand things about that 
landscape that even the local people might not know because they don't know how to look 
at the forest from a patterning perspective.

In fact, you’ll find out that almost 100% of the human population today is completely 
clueless about how patterns work in a forest.

But that doesn’t mean this is difficult. 

Once you know what to look for, you’ll really pick it up very quickly & easily.

As you’re going to see, the patterns we’ll be exploring in this book are so simple that even 
a child in Kindergarten will be able to see what we’re talking about.

#2 Every Forest Is Different…

The second thing you’ll discover is that while all forests operate on the same fundamental 
patterns… each forest is also quite unique.

This is because there are so many possible variations and combinations of patterns 
coming together, that literally every forest and landscape you visit has unique things to 
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explore.

This means that even if you visit two forests in the same bioregion (same species, same 
plants, same trees, etc.) those two forest are still completely unique because it's a unique 
coming together of all the different elements, ages, sizes, interactions of birds, plants, 
trees, animals, etc.

If you stop and think for a moment about what this means, it’s really very exciting.

It means that you don’t have to travel to some far off land in order to find a whole world of 
endless mysteries to explore.

In fact, I can pretty much guarantee there are amazing things to discover right in your own 
backyard that no human being has ever observed before.

And this is the really key thing to realize.

You’ll discover that forests in some ways are all pretty much the same, which makes it very 
easy to start reading and uncover big picture insights almost immediately. 

But there are also subtle nuances and unique characteristics to keep the journey endlessly 
interesting. So you’ll never get bored!

All you have to do is keep an open perspective and start looking :-)

This book will show you how.

Why you need this guide… 

The Forest Field Guide is designed to fill a unique and underserved niche in the world of 
nature guides.

Typically, the goal of most field guides is to help you identify specific things you might find 
outside, whether it’s rocks, birds, plants, trees, or anything else.

Identification guides are an obvious staple for any developing naturalist. 

The ability to ID things you find on the land is a great skill for sure. It will definitely enhance 
your learning process.

But as you’ll quickly discover, it’s not necessarily the ideal place to start out your journey.

This is because identification tends to be one of the most challenging parts of exploring 
nature.

And simply knowing the names of things you find outside is really not as important to 
helping you gain true depth of knowledge & awareness as you might think.

The Myth of Identification Mastery

Here’s an example relating to bird identification… 
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The whole idea behind a field guide to birds is that you can see a bird in your backyard, 
then go to your guide and have a complete reference with every bird in your area.

So if you’re looking for a certain type of bird you would:

1. See the bird
2. Look it up in the guide
3. And you’re done!

It sounds simple enough, but have you ever tried it?

It’s typically not that easy. 

Especially for beginners when there are hundreds of birds in all different shapes & sizes 
that it could possibly be.

If you think about the first time you see a new bird in the wild, you might only have eyes on 
it for a few short seconds before it flies away.

Realistically for a beginner, seeing a bird for those few seconds is simply not enough time 
to collect all the required information.

By the time you get to a field guide, you really need to have a lot of details about field 
markings, size, shape, vocalizations, habitat, etc.

So if you don’t already have some sense of what the bird is to start with, chances are good 
you won’t find it in the guide unless it’s really obvious.

It’s not uncommon for people to give up very quickly because it’s just too difficult.

In fact, the people who tend to be skilled with field guides are typically those who are 
already fairly familiar with birds. 

They’ve already spent lots of time watching, listening in the field, so they have a pretty 
good idea of what to look for.  

And this is the real issue…

Most field guides are not created to guide beginners in practical learning.

So while identification books are definitely helpful as reference guides and tomes of 
information, these books often glaze over something much more fundamental to the 
growth of a complete naturalist.

And it has to do with seeing, hearing, feeling & observing real life patterns.

What Patterns In Nature Tell You…

On the other hand… Let’s say we were to pack up and take a trip to Africa tomorrow. 

We find ourselves in a completely new place where I don't know the birds, you don't know 
the birds. Neither of us do.
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But we get off the plane and we see a bird with the following characteristics.

* It has overall brownish coloration. 

* Feeding on the ground under some brush.

* Making soft calls as it scratches around.

Now bear in mind that we still don’t know what species of bird this is. 

But notice that even without knowing the name of this bird, there are some very basic 
observations that we can start to make immediately about body type, coloration, size & 
habitat, diet, behavior, etc.

Just by observing with our eyes and ears, there are patterns that we can observe whether 
or not we currently know the identity of that bird… and it tells us a lot about the life cycle of 
that bird.

For example… What does a brown coloration tell us?

In many ways, it actually tells us more about that bird than simply knowing it’s name.

Brownish birds tend to feed on the ground. They often nest quite close to the ground too, 
so their awareness is very tuned with things happening on the ground.

This is quite different compared to birds that are very colorful.

Colorful birds tend to live up in the trees, they rely on different food sources and frequently 
have different predators to be mindful of.

This one simple comparison gives you a host of amazing clues about diet, common 
predators, nesting locations, and what family of birds it belongs to.

It’s just one consistent pattern that remains true all around the world.

The funny thing is this will actually make it much easier to find birds more quickly and 
confidently in an identification guide because you’ll already know some key characteristics 
of whatever bird you’re looking for.

People are often amazed at my own ability to predict a bird’s habits, behavior, 
communication & likely identity/relative family members, long before I ever get a chance to 
look it up in a field guide.

To someone on the outside it seems almost like magic, but it’s really just because I look for 
consistent patterns.

By the time I get to my books, the name is just a formality because you’ll actually know the 
bird better than most people who simply know the identification clues to look for.

Anyone can do this with practice.

Start With Observation!
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Now, I’m not saying identification is a waste of time.

If you want the best results from your naturalist journey, confident identification skills are 
essential.

But there are easier ways to get started and have great results, right from the very start.

As you work with the more fundamental observation & awareness skills, your identification 
skills will develop quite organically and naturally.

Starting with observation, you will eventually find your identification skills become very 
sharp, without having to struggle and try so hard.

It’s a much more enjoyable way to accomplish both goals at the same time.

So while other books might have very isolated knowledge that extends into plants, trees or 
having good bird identification skills, the goal of the forest field guide is to help you see 
how these elements all fit together and understand it from an interconnected perspective. 

Essentially, this guide is designed to make you a really good naturalist through pattern 
observation.

And you don’t have to be a brilliant academic or professional scientist to find yourself at 
the leading frontier of natural discovery through observation…

Connecting Natural Science With Human Instinct

Most naturalists approach the world from 1 of 2 perspectives. 

They’re either hard-nosed academics with a purely scientific & deductive approach.

Or they’re pure recreation-seekers who enjoy being outside, hiking around & camping but 
not really knowing anything beyond the surface appearance.

While there’s nothing wrong with either method of being in nature, I think you’ll find the 
greatest rewards always come when you put both of these skills together.

There’s a reason why humans have the potential for both incredible deductive skills, and 
also creativity.

One classic example is the renaissance man himself, Leonardo DaVinci.

DaVinci was both a grounded, hard-nosed scientist, and also a highly creative and intuitive 
artist.

His combined skills in both realms helped to inform and enhance both sides of his 
personality. As a result, he was able to make discoveries across multiple areas of interest, 
many centuries advanced of his time.

This is what happens when you approach nature from a more holistic and observation 
based approach.
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You learn to think like a scientist… Thinking critically, making concrete observations & 
verifiable conclusions. 

But you also think like an artist. You tune into the subtle and non-quantifiable aspects of 
the forest that can only be felt through human instinct.

It’s the linking of explorative creativity and scientific thinking. 

The result of having both sides of your brain functioning together as one results in what I 
like to call natural instinct.

It’s interesting to note that most of the world’s greatest minds throughout history spent a 
great deal of time observing nature and journaling their observations.

As your naturalist instincts awaken, you’ll find yourself more often having gut reactions to a 
forest.

You’ll feel drawn to explore certain areas… and following your gut will lead to your most 
incredible discoveries.

Eventually with practice, these skills will transfer into everything you do in life, both in the 
forest and in the office.

Nature will transform your entire life if you allow it. Nature will change the way you think. It 
will change the way you look at the world from the inside-out.

Earth Care, Empathy & Ethics

One final thing I’ll mention is the important point that good naturalist skills have the added 
benefit of teaching humans how to effectively care for the earth.

As you probably already know, many people these days are concerned for the health of 
our environment (and for good reason).

We hear on the news how frogs are disappearing with declining water quality, or how 
birdsong is disappearing because of habitat loss.

But one thing you don’t hear about on the news is the almost complete loss of basic nature 
awareness skills in modern humans.

This always strikes me as such a big incongruity… and I believe it's a big part of the 
problem.

Have you ever noticed there’s a very direct correlation between the deterioration of 
environmental health and the loss of practical knowledge about how to look at nature and 
know whether what you're seeing is healthy or unhealthy?

Most people growing up today are never encouraged to listen & track the patterns of frogs 
or birdsong.

Yet in the past, this lack of awareness and attention for the natural world would be 
completely foreign and unheard of.
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Awareness is directly related to empathy… and empathy has direct impact on the choices 
you make in life.

What I notice in today’s approach to nature conservation is there’s a tendency to blame 
large corporations & politicians for the problems of our planet.

But this attitude has the unintended consequence of pushing responsibility onto others and 
creates a feeling of helplessness in the individual.

Awareness on the other hand, enables you to observe and be conscious of your own 
impact on the immediate landscape surrounding you, and creates a sense of being in 
relationship with nature so you can personally contribute to healthy landscapes.

It puts you in control of your own contributions to the health of our planet. 

It simply starts by making a decision to watch, listen, feel & tune in… then from this natural 
growing awareness, your life begins changing to be more in harmony with nature.

So yes, my goal is to help you gain some really great naturalist skills that will bring 
tremendous joy, peace & fun to your time outdoors.

But on on a deeper level, this is also a guide to growing stewards and caretakers of the 
planet.

The more people we can help to discover the joys of nature, the more likely we will be to 
create a future where humans live in harmony with nature.

By preserving and sharing these skills with the next generations, our planet will be much 
more equipped with the intelligence and awareness to create a healthy ecological future.

The forest field guide is a map to achieving this goal in a very simple, effective & common 
sense way that works great for kids & adults.

How To Get The Most From This Book

There are 2 ways to get the most benefit from this book.

1. Read the introductory chapters. 
 

These chapters will introduce key concepts, examples & mindsets you can apply 
whenever you go outside. You can think of it like prerequisite information for 
understanding nature. 
 

Each chapter stands alone, but also informs layers of the other chapters when put 
together. Repetition will bring deeper insights and help you apply things to your 
backyard.

2. Take time to digest the resource section.  
 

The resource section is a hand-picked collection of real life forest & landscape 
examples with pattern commentary.  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Each example consists of a photo that introduces some unique quality or characteristic 
about a forest. 
 

Some of these examples will be very obvious, and some will be quite subtle.  
 

You’ll also find brief commentary to point out and unpack things to observe in each 
photo example.  
 

The 2 most important questions are: 
 

a. What are we observing here?  
b. What does it tell us?  
 

If you hear nothing else in this book, hear these 2 questions… What am I observing? 
What is this telling me?  
 

The examples will help train your awareness so you can start to apply the questions in 
your own landscape.  
 

It’s not a complete & exhaustive collection of everything that happens in forests around 
the world.  
 

But I believe there are enough examples here to give you a sense for the spirit of 
awareness that brings tremendously rewarding experiences outside when practiced 
repeatedly over a period of time.  
 

You can use these examples to extrapolate the application of the material in your area. 
That’s really my desire for you as a result of reading this guide.  
 

As your perceptions open into new shades and colors of looking at the world, you’ll find 
your entire outdoor experience changes quite dramatically by the quality of your 
awareness. 
 

It’s like the difference between seeing nature in black & white vs color.  

Don’t Just Think About It… Actually Do It!  
 

As you explore this book, I would encourage you to pay attention to your emotional state 
and look for any feelings of inspiration, motivation & desire to get outside and look more 
closely at nature. 
 

You might become aware of moments while reading when something sparks a 
spontaneous urge to observe for yourself.

You might read an example and think, “Hey, I wonder if something like might be happening 
near me!”

Whenever you notice moments of sudden inspiration to go outside and look at nature… I 
would encourage you to do it!

Don’t put it off because then you might miss the opportunity.

�11



Simply reading about someone else’s experiences is not the same as having experiences 
for yourself. 

