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For Lily, Willow and Rosa.


My girls. Oh how I love you.
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FOREWORD


As I type, all five of my kids are home on school holidays and a tropical storm is currently sending sheets of rain onto our tin roof. Cabin fever has set in and we could not be happier to have a copy of Sydney’s new book here to inspire creativity and connection by way of simple, sustainable crafts – crafts you can make easily from recycled materials found around the house, no need for fancy art supplies or materials.


Sustainable Play is not just an inspiring book of simple, do-able children’s crafts. While, of course, the crafts are simple in terms of materials and supplies, the book itself is a wonderful reminder of a back-to-basics approach to creative play where the activity itself is just the start of the journey.


From sourcing the cardboard and other materials to transforming them into a new object, the activities call on us to connect with our kids, to ignite their imagination and to create something from nothing. The creative process is an opportunity to spark curiosity; we can explain how an object is made, what features it has and how it functions. It’s also an opportunity to inspire new ideas and possibilities and to encourage different ways of self-expression.


At the end of each activity, you’ll have a thoughtfully created handmade craft, which becomes a new toy or play object – a toy vacuum or magic wand, a camera or a telescope. Your child can become a doctor or a fairy or a chef! Who needs a store-bought toy kitchen when you can make your own and then continue to add new objects: a kitchen mixer, a food tray, a chef hat. Hours and hours of roleplay are just waiting to be had!


I met Sydney a couple of years ago when she started contributing creative ideas on the Babyccino blog. Over the years, I have enjoyed seeing snippets of Sydney’s family life on Instagram, and have taken inspiration from her many creative ideas. There is a no-fuss simplicity to the way she lives that reminds us all what really matters on this parenting journey: taking time to be present with our kids, to connect and engage with them, to have fun with them, and to plant the seeds of curiosity and wonder in their minds and imaginations.


This is a book we will reference time and time again for new ideas and inspiration. And not just for what to do on rainy days when cabin fever has set in, but for a regular reminder to find joy in the everyday.


 


Courtney Adamo x










INTRODUCTION


The fact that you hold this book in your hands is incredible to me. It has been an amazing experience to create a playbook full of my family’s discoveries, memories and imagination. For us, choosing slow play over quick distractions, and creative ideas over plastic toys truly transformed how we spend time together as a family, how we play, connect and do our part in taking care of the planet.


It began as a collection of lists and notes scribbled in the late nights, and early hours of many mornings. I’d had my first baby the year before and was pregnant with my second. Over the moon and excited for the experience of becoming a mother again, I was also mindful of the change in dynamic that this baby would bring. Lily was already a wonderfully inquisitive, talkative and playful toddler. I pictured a tiny, snoozy, utterly-dependent-on-me baby alongside her and would think to myself, ‘How will I manage the busyness? The chaos? How will I ensure quality time with both of them, while allowing some calm for me?’ I began to give a lot of thought to this new chapter, the aspects of my life and of motherhood I wanted more of and the aspects I could do without.


[image: Illustration]


Up until that point the busyness of my life had propelled me. But now I make the most of the little moments, take my time, celebrate life’s simple pleasures and embrace the everyday. And so, I began to spend those pensive, pregnant nights, visualizing what a slower life would look like. I jotted down ideas of things the children and I could do, play and entertain ourselves with, beginning within the sanctuary of our home.


Willow was born at the end of November, the beginning of winter and the cosiest season to be bundled up indoors. Nights as expected were mostly sleepless, and while I fed a tiny Willow, I’d think up craft and play ideas for Lily and I to enjoy the next day. We made toys and invented games, all from things we found around us, things we had at home already. Empty boxes, jars, loo roll tubes, egg cartons, and so on. Before throwing anything out, I’d think – could this not be used again somehow? The magic of creating toys in this way is that the possibilities are endless. A plastic play kitchen (even a very nice one) will always be a plastic play kitchen – but a cardboard box can be transformed and reinvented over and over again, a doll’s house, a shopping basket, toy dinosaurs, a space suit. The list goes on and on! I realized that playing in this way was not only saving us money, it was allowing my children to develop their imagination and creativity. And in the process we were able to look after the planet by reducing, reusing and recycling wherever possible.
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When Willow was nine months old, we moved from the bustle of London to rural, sunny, South of France, a long-time dream of ours. Not sure exactly where we would end up, we packed minimally, taking only our favourite toys, books and clothes. Days continue to be spent crafting, all over the house or out in our garden, using things found around us. Transforming everyday household empties, reinventing classic games, experimenting in the garden, and bringing the outside in has brought us closer together. I began sharing our creations online, and in blogs and magazines, and have been so happy to realize that other families are being inspired to do the same, too. To be able to gather our favourite creations into this book has been an absolute joy.


