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To my mum, Lesley, who was in a constant mode of creativity as I was growing up – from amazing birthday cakes, to party dresses and outfits made from scratch, and all that amazing cooking! Trying her hand at anything. She created so many special moments for our family and I'm forever grateful. Lol x










Foreword
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I adore the spirit of Laura’s books. Like so many of us, I have been on a journey to find a little more peace and much more joy in my day. To sit more, to linger more, to slow down much more. To worry less about the unimportant, and to spend more time, every day, out in nature – because we truly are nature, and time outside never fails to make me feel that bit better.


Reading an advance copy of this book – congrats Laura for another banger of a book! – gives me so much inspiration for everyday creativity. For example, it reminds me of the joy of writing and receiving a homemade card. As a godmother to five children, about 10 years ago I bought some alphabet stamps and an ink pad and made ‘Welcome to the world’ cards for each child. Some parents framed them for their children’s bedrooms. I must go and dig out that stamp set again – it was always such a fun and satisfying thing to do.


Once I was on a retreat when we were given a large pebble and invited to write one word on it – something which we wanted much more of in our lives. My word was NATURE and it still sits on my desk. I love Laura’s joyful invitation to paint a pebble, so now I plan to adorn mine using the mandala technique. I am so inspired by her idea of painting the dots to embrace a lovely rhythm to go with the flow.


This book celebrates many things that are not traditionally thought of as creative, including cooking. I started my food career about 12 years ago as a private chef for bands and actors who wanted feelgood cooking and home-cooked familiar foods while they were away on tour. As well as wanting to cook with taste and ease as the priority, I like to cook and share recipes with my mental and physical health in mind. It’s not just about what I’m cooking or the end result, it’s the intention behind it and the rare chance to put my phone down and enjoy the experience of making something from scratch. The kitchen becomes a digital-free zone and that in itself is wonderful. What a relief to be disconnected and, hopefully, left alone!


At the stove, I remember that when I’m cooking, I’m honouring plants, farmers, soil, nature, Mother Earth. I also love that I connect more with my bloodline and heritage, and my mother’s side of the family from the Philippines who I’ve sadly only met twice but I’m getting to know and bond with through their recipes.


One of the joys of making something homemade is also the chance to share it. I don’t know about you, but I want more positive, inspiring news stories of people in the community using their hands (and feet) to do something for someone else – volunteers knitting blankets for premature babies, school kids painting artworks to adorn hospital wards, ‘guerilla gardeners’ transforming green spaces in urban environments, runners who use their jogging time to get outdoors and fetch prescriptions for the elderly, soup kitchens for the homeless and volunteers who cook for parents who don’t always have the time or resources to home-cook for their families. Having moved country, house and school many times as a child and experienced long-term illness in my family, the positive moments that stand out are the homemade gifts of casseroles, curries, cakes and cookies left on our doorstep to welcome, to commiserate, to remind us we weren’t alone. ‘From my heart to yours, from my hands to yours’.
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I love bringing the outdoors in. I write this in the winter months, so like Laura suggests, I’ve got a selection of pinecones, rosemary and leaves on my table. They pleasingly distract from the pile of bills and remind me to get outside before it gets dark. There are also some clementines, walnuts in their shells and a few stunning pomegranates too. For now, they’re making the table more inviting but, at the weekend, I’ll turn those ruby jewel seeds into a ginger pomegranate cocktail and I’ll throw the rest on top of my trifle for my post Sunday roast pud! On my summer tables, I pile any ingredients that haven’t gone into the cooking or on the barbecue in the centre of the table – lemons, ripe tomatoes, little pots of basil and oregano too. It looks and smells beautiful. In under a minute, I can pretend I’ve got a taste of Tuscany in my East London kitchen.


I have picked up many of my thrifty and brilliantly frugal sustainable tips from my Mum – her best ‘waste not want not’ tip is to gather up leftover citrus peels, particularly orange and satsumas. When she’s used the oven for dinner, she turns off the heat, scatters them in the oven on a tray and lets them ‘cook’ as the oven cools down. The glorious smell of them! No need to waste money on candles, she says!