So go investigate, explore, watch, listen, observe, and then come back to continue 
reading.
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Chapter 1 - Ecology Secrets

Do you know how to read landscape ecology? 

If not, then you’re missing one of the most important information sources for making fast & 
accurate predictions outdoors.

One of the biggest blindspots I notice in most wildlife trackers & naturalists is that they 
really don’t know anything about ecology.

But if you can learn to understand how plants, birds, trees & all the animals fit into the 
overall ecology, then you will instantly see patterns that were invisible to you before.

Knowledge of ecology is how the world’s best naturalists are able to anticipate events 
happening on a landscape with just a quick glance.

Traditional hunter & gatherer cultures are known around the world for their stunning 
abilities to perceive patterns and make predictions based on those patterns in all aspects 
of nature.

Their knowledge focuses on how everything in the world is connected. It’s integrative and 
holistic rather than specialized.

So if you want to go beyond the surface of nature and really connect with a more ancient 
and instinctive way of knowing the land, then ecology is truly the key.

So What Exactly Is Landscape Ecology?
 

Landscape ecology is really about being able to spot meaningful patterns and 
relationships between all the different elements of nature.

Here we don’t just focus on one single aspect of nature like plants or birds or trees.

Instead, we’re seeking to discover complex interactions and relationships that move 
across multiple layers of the natural world.

Each new layer of ecology reveals unique insights about how the plants, birds, trees & 
animals function together as one.

Everything from the way the landscape has been formed and shaped over millions of 
years, to the specific collection of plants, birds, trees & animals living in that place!

Being able to read these patterns is essential to naturalists and it can dramatically 
increase your ability to make fast predictions about what might be happening on a 
landscape.

This comes in handy when you’re searching for deer sign, or a great berry patch to harvest 
wild edibles.

Here’s an example from wildlife tracking…
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Did you ever consider that it’s very hard to track deer if you don’t know what kind of 
landscape the deer are most likely to be using?

The best trackers of deer are able to think critically about questions like:

* What is the ecological context of a deer?

* What do they eat?

* Where do they sleep?

* Where do they go for safety?

* Where do they go when it snows?

If you know that deer like to go uphill to sleep under big pine trees where they can hear 
long distances, then it’s much easier to find them.

Likewise, it helps to know they like feeding in the alfalfa fields at dawn & dusk.

If you don’t know where the deer eat, sleep, and travel during different seasons then the 
best you can do is wander aimlessly hoping to find track & sign.

On the other hand, if you know the ecology really well, then you don’t even have to be a 
great tracker in order to get really close to wild animals, and that’s pretty cool.

In almost every case… knowledge of ecology tells you the best place to start, and that can 
mean the difference of hours of time to find what you’re looking for.

This is how the best hunters in traditional nature based societies are able to find game & 
animals in vast landscape where most others would just get lost.

And landscape ecology applies in every different aspect of knowledge about nature, that 
you could possibly want.

* It tells you where the animals are

* It tells you where to look for berries & food

* It tells you where to find clean water

* It tells you where to find the best survival opportunities

* It even helps you navigate without getting lost!

So how does it all work? And how can you grow your ecology skills?

To answer these questions, we simply need to start viewing nature as a big system of 
interactive elements. Let’s break it all down…

What Are The Elements Of A Landscape?

One of the first steps for growing your knowledge of ecology is knowing the different 
elements that make up a complete ecological system.

Think of a landscape as a conglomerate of different elements coming together to form 
something bigger.

Just remember, the whole is greater than the sum of it’s parts.
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For example: A single blueberry plant on it’s own is just a plant.

But put it together with other plants, trees, fungi and suddenly a system comes to life with 
an ever-increasing potential for life.

Literally everything from the type of rocks that form the earth’s crust in your backyard, to 
the bacteria in the soil, are part of your landscape ecology.

Here are some of the main things to look at:

1. Soil, rocks, humus, ground layer.
2. Water in the form of rivers, creeks, lakes, ponds, rain.
3. Plants, shrubs, mushrooms & mosses
4. Trees tend to be one of the core drivers of diversity in a forest landscape.
5. Mammals, birds, invertebrates, insects
6. Topographical landscape structures that filter and funnel energy like hills, ridges, 

valleys & dips.

These are some of the most basic landscape elements that come together in all 
landscapes to form unique ecologies.

Individually, these landscape elements have their own unique characteristics & benefits for 
the ecosystem.

But the real magic happens when these diverse elements come together and form a 
unique landscape ecology.

When you really stop to look carefully… each ecosystem has it’s own unique 
conglomeration of elements coming together to form a very specialized type of 
environment & habitat.

If you can read how these elements fit together then you will have one of the most 
essential naturalist skills.

The cool thing is that you don’t have to be an expert in all the specific plant & tree species 
in order to observe basic fundamental patterns in how they are organized. That’s the real 
trick! 

This is really just about observing patterns that require almost no technical knowledge yet 
provide you with incredible insight about the land.

So let’s really dive in and look at some practical examples of patterns you can start looking 
for immediately whenever you go outside.

We’ll start with the macro level…

Landscape Structures

What is a landscape structure?

A landscape structure is simply the particular way geology has been formed and shaped 
over millions of years.
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It’s the unique way your landscape topography has been made to filter, flow & re-direct 
energy… especially water, but also wind, sun, bio-matter, etc.

Landscape structures are very easy to observe.

And they have enormous impact on how different types of plants & animals interact with 
the environment.

How To Observe Landscape Structures

Imagine that you’re a soaring eagle and you can fly way high up above the landscape.

You’re gliding along, feeling the wind in your feathers and the whole world stretched out 
before you.

Now look down at your home from up here and what do you see?

Do you see hills?
Do you see flat land?
Do you see water?
Do you see ridges? Lakes? Rivers? Mountains?

These are all the structures of your landscape.

It’s the result of how natural forces like wind, water & volcanic activity have shaped the 
earth’s crust over millions of years.

But these structures now have a significant impact on how things grow (or not) in your 
environment.

Here’s another example. Take a look at this picture:
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Now I want you to consider this question…

What can you already know about the environment in this photo without even looking at 
the specific plants, trees & animals that occupy the space below?

Without even looking at the species…

* Can you predict areas where water is collecting?

* Which areas are more likely to be dry?

* Which areas are exposed to wind & sun?

* Which areas are more dark or sheltered from extreme weather?

Notice how the fog stays low in the second valley… What does that tell you? Why is the 
fog gathering there instead of the first valley?

It’s amazing, isn’t it?

Without even looking at the specific plants or animal species, we can already start to make 
some big picture predictions about how survival resources are collecting in this 
environment.

That’s the real magic of learning to see your land like a topographical map.

The key with landscape structures is to follow the water.

This is easy to visualize by looking for convex and concave patterns…
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Concave land structures funnel water into valleys. While convex land structures wick water 
away creating more high & dry conditions.

With a bit of practice, these are very basic types of landscape structures you can use to 
track the flow of wind, water, even fog through the land.

The resulting plant & wildlife communities in those diverse conditions can be starkly 
contrasting with lush growth in some areas & mossy rock barrens in others.

Isn’t that cool?

Don’t worry if this all still feels very new to you. My only goal right now is to start the 
process of opening your mind to look for patterns on the landscape.

As we progress into the book we’ll discuss lots more examples so you can build up your 
confidence and start tracking your own environment.

Next, let’s explore some patterns to look for in plant & wildlife communities.
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Chapter 2: Plants & Plant Communities

Most people are completely clueless about their local plant community.

Plants are too often viewed as random shrubs and herbs scattered around an environment 
without any rhyme or reason.

But to the well-trained eye, observing the community of plants that grow in your area is 
actually one of the best ways to develop a more keen and intimate relationship with 
nature.

The simple fact is that the way plants grow on a landscape is not random.

There is definite meaning and consistent patterns to how everything is organized out in 
nature, and best of all… you can learn to read it!

The more you know about plant communities, the easier it is to predict everything else 
happening in the landscape like wildlife activity, ecological health & useful resources for 
crafting & survival.

It’s an essential skill for all naturalists, trackers & people who love the outdoors.

So let’s explore the deeper way of knowing plants & plant knowledge.

Surface Knowledge VS Deep Knowledge of Plants

Over the years I’ve observed a number of people go very deep with their knowledge of 
plants.

And I can definitely say there are certain qualities & characteristics that emerge from the 
highest levels of application in this skill.

Many herbalists have devoted their entire lives to cultivating sensitivity with plants so they 
can tend, harvest & apply their knowledge as a source of food & medicine.

But these skills really go so much further than medicinal application & healing.

Having deep knowledge of plants & plant communities is an important type of landscape 
awareness that matters every time you step foot outside.

The result is a unique perceptual ability to observe growth patterns in forests & wild 
spaces of our planet… informing patterns of ecological health, wildlife activity, weather, 
and more.

In simple terms… plants literally help you see the forest more clearly.

But it’s important to go deep and take some time to really look at your local plant 
communities from every possible angle.

This is why I always encourage people to focus on integrative knowledge rather than 
simple identification.
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The Art of Plant Observation

Do you know the very first question people always ask when they encounter a new plant?

“What plant is this?”

Now, this is not necessarily a bad question.

But simply knowing the name of a plant is pretty much meaningless if you don’t then work 
towards a context of deep knowledge surrounding that name.

Do you know how you can tell when people are really on the path to going deep with their 
plant skills?

Look at what they do immediately after they find out that plant’s name.

Do they immediately get distracted and move on to something else?

Or do they continue observing and asking deeper questions to really know that plant from 
every possible angle?

This is just like human relationships. If you want to get to know someone, you don’t just 
ask their name and then walk away! It takes quality time to get to know someone.

And the most rewarding experiences come to those who seek depth.

Yes, they know the plant name… But they also know a whole host of other knowledge & 
key information that comes from direct experience:

* What plant is this?

* How is this plant used traditionally and also in modern applications?

* What family of plants does it belong to?

* What are the common edible, medicinal, and poisonous qualities of that plant family?

* What soil & environmental conditions does it grow in?

* What is the branching pattern? Leafing pattern? Flowering pattern?

* What other kinds of wildlife use that plant on a routine or seasonal basis?

* What other plants grow together and commonly associate with this one?

The real trick is that you need to look for how things connect together and relate as an 
integrated system.

You cannot look at a single plant in isolation of other plants, and even the environmental 
conditions themselves.

So let’s really take a closer look at the most important things you can look for next time 
you go adventuring for plants…

Beyond Individual Plants – What Is A Plant Community?

It’s actually really simple.
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A plant community is a collection of plants that grow together, bound by environmental 
conditions and symbiotic relationships.

Have you ever noticed that plants grow in communities with other plants?

It’s very rare, if not impossible to find a landscape in nature with only one type of plant 
growing.

So why do people study individual plants without taking their companions into account?

Modern agriculture is an example of artificial conditions where a plant community is 
removed and replaced by just one individual plant like wheat or corn.

But in the wild, nature always grows collections of plants that have uniquely matched 
strengths & weaknesses, making the most of available soil, light & moisture conditions.

This is what is meant by plant community.

It’s going beyond simple plant identification to look at groupings of plants together as one.

And knowing the communities of your landscape can give you some surprising abilities 
and instincts about what’s happening in the big picture.

Here are a few quick examples:

When I lived in the pacific northwest I spent a lot of time in grassy fields collecting 
dandelions, plantain & wild mint for salads. Let’s call this the grassy field plant community.

Then around the edges where the field meets the forest, I would find stinging nettles & 
salmonberries. This is the forest edge community.

Then, if I wanted to find my favorite salad green – miner’s lettuce, I would head into the 
forest to miner’s lettuce & huckleberries (forest interior community).

Now, the names of these 3 plant communities are not really that important. In fact, I just 
made the names up so I can communicate the differences.

The important thing is to recognize that these are 3 distinct plant communities. And they 
have practical value because they helped me predict where to find my lunch.

It’s this extra layer of understanding that’s much more predictive and insightful than simply 
knowing the name of an individual plant.

With practice you can observe how these different plant communities are shaping the way 
that deer & rabbits move through the landscape & choose to spend their time.

It’s pretty cool once you get the hang of it.

What Affects Your Local Plant Community?

If you haven’t realized yet… what we’re talking about here is having impeccable 
observation & tracking skills for plants.
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It’s not about memorizing a bunch of facts or biology textbooks. These are all things you 
can observe with your own eyes and ears just by stepping outside.

