Podcast 2: Interview with Beth Surdut
Transcript
Hi Everyone,
I’m LoriAnne Barnett, the Education Coordinator for the USA National Phenology Network.
This podcast series focuses on the variety of ways we intake information about nature. We
share insights into observing phenology and participating in the Nature’s Notebook Citizen
and Professional Science Program.
Today I’m in the studio of Beth Surdut, award-winning wildlife artist and writer and the
creator of the Art of Paying Attention illustrated nature radio series on NPR in Tucson,
Arizona. She listens to ravens and has paddled with alligators in exotic places, but knows
that true adventure can be found outside your door. Beth and I offer Art of Paying Attention
Workshops where we explore the different ways people interact with nature.
Hi Beth. Thanks for inviting me to your studio. So tell me, how did you get interested in
phenology?
It turns out that I was interested in phenology from the time I was a little kid. There was a pond at
the end of our street. I used to go down there to listen to the spring peepers. I didn’t know the word
though. I didn't hear the word phenology until I moved to Tucson a little less than a year and a half
ago. I was at the Tucson Botanical Gardens arranging for a solo show of my work. And when I
looked on the website I saw something about the Tucson Phenology Trail, so I looked it up. And
the rest is history. I came to the Phenology Network and said, “What are you doing?” and I found
out about Nature’s Notebook. We wanted the same things, the Phenology Network and I, but we
came at them from perhaps different places. Because my background isn’t science, my
background is art, writing, and religious studies.
It sounds like there’s a lot of synergy between what you do and what we do at Nature’s
Notebook, in tracking phenology.
Oh absolutely. When I started becoming interested in critters, especially in the desert, because the
desert was new territory for me, I would work in the studio and I would look outside and I would
see stink bugs. And I would see a lot of them. And so I started tracking their behavior because they
were sort of big and bold and then I started drawing them which, of course is really important to me
because that’s how I get to know creatures. But I watched them for a period of two years and it
was a time of intense drought, which of course the southwest is still experiencing. And I saw that
the stink bugs went from being ubiquitous to my going to having to look for them. Because of the
drought, the grasses were so dry under my feet that they would crackle when I walked on them.
The fruit trees that used to bloom were barely blooming and were so open that the birds weren’t
nesting where they used to nest. I had places I could go, I would know every season I would find a
nest and they started disappearing. So I was a, I don’t know, do we call it a phenologist? And didn’t
realize it.
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The process you are describing really requires paying close attention to nature for more
than one season. That’s the same skill necessary for folks who are interested in
successfully participating in Nature’s Notebook. So as an artist and nature writer, how do
you approach starting to observe something in nature. Or how would you start participating
in a project like Nature’s Notebook?
A lot of what I do starts with “I wonder what…” or “I wonder if…”, so if I see a lizard, I wonder what
kind of lizard it is. Are there a lot of them? I ask a lot of questions and then I look it up or I call a
local expert. Because I’ll tell you, people who are experts really enjoy sharing their information if
you ask and you are truly interested. So once I have some information I keep looking. And once I
keep looking, it’s really, really hard to stop. So I would say to get started, pick a place that you can
look at pretty much every day. It’s going to be your home it’s going to be your workspace. Maybe if
you go for regular walks, maybe not every day, but say five days a week you go for a stroll, and
you probably go around the same time. Take a look and see who else and what else is out there
with you. And as the seasons change, so will they. The plant that looks almost dead turns into this
beautiful blooming something. The birds that you only see part of the year you’ll start noticing when
they come back and you’ll start noticing what they sound like. Close your eyes instead of looking
start trying to identify whose song that is or who’s skittering around in the underbrush. It’s really
unending pleasure. And I think that's a start for Natures Notebook. I sit out every morning, with my
cat. In the back yard. I have coffee, he doesn't. And we just sit and listen to what comes by. And I
can close my eyes and I can tell you that two Anna’s hummingbirds are having an altercation to my
left. Or that there is a Verdin in the tree to my right. Or that the mourning doves are up on the wire
over the house. It’s really that easy.
And then I think the next step is to document what you are seeing, whether you are drawing
it, or taking a picture, or recording information in Nature’s Notebook so you have that info
to remember as you are moving forward.
That’s the part I left out. When I sit there with the coffee I also have a notebook. And so I make
notes on the things that I described. Sometimes I do little sketches. Most of the time I’d rather be
looking around me than looking at my notebook. And so I just jot down what I hear. And I jot down
what I see. And then ill go back later. And the thing with Nature’s Notebook is you don’t have to go
into it every day. There are people who collect info information for what, a year LoriAnne, and then
they take info they’ve collected, and they log it into Nature’s Notebook. So it’s not onerous. The
path to Nature’s Notebook is not necessarily a straight line.
The first thing to do is find what interests you. And there’s a big list on Nature’s Notebook of what’s
available and what scientists are interested in.
Yeah, I think the important thing, too, is that when you document something and write it
down, it’s very usable by someone else. So even if you think it’s just for you, someone else
could be interested in that information. And I think that’s true with Nature’s Notebook or all
of the beautiful artwork and radio shows that you do.
So why do you think someone should participate in Nature’s Notebook?
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I think that if we each become interested and take care of a little patch of land that is right around
us, we become part of a much larger quilt. And it's a joyful thing to do. I feel… frozen by the
environmental doomsayers. It’s not that we don’t need them but it’s so overwhelming to know the
damage that has been done and the changes that have happened on our planet, that when I hear
the statistics, I feel like, “What could I possibly do?” But if all I am dealing with is the critters right in
front of me. The plants right in front of me. I can handle that. It’s interesting. And realistically if we
become personally involved, if we learn to be interested and then to care and then to love and then
the next step is to protect. So that’s part of the reason that I think that anyone could benefit from
Nature’s Notebook and being interested in phenology and having a relationship with our integration
in nature. Because it is someplace we’ve never left.
So, we recommend starting with curiosity to see where that leads. Use your senses to
experience nearby nature and then start simple by drawing, taking notes, or pictures, and
then eventually follow your interests to Nature’s Notebook where you can help document
seasonal changes around you.
We ended our visit by watching white-winged doves and spiny lizards outside Beth’s studio
prepare for the evening monsoon storm that was rolling in from the east.
Thanks to Beth Surdut, award winning wildlife artist and illustrator. Visit her website
www.bethsurdut.com/critters to peek at her artwork and listen to her radio series. And don’t
forget to check the USA-NPN website for more podcasts, and campaign, interview, and how
to videos. Visit www.naturesnotebook.org for more details. Again, I’m LoriAnne Barnett.
Thanks for listening.
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