Laura’s also given me a great idea for using up my extra rosemary and all the lemon peels I have after cooking. Her ‘recipe’ for a heavenly homemade facial steam mix looks fantastic – quick and easy and using up what I’ve already got. I know I could certainly enjoy 10 minutes of that reinvigorating spa feeling to break up a busy afternoon and give me a welcome boost of energy.


I’ve already texted my girlfriends about Laura’s brilliant idea for a craft club – we want to get together one evening next month to make a seasonal wreath. I’ve only ever made a wreath at Christmas but she’s right: when it brings so much joy, why not have a wreath whenever you want? I just love the idea of a wreath adorning my front door, all year round, representing nature as it evolves throughout the months, cheerfully welcoming my friends and greeting me when I get home.


I’m off for a daily walk and when I’m back from the cold, I will be heating up a hearty portion of homemade soup. It’s comfortingly beige because it’s made up of all the root vegetables that need using up. It’s JUST a vegetable soup but the act of making a simple nourishing meal, just for me, feels like I’m taking care of myself.


Last year, I promised myself to make time for more ‘laptop-free lunches’ during the week – better for stress, better for digestion, a chance to connect with myself for a moment. So I’ll take 15 minutes, just me and my bowl, staring out of the window and enjoying my own company while resisting making another To Do list in my head! The hoovering and emails can wait, and those muddy-flecked tracksuit bottoms can happily do another day of walking without a wash. And I’m reminded to pause, take a big breath and notice all the moments of joy in this day.


Melissa Hemsley










Introduction
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When I decided to write a book for adults on craft and creative connection, I knew I had to explore my own relationship with creativity and how it makes me feel. How do I get into the mood to create? Does my mood impact my choice of activity? How can I align the desire to ‘do’ or ‘make’ with a harmonious environment? What can I take from the freedom of play in childhood and apply to my life now, as an adult?


I want this book to speak to those of you who have never before thought to make a homemade gift for a friend or a beauty product for yourself; for those of you who struggle to carve out any time for yourself to create, play or try something new. I craft and create a lot because it makes me feel good, but I also appreciate the limitations we have in terms of time and resources, so I want to provide a different way of looking at ‘me time’, at slowing down and embracing simplicity.


I crave creative time. As a mother to two young girls and a beautifully busy home, finding time alone or time to ‘be’ without responsibility is near impossible, but I do realize more and more the importance of self-care (or ‘soul care’, as someone recently suggested to me). I don’t mean self-care in the form of getting my nails or hair done; I mean thinking about what I need and who I am, then doing something to nurture that. That is why, when I do create the space for myself, I am often found attempting to garden (I am not a natural but I am learning and I adore getting soil-covered hands), drawing for quiet contemplation, designing something to exercise my imagination, investigating little things in nature, making a homemade beauty product for myself or a friend, or cooking up a hearty, seasonal soup! I do all of these things because they help me connect with my creativity, and that is what makes me feel replenished.


For me, there is a strong link between creativity and well-being, because as a person who finds it incredibly hard to just sit down and rest, I need to find outlets to re-charge and to balance my emotions.


Looking after ourselves is so important. Whether you are a single person, in a partnership, or a parent, we all need to put ourselves at the top of our list and discover what self-care means to us, then carve out enough space for it. I am very much on a journey of discovery with this myself. With ongoing back pain, I recently had to take some time to rest and evaluate the way I operate day to day, as well as my constant need for action and avoidance of being still. It certainly feels uncomfortable at first to be purging yourself of your most valued coping strategies, but I know on the other side of that is a more balanced, flowing life with the equilibrium we all deserve.


[image: image]


My Creative Journey


When I was at school, I was sure I wanted to be an actress, but when I reflect on those years, drama was never my favourite subject. Actually, I’d find performing nerve-wracking, and whenever I had to do something in front of a large group, I’d get red blotches on my skin. Floored by anxiety, I’d often forget lines in drama exams or plays.


In fact, when I look back, I was actually happiest when darting towards the art room as soon as the end-of-day bell rang, where I would work on marvellous (and sometimes dubious) clay creations with my art-room pals, perched on the high, paint-splattered stools, listening to the radio while chatting, creating, laughing and chatting some more. We loved this place with its atmosphere of a secret society, and I treasured the time spent working on sketchbooks or painting. I never felt the pressure of having to perform in the art room, and it was a relief.