You’ll find that observation is a much more exciting and impactful way to explore nature, 
because you get to play the role of detective and look for clues by watching & observing 
for patterns.

Here are some things to look for when you observe your local plant community:

Ecological succession

One of the biggest driving factors of which plants grow in any environment is the particular 
stage of succession in a forest.

Ecological succession is what happens in a landscape after a disturbance.

This could be a natural disturbance like a fire or hurricane. Or it could be a human 
disturbance like clear-cutting.

Depending on where you live, there will be different types of disturbances that most 
commonly impact your bio-region. Is your area prone to flooding? Draught? Fire? Human 
impact?

Landscape disturbances are kind of like hitting the reset button on a landscape.

It turns back the hand of time and alters the soil chemistry, infiltration rate of rainwater, 
availability of sunlight, etc.

This is not necessarily a bad thing, as long as it all stays in balance.

In some environments, fire is a very natural & important part of maintaining peak 
environmental health. The fire even helps to maintain biodiversity through the process of 
ecological succession.

The landscape goes through a progressive sequence of changes over a period of years as 
it returns from bare soil to new growth to mature ecosystem… and these changes spark 
some very dramatic evolution in the plant community.

Pioneer species

The first plants to grow after a landscape disturbance are often called pioneer plants.

Pioneer species are unique in that they’re not only capable of growing in very harsh 
conditions, they have the ability to accumulate deficient nutrients that gradually repair the 
soil.

This is why a field in the first year after a fire looks very different from the 3rd year after a 
fire.
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A classic example is a sun-loving potassium accumulator called fireweed.

Fire is a disturbance that burns off soil potassium creating a nutrient deficiency.

Many plants that would otherwise thrive in the newly sun-laden environment can’t survive 
without potassium to help them grow.

Fireweed gets it’s name from being so effective at restoring potassium to the balance of 
the soil.

When the fireweed dies and decomposes, those minerals get returned to the soil and 
create suitable conditions for new plant communities to grow.

Gradually, the fireweed dominant community makes way for other types of plants that 
continue the repair process in other ways and add their own elements like nitrogen, 
phosphorous & other trace minerals to the landscape.

The important thing for our discussion is notice in the photo above… it’s not just fireweed 
that’s growing there.

There are plants in the aster family, ferns, the parsley family and many more that can’t be 
seen in the image. That’s the plant community!

And if you visited a nearby site affected by the same disturbance you would find a very 
similar collection of plants growing again.

Nitrogen Fixers
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The first few years of forest succession will be dominated mostly by herbaceous plants & 
herbs that break down quickly in the cold season.

But you’ll also notice very quickly, the first woody shrubs and short-lived trees. If you’re in 
North American it’s often things like Alder, Birch & Aspen.

The important thing about these trees & shrubs is they have the ability to manufacture their 
own nitrogen (another important macro-nutrient).

These are just two stages in the process of succession towards a mature forest.

Gradually, as the soil conditions change, your landscape will go through many different 
stages of ecological succession, each attracting different types of plants & plant 
communities.

This all eventually leads to a climax forest, which is a mature & stable environment that 
doesn’t succeed, but rather continues living & growing until the next disturbance.

Plant Families

Another helpful way to look at plant communities is through the lens of plant families.

I have found that knowledge of plant families is an extremely valuable tool that helps to 
speed up the learning curve about local plants & herbs.

It’s all about being able to spot botanical patterns that tell you the characteristics and 
genetics of a plant without needing to know it’s name.

This is major edge over the way most people learn plants one-by-one. 

Some plant families (like the mint family for example) are almost always useful for edible 
or medicinal purposes.

3 things to remember about plant families:

1. Plant families are significantly easier to learn than individual species.
2. They often share similar edible, medicinal, or toxic characteristics with other family 

members.
3. In many cases they prefer the same or similar growing conditions.

For example: Members of the Aster family often grow really well in full sun. They tend to 
make good pioneer species growing in early succession fields.

Many plants in the heather are well suited to open, windy, high altitudes with cold 
temperatures like the Scottish highlands.

Whenever you find a new plant community, ask yourself – what plant families am I seeing 
in this group of plants? Which families often grow together? Which families never grow 
together?

This will help you spot more patterns that bring clarity and meaning to the different 
ecological zones in your bio-region.
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The Energies of Succession

While succession is a common driving force of plant communities… sometimes 
succession gets interrupted or stuck at a particular stage of development.

So another way to think about the plant growth as a community is by observing the actual 
energies of nature.

These are the true elemental conditions that determine which plants thrive, and which 
plants never get started.

These elemental conditions are very easy and common sense to observe once you know 
what to look for.

Still, you would be surprised at how many people lack the basic awareness to recognize 
these patterns in the field!

Sunlight

Some plant communities will only grow in full sun. Others will only grow in the shade of a 
rich, mature forest, and others sit somewhere in-between.

Always look at how the presence or lack of sunlight influences which plants grow, and look 
for patterns around which plants frequently grow together. What does this tell you?

Temperature

Sometimes the biggest driver of plant communities is seasonal temperatures. Proximity to 
ocean, and how far north you are can change the particular species that dominate different 
plant communities.

In many cases however, the same plant families will be present in northern fields as more 
southern fields. So what is the temperature telling you? What is the maximum yearly 
temperature? what is the minimum yearly temperature?

Moisture

Moisture is hugely important… And it’s not just about rainfall.

Moisture is more importantly determined by things like how much bare soil there is, 
whether there’s a tree canopy providing shade, and drainage in clay/sandy/loam 
conditions.

What can you observe about moisture?
How well does the water drain from your landscape?
Does it pool up anywhere?
What effect does this have on the plants?
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Plant Conclusions

I hope you’re starting to see that there are literally endless different perspectives you can 
use to look at your local plants and make connections around how they grow as a group.

Most importantly, I want you to go outside and actually observe these patterns for yourself!

These are the building blocks of a forest, and they will teach you incredible lessons when 
you learn to pay attention.

We’ll cover lots more examples in the resource section, but in the meantime there’s one 
more key concept we need to cover for observing patterns in ecosystems.  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Chapter 3: The Magic of Ecosystems

Our planet is a sensitive ecosystem.

You’ve heard this right? But what does it really mean?

Probably every kid who has gone through elementary science class has heard the term 
“ecosystem”.

Here’s a basic definition:

“An ecosystem is a collection of living and inorganic landscape elements coming together 
to occupy the same space and interacting together.”

It’s a nice concept, but how does this really help you?

* Does knowledge of ecosystems make you a better naturalist?

* What do ecosystems actually tell you about the environment?

* Is this really a practical thing?

The answer is a resounding yes! Your ecosystem absolutely tells you a lot. But it’s 
important to keep it practical. Here’s what I mean…

What Is An Ecosystem?

An ecosystem is just another way of saying that everything on our planet is 
interconnected.

We’ve all heard people say that everything in nature is connected… but almost nobody 
talks about how to observe these connections with your own eyes and ears.

It’s a shame, because you can’t truly appreciate things that are outside your awareness.

To have practical, first-hand knowledge of your ecosystem is one of the most important 
skills of the world’s best naturalists.

Whenever I work with my students on bird language or wildlife tracking or general nature 
awareness instincts, one of my first goals is to instil practical knowledge of how to observe 
connections in the landscape ecology.

As taught in modern indoor school settings, ecosystems are a very conceptual topic with 
very little practical understanding.

But when you get outside and literally see the connections happening between plants, 
birds, trees, soil, water, rocks for yourself, suddenly your relationship with nature will 
change quite dramatically.

I know if I can get my students to discover something entirely unique about their land, not 
from a book, but with their own eyes and ears… the result is truly amazing.

Native humans all over the planet intuitively say that everything in nature is connected.
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They all come to the same conclusions because their culture seeks to observe these 
connections with their own eyes and ears.

It’s the result of awareness and good old fashioned observation skills…

* This is not just a concept.

* It’s a real thing that you can observe.

* Ecosystem awareness plays a huge role in human survival, both in our past, and it will 
continue to play a role in our future.

So let’s explore how ecosystems help you know your environment:

How Ecosystems Work:

Here’s an example from a trip I took many years ago to San Juan island in Washington 
State.

San Juan Island has an amazing ecosystem.

One of the most notable features is that the island seems to lack any ground predators 
larger than a fox.

But the incredible diversity of plants & growing conditions brings a high population of prey 
species, especially things like voles and rabbits.

One particular day, I was exploring an oceanside prairie edging up against a small beach, 
with a few homes nearby and a good sized forest further inland.

This is where I made a series of simple observations that really illustrate how ecological 
connections work in nature.

The first thing I noticed was a scraggly red fox lying in the sun of a grassy hillside:
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The fox lay there enjoying the sunshine for a few minutes.

The next observation happened right about the time when the fox began trotting off.

I noticed a small group of crows fly up the prairie and position themselves in a lookout post 
near the beach houses.

A few minutes later I spotted the fox again, hunting along the edge of a fence line.

Now here’s where it gets really interesting…
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I noticed there was a Northern Harrier following the fox in a behaviour sometimes called 
“Wake-hunting”.

Wake-hunting happens when one animal uses the disturbance pattern of another animal to 
catch their own prey.
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In this case the target was voles.

As the Fox trotted along the meadow, it was scaring a wave of voles about 10 feet ahead.

This created an irresistible opportunity for the Harrier to catch easy food. Which the Harrier 
did quite successfully, multiple times.

But that’s not the whole story yet…

As soon as the harrier caught a vole, that’s when the Crows went into action.

The crows would chase the harrier and try to steal the vole.

Sometimes they were successful. And sometimes the vole would get dropped and lost, so 
the whole thing would start over again.

This happened over and over again, so many times in fact that by mid-day my exploring 
party started finding dead voles scattered around the prairie like a battlefield.

But even this wasn’t the end of the connections.
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To top it all off… that afternoon the sky filled with a huge number of turkey vultures.

It was one of the highest populations of Turkey Vultures I’ve ever seen.

They were no doubt using their incredible sense of smell to clean up the mess left from the 
hunting and chasing earlier in the day.

Pretty cool, huh?

This story demonstrates and ecosystem of connections through the lens of birds & 
mammals, but the lessons go much deeper than this.

Going Beyond Observations of Wildlife

Animal sightings are often one of the most practical and obvious ways to uncover 
fascinating connections in nature.

But it’s important to realize that the dramatic events on San Juan island would not happen 
without the unique interaction of plants and biodiversity making space for high vole 
populations.

An ecosystem starts with the most basic elements & components, and gradually gets more 
complex.

The result in this case, was a tremendous wildlife density that I’ve rarely seen anywhere 
else on my outdoor adventures.
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To really get the most insight about your local ecosystem, you have to track back to the 
root cause, which is usually linked to more subtle things like plant growth, season & 
weather conditions.

An Ecosystem Of Moisture, Grass & Wildlife Booms

Here’s a similar example to San Juan island that goes a bit more to the root cause.

There’s a common story in dry climates where you find a very hot and dry summer with 
mild and wet winters.

A good example is sunny California.

During winter, you get increased rain and moisture, which causes the dry, seemingly dead 
grass to start growing again.

Yup. It all comes back to grass.

As the grasses grow, the vole populations explode.

And this is when the foxes have babies. The Hawks all have their young. And the owls are 
taking advantage of a more active food source.

This is a sequence of eco systemic connections all relating back to the weather.

But it ripples out into all aspects of the environment, even down to the excrement of those 
voles, foxes, hawks, and owls.
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It puts a new cycle of composting organisms into the soil that wouldn’t otherwise be there if 
you didn’t have voles, foxes, hawks, and owls… which then helps to fertilize the plants and 
makes everything grow better.

This same essential pattern can be expressed in many different ways depending on your 
local environment.

In some parts of the world, grasses are not consumed by voles, but by insects like locusts, 
which multiply and consume grass at incredible rates.

This is a very simple interaction that you can actually observe with your own eyes and ears 
by paying attention in the dry season.

* What does the grass look like?

* What observations do you make about voles and hawks and owls and that kind of stuff?

* What observations do you make about the insects?

* What is the driving force of wildlife booms & busts in your ecosystem?

* Every environment is unique, but they also follow similar rules & patterns depending on 
the sensitivities of your particular ecology.

In some places the big driver of ecological connections is temperature.

In some places it’s moisture.

