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The Foster Spotlights the Journeys of 
Watercolorist Tony Foster 
words by SHERYL NONNENBERG

I t has been described 
as a “hidden gem” 
and an “oasis of calm 

in the midst of Silicon 
Valley.” It is The Foster, a 
14,000-square-foot for-
mer industrial warehouse 
in Palo Alto that houses 
the work of just one art-
ist, Tony Foster. But far 
from being a monograph-
ic museum, The Foster 
has a broader and very 
timely mission: “to inspire 
connection to art and the 
natural world.”  
   How the museum’s cre-
ator and staff have under-
taken to achieve this lofty 
goal is a unique story and 
one that could only hap-
pen on the Peninsula, in 
the cradle of innovation. 
It is also a case study in 
how a nonprofit institu-
tion learned to pivot and 
adapt to the unexpected 
disruption caused by a 
worldwide pandemic.

OASIS 
OF CALM

The Foster is the brain-
child of Jane Woodward, 
a lifelong Palo Alto resi-
dent and adjunct profes-
sor at Stanford University. 
Jane, a geologist, is also 
a founder of MAP Energy, 
an energy investment 
firm. During a visit to the 
Natural History Museum 
at the Smithsonian in the 
late 1980s, Jane first en-
countered a Tony Foster 
watercolor wilderness 
Journey—John Muir’s 
High Sierra. This led to 
her meeting Tony and she 
began to collect Foster’s 
artworks. Deciding that 
each of Foster’s Jour-
neys, a series of artworks 
based on a wilderness 
theme, makes a more 
forceful statement when 
seen in its entirety, she 
embarked upon a plan to 
create a nonprofit mu-
seum to hold them intact 
and share them.

OPPOSITE: Atacama Desert—Valle de la Luna—Above Duna Grande Looking 50° NE 2015, for the Exploring Beauty: Waterco-
lours from the Wild Journey. Watercolor and graphite on paper, stone in acrylic box, sand in glass tube with red wax seal, map.
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ing and canoeing around the 
remote parts of New England. 
Interest in the resulting water-
colors inspired him to continue 
his passion as an artist-explorer, 
and soon Foster had developed 
a network of fellow travelers, 
scientists and art collectors who 
wanted to help and sometimes 
join along. “Tony is charis-
matic and gregarious but 
also humble and kind,” 
observes Anne. “He has 
always attracted people 
who believe in him and 
support him.”

Fellow adventurers, whom 
Foster refers to as “companions,” 
do everything from arranging for 
equipment to setting up tents to 

After acquiring Sacred 
Places: Watercolor 
Diaries from the Ameri-

can Southwest, Jane began to 
form The Foster in 2013, and the 
museum opened its doors to the 
public in 2016. 

Soon, school groups, senior 
groups, artists and naturalists 
were making appointments to 
visit and enjoy Tony Foster’s de-
pictions of such far-flung places 
as Mount Everest, Costa Rica, 
Guyana, the Grand Canyon and 
the Andes. Educational program-
ming that included lectures, art 
lessons and tours were in full 
swing, only to be curtailed by 
COVID in March of 2020. “Ap-
proximately 20,000 visitors came 

to the museum during the first 
four years,” notes co-director 
Anne Baxter. “We were rolling 
and building, so it was frustrat-
ing to have a seizure of all that 
programming.”

It was also a drastic change for 
the 75-year-old Tony Foster who, 
for 40 years, has been traveling 
the globe in order to create his 
watercolor diaries. A native of 
Cornwall, England, Foster started 
out as an art educator and Pop 
artist but soon discovered that 
his love of travel, passion for 
the environment and skills as a 
watercolorist could be combined. 
One of his first expeditions was 
to follow in the footsteps of 
Henry David Thoreau by walk-

“If people are struck by 
the beauty of the paint-
ings I have brought 
out of the backcountry 
(and I hope they are), I 
hope too, they will pon-
der on the fragility of 
the places described.”
        - Tony Foster

OASIS 
OF CALM

ABOVE: Tony Foster painting at Point Sub-
lime, Grand Canyon, for his Searching for a 
Bigger Subject Journey, 2004.
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making food for the group. Some 
are collectors who want to see and 
experience the landscapes Foster 
captures. Others are naturalists 
who just enjoy the challenge of 
living in the wild. For Foster, the 
objective is clear: “I have drawn 
my inspiration from the sublime 
beauty of the wilderness.” 