Even though I knew it at the time to some extent, only now can I truly appreciate how important and special those art-room sessions were. All those tools and materials at the tips of our chipped-nail varnished fingers; firing things in a kiln, carving patterns into lino for print-making, painting in oils and acrylics, sketchbooks filled with charcoal-scribbled figures, cross-sections of plants in fine pencil, still life (always a bunch of grapes or an apple) and collage. Deadlines weren’t necessarily met, but projects were eventually displayed for students and parents to observe, and we were mostly left to our own devices. More than anything, our precious after-school club gave us the space to be CREATIVE.


[image: image]


I found it very hard to concentrate or listen at school. I certainly had joie de vivre and loved a prank, adored school food (surprisingly) and was lucky to have some of the best friends I could dream of. In class, however, I chose to doodle in my folders instead of looking up at the teachers. In fact, there was one particular occasion when I was drawing something incredibly detailed in my film studies file when I was asked by the teacher to stop what I was doing and watch the film, to which I replied, without looking up, ‘I’m listening.’ Unfortunately for me, we were watching the (highly regarded) Japanese film Rashomon, which was subtitled, so either I was fluent in Japanese or a little too big for my boots (I’ll let you guess which was correct!). While doodling and in the creative space generally, I was really at peace. I remember once being informed that doodling could actually help information to ‘sink in’, and when I had that in my armoury, there was no end to my artwork.
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During my childhood, creativity wasn’t only being nurtured within the four walls of the art room or on my school folders, but also at home. From a very young age, I was often seen with friends in a living-room catwalk show, bin bags strapped to us with Sellotape, mimicking, to our very best ability, high-fashion dresses, or in the garden making mud pies and crushing rose petals into water to create murky perfumes. There were second-hand sales outside our houses with painted signs inviting people to look at our wares: ‘20p for a lollipop’ – nearly always purchased by a kind family member in the end. The innovation and determination were certainly there, and my creativity was mobilized through the trends of my youth – like bracelet making. Oh, how we loved a bracelet swap or shop among my friends. A favourite shop of mine to go to, now sadly gone, was Helio’s Fountain in the Grass Market in Edinburgh, with the most fantastic array of beads and jewellery-making tools I’d ever seen – a real wonderland for the budding creative. I’d drag my mum or gran along and stock up on clasps, tiny glass beads, faux-pearls, wooden shapes and stretchy silicone elastic using whatever pocket money I had, then I’d get to work the minute I was over the threshold of our home. Writing down in my notebook what my potential earnings might be, I really felt anything was possible; I was planning to open a hairdresser’s with the money I was to make from selling those bracelets. So many ideas . . . so much joy! Do you remember what your blue-sky thinking was as a child?
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It is so natural for children to find their creative flow and to experiment without being hindered by the outcome. I am interested in this and I want to guide others towards this same light-heartedness for craft and creative projects, with a great hope that it can then be implemented, even in small ways, in everyday life. And that access to it becomes much more readily available, and trying new things less scary. A good example of this would be thinking of a way of using ingredients you already have and having the confidence to create a meal with them, reducing waste, saving money and nourishing your family all at the same time. When I am in creative flow, I lose myself in a world of wonder, where I feel joy, confidence and presence, and there is no hesitation. It is not always easy to get there and sometimes it really needs to be charmed out – it certainly can’t be found when I am trying to be too many things at once – but I do feel the subtle shift in mood when I just start doing, making and creating.