In some places the presence of established forests & plant life can mean the difference 
between lush jungle and dusty desert (This is one of the reasons why de-forestation is 
such a big issue).

Next Steps:

Okay, so these are cool stories and dramatic examples that illustrate the kinds of 
connections happening all around us.

But what if you don’t have a San Juan island or California Savanna in your backyard?

You can still observe these same types of ecological connections happening in your own 
landscape!

These dramatic stories are happening everywhere if you take the time to open your eyes 
and ears.

* The most important thing is your own attitude & expectation.

* Most people are unaware of what’s happening in nature because they simply aren’t 
paying attention.

* Just make a decision to tune in!

* The more that you approach nature from a mindset of looking for connections, the more 
fun you’ll have, the more adventure you’ll discover, and the more appreciation you’ll gain 
for the sensitivities of your own local environment.

Having practical knowledge of ecosystems will make you a very competent naturalist 
because you’ll have common sense about nature that most people never develop.
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This is not difficult stuff… It’s simple pattern recognition.

And it’s what the human brain is really designed to do.

Before people can conceptualize about math and physics and chemistry on a really 
abstract level… we can teach critical thinking, pattern recognition & observation skills by 
exploring nature.

It doesn’t take rocket science to see that the rain is having an effect on the plants.

Remember, everything in this book comes back to two simple questions that we’ll be 
exploring over and over again.

1. What are you observing?
2. What is it telling you?

In the next section, it’s finally time to start putting our pattern recognition skills into action.

We’ve covered enough key concepts for you to get outside and have some real success 
looking for patterns.

There’s a lot more we could say about forests & how nature works from a big picture 
perspective. 

But for now, I think you’ll find the examples really help to bring the key concepts of the 
forest field guide down to earth so you can really apply this knowledge on your own 
adventures.
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Part 2: Patterns & Examples

At this point you now have enough of the key background knowledge required to begin 
looking at forests with a much more discerning eye.

The concepts shared in part 1 are an important background and framework to help you 
think about relationships between plants, trees, soil, moisture, sunlight, animals, predators, 
prey, etc.

Most people have never taken the time to really explore how a forest works.

Each individual element of a forest contributes it’s own unique characteristics to the overall 
development of a complete interconnected ecosystem.

But simply knowing that these relationships exist is not enough to have real long-term 
impact for us as people.

The real magic comes with the application of this knowledge to actually get outside and 
start reading the deeper lessons of nature.

So it’s time to get practical…

In this section, you’ll find dozens of examples of ecological clues to look for in your own 
landscape. 

The more time you spend reviewing these examples, the more you’ll get ideas about what 
to look for in your own local ecosystem.
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How To Look At Forests…

Forests come in all different shapes, sizes & characteristics.

Some forests are young, some are ancient. 

Some are warm, and others are cold.

Some forests are the size of just a few acres, while some stretch across entire continents 
and connect the oceans from coast to coast.

But in every case, there are observable clues to the underlying history and life at stake 
behind the scenes.

If it sounds difficult or challenging, rest assured the ability to read patterns in nature is one 
of the most basic human skills that anyone can do quite easily.

If you can’t immediately spot several of the most obvious characteristics of any forest you 
explore, you’re either not looking, or you’re simply trying too hard.

To illustrate this point, let’s start our journey by looking at some of the most common and 
easy to spot patterns in a forest.

As we go through these first 2 examples, I want you to notice there’s really nothing subtle 
about how different and unique they are. 

Each of these forests is screaming very different things about the landscape and 
environment.
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Example #1 - Coniferous Forest

Whenever you encounter a new forest, the first step to finding patterns is by making simple 
observations & comparisons.

Start the process by prompting yourself with an awareness question… What am I 
observing here?

Let’s walk through it together.

What Are We Observing Here?

The first thing to notice in this example is that pretty much all the trees in this forest are 
about the same age, size & type.

If you have any prior knowledge about trees, then you’ll quickly recognize that these are 
coniferous trees… meaning they have needles & cones.

If we turn our attention to the overall topography, you’ll see there’s a rising hill at the left, 
and a more gradual sloping upwards on the right. 

The forest seems like it might get more dense at the left side, but it’s hard to tell from this 
photo.

Notice too that the ground substrate changes quite suddenly. We have grass on the right 
side uphill. Moss in the centre in the low areas, and what looks like dark brown earth on 
the left hill.

We can also observe the presence of several cut trees in the central mossy area. These 
have flat tops, and the downed trees themselves are missing, which tells us that these 
were cut by humans rather than natural causes. 
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These are all fairly simple things to observe. 

Anyone can see them as soon as they are pointed out. But the real challenge is making 
these types of observations before someone points them out to you.

You’ll find that as we explore more examples, you’ll start to notice similar observations in 
your own environment. 

The other question that you might want to consider is, what do we actually do with all 
these observations once we make them? 

With practice, you’ll notice that by just making a few simple observations, suddenly we can 
begin to draw certain conclusions and predictions about what this forest might be telling 
us.

So What Does This Example Tell Us?

You’ll find that sometimes the meaning of an observation will be very clear and obvious.

For example, one thing we know for sure is that there has been human influence in this 
forest.

This might seem like a simple conclusion, but it’s actually really important to know. 

Humans can have a massive impact on forested landscapes, sometimes completely 
changing the composition of a forest. 

Human activity is a likely reason why all the trees are the same age, size and type.

It tells us the land might have been cleared at some point in the past, which would have 
long-term effects on biodiversity.

We can also tell from the topography that this land is funnelling water along the very edge 
of the left hill. There’s a good chance to find water if you follow the funnel long enough.

These interpretations will become naturally apparent the more you practice looking at 
forests with a critical eye.

But to really extract the most meaning & context from our observations, the most important 
thing is having more examples to compare & contrast. 

Where your interpretation of forests really comes together is when you can contrast your 
observations with other types of forests.

That’s what we’ll explore in example #2.  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Example #2 - Deciduous Forest

Here is another forest from a very similar environment, but notice this landscape looks 
completely different.

Because this forest is so different, we now have a point of comparison from which to make 
a new set of observations.

What Are We Observing Here?

The first thing to notice here is that every tree in this image is deciduous, meaning it has 
broad leaves that fall off and regrow every year.

This is dramatically different from the previous forest which was made of 100% conifers.

We can also observe this forest is much brighter… but even with all that light penetrating 
through, the ground still lacks any significant understory. 

However, rather than growing a thick bed of moss, this forest has mostly leaf litter on the 
ground. 

This might partially be due to the season, and it is possible there are more herbaceous 
plants growing during springtime.

Another thing to notice is that many of the trees are growing not quite straight. There’s a 
bit of curve or leaning. 

None of these trees look particularly big or old, and just like the previous example, they all 
seem fairly similar in terms of age.
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In terms of human sign, we can see a very obvious trail has been cut into the side of a 
significant hill.

And cut trees have been stacked on the lower side of the trail.

So What Does This Tell Us?

The main thing I want to point out in these first two examples is that something is causing 
the trees to grow dramatically different in these two environments. 

At first glance, you might think this is just random chance.

But the more you train yourself to look carefully and spot patterns, the more you realize 
there actually is a rhyme and reason behind why forests grow the way they do.

If you can begin tracking the underlying cause of these patterns, you will discover amazing 
things about not just the trees & plants… but also the patterns of wildlife, where to look for 
resources like wild foods & medicine, how to effectively manage a forest for biodiversity & 
health, and a host of other opportunities.

Reading the secrets of a forest is an interconnective skill that will transform your 
relationship with the outdoors.

So how do we actually do this?

In order to track the underlying causes, we simply need to gather more information and 
improve our ability to make more observations.

With enough observations, the answer becomes obvious.

A good way to do this is by keeping a notepad on you at all times where you can write your 
observations & questions. 

This can be made up of actual observations you’re making about the land. Or possible 
explanations and questions to help you explore more deeply.

Here are some further questions we could investigate if we want to further discern what 
this forest is telling us:

- How deep is that leaf litter? Is there moss underneath?
- What does this forest look like in springtime? What about the other seasons?
- What’s at the bottom of the hill? Does the forest change down there?
- Where is the nearest water?
- What’s at the top of the hill?
- Which direction does this hill face?

Notice how each question directs our attention to a different aspect of the environment. 

In this way we can start to discern patterns and details that normally fall into the 
background.
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It’s the simple act of comparison by observation that gradually trains your senses to spot 
more and more subtle patterns. 

As you can see, we’re able to get a lot of key information just by looking at big picture 
patterns. These patterns then suggest further details we can investigate and explore.

While broad comparisons can be easily made by comparing dramatic examples, in order 
to dig deeper, it’s helps when we have framework for thinking about how everything fits 
together in the big picture.

So let’s tread forward and explore a variety of useful frameworks for observing patterns in 
the forest. 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The Forest In Context: Forest Succession

The goal of all life is to grow and evolve. 

Given the right conditions, every forest is striving to reach a state of it’s fullest expression.

Over a large scale of land, environments that include climax forests have higher diversity, 
and more complex interactions with rare species.

But forests don’t just spring from the ground fully formed and mature.

It takes time to build up the right soil conditions.

Before a forest can reach this stage of development, it needs to go through a series of 
succession.

The stages of forest succession are an opportunity for you to identify the likely past and 
possible future of any landscape you choose to explore.

If this sounds complex or difficult, it’s really not. 

In fact, forest succession is one of the most common patterns in nature that you’ve 
probably already seen without even realizing.

Let’s take a look at forest succession…
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Example #3 - The Developing Edge

While open fields and meadows are not usually thought of as forests, they are still 
intimately connected with forests.

Just because a landscape isn’t currently a forest, doesn’t mean it wasn’t one many years 
ago, and doesn’t mean it won’t become one again in the future.

This means that environments are constantly changing.

If you can simply observe these changes taking place, you will learn to see the forest in it’s 
temporal context.

What Are We Observing Here?

Here we see a landscape with a whole mixture of successional stages. These stages can 
be identified by contrasting zones of plant development.

In the front, we have an area of maintained lawn. When left alone, plants in these 
conditions don’t stay manicured so low to the ground, so we can conclude the growth is 
being held back. Probably by regular mowing.

Next we have an unmaintained field of predominantly herbaceous grasses and field plants. 

As we move further back, we start to find low-growing shrubs with woody vegetation. 
These plants will live longer and have deep roots that continue the soil repair process at a 
more mature level.
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This is followed by a layer of actual young trees becoming established, and finally the 
dense forest edge with full grown trees.

Notice that these gradually intensifying layers are incredibly obvious to see when you start 
tracking for height and biodiversity.

What Does This Tell Us?

As with all environments, this landscape is trying to become a forest.

Each new layer of biodiversity brings a different micro-niche of soil, light, and moisture 
conditions, eventually resulting in full-grown trees.

By looking at these successional layers, it’s possible to read the history of how this  
landscape is regenerating.

We can see which places have been disturbed through time.

We can even see where human intervention is holding back certain parts of the land, while 
in other areas it’s being allowed to go wild.

Knowing these patterns, it’s also possible for human beings to facilitate the successional 
process and help the forest restore faster if desired.

When you start looking for signs of various stages of succession, suddenly the whole 
landscape comes alive with opportunities to learn.

Plants are a great way to gain insight about the successional process…
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Example #4 - Plant Messengers

Plants are an important ingredient of every landscape.

They play a key role in helping the soil conditions to evolve from a newly disturbed site, 
through all the stages of succession, and finally becoming a complete forest.

In this manner, they teach you at every step of the way.

The plants at the beginning of this journey are often completely different from those 
occupying that space at the end.

Plants not only grow in response to environmental conditions like water, sunlight and soil 
conditions. 

But they also have long-term effects on the water, sunlight and soil, actually shaping how 
an ecosystem evolves and develops.

As new plants grow and eventually die, they’re gradually replaced by new species and 
plant communities.

This means that plants are excellent indicators of what’s happening behind the scenes in a 
landscape.

To read the messages of plants, you don’t have to be a plant identification wizard. But you 
do have to look for patterns.

Let’s take a closer look at a common pattern that happens when succession is being held 
back by human intervention.
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What Are We Observing Here?

Here we see a standard backyard lawn.

The first thing to notice is that overall, this really is not a particularly diverse scene.

In fact, there are only 3 species of plants in this environment. 

The grass is being kept quite short, and the space is shared with a healthy population of 
dandelions. 