I hope the prompts within these pages bring joy and connection to your family and home, as they have done for us. That you too enjoy discovering the endless possibilities to create and play in the fortress of your space. I hope this puts smiles on the faces of you and your children and brings twinkles to your eyes. And that play becomes more sustainable for you, too.


With love, from our family to yours


 


Sydney










CREATIVE NOTES


How to use this book


Each chapter focuses on a different room of the house, with creative ideas to play and make in each one. One way to use the book is to choose something to do according to the space you’re spending time in. The contents list at the front also details the different crafts and games you’ll find within each chapter, and so if you’re responding to your little one’s requests on particular activities, this will send you in the right direction. There’s also the index list at the back, arranged by materials – use this to quickly find inspiration for a particular material you have ready to use.


Your sustainable craft cupboard


The crafts created by my girls and me are all made from everyday empties. We don’t need arts and crafts cupboards overflowing with specially bought materials in order to make and create with our kids. Our most favourite inventions have come from an empty box or a couple of loo rolls and some string. Easy, inexpensive and good for the planet.


With three young children, I also find great value in being able to do more with less. For that reason, the necessary ‘ingredients’ for each of the crafts or games in this book are never more than six. The book uses the same materials time and time again, just in different ways to achieve different outcomes. For each craft I list what is required, but the most common ‘store-cupboard essentials’ are:
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• Cardboard


• Loo rolls


• Egg cartons


• Twine or string


• Scissors and a craft knife


• Tape


I know craft knives may not be a common tool in most homes but they do make a worthwhile investment. However, don’t worry if you don’t have one, the inner blades of sharp scissors will do the trick just as well.


I don’t specifically list colouring pencils or paint in the ‘ingredients’ lists except for when they are essential. Most of our crafts get left unpainted, or, are decorated later on by the girls as you will see throughout this book. Again, getting messy with paint and colours is not essential for making and creating – unless, of course, you and your kids want to!
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Timing and measurements


We’ve been known to spend all day or all week on a craft, coming back to it over time in quiet moments. Maybe your crafts aren’t completed in one sitting either, or maybe they are. Either way, I’ve intentionally not been prescriptive with how long these crafts will or should take. The timing of them is really to be led by you and your children.


In the same way, when you are putting together your own unique creations, your children will no doubt wish to exercise their own artistic licences! As such, exact measurements aren’t proposed in this book, though I sometimes give our measurements as a guideline.



Turning a box inside out


This is how I begin almost every craft. It means any cardboard box can be transformed into anything, irrespective of garish or loud logos! It also makes decorating super simple, providing a blank canvas for the children to make their mark on. You don’t need to turn your boxes inside out, but if you’d like to, this is the easiest way I find to do it.


1. Find the seam of the box where the box overlaps itself (usually on an inner corner), which holds it together. If the box doesn’t have one, choose any corner.


2. Gently prise this open. I use my fingers when opening up a seam and scissors when cutting along a corner.


3. Now open up the remainder of the box using scissors, if necessary, to cut along any sides that are taped together. You want to turn your box into one flat cardboard sheet.


4. Once you have your flat cardboard sheet, rebuild the box again, with the inner sides (plain, clean cardboard) now becoming the outer sides, and the outer sides (labelled or branded cardboard) now concealed within the box.


5. Finish by taping the box up to secure it, along the seam and any sides previously taped together.


Without further ado, I leave you and your little ones to enjoy your own Sustainable Play.











