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In memory of Fred Rogers




He fed my imagination, taught me about my own feelings, and made me certain that kids were worthy of respect, every day, all from the other side of a TV set.




And to my parents




My childhood was ideal and just a little strange. Thanks for helping me grow and teaching me to grow ALL THE THINGS!
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The Roots of a Wild Child




My strongest childhood memories from growing up in the suburbs of Chicago are of the relentless, everyday boredom that reliably gave way to unbelievably creative, noisy, messy, and usually outdoor play.


I remember eating breakfast and then breaking out the back door like a racehorse and not coming in unless it was absolutely necessary. My parents would set peanut butter and jelly sandwiches out on the back stoop for me like I was some kind of feral grade-schooler.


One day when I ran out of ideas for what to do, this magical set of books appeared — Making Things: The Handbook of Creative Discovery by Ann Wiseman. I don’t know where they came from or who the intended audience for these books was. (The set didn’t seem like it was for kids and it was too simple for adults.) But for me, reading them was an almost religious experience. They were quirkily hand drawn, with super hippie block print spelling out ideas for weird crafts. From simple projects like weed weaving (reimagined and included in this book here) and making things from old tin cans (which, I now realize, would surely create a bloodbath if carried out by little kids) to baking incredibly elaborate breads that looked like animals (and would never, ever fit in a normal oven), Wiseman’s ideas just set my tiny brain ablaze. I can’t even say that I actually completed a single project from the books, but they were the fuel for years of play afterward. These books gave me inspiration, goals, and constant, everlasting weird dreams about bread animals.


I can only hope that kids and parents pick up this book and feel half of what I felt about the Ann Wiseman volumes. I hope it inspires children of all ages to unplug, put on some play clothes, get dirty, and explore. I’d love to hear about your messy outdoor adventures, too. You can call me up on a phone made out of an old tin can and tell me all about them, toll free!
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My daughter, Hazel (pictured above in 2015), has as much fun playing in the yard as I did when I was her age. That’s me, in the lower photo, circa 1979.











Chapter OneForts and Other Hideaways
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We all want a place of our own — a place where we can be in charge. In your own little lair or tiny animal den, you get to be the rule maker and the decider. You can make a little hiding place that’s all yours, one that you build and decorate however you like. How you build it depends on what kind of material you have lying around, but here are some tips to get started and a few ideas to build on.
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Unplug, get outside, and make discoveries!







Scrounging for Unexpected Building Materials





Before you can build, you need construction materials.
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“Loose parts” are those magical items that you can play with and turn into whatever you want them to be. An old tire could become a spaceship. A box could be a time machine! A long length of PVC pipe could be a flagpole, part of a tent, a measuring device, a megaphone, a pea shooter, a tunnel, or a hose. I could go on and on, but I’m sure you’ll have your own great ideas.


Visiting junkyards, reuse centers, and thrift stores for bits and pieces can spur new ideas for materials, but it is important to adhere to a budget even if the original plans go out the window. Junior junkers should also consider transportation of found items. Important questions include, “How will I get this home?” “Will it fit in the car?” “Will it mess up the car?”
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Hazel has her own budget to buy loose parts today.
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Will she choose dainty, breakable housewares?
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Will she choose bigger, rustier stuff?








Loose Parts and Unexpected Playthings






	
Sheets of foam insulation. These can be carved into anything, including bricks, walls, tombstones, counters, doors, and roofs.


	
Chunks of leftover lumber. These can become building blocks, like an oversize version of Lincoln Logs or TinkerToys.


	
Pallets. These make great fort walls, roofs, and drawbridges. They can be used as a stage, an organizer for all the other loose parts, or as an imaginary jet. Work gloves are helpful if you’re worried about splinters.


	
Old tools. Having your own tools will help you avoid the hassle of having to raid a parent’s tool box.


	
Canning jars. These can be used to hold potions, insects, or bouquets; to drink from; and to make terrariums.