Dandelions are noted for their ability to open up compacted soil. They have thick, deep 
taproots, capable of breaking through heavy clay. And their nutrient rich basal leaves help 
to feed the topsoil. 

This pattern of basal rosette leaves emerging directly from the ground is a common 
characteristic of compacted soils.

The third plant happens to be a wild mint plant called self-heal. Mint plants are known for 
their voracious ability to spread and compete with other plants in harsh conditions.

What Does This Tell Us?

Anytime you see an environment that is significantly dominated by a particular plant, 
there’s a high likelihood that plant is responding to an imbalance in soil conditions.

By looking at how the plants are growing, we can tell a lot about the source of those 
imbalances.

In this case, we see a variety of repair efforts taking place on multiple different levels.

First from above, the physical coverage of grass & leaves prevents erosion from battering 
rains and the hot, dry sun.

Then from below, as the physical roots drive into compacted soil, gradually improving the 
capacity for water absorption and retention… while also creating food & habitat for soil 
organisms like worms.

And finally, when plants die or drop organic material, the act of decomposition restores 
beneficial nutrients to the soil and paves the way for gradually more sensitive species.

Over a period of years, this is how an environment moves from bare ground, to low lying 
plants & shrubs, to full-on forest.

It’s a funny paradox that people work so hard to get rid of dandelions, when the ideal 
conditions for dandelions (compacted soil), are in large part created by humans in the first 
place.

This land, as with all environments, wants to evolve into something more diverse, but it’s 
being held back by maintenance practices like mowing and the constant weight of humans 
walking.
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So what would happen if we stopped mowing this lawn? What would it look like if we 
allowed the land to develop?

Let’s take another step on the road to forest succession…
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Example #5 - The Developing Field

Plant communities are constantly changing according to landscape conditions.

As low growing herbs become established, they gradually pave the way for larger and 
more complex species to emerge.

If an open disturbance is allowed to develop, soon we begin to notice taller plants & herbs 
growing up like a micro-canopy.

What Are We Observing Here?

Here we’ve taken the next step from bare ground to full-on forest.

This field has a wide diversity of tall herbaceous plants. Some of them are in flower, and 
some are already going to seed. 

The main thing to notice is there’s a lot more diversity in this example compared to the 
previous example.

Not only are there more species of plants, but there are plants occupying a whole variety 
of shapes, colors & sizes.

The grass is no longer a dominant plant in this landscape, but it’s still definitely here, 
mixed in with other types of vegetation.

If we were to explore underneath the high flowering & seeding plants, we would probably 
find another layer of low herbs underneath.
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But notice too that at this stage, we still aren’t yet seeing much in the way of woody 
shrubs, except for possibly at the back where there’s an edge of more dense foliage.

What Does This Tell Us?

This field is well on it’s way to becoming a forest, but it’s still early in the journey.

At some point in time, there was a disturbance in the forest that caused an opening to 
occur, and now it’s filling in.

The presence of bright pink fireweed could be a sign of depleted potassium from a forest 
fire.

It’s easy to see that rather than being mowed and held back from succession like the 
previous example… this area has been allowed to regenerate.

The land is not yet ideal for growing woody plants & shrubs. But even without trees & 
shrubs, this landscape still has a significant amount of diversity. 

There’s lots of food & hiding spots for small mammals & large insects, making it a great 
hunting location for predators.

If you sat very still in a location like this around dawn or dusk, there’s a good chance you 
would see large mammals like deer or fox.

Developing fields also create great opportunities for human foraging of edible & medicinal 
plants that thrive in full sunlight.
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Example #6 - Trees Of Succession

Most fields don’t stay as fields forever.

In the middle of this gradual succession from bare ground all the way to climax forest, we 
have an intermediate stage characterized by woody growth.

At this point, the land has already gone through several years of development with low 
herbaceous plants.

If you watch carefully, you can actually observe the land becoming gradually more diverse 
& complex until the field is completely replaced by a dramatically different type of 
environment.

What Are We Observing Here?

Here we find ourselves in the middle of a young forest filled with immature trees. 

At this point, we now have a proper canopy, with dappled sunlight shining through onto the 
trail.

There are still plenty of low growing herbs and shrubs to be found, but the actual species 
growing in this environment are completely different from what we found in the open field.

The trees here are mostly deciduous, and quite bushy. Their leaves are small but plentiful, 
which is a common feature of early stage successional trees like birches, aspen, alder, & 
willows. 
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Another interesting thing to notice is that many of the trees are emerging in clumps of 3-5 
trunks. This is a sign that they’re all in fact, part of the same tree that was removed in the 
past, but not actually killed.

The trees in this forest are all about the same age & size, suggesting that this forest 
experienced a large disturbance that did a total reset of the environment.

What Does It Tell Us?

This land is at an intermediate stage of development.

It’s already been through several stages of growth, but it doesn’t yet have the old growth 
trees of a fully mature forest.

This stage of succession could last for 10-50 years before it becomes capable of 
supporting more mature trees, or it could be an almost permanent cycle.

It could even take hundreds of years for the soil to build up enough to support a more 
mature forest, but typically this happens much faster.

In the future, as soil conditions continue to mature, we’ll start seeing new species of plants 
and trees showing up that require increasingly sensitive conditions.

Each stage brings an accompanying set of different plants, birds, trees, animals, and even 
soil bacteria.

The more you practice exploring landscapes at different stages of succession, the more 
you’ll start to predict the likely plants, birds, & resources in that place.

This is one of the big secrets behind the tracking skills of native hunters. What looks like 
magic from the outside, is simply a result of tracking the connections in history of 
succession. 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Example #8 - Tracking The Landscape History

In many situations, fields are simply an early stage of forest succession.

If you come back in several years, the landscape will have big trees and look completely 
different. 

Other times, there’s something in the environment itself that’s preventing a climax forest, 
or trees of any kind from developing.

In this case, fields and grasslands can last for hundreds or even thousands of years.

If you can discover the underlying cause of a field, then you will really gain some amazing 
insight about the land.

To do this, we simply need to ask: Why is this landscape a field, while that landscape is a 
forest?

Then we compare and make more observations.

What Are We Observing Here?

1. The first thing to notice is this landscape is relatively flat. There aren’t really any hills or 
dramatic changes in topography until you hit the ridge in the distance.  

2. There is a wide diversity of both herbaceous and woody plants, but the environment is 
almost completely lacking in actual growth of trees, other than a few isolated 
individuals. 

3. The distant hills however, are completely covered with trees. We can see a full canopy 
from bottom to top with very few openings.
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So What Does This Tell Us?

Something is preventing this valley from developing into a forest, even while the hillside is 
completely covered with trees.

This could be the result of human disturbance, but it also could be related to the 
topography.

Valleys are frequently susceptible to seasonal flooding, while hills have extra drainage.

In places that experience seasonal flooding, sometimes it’s just not possible for a forest to 
grow because many trees are simply incapable of growing with soaking wet roots.

The only way to really know for sure is by making more observations.

We can look for signs of flooding in winter, and periods of draught in the summer to know 
whether the extra drainage on the hillside might explain why there are so many trees 
growing on the ridge, but almost none in the valley.

This example points us to one of the most important drivers of what makes forests so 
different and unique from place to place…

Can you guess what it is?  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Moisture

If there’s any one element of nature that has more direct effects and implications for a 
landscape, it’s water.

Water is THE essential ingredient for life. When water is present, life flourishes. When it’s 
not present… life suffers.

Most people take water for granted, but when you begin tuning your eyes to the effects of 
water on the landscape, it really can be a great teacher.

Some landscapes are better at absorbing water than others.

Some landscapes simply get more water to start with because of rainfall. 

And sometimes, it’s the landscapes with the greatest lack that can teach us the most about 
how essential water is for life.

In every case, nature has many different ways of dealing with too little or too much water, 
that can be easily identified when you know what to look for.

In this section, let’s explore the effects of water…  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Example #9 - Learning From Drylands

Even though deserts lack any significant water for most of the year, they’re actually one of 
the best teachers of why water is so important.

Let’s take a look at how water is affecting this dry landscape.

What Are We Observing Here?

The first thing to notice is simply how dry and dusty this environment looks.

There are no tall trees. Vegetation is few and far between.

We can see tiny patches of growth down in the low spots, but overall the land appears 
quite bare.

Plus, any vegetation that does grow has a washed out, subdued tan or reddish color.

Notice too, what happens to our ability to see when the landscape is very dry like this. 
There’s nothing obstructing our view.

We can look far off into the distance and spot giant pillars of land that were once hills, but 
now are eroding away to dust.

These land structures are domed at the bottom, with vertical pillars at the top… the result 
of long dry periods gradually eroding the hillsides for thousands of years.

This land is simply not able to hold enough moisture to support a forest… and most likely 
it’s not getting enough moisture to start with.

Let’s compare this now with an environment that has abundant water & moisture…  

�56



Example #10 - Rainforests

On the other end of the moisture spectrum we have rainforests.

Rainforests happen when a landscape has a high capacity to store water in the soil and 
vegetation, or it just rains a lot… or both!

Here is a great example of what nature is capable of doing when provided with an ample 
supply of water.

What Are We Observing Here?

The immediately noticeable difference in this landscape is the vast presence of moisture. 

This results in a forest that is thick, lush and deeply green in color.

We have tall, thick trees, with all different shapes & sizes of plants, mosses, ferns growing 
up from the wet forest floor. 

There’s tons of organic matter on the ground, constantly breaking down, cycling nutrients 
& moisture back and forth between plants & animals.

Because of all this growth, the forest is very dense. In dramatic contrast to the desert, we 
can’t see very far ahead because there’s a thick sub-canopy of tall shrubs surrounding us.

So What Does This Tell Us?

Water plays a key role in how far any given forest is capable of developing.
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If a landscape doesn’t have enough water, there are obvious responses that can be 
observed in everything from the actual land topography, to the specific growth patterns of 
plants.

If there is abundant water, then nature will strive to fill the environment with a huge variety 
of plants & trees occupying all different layers of the forest.

Climax rainforests have layers upon layers of thick growth stretching high up into the sky. 

In deserts however, there are significant layers missing (like trees, vines & mushrooms).

This doesn’t necessarily mean deserts lack an abundance of life, but timing can make a 
huge difference.

During the dry times, you will see birds, plants & animals adopting very conservative 
strategies for survival.

Then when rain does come, the land can be incredibly fertile and responds quickly. Most 
deserts have extreme contrast between the hard times and the good times. 

You’ll notice resources are much more spread out, and centralized anywhere there’s water 
or opportunities to conserve water.

Let’s take a closer look at how plants themselves respond to the extremes water, heat & 
direct sun. 
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Example #11 - Dryland Plants

Even with such intense desolation, deserts are far from being complete devoid of life.

On a basic level, even plants respond intelligently to water conditions.

What Are We Observing Here?

In this example we can see a variety of drylands plants taking various shapes and sizes. 

At first glance, it might seem like these are just normal plants in very dry conditions, but 
actually these plants have specific observable characteristics that enable them to survive 
in this harsh environment.

Notice the leaves tend to be quite small and compact. 

The plants themselves stay very low to the ground.

Many of them are spiky or rough looking to discourage animals from eating their vital 
growth.

There are long sections of bare ground, with larger clumps of vegetation growing in the 
little dips that pool water during storms.

Overall the landscape has a light tan color, almost like all the color has been washed out 
by the sun.

Yet even amidst all this desolation, there is still a good bit of diversity… not so much in the 
tree layers, but in the plant layers.

Now let’s compare this example with how plants grow in the presence of abundant water…
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Example #12 - Shade Plants

The difference between plants growing in direct sunlight with almost no water is starkly 
obvious when you compare them to plants that grow in moist, shady environments.

The patterns in leaves have many great insights to offer…

What Are We Observing Here?

Here we see a beautiful example of what plants can do when they have adequate 
moisture & warm, humid temperatures.

Notice the contrast between these leaves, and those seen in the desert. 

The leaves in this forest have grown to be incredibly large.

Instead of being a light-reflective tan color, they’re a deep shade of dark green. 

Some of the leaves are solid masses of vegetation, and in some cases the leaves are 
comprised of many finger-like leaflets emerging off a massive stem.

All of this contributes to maximum capture of sunlight.

What Does This Tell Us?
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Plants are capable of changing their shapes & growth patterns in response to the 
conditions.

Big leaves will capture maximum sunlight. This is ideal for growing below the canopy of a 
rainforest, but terrible for the constant direct sun of an arid environment.