 


 


Project 1: Washing machine


Project 2: Vacuum cleaner


Project 3: Dustpan and brush


Project 4: Sink and cupboard


Project 5: Chef hat


Project 6: Kitchen mixer


Project 7: Oven


Project 8: Breakfast tray


Project 9: Cash register and scanner
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THE KITCHEN



For me, there is no joy to rival that of preparing delicious foods and eating them at a table surrounded by my family. The kitchen is, therefore, a sacred space for me and the rightful starting point of this book. Both my husband and I love cooking and so, from an early age, our children have been in our arms or at our feet while we pottered about in the kitchen. In some ways, the kitchen feels like the ‘base camp’ of our home. It is here that we routinely return throughout the day. Whether it be for our morning coffee and toast rituals, assembling lunches, putting together the children’s dinner or back again to prepare grown-up meals on the nights we eat separately. Not to mention the countless snack and drink preparations in between. I guess the kitchen seems, in a way, to punctuate the day, especially the slow ones, where we drift in and out to graze. As our family has grown, we have explored and enjoyed an abundance of ways to infuse even more magic into this room through craft and connection.









CLEANING IN THE KITCHEN


Doing the chores together was where this book began. I was at home, with two children under two, learning to navigate how to get things done around both of them. It made complete sense to me to get my eldest, Lily, involved with the household jobs. One, because I was grateful for the spare pair of hands, and two, because she was so eager to help. So, I would modify things so that she could do this. We would turn household jobs into opportunities for play and (less intentionally) for learning, too. This would be my first suggestion for an accessible, slow activity to enjoy in your kitchen. Whether your chores list is piled high, or there isn’t very much that needs doing (and if this is you, please tell me your secret!), playing at doing the chores is a perfect activity for either.
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Washing machine


The cardboard washing machine was the first ‘appliance’ I made for Lily. I went on to make all manner of appliances, from an iron, toaster and hairdryer, to a record player and a kitchen mixer (see here), but this was the very first one. It was a night-time craft, which I did after the kids were in bed, ready for her to wake up to in the morning. While craft is one of my favourite ways to connect with my children, it’s also a great way to connect with myself. I often spend a leisurely evening (while my husband Stuart prepares dinner) crafting something for the girls, or for a friend or for me. I modelled the washing machine on ours and jokingly asserted to Stuart that I’d teach Lily how to put a load of laundry on herself. Unknowingly then, I was right. But it taught me, too, the joy of creating a toy for my child, one she’d go on to use endlessly. It was then that I learned that toys do not have to be store-bought to be brilliant and provide so much fun.
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What you will need:


• Large cardboard box


• Small cardboard box (or milk/juice carton)


• 2 × loo roll tubes


• Scissors


• Tape


• Optional: bubble wrap (for screen), scrap paper (for turning dial cover), medium-sized box (to sit drawer on), dinner plate and cereal bowl (for outline guides), glue


1. Tape up the front side of the large box, if it is not taped up already. The back side can be left open to make adjustments from the inside as needed.


2. Mark out the position of the detergent drawer at the top, using the small box or carton as a template. Remove the top of the carton, turning it from a box to a drawer. Set the removed cardboard top aside to use for button details later. Cut around the detergent drawer on the large box with a craft knife or scissors, before sliding the smaller box in to place.
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3. For the machine door, you’ll need to cut out two circles – one for the screen within the door, and the other for the door itself. I used a dinner plate and cereal bowl as a guide for drawing the outlines of these on to the front of the large box. Cut around the cereal bowl outline, removing the cut-out circle completely. Cut around your dinner plate outline too, but only three quarters of the way round to leave a hinge for the door. Fold back the remaining quarter so that the door can be opened and closed (A).


4. The loo rolls are used as a filter and turning dial – the filter positioned at the bottom left corner of the machine and the turning dial sits at the top right. Cut around your loo rolls in these positions on the large box to create gaps for the loo rolls to sit in (B).


5. Before placing the loo rolls in their spaces, fold the ends inwards so as they appear closed. Alternatively, you can take a circle of scrap paper and tape this across the ends, and your little one can then mark settings onto it. Place your loo roll turning dial and filter into the gaps cut out. To allow your turning dial to actually turn, open the box up from the back side and cut slits all around the end of the roll. Fold these back against the box, and the dial will now turn on the other side.


6. If you have a medium-size box lying around, fit this inside your washing machine, so that the detergent drawer sits on top and stays level. Alternatively, you could tape a kitchen roll underneath the drawer (inside the box) for the drawer to sit on.