	
Wires. Old wires can be used to build time machines, robots, nests, radios, and other interstellar connections.


	
Buckets. They can be sandcastle forms or step stools. You can fill them with water and set them outside in winter for icy building blocks.


	
Crates. Use these as giant bricks, or add a rope to turn one into a trailer for hauling.


	
Pipes and fittings. These can be used to build a framework for any kind of hideout, especially tepees and tents.


	
Building materials. You can make structures out of old chimney pipes, shoe molding, bolts, wheels, bricks, and stones.


	
Casters. These are great for making your own carts and wheelbarrows.


	
Bike wheels. Use wheels as gears or cogs. Turn a wheel to make something happen.


	
Tires. These can become building blocks or tunnel supports.


	
Fabric. A large piece of fabric can be used to cover hideouts, snuggle up, or lie down on. You can also pile stuff on it and drag it around.


	
Chicken wire. This makes a good framework for all kinds of hideaways and a great base for weaving with pretty much anything. Use gloves to protect your hands from pokey ends.
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Forts & Playhouses





Parents: Keep Out!


You can make any old tool shed into your own private hideout! Fly your flag, hang some curtains, or set booby traps to keep intruders out. The two brothers below decked out their old play structure and turned it into a fort. Fun!






[image: Two boys in their booby trapped fort.]
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Play house or play fort — take your pick!







Natural Burrows





Let your yard go wild!
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Choose an area (or the whole yard) and see what happens when it’s left to grow as long as possible. Try burrowing through the grass and making a nest or a series of tunnels, as if you were a tiny mouse or a baby rabbit. Discover what happens when Mother Nature takes over as the designer.






[image: Captioned image.]

Make a magical bouquet from wildflowers.
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Is that Elsie or a wild tiger?






When I was little, my favorite place to play was an open space in the middle of three spruce trees that had been planted a little too close together, where the trees shed their needles (probably from lack of light). In this little hideaway, I had a wall-to-wall carpet of spruce needles, a drop in temperature because of the deep shade, cathedral ceilings, and all the coat racks a kid could want. And it was ready for play, 24/7/365.





Packing-Material Tepee





One kind of play space you can make is a tepee.
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The tepee is quite a bit warmer inside, which makes building one a great late-autumn activity.








We made one out of whatever we had lying around the house: Three 8-foot-long copper pipes, one 4-foot roll of chicken wire (it’s sharp, so make sure you’re wearing protective clothing and thick gloves when handling it!), parachute cord, zip ties, old bubble wrap, and clear packing tape. You can even build in stages and add bubble wrap as it arrives at your house in packages. No need to hurry!


There are lots of other options for building materials, too. You could build the tepee frame with PVC pipes, sticks, old lumber, or broomsticks. And you could cover it with: scraps of fabric tied to the chicken wire frame, a tarp, canvas, stuffed animals zip-tied to the chicken wire, old flip-flops, old homework, papier-mâché, or leaves and branches.
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Is it a good size to play in? I think so!


[image: A little girl running in and out of her teepee]







Make It!






	
1.Lay the pipes down next to each other, weave rope between all three pieces at the top, and tie a knot. Do this at least twice, then pop up the structure.



[image: Three pipes tied together.]







	
2.Wrap one end of the chicken wire around one of the copper pipes and zip-tie it in place. Pull the chicken wire around your tepee form and zip-tie it to each pole, overlapping the chicken wire, if necessary. (Fold any extra chicken wire to make it lay flat, or snip off irregular pieces.)



[image: Wrapping the wire around the pipes.]







	
3.Cut the chicken wire with wire cutters. Wearing gloves, bend the pointy ends in so you don’t get snagged by them (ouch!). Cut a door opening into the chicken wire wherever you like. Bend all the jagged pieces of chicken wire back flat.



[image: An entrance hole cut into the wire.]







	
4.Cover the chicken wire with bubble wrap and clear tape. Make sure the bubble wrap covers the inside and outside edges of the doorway.



[image: Bubble wrap covering the teepee.]
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