Small leaves keep the sun at bay, while also minimizing water wastage. 

These same attributes can also be seen in the actual color of plant growth.

Dark, lush, green captures heat & absorbs sunlight better than tan, light colored leaves.

These attributes are not just because of differences in plant species. 

While some plants are obviously more suited for dry or wet environments, even the same 
species of plant can sometimes look dramatically different depending on the specific 
growing conditions.

For example, drylands plants plants growing next to an oasis of water might become a 
deeper shade of green, with more robust growth and leaf size.

This is how you can use the messages of plants to find water in the desert.

Water is THE essential driver of all life in the desert… But it’s not just about surface water. 

If you can find where the plant leaves are larger, darker, & the plants get taller, with higher 
diversity… this is likely where you’ll also find most of the animals gathering & resources for 
your own survival.

A lot of desert plants are filled with succulent gels that are also particularly effective at 
holding water for long periods of draught.

By observing the patterns associated with an abundance or lack of sun & moisture, we can 
predict subtle variations & micro-niches of plant & associated animal activity. 

Plants develop small leaves in dry environments & become a lighter, almost dusty color to 
repel sunlight and conserve moisture, while plants in wet or shady environments have 
great incentive to capture as much light as possible.
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Example #13 - Wetland Habitat

When moisture levels are taken to the extreme… eventually another type of landscape 
begins to form.

In this case, the presence of too much water can also interfere with forest growth, and thus 
produces it’s own unique habitats.

What Are We Observing Here?

Here we have a landscape that is significantly dominated by water.

In this case, water is so abundant that again, the land is incapable of supporting growth of 
canopy trees, or even most tall shrubs.

We can see one main channel of still-water cutting through the very centre of this vast flat 
space with water tolerant vegetation stretching out to the edges.

The water channel seems to move almost in a straight line.

In this case, the tree line is not associated with any significant change in elevation, but we 
can definitely see a very clear edge where the wetland ends and the forest begins.

Notice the plant community is particularly dominated by one highly abundant herbaceous 
plant with a fluffy brown seed head.

There’s also an intermediate edge of low shrubby growth that gradually becomes more 
dense as we approach the tree-line.

Now let’s see what stands out if we compare this environment to another similar, yet very 
different type of wetland:
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Example #14 - Beaver Wetland

What Are We Observing?

Here we have another landscape that is very dominated by water.

It’s still lacking the full cover of a forest canopy… there are large sections where tall trees 
are simply not able to grow.

Yet there’s obviously a lot more variety in terms of plant growth. We can see swathes of 
shrubby patches growing through, with herbaceous growth around the water’s edge.

Notice in this case that quite different from the previous example, the main water channel 
is not flowing in such a linear fashion. 

The tree line is also much more diverse than the previous wetland.

Finally, we can see a big collection of sticks and mud mounded up in the water, with some 
freshly cut shrubby growth in the water itself. 

These are common signs of water-mammal activity. In this case it’s a beaver.

So What Does This Tell Us?

Even wetlands come in many different shapes, sizes & varieties…
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Because of these differences, each wetland will attract it’s own unique combination of 
birds, animals, plants & vegetation.

One of my goals when sharing nature awareness techniques is to instil a deep 
appreciation for the endless variety of nature.

Visiting your local wetlands will add fascinating diversity to your knowledge of the 
environment because they’re such unusual landscapes.

For me, it was a very eye opening experience to realize that I could actually read the 
patterns of an ecology, and use that to predict the past, present & future of any location.

Wetlands have all the same layers as forests, but some of those layers are simply missing, 
while others are more emphasized.

Here are some further questions we could ask if we wanted to further investigate these 2 
environments:

- Why do the channels flow so differently? 
- What stands out about the topography if we study these environments on a map?
- How much do the water levels change between spring, summer, fall & winter?
- What is the effect of those beavers?
- Which wetland has more songbirds? Which wetland has more ducks & geese?

I hope these examples have opened your eyes to the many ways you can look for 
signs of abundance or lack of water on any landscape. 

Water levels impact forest succession, they affect how plants grow, and they affect 
the overall shape and topography of an environment…

But perhaps more than anything else, water really teaches us about another key 
characteristic that will have a dramatic impact on your understanding of ecological 
systems… Biodiversity. 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Biodiversity

One of the simplest ways to identify predictive patterns in forest ecology is by looking for 
signs of biodiversity.

Biodiversity simply means - How much diversity of species and natural patterning can we 
find in this landscape?

This includes the actual number of different plant species, bird species, trees, mushrooms, 
lichens, etc.

And it also includes things like age differences, changes in elevation, exposure to different 
types of wind and openings for sunlight in the forest canopy.

Some forests have literally thousands of different species of plants, birds, animals all 
occupying the same space simultaneously… while others contain just a small handful.

Concrete evidence of biodiversity is incredibly easy to observe, and will provide some of 
your best opportunities to rapidly uncover what’s happening behind the scenes of nature… 
even on your very first visit to a new location.

Landscapes that have high biodiversity of plants, will also tend to have a higher population 
& variety of food, medicines, natural shelters & wildlife.

Biodiversity can be used as an indicator of environmental health, or a sign that a forest 
has been recently disturbed.

In these upcoming examples, let’s take a closer look at the lessons of biodiversity…
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Example #15 - Monocrop Agriculture

What Are We Observing Here?

Here we have an example of a landscape that is extremely lacking in biodiversity.

If you look carefully, you’ll notice there’s really just 2 types of plants growing here. And 
they’re completely segregated on either side of the dirt road!

Notice too that this landscape is very flat. There’s no discernible variation in terms of 
elevation. There’s no cover for wildlife like tree islands or thick brush.

Most likely, this is a familiar scene to you. 

It’s very common to see places like this in agricultural areas where farmers tightly control 
their harvests and use heavy machinery for plowing, planting & harvesting.

These environments are often heavily dependant on fertilizers because the soil is 
susceptible to erosion and nutrient loss from the constant plowing & unnatural care-taking.

It’s certainly not the most interesting or diverse environment in the world, but it gives us a 
good starting point for comparing and appreciating places with much more natural 
diversity…
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Example #16 - Edge Habitat

One of the best places to find high levels of biodiversity in nature is right at the edge of two 
dramatically different types of landscape.

This is what’s known as edge habitat:

What Are We Observing Here?

Here we have the edge of a developing herbaceous field and a mixed middle-aged forest. 

These are two radically different landscape types intersecting in one place.

You’ll notice most of the trees here are still fairly young, but the actual diversity of species 
is quite high for such a small area.

If we look further into the forest center, the trees gradually do get a bit older, but still no 
signs of anything that’s particularly old yet.

We can also see plenty of diversity in the field itself. There are tufts of higher and lower 
density vegetation from dying flowers & grasses.

When compared to the previous photo in example #15, these differences are quite 
dramatic. There are at least 10X more individual species, and a whole variety of 
developmental stages.

Every spot of ground is covered, with no bare soil to be seen.
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What Does This Tell Us?

Just by looking for patterns in biodiversity, we can get a concrete sense of what causes 
some environments to have higher populations of birds, mammals & plant species.

These differences are incredibly easy to spot. 

In fact, you really don’t need to know anything about the actual species themselves in 
order to make the contrast.

Observing biodiversity helps us track a whole variety of influences in local wild spaces & 
forests.

We know that humans can be a major influence on the landscape, often having the 
consequence of reducing biodiversity… But humans can also have the effect of increasing 
biodiversity by stimulating the ‘edge effect’.

We can learn a lot by exploring whether the edge of a forest is naturally caused, or 
whether humans are keeping it this way through systematic disruption of plant cycles.

Biodiversity will tend to increase at the joining points between dramatically different 
resource types, such as where the dark forest meets the bright sunny field.

But not all edges are created equal…  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Example #17 - Arid Edge

Just because you see an edge habitat, doesn’t always mean it’s packed with diversity. Not 
all edges are created equal.

Take a look at this one for a good example:

What Are We Observing Here?

Here we have another very clear edge habitat. 

This is very similar to the previous example because it’s the intersection point between a 
forest and an open field.

The big difference is that this landscape is comparatively quite arid. 

The land here is certainly not nearly as dry as the deserts we explored in the water 
section. 

Notice the hills are still rounded. They’re not showing any signs of significant long term 
erosion… and there’s obviously enough moisture to grow tall trees.

But at this time of year, the herbaceous layers are completely dried out. Notice too the 
shrub layer is entirely missing!
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100% of the trees here are conifers, and even though there are obviously a few different 
types of trees… the biodiversity at this forest edge is obviously much less compared to the 
previous example.

So what’s going on here? Why isn’t this edge more diverse?

What is the key factor actually driving biodiversity in this dry environment?

Let’s take a look…  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Example #18 - Diversity In The Arid Landscape

While diversity & density in a wet forest is driven by sunlight. 

In dry landscapes, biodiversity is driven by water.

What Are We Observing Here?

In this example, notice we’re still in a very dry landscape. 

The hills are quite sparse, with a low density & variety of vegetation… but if we follow the 
valley lines down to the low spots, we find an abundant supply of water!

Even where there isn’t open water, we can identify the wettest soils by where the 
vegetation becomes a much deeper green.

It’s down in these low areas where we find the vast majority of plants, birds, mammals, 
shrubs, insects, etc.

So What Does This Tell Us?

Water is the key driver of biodiversity in the arid landscape.

This can sometimes give the appearance that dry habitats are lacking in life, but it’s 
actually just that things are much more centered around wet areas, and during wet times 
of year.
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It’s often even easier to see animals in the desert because vegetation is low, and wildlife is 
so dependant on scarce water resources.

You’ll notice that very often the greatest lacks in an environment are also the greatest 
drivers of biodiversity… And these lacks can change dramatically from place to place.

Whenever you visit a new landscape, ask yourself - what is driving the biodiversity in this 
place?

The simplest way to do this is to identify the most important resource that’s lacking from 
this environment.

Humid forests can support large numbers of wildlife across the entire landscape, but the 
limiting factor is often sunlight.

In a dark, closed up forest - there’s a lack of sunshine, so any openings in the canopy will 
be associated with an increase in biodiversity.

By literally counting the number of different species in various parts of a landscape, you’ll 
notice where the greatest variety exists. Then you can ask - why is there so much more 
diversity here?

Always remember as I mentioned earlier in this section, biodiversity is not only about the 
number of different species.

It’s also about the relative age of the environment itself…
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Example #19 - Age Distribution

Age distribution is another key characteristic to look for when you’re assessing forests for 
biodiversity. 

Let’s study our next example and consider what the age patterns of this environment are 
telling us about biodiversity…

What Are We Observing 
Here?

Here we have a predominantly 
coniferous forest growing with 
a whole variety of stages & 
ages. 

At this time of year there’s a lot 
of open space in the canopy, 
but that’s partially just because 
it’s winter. 

There are actually deciduous 
trees in the background that 
will fill in the canopy during 
summer. 

The main thing to notice is that 
some trees appear quite 
young, while others are middle 
aged, and a large central tree 
that is obviously quite mature.

What Does It Tell Us?

This forest has trees spanning 
all different age categories 
from very young saplings, up to 
much older growth.

There are signs that parts of 
this forest have been 
developing for many years, but it’s also seen localized disturbances that opened up the 
canopy for new growth.

This is quite different from a lot of the other examples we’ve looked at so far in this guide.

It tells us this forest is likely quite diverse in plant & animal life, even though it might have 
fewer species than a disturbed edge of a forest, it could have more rare species that 
depend on a certain level of maturity before growing.
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If you ever look at a forest and notice that all the trees are pretty much the exact same 
age, this can sometimes be a sign of unnatural management practices.

Managing forests for multiple ages is incredibly important for the overall forest health, 
resistance to insect infestations, and wildlife populations.

Forests will naturally grow to be multi-generational when they survive for a long time 
without being reset by clear cutting or fire.

In some areas with a long history of human disturbances, multi-generational forests can be 
extremely rare.

But especially in places where clear cutting & human disturbances are common, these 
forests are very important for the overall biodiversity of a region. 

Old trees provide food & shelter for mammals that wouldn’t otherwise survive in a new 
growth system.

We learn all this just by looking for age patterns… So let’s take a closer look at how to 
assess the age distribution.
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Example #21 - Aging Trees

Assessing the relative ages of 
trees is not difficult to do.