Once Foster has found 
the desired setting, he 
sets up his work space 
and paints for hours at 
a time. Watercolor, be-
cause it is quick-drying 
and very portable, is his 
medium of choice. He 
has worked in some of 
the most adverse condi-
tions—rain, wind, snow 
and sleet, and has even 
sketched underwater (he 
is a longtime scuba diver). 

Foster often completes his work 
back in Cornwall but never refers 
to photographs. Instead, he relies 
upon his detailed diary entries 
and the various souvenirs that he 
might paint, be gifted or gather 
onsite. These could be leaves, 
rocks, feathers or pieces of bone. 
Oftentimes, these small objects 
will be placed at the bottom of 
his framed work. They serve as 
talismans and reminders of the 
fragile nature of these locations.

Told by a New York City galler-
ist that his work was unaccept-
able because it was “just too 
beautiful,” Foster has embraced 
his role as chronicler of places 
that are awe-inspiring and worthy 
of saving for future generations. 
A look at the catalog, Exploring 
Beauty, reveals the extraordinary 
range of his representational 

“It seems humanity, in its heedless 
rush, seldom has time to study the inti-
mate tangle of a forgotten wild corner.”
           - Tony Foster

ABOVE (top to bottom): Ilulissat from 400’ above Our Camp at Kingigtoq Looking 
220º True SW across the Kangia 2001, for both the WaterMarks: Watercolour Diaries 
from Swamps to Icebergs and Exploring Beauty: Watercolours from the Wild Jour-
neys. Watercolor and graphite on paper, melted iceberg in glass jar, map; Luxulyan 
Valley Hedge 2015, for the Exploring Beauty: Watercolours from the Wild Journey. 
Watercolor and graphite on paper.
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skills. The Atacama Desert in 
Chile is a study of brown and 
ochre hues, a rugged landscape 
devoid of human interaction. In 
France, Mont Blanc takes center 
stage, snow-covered and remote, 
while the foreground is dotted 
with spring flowers and green 
hills. Even the frigid landscape of 
Greenland is lovingly portrayed in 
pastel hues, while Foster’s diary 
explains, “worked from 8:00am to 
11:30pm, frozen and exhausted.” 

“His art is really a story, 
from the time he tears off 
the first piece of paper 
to the final brushstroke,” 
notes co-director Eileen 
Howard. She shares that a 
trip to Green River as part 
of his next Journey had to 
be postponed due to the 
pandemic but that Foster 
has found inspiration 
close to home. “He recon-
nected with beauty in his 
own backyard,” she says, 
“creating a series of Lock-
down Diaries.” Another ear-
lier project, entitled A Year in the 
Life of a Cornish Hedge, captures 
the seasonal changes of a spot 
he passes by each day. 

The Foster staff has kept 
busy since the museum’s clo-
sure. Anne explains that Jane 
suggested pivoting to online 
programming, continuing many 
of their art lessons and lectures. 

OASIS 
OF CALM

ABOVE: Dive 132 Little Cayman 2013, for the Exploring Beauty: Watercolours from the 
Wild Journey. Watercolor and graphite on paper, Caran d’Ache pencil on plastic vel-
lum, dive record. RIGHT: Tony Foster sketching underwater in the Cayman Islands for 
his Exploring Beauty: Watercolour Diaries from the Wild Journey, 2013.
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“Tony was resistant to Zoom at 
first,” she recalls, but soon he 
was participating in a series of 
interviews (“Conversations with 
Tony Foster”) that can be seen 
on the museum’s website. In 
addition, Eileen shares that the 
museum is overseeing a Journey 
Exhibition Archival Project, in 
which every aspect of Tony’s 17 
Journeys is being documented. 
They work from the art and arti-
facts collected during each trip, 
interviews, maps and Tony’s diary 
notes. Consultation with Tony 
allows them to record the ‘where, 

how, who and why,’ along with 
the effects of each one. Says 
Anne, “People love Tony and we 
also share his mission of protect-
ing wilderness areas. That is the 
bigger mission.”

