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When I was a kid, I loved exploring the woods and fields around our suburban New Jersey neighborhood, jumping over streams and running through tall corn. When I grew up, I moved to an even more rural part of New Jersey, in the northwest. With several state parks nearby, and the Appalachian Trail not far away, I used to go hiking in the forests every day after work. This was beautiful, relaxing, introspective, invigorating . . . and lonely. So I moved to Manhattan with a friend. It seemed like my situation had completely reversed: I saw lots of people, but was doing very little hiking and exploring. Eventually, I realized that my interest in exploring could transfer to the city; I even discovered that I preferred the urban type of exploration. In the beginning, my roommate and I would walk around on the weekends to find new restaurants or things to do. But we didn’t go too far afield from our apartment on East 24th Street.

My decision to run an art group soon changed that. Twice a month since 2007, I’ve led artists around the city to sketch. Deciding to lead the group was partly spurred by my frustration with available art classes in the city. You would think the only thing an artist ever needed to learn was how to draw naked people! I wanted a group to focus on landscapes. Using Meetup to organize, our new group started off drawing different spots in Central Park, so we called the group the Central Park Sketching Meetup. At first, it was just four or five folks awkwardly getting together and drawing whatever we felt like. After a few years, the group had grown quite large and I was more comfortable as a leader. We felt we had drawn as much of Central Park as we wanted to, so I ventured out looking for new spots. It went so well that I soon realized that a big reason the regulars kept coming back was to experience new places in the city.
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Most members of the group were New Yorkers, some for their whole lives, and yet the city was still unfolding before them. The group turned out to be a great excuse to explore; without a compelling reason to get out of the house, it’s easy to fall into a daily routine and not make time for novel events. I started to feel the pressure to challenge myself and meet the group’s expectations, so I began rummaging through New York City history in books and online. And the places we drew got more obscure—and interesting.

Today the group has more than eight thousand members and we’ve had hundreds of sketching adventures. It’s certainly breathed life into my own art, which I had neglected before. Like a lot of members, I went to school for fine art but ended up with only a tangential job—having started as a web designer, I now lead a product team at a tech company, managing designers and developers. My main outlet for drawing became the group’s biweekly treks. I’ve seen my art evolve a lot over the years, from pencil to ink to grayscale marker to watercolors to vivid iPad painting. I’ve gotten a lot faster, too, since I need to simultaneously draw and play host. Most of the sketches in this book were done in thirty to sixty minutes.
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Fort Tryon Park

I definitely have my favorite places, and I hope you’ll also discover yours. And the next time you’re strolling in New York—or walking around anywhere, for that matter—stray off the beaten path. You never know what hidden secrets you may find.

—Jesse Richards
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