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A map of the author’s yard. Illustration © Chris Shields.










Author’s Note

I hope readers will take time to peruse the Notes section at the end of this book. It includes many backyard biology tidbits that didn’t quite fit the narrative, but that nonetheless enhance the discussion, such as stargazing dung beetles, the bird chasers of Rome, and the reason there would be no pesto, mint tea, or medicinal marijuana if the world didn’t abound with glandular trichomes.

Also, I would like to make two points about vocabulary. Many chapters in this book feature examples of “citizen science,” collaborations between professionals and laypeople that can transform everyday observations into cutting-edge research. Though the movement is widely embraced, the term itself has come under criticism, leading to the proposal of more inclusive alternatives, such as “community science” or “participatory science.” With no replacement yet agreed upon, I have elected to maintain the traditional phrase for the sake of clarity. Related issues of inclusion also apply to the term “backyard biology,” with its implication that anyone and everyone has ready access to a yard. But the word “backyard” can also be applied more broadly, to any place near where people live—a neighborhood, a local landscape, or even a home region. Nor is the traditional concept of a “yard” necessary for meaningful nature exploration. I know someone who spotted an unusual leafcutter bee nesting on her porch, and I have another friend who found a rare flower mutation on a potted plant inside a tiny urban apartment. I use the phrase “backyard biology” with its most general definition in mind, celebrating stories that emphasize curiosity, an essential ingredient for connecting with nature anywhere.
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