Let’s explore some of the main 
clues to look for:

What Are We Observing Here?

We can observe that this is a full-
grown conifer tree. It has reached 
the full height this tree will ever 
grow.

It also has a decent amount of 
thickness. It’s certainly not a 
young sapling.

Finally, look at where the living 
branches are located on the 
trunk… only about the top 3rd of 
this tree actual has leaves. 

Further down we see dead 
branches until eventually at the 
bottom the trunk is completely 
bare.

What Does This Tell Us?

The physical characteristics of a tree can give us clues about the age.

But it’s more complex than, “thick trees are old and short trees are young.”

This is because just like plants - trees respond intelligently to their environment. Trees can 
choose between growing tall or growing wide, depending on what makes the most sense 
for their survival.

You’ll notice that trees growing in open sunlight put more energy into developing thick 
trunks and branches that capture the most sunlight. This is because there’s no competition 
or shade coming from above.

Trees growing in the shade of a full or partial forest canopy put much more energy into 
growing tall so their leaves can reach the open sunlight and avoid being shaded out.

This is why thickness alone is not always a good indicator of age.

Height is also not going to give us much help because just like human, a lot of trees will 
reach their full height quite early on in life, during the equivalent of their late teenage 
years.
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This is why we look at the branches.

You’ll notice that as a tree gets older & taller, the branches further down gradually receive 
less energy. 

Eventually they die off and we’re left with dead branches, until finally they start falling off 
from the bottom to the top.

It’s possible to roughly age trees and compare their development by looking at how far up 
the branches have died, and how far up the branches have fallen off.

It’s not an exact science. You’ll never be able to know the exact age of a tree without 
counting growth rings, but it is possible to know relative to it’s neighbours, which trees are 
old, and fit them into different age categories.

With practice, you’ll build more confidence about how trees age differently in a variety of 
conditions.

If you can look at a tree and judge - is this tree a child, a teenager, middle aged, or an 
elder? That’s really all you need to know.

If you ever get a chance to spend time in a forest with all 4 stages growing together, 
cherish that opportunity and notice how it changes your experience :-)
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Effects of Elevation

Forests are incredibly adaptable & resilient systems.

Given the right combinations of soil, moisture & temperature, forests can grow in a huge 
variety of conditions.

But forests will also change their configurations, sometimes quite dramatically as they 
adapt and respond to those conditions.

This is why forests look so different all around the world.

The local adaptations even within a particular species is enough to convince people that 
trees & even the forest itself has a kind of intelligence.

One of the best examples of this is to observe how even a simple change in elevation can 
completely change the ecology of a place.

These next 2 photos were taken within 1km of each other, but there was a 70m (230 ft) 
difference in elevation. 

Notice that the trees & plants high up are completely different from those in the low-land…

�77



Example #22 - Low Creek

Even a simple change in elevation can completely transform the growth patterns, moisture 
& biodiversity in a forest.

Let’s take a look…

What Are We Observing Here?

Here we have a lush, bubbling creek passing through a young, but mixed forest during 
early autumn. 

The trees are not particularly old, but notice the deciduous canopy is certainly quite well 
established. A lot of these trees are close, if not already at their peak height.

The young conifers in the understory are quite thick and we can see a few low growing 
herbs & grasses scattered around the area.

The creek is quite shallow, but certainly flowing at a constant rate. There are signs that the 
water level increases quite noticeably at certain times of year.

Overall, It looks like a pretty typical teenage forest.

Now let’s compare this environment with happens by a simple shift in elevation.
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Example #24 - High Rock Barrens

Look at what happens when we climb just 230 feet up a nearby hill. 

This photo was taken within 1km of the previous example, but notice the environment has 
completely changed.

What Are We Observing Here?

Here we can see a dramatically different landscape, both in terms of the species and also 
the actual growth patterns of plants & trees occupying this space. 

The ground is made of solid rock which we can clearly see in places where the trail has 
formed. 

The trees here are scrubby and sparse. There’s absolutely no hope of a closed canopy.

In many places there isn’t even any soil for plants to dig their roots into. We just see 
lichens growing right on top of rocks.

Whenever the soil profile does get a bit deeper there are trees and small shrubs, but their 
growth is slow and stunted.

On the surface, you might think these trees look quite young, but they actually won’t get 
much bigger than this until the soil can build up a bit more.
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So What Does This Tell Us?

These sudden changes in elevation represent a massive shift in biodiversity, creating 
unique niches for rare & unusual plants & animals.

Forests in the lowland are more protected from heavy rains, wind & erosion, so the soil 
profile is much deeper and capable of supporting bigger trees.

While it might appear that down by the creek is a much more abundant & diverse forest, it 
doesn’t mean there isn’t still value to the barrens.

It’s just a different growing environment, and provides many unique opportunities to the 
overall diversity. It creates an exciting opportunity at the edge where the scrubby soils of 
the rock barrens connect with the lower and more fertile soils.

Here the underlying driver of biodiversity is not water… it’s not a static disturbance like 
clear-cutting or fire… Instead, it’s the natural tendancy for high exposed areas to wash 
their fertility down in the valleys.

But even the overall land topography comes in many shapes & sizes. 

Each different topographical type asserts it’s own unique influence on the diversity of 
plants & animals living in a place.

Let’s check out some more examples of how elevation patterns can manifest in an 
environment. 

�80



Example #25 - Rolling Hills

Land topography comes in all different shapes & sizes that can be easily observed.

To a keen eye - this creates endless possibilities and micro-niches to explore with greater 
and lesser influence of sun, wind, water, temperature & soil.

Let’s look at how topography and elevation changes are affecting different landscapes…

What Are We Observing here?

Here we can see an entire landscape made up of rolling hills as far as the eye can see.

Notice how the areas of mature tree growth are mostly centered around the dips & valleys, 
while the high points are covered with short grassy meadows.

The hills themselves are not particularly big, but there’s lots of them, which creates a rich 
and constant diversity of light & shade conditions hitting various parts of the landscape.

This place is filled with opportunities for a variety of food, water, warmth & coolness, as 
well as hiding spots for wildlife.

Notice that just by looking at some basic patterns in the topography, we can already start 
thinking critically about some key questions for interpretation…

- Where would you expect most of the animal species to be found?
- Where would you go if you wanted to find shelter?
- Do you notice the thick strip of fog in the second valley? 
- What might you predict about the water in this place?
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This “rolling hills” effect can also happen on a much larger scale…

Let’s compare this to what happens on a larger scale.
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Example #26 - Mountains

Here again we see the learning benefits of training our awareness with extreme examples.

Mountains are a great way to observe the effects of elevation & topography on a much 
larger scale.

What Are We Observing Here?

Here, instead of having many small rolling hills, we have just a few very large and tall 
peaks, surrounded by short grassy meadows.

Notice how this difference in the overall topographical pattern actually changes the way 
that trees & plants are growing throughout the land.

For the most part, these hills are quite bare, with one main swath of trees emerging from 
the central valley. This winding row of trees is following the exact trajectory of how water & 
soil erosion are being funnelled out of the hills. 

Compared to the previous example there’s a lot less variety over a small area, and instead 
the most obvious changes are happening on a much larger scale.

There’s a lot less edge habitat & sheltering opportunities, which could dramatically affect 
the wildlife patterns here.

What Does This Tell Us?
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The size of a hill matters, and has a measurable effect on the plants, trees, animals and 
resources in a location.

Depending on the scale of any topographical feature, you might notice greater or lesser 
changes as a result.

But at the same time, the core principles behind how forests grow in different conditions 
never changes. 

We can apply the lessons gained from small rolling hills to help us think more critically 
about what might be happening in a more mountainous example.

On the small scale, rolling hills probably won’t have as much effect on the animals. It 
wouldn’t be that hard for a small animal to move from the valleys up to the high points to 
feed on fresh vegetation at night, while using the cover of the woods during the day.

But in a mountainous landscape, this is a much longer journey. 

You’re likely to see a much greater contrast between the animals & plants living at the 
bottom of a mountain, compared to the top, with only the most adaptable species being 
encountered in both locations.

These examples can also offer a unique point of comparison when it comes to the next 
completely different type of topography.

Not all landscapes have the benefits of radically shifting elevation. Some places are 
completely flat!
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Example #27 - Flatlands

The principle of elevation can have yet another dramatically different effect when a 
landscape is completely flat.

What Are We Observing Here?

The main thing to notice here is just how completely flat this whole environment is. There’s 
absolutely no sign of hills or valleys.

There’s even a significant lack of trees or shrubby vegetation.

It’s just grass as far as the eye can see… except when we look very far into the distance, 
we can see a few small tree islands.

We also notice the use of wind turbines, which suggests this place is exposed to frequent 
wind. It’s obvious this place has been affected by human activity.

What Does This Tell Us?

Compared to a more hilly environment, flatlands offer less shelter and variety of forest 
layers.

In an earlier section we looked at how grasslands are often subject to significant contrast 
between the wet season & dry season, creating conditions that are unsuitable for tree 
growth.
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Because the land is so flat, there are less places for water to collect and less variety of 
sunshine & shady conditions, creating vast expanses of uniform vegetation patterns.

But this doesn’t mean flat plains are lacking their own unique opportunities.

While most of the growth in these places is limited to the herbaceous layer, there can still 
be incredible abundance. 

Herbaceous plants are known for growing & replenishing at a very fast rate.

The lack of shelter and abundance of food resources means these places often attract 
large herds of grazing animals.

A herd of large animals like buffalo really thrives on the abundant food resources, while 
creating their own shelter & security by their sheer size and numbers.

If you ever get the chance to spend time in a natural grassland with lots of plant diversity, 
these can be fascinating environments to explore, partially because you can see such long 
distances.

It’s possible to study animal behavior from a massively big picture perspective in these 
environments.

All in all, the variety of elevation you encounter in any landscape can play an important 
role in the overall development of a forest ecosystem.

Remember, every landscape is unique, but they also have similarities.

The more you look for patterns, the more you can quickly get a read on what’s influencing 
the plants, trees & animals of any environment you explore.
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Forest Disturbances

Disturbances in growth & evolution are a normal part of every forest’s life. 

In fact, these often play a key role in maintaining biodiversity over long periods of time 
(hundreds and thousands of years).

Every forest is made up of layers. From the smallest bacteria, to the singing presence of 
songbirds, to the largest of the old growth trees.

An untouched forest will have dozens of unique layers all occupying the same space.

But sometimes forests get damaged and succession takes a step backwards.

A disturbance is anything that breaks the normal pattern of growth and succession, like 
when trees die and open up sunlight in the canopy.

This isn’t necessarily a bad thing. 

In many ecosystems for example, fire is an important part of the overall biodiversity 
because it hits the “reset” button and allows specially evolved species to persist.

By looking for disturbance patterns, you’ll discover many subtle nuances and influences of 
forest diversity with new eyes.

Let’s take a look!
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Example #28 - Missing Forest Layers

Sometimes during a large scale disturbance like forest fire, or clear cutting practices, entire 
forests are reset and then gradually build from scratch over many years of succession.

Other times, entire layers of a forest will get removed, without completely resetting the 
forest back to the start:

What Are We Observing Here?

At first glance, this might look like a newly regenerating forest, at an early stage of 
succession.

But something is unusual about this example. 

Notice that a lot of the new growth here is made up of coniferous trees that wouldn’t 
normally germinate in open sunlight conditions.

If this were truly a newly developing field, we would expect to see a lot more pioneer 
species with small deciduous leaves.

Notice too that scattered amongst the young growth we can see the presence of several 
full grown deciduous trees that have already reached their full height potential. 

These trees are tall and skinny, which tells us they grew in the shade of a full canopy that’s 
no longer present.

So what happened here?
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It’s as though an entire layer of the forest has been completely removed, leaving just the 
understory and a few scatterings of adult-sized trees.

Anytime you discover a mystery disturbance in the forest, this is an opportunity to look 
closer and gather more clues.

Let’s look at a few more clues before we do the analysis on this one.

Example #29 - Open Regeneration

What Are We Observing Here?

Here’s a closer look at the young coniferous trees growing in this disturbed area.

Notice how the color of their leaves is taking on a reflective yellowish hue. 

Under normal growing conditions, these trees would develop into a much darker shade. 

But here in full sunlight, they’ve lost their rich, dark green in a way that’s very reminiscent 
of plants in the desert. 

It’s a sign these trees are getting more sunlight than they would prefer.