7. To finish, add more details if you feel like it. I stuck a scrap of bubble wrap across the inside of the washing machine door, for a washing bubble screen. I used the set-aside lid of the smaller box to cut buttons out and craft a control panel and an on/off switch.


8. Tape the back of the box up when complete!




COLOUR IN THE WASHING MACHINE


This is an idea that came to me one weekend as I was wading through laundry with my keen apprentice by my side. As usual, Lily was so happy helping, busying herself with loading, unloading and passing me pegs. I thought to myself ‘How can I engineer it so that she can do this entire sequence independently?’ By highlighting the settings I use on the actual washing machine with felt tip she was able to turn the dial to the highlights. Already able to pour the detergents into the drawer, and fill and unpack, this was just the little help she needed to be able to give me the most help! Remember to use a wipeable marker if using pen! I didn’t and so my preferred washing highlights still remain on the machine of the first house we rented! Oops. Better yet, colour in little strips of tape or use stickers, so these can be easily removed once they get the hang of it.
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Vacuum cleaner


Both my girls are utterly obsessed with the vacuum cleaner, so vacuuming is usually a job I’ll give to one of them to do, as it’s such a simple but effective way they can help. There were times, however, when they were scared of the vacuum cleaner (Willow) or saw that our dogs were scared of it and so were scared, too (Lily), and this craft would have been great for overcoming that. It also would have been good for the times where they were keen to vacuum, but I was keen for them not to – either because there was nothing to vacuum or I had a headache! But actually, this craft wasn’t anything to do with solving a problem, it was just a great way to put to good use a lot of empty kitchen roll tubes we had lying around. Another experiment in my toy making, it worked so well and was so enjoyed by the girls that for a while our actual vacuum cleaner was utterly forgotten and that chore again fell to me!


What you will need:


• Wrapping paper tube (or 3 kitchen rolls)


• 2 × cardboard sheets


• Cardboard box


• Twine or string


• Scissors


• Tape
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1. Begin by cutting the wrapping paper tube to size. If using kitchen rolls, I found three of these worked well. Tape these together.


2. Take one cardboard sheet and cut it into rectangular segments. Make a little stack of these segments, all the same size, for the head of your hoover. Depending on the size of your cardboard sheet you may be able to get lots of the same sized segments, which you can tape one on top of the other, or perhaps you will just have two. Either way works perfectly well. Once taped together, set aside.
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3. Cut four slits in the north, east, south and west positions at one end of the kitchen roll or wrapping paper tube, and fold these back towards the tube.


4. Tape these down onto the hoover head of stacked segments and the stick of your hoover is complete.


5. Next, turn to the cardboard box, which is the second part of your hoover. If the box has a lid, you need not do anything. If it doesn’t, cut an opening so that the inside can be checked on easily. This box opening represents the home of the dust bag (A). I like to add a few ‘real’ features to my toys to incorporate some learning and understanding of how the non-cardboard appliance actually works. This might be something your little one wants to draw in or decorate themselves – we stuck in some paper packaging to represent this.


6. From the second cardboard sheet, cut two circles for wheels, and two little squares for hoover switch details. We stuck down two switches to the hoover head to represent the switches for carpet or smooth flooring, and used tape on the circle shapes for wheel spokes. Again, your little one may like to draw these on themselves instead. Stick all your details down.


7. The final step is just to connect the two parts of the hoover. Cut a long length of twine or string, tape one end to the top of the ‘hoover stick’ and the other end to the underside of the ‘hoover box’.
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Dustpan and brush


This is a not a creation that Lily instantly took to. She was more interested in the scraps and cuttings made while creating it than the finished article! So, I left it on the coffee table and we went about our day. Later on, I found her emphatically sweeping the kitchen floor (and then the walls) with her new toy! I’m really happy that she enjoys this version, rather than our actual dustpan and brush, which lives under the kitchen sink, dusty and covered in cobwebs! You may choose to begin this craft by turning your box inside out. I always do, preferring to have a plain outer side that my girls may or may not choose to decorate. It can sometimes be tricky to paint over cereal boxes as their often shiny outer layer can require lots of paint (and lots of patience) to entirely cover. If you also prefer a plainer side, see here in the Creative Notes section for my tips on turning your box inside out.
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