The museum is currently ac-
cessible by appointment, and 
The Foster staff is in the process 
of planning how to more broadly 
reopen the museum to the public 
and to ramp up its programming. 
They are also open to renting the 
facility to organizations aligned 
with their environmental mission. 
But first, the public needs to find 

“My paintings do not simply describe the look of 
the landscape. They also attempt to say some-
thing about the journey: observations, personal 
anecdotes, the flora and fauna, geology, history 
and culture of the route. Although the souvenirs 
may seem arbitrary, seen together they make 
up a coherent body of observation.”
              - Tony Foster

ABOVE: Mont Blanc 2012, for the Exploring Beauty: Watercolours from the Wild Journey. 
Watercolor and graphite on paper, dried wildflower in acrylic box, map.
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What’s in a Journey?
British Artist-Explorer Tony Foster’s artwork is “all 
about Journeys.” On exhibition at The Foster are 
two complete watercolor wilderness Journeys, a 
retrospective exhibition featuring artworks from 15 
previous Journeys and an orientation that de-
scribes Foster’s approach to art making and gives 
an overview of his travels and exhibition history.

Exploring Beauty: Watercolour Diaries 
from the Wild 
This Journey spans the globe with painting sites 
nominated by leading scientists, explorers, writ-
ers and environmentalists as “the most beautiful 
places in the world.”

Sacred Places: Watercolour Diaries from 
the American Southwest 
Foster traveled to the Four Corners region to 
paint landscapes deemed sacred by Native 
Americans, Catholics, Mormons and New Age 
practitioners for this Journey.

ABOVE (top to bottom): A museum interior view of Sacred Places: Watercolour Diaries from the 
American Southwest Journey; The Foster co-directors Anne Baxter and Eileen Howard.



their way to this industrial district 
in south Palo Alto. 

Museum manager Deb 
Waltimire, who recently 
joined the staff after a stint 
at the Disney Family Muse-
um, acknowledges, “We are 
a hidden gem in a commer-
cial area.” Anne agrees, 
adding, “So much thought 
has been given to the expe-
rience here, the colors, the 
lighting, the displays. It’s a 
lovely, engaging mood.”  
   The staff has considered other 
potential sites but ended up feel-
ing that they are right where they 
belong. “You don’t have to travel 
the world, but if you want to, come 
to The Foster,” encourages Eileen.

And what will the long-term 
future hold for this art museum 
with a mission? Anne speaks 
with assurance that The Foster 
will continue to protect and share 
Tony Foster’s Journeys and mes-
sage. “We are really committed to 

Join the Journey 

Open by appointment 
made online at thefoster.
org/visit or by calling 
650.209.7177.
thefoster.org

that,” she asserts. 
As for Jane, whose passion for 

the environment and conserva-
tion converged with the peripa-
tetic Journeys of a watercolorist 
from Cornwall to create a truly 
unique institution? She hopes, 
“That we become better known 
as a hidden jewel museum here 
in Palo Alto—a place of beautiful 
art and peaceful reflection.”  

 

ABOVE (top to bottom): Tony Foster and Jane Woodward on the San Juan River, a paint-
ing trip for his Journey Sacred Places: Watercolour Diaries from the American South-
west; Tony Foster in his studio in Cornwall, England.

“We must keep wilder-
ness as wilderness—
we cannot continue to 
use the world as if ours 
is the only generation 
which needs it.”
        - Tony Foster
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