Whenever you notice unusual growth patterns such as this, it means the forest is telling 
you something… What could possibly explain this?

Let’s keep exploring.
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Example #30 - Human Sign

Another thing that’s happening here is the presence of these logs all piled up together.

What Are We Observing Here?

Someone has piled a bunch of logs in this clearing. 

Because of the perfectly straight cuts and the systematic way they’re oriented, we know 
this is the result of human activity, and not animals.

Someone was intentional about cutting up these logs, but they were never removed. 
Instead they are rotting back to the soil.

We can also observe that these trees were fairly well established when they died. In fact, if 
we go back to example #28 - These trees were about the same size as the full grown 
deciduous trees still standing in the regeneration zone. 

They look about the right size and age to be the former canopy of this forest.

This also gives us an opportunity to identify how long ago the disturbance occurred…
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Example #31 - Aging Cuts

Everything is fair game for tracking the life of a forest. Just because a sign is unnatural, 
doesn’t mean you can’t still use it to learn about your surroundings.

These chainsaw cuts are a great example:

What Are We Observing Here?

Here we can take a closer look at a cut log left by human activity in this disturbed area.

Notice the wood still has lots of color to it. It hasn’t gone dull and grey from aging. We can 
clearly see the saw marks, and even the shape of the blade.

It’s obvious this was a fairly recent cut. But we can also know that some time has certainly 
passed because there’s no signs of wood shavings.

It’s unlikely that a log this size would have been moved from the place where it fell, so by 
looking around, we can probably find the original stump.

The big question to investigate is whether this cut was made as part of a cleanup project 
after a natural disturbance, or whether the tree was cut down on purpose…

It’s also interesting to notice that one side of this log looks a lot more rotten than the other.

Before we do our analysis of this disturbance… let’s look at one more final clue.  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Example #32 - Seed Tree

Finally, in the middle of this 
disturbed area we see a massive 
old growth coniferous tree.

What Are We Observing Here?

Here again, we see a full grown 
canopy tree towering all alone in 
the center of the disturbed area.

Notice this tree has lost almost all 
it’s branches on the bottom half, 
making the trunk smooth. Then 
even at the top, there are several 
dead branches. 

This is characteristic of old growth 
trees. This growth pattern normally 
does not stand alone out in the 
open. 

Under normal circumstances, this 
level of maturity would just be one 
member of the full canopy.

So What Does All This Tell Us?

The observable characteristics of a 
disturbance gives you clues about 
what caused that disturbance.

When we first walk into this 
opening in the forest, it’s obvious 
that something dramatic happened in recent history.

There are entire layers of forest growth that have been culled from the environment, 
leaving just a handful of mismatched survivors. 

If we were in a harvesting operation, this old growth coniferous tree would be called a 
“seed tree”. Forestry companies will leave a certain number of mature trees to re-seed the 
land.

This combined with the presence of all this human activity might make us wonder whether 
this forest was harvested for some reason, but then why was so much of the wood left to 
rot?

Another possibility is some kind of storm that knocked over most of the big trees, but not 
all of them. Continued observation will eventually reveal the truth.  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Example #33 - Growth Quirks & Twisty Trunks

Everything that can be observed in the forest is a clue.

Some clues like the tracks of animals are relatively short lived, often washing away with 
the next rain. 

But some clues can be written in the forest for hundreds of years, making it possible to 
read the history of your landscape, and discover ancient stories from long ago.

Large boulders can reveal the path of glaciers during the last ice age. 

Piles of exposed rock betray the presence of human agricultural activity in the last 1000 
years.

And the particular way that trees grow, can tell stories about the last 100-200 years.

Let’s take a look at what trees can tell us about recent history of a forest…

What Are We Observing Here?

Here we have a developing stand of growing deciduous trees.

It looks like a pretty typical forest with a just 1 or 2 tree species, that then transitions into a 
more mixed type of forest at the line of conifers.
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Notice these trees are all pretty much the same age & size.

But the thing that really stands out is that almost every tree in the frame looks unusually 
bendy or kinked in strange ways. 

In fact, only a handful of these trees have actually grown straight up.

This is an interesting feature, and anytime you see weird growth quirks, it gives you an 
opportunity to expand your awareness and ask - why is this happening?

To solve this puzzle, let’s look at this same forest again but from a different angle in our 
next example…

�94



Example # 34 - Windthrow

Sometimes the cause of a disturbance is incredibly simple once you open your eyes and 
look a bit deeper…

What Are We Observing Here?

Here we have the same forest as seen in example #33. Only this time, we’re looking at the 
landscape from a different angle. 

Here the thing that stands out is not so much the wavy tree growth, but the downed tree at 
the left side of the frame. 

Notice the rootball has been completely torn out of the ground. This tells us the tree was 
not cut down, and it did not die of old age. Rather it was blown down during storm force 
winds.

From this angle, it’s also easier to see that those quirky tree trunks are not bending quite 
as randomly as they appeared from the other angle. 

Notice that most of those trees are very obviously bending towards the left of this photo, in 
the same direction as the wind-thrown tree.

What Does This Tell Us?

Weather and storms in particular can have significant effects on the growing forest. 
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If heavy winds, snow, or ice come at sensitive stages, it can leave marks on the landscape 
that last for many years.

In early stages of growth, trees are much more flexible, which reduces stress on the 
rootball during wind. But as they get older and more rigid, trees become susceptible to 
being uprooted.

Because of this, it’s possible to track how wind effects different types of trees and trees at 
different stages of development. We can use the signs of wind damage to determine 
approximately when the major storm came through.

It’s also possible that these effects on forest growth happened at multiple points in history.

The uprooted tree is not necessarily a result of the same storm that bent the deciduous 
trunks, but it does indicate the direction of the prevailing wind.

If you walk around a landscape affected by storm windfall, you’ll notice that most if not all 
of the fallen trees have dropped in the same direction. 

It tells you which direction the strongest storms in this area come from.

Uprooting trees is a common disturbance in forests that experience storm force winds so 
keep your eyes open for these clues. 

Of course, the eventual death of a tree doesn’t always come at the hand of weather, or 
human impact. 

Sometimes trees stay standing tall all the way through to their end and beyond.  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Example # 35 - Life After Death

The end of a tree’s life is not actually the end of life itself. A dead tree can actually have as 
much or even more life as the living tree had while still breathing.

Some forest management philosophies will use dead trees for firewood to avoid cutting the 
live ones. But removing dead trees is actually detrimental to the overall forest health.

Dead standing trees are an excellent hallmark of intact and healthy forests. Train your 
eyes to look for these signs, and you will discover many secrets.

What Are We Observing Here?

The main thing I wanted to point out in this example is the tall dead standing tree emerging 
from the developing forest. Train your eyes to look for this pattern, and you’ll start seeing it 
everywhere.

We can get a relative sense of how long this tree has been dead by looking at the number 
of branches and the height.

As the dead stand ages, it will gradually lose it’s branches. There’s also an increasing 
chance the trunk will become shorter as it snaps during storms near the top.

There’s also another clue to look for that tells us about wildlife populations.
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Example #36 - Woodpecker Tree

Wherever there is death, new life tends to thrive.

In this case the culprit is insects, and the giveaway is the woodpecker holes lining this tree.

What Are We Observing Here?

Here again we have a beautiful dead standing tree in the forest. 

In this example, the canopy is a bit more closed off, and the trunk is completely lacking in 
branches on the lower part viewed here.

Notice the numerous and decent sized woodpecker holes lining this dead stand. 

Sometimes when beginners see holes like this, they think it’s a sign of nesting, but actually 
this is feeding sign. 

It’s interesting to notice how the holes at the bottom are quite small and become 
progressively larger as the pattern moves upwards.

What Does This Tell Us?

Overall - dead standing trees are a great sign of healthy care-taking in a managed forest, 
or at the very least it’s a sign of letting nature do it’s own thing.

Dead trees actually contribute to increased biodiversity & overall health of an environment. 
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More dead trees means more insects.  
More insects means more woodpeckers. 

Then as the dead trees support the presence of woodpeckers, woodpeckers in turn help to 
fertilize the forest, provide food for hawks & other predators, as well as offer protection 
against insect overpopulation.

Eventually these trees do fall over and are left to rot on the forest floor, which creates new 
soil supporting the growth of future forests.

Keep your eyes peeled for dead standing trees, and you’ll have yet another lens to view 
the forest with.
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Go Discover YOUR Forests!

In the pages of this guide we’ve seen many great examples showing how everything in the 
forest contributes in it’s own special way to the big picture.

And now it’s your turn to go exploring…

I want you to notice that none of the examples we talked about in this book are particularly 
difficult to see. You don’t need to have superhuman observation skills to get tuned with 
these clues.

But it does take a bit of practice to uncover the many thousands of variations you’ll find in 
a forested landscape.

I’m confident that if you simply apply the lessons shared in this book, you’re going to make 
some amazing discoveries - and each time you practice, these skills will become deeper 
and more effortless.

The most important thing is to ask yourself lots of good awareness questions and never 
stop observing:

- What am I observing here?
- What makes this forest unique?
- What makes this forest similar to others?
- What stage of development am I seeing?
- How wet or dry is this environment during different seasons?
- How much biodiversity am I seeing?
- What is the topography?
- What kinds of disturbances can I find here?
- What is all this telling me?

Just imagine how your relationship with nature can change if you simply put in a bit of time 
every week to get outside and explore.

With the right approach, you now have all the skills required to observe and uncover the 
amazing secrets of any forest.

Keep me posted on what you discover out there!  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Here’s What To Do Next!

The Simple Steps To Explore Nature And Go Really Deep With Your Outdoor 

Awareness Skills…

1. Watch The Forest Secrets Video

This is THE video that inspired the Forest Field Guide. I’ve had so much great feedback on 
this presentation. I know you’re going to love it!

Just sit back and watch as I walk you through an 18 minute presentation featuring many of 
the same examples from the forest field guide.

This video will really help you embody how to read the secrets of a forest and show you 
effective ways to move forward on your journey - Click here to watch.

2. Join My Online Mentoring Community

If you’d like to work directly with me on everything we’ve been talking about in the forest 
field guide and so much more… I would love to connect with you!

You’ll discover that having a community of like-minded naturalists in your life can often 
make all the difference for your developing skills, knowledge & awareness of the outdoors.

Sometimes the biggest leaps in understanding & awareness come from sharing your own 
observations & experiences with someone who really understands how nature works from 
this big picture perspective.

I’ve developed a unique and very enjoyable conversational mentoring approach based on 
traditional oral methods for developing awareness skills outside.

In a simple dialogue over the phone, I can guide you to discover amazing knowledge of 
nature through your own personal experiences and observations.

We’ll explore exercises, activities, storytelling & key questions to point out simple stepping 
stones for reading the secrets of plants, birds, trees, weather, and all of nature together as 
one.  
 

I’m always looking for passionate naturalists to join my growing community of nature 
enthusiasts.

I love helping beginners spark their first true awakening to the natural world, and I love 
helping more advanced learners go very deep and fulfill their potential for natural 
discovery.

If you’d like to join me… Send a message to brian@nature-mentor.com and I’ll get you all 
the details :-)
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Home Study Courses

Great Courses To Build Your Naturalist Home Library!

The Nature Memory Journal

This program shares one of my favorite exercises for sparking new insights and grow your 
observation skills every time you go outside. Discover the 2 step Natural Learning Cycle 
for deep foundations of nature knowledge and awareness - Click here 

Awaken Your Naturalist Intelligence

This complete learning program will help you go deep in 6 core areas of naturalist skills. 
Get grounded in the essential basics of nature observation and ecology, even if you’re a 
complete beginner! - Click here for more info

The Crow Language Home Study Course

Take a dive into the world of Crows and Ravens. We’ll talk about vocalizations, body 
language & overall communication patterns. How to make sense of crow sounds and 
behavior - Click here for more info 

The Steady Natural Skill-builder’s Course

This course is designed for people who “never have enough time to get outside”. You’ll 
learn the art of natural goal-setting, how to achieve a state of mastery with your skills, time 
tactics, community building techniques, and how to design a more natural lifestyle even if 
you’re too busy - Click here for more info

The Bird Language Blueprint 

Bird language is the ultimate skill of deep nature connection. You’ll learn how to track the 
moods & emotions of local songbirds so you can read the stories of nature, get closer to 
wild animals and make predictions about predator behaviour - Click here
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