Joy and Play


I learned as a mother that in play and craft with my two daughters I was able to evoke that same freedom to flow, even just for a moment, if I let go of final results, if I surrendered to the moment and looked for the joy and the play within the craft or activity we were doing. This was the inspiration behind my first book, The Joy Journal for Magical Everyday Play. This was a compilation of mine and my daughters’ favourite things to do together on rainy days, during bathtimes, in nature and to calm down, and I wrote it for other parents as much as children. I wanted to offer insight into the ways I was able to bond and connect with my girls and welcome all that comes with that, from mess and mistakes to gentle, fun play. I had given the parent’s point of view considerable thought and wrote anecdotes for some of the activities to really invite readers into the ups and downs of experimenting and trying new things (and to reassure them that, yes, my daughter throws clay at the wall too or sticks her bum in the carefully arranged water sensory bowl!). I also wanted to try to find ways of making things without buying lots. This was not just for sustainability and economical reasons, but because the simplicity and limitations of some traditional recipes and ideas offered room for growth, for the individual’s own input and also for so much heart. When things are pared back, it not only makes them more accessible for parents who might be short on time or resources, but also gives space for people to be themselves.
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After the book came out, I was bowled over by the volume of pictures I was seeing of creations from the book . . . squishy-soap, play dough, nature wands and paper bag crowns – all different, all beautiful – but it was the accompanying notes from parents that really moved me. The stories from those who were finding their flow, tapping into nostalgia for their own childhood, remembering things they had done with parents or grandparents and the re-connecting to their playful side. I wanted to invite parents to unleash their creativity with total acceptance for whatever came out of it.




‘. . . creative living is any life where a human being routinely, as an almost spiritual practice, chooses the path of curiosity over the path of fear.’


Elizabeth Gilbert, Calm Masterclass,


‘Creative Living Beyond Fear’





I used to think the term ‘creativity’ only applied to artists or inventors, and to the very greatest at that. That somehow it was a term used only when a masterpiece or life-changing piece of technology had been produced. It is now in adulthood that I know and embrace the fact that creativity is possible in almost everything we do, and it is in all of us, somewhere. There is creativity in cooking a meal, in getting dressed, putting on make-up, brainstorming an idea in the workplace, wrapping a gift, playing with our kids, writing a note to a friend, dancing, doodling, arranging flowers, playing an instrument, problem-solving, building, being curious, taking a new path, seeing a pattern or colours in nature . . . and the list goes on.


Creativity gives us the possibility of changing a fleeting idea into an actual, physical thing. For some people this comes easily; for others it needs to be exercised regularly; and for many it may be deep, deep down and hidden beneath responsibility, fear, tiredness and overwhelm. The Joy Journal For Grown-ups will invite you to access that long-lost, buried ability as well as encouraging you to discover talents anew, so that you can also seek joy in craft and connect with your creative self in everyday life.


[image: image]










How To Use This Book
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This book is an invitation to yourself. Whether you feel like crafting, relaxing, getting outdoors or gifting, there are activities and ideas here to entice you into a new form of self-care and ‘me’ time. They will take you through the seasons and slot into your day-to-day life with a conscious and creative approach, embracing simple pleasures and inspired by my enjoyment of all things homemade and nostalgic.


Wherever you place yourself in the world and whatever your skill set, I wanted to bring together a compendium of crafts that will appeal to everyone. For me, crafting and creative self-care is nourishing for my soul, and so I have set the activities out in a way that I hope will offer you more than just the making or doing. I hope this book prompts you to have fun, explore, gather and celebrate, and also that, beyond these pages, you will have the confidence to utilize your own unique talent and incredible imagination and take these prompts to new places – personalizing and customizing them all to suit your mood.




‘You can’t use up creativity.
The more you use, the more you have.’


Maya Angelou, from an interview in Bell Telephone Magazine





I have divided the chapters up by occasion, so if you feel like capturing a moment to yourself to get swept away in the peace and quiet of making, then Chapter 1 is that invitation ‘To the Self’. Thanks to some favourite kitchen-cupboard beauty products and tips, self-care treats and handy meditative craft ideas, you can use these prompts to carve out that much-needed down time.


If it’s within the natural world that you seek your power, then going ‘Into Nature’ will be your first stop, with journalling, flower pressing or working with natural materials in new and unusual ways. Bringing the outdoors into the home is also the perfect way of honouring the seasons.


Through the unprecedented lockdowns of 2020 we have developed new rituals within our homes, for ourselves and for our families, along with new ways to mark birthdays, holidays and festivities. ‘To Celebrate’ is the chapter dedicated to these homemade ideas, thoughtful actions and low-cost ways of bringing that joy of an event into your lives.


There is always an opportunity to be kind and ‘To Give’, and with the many benefits of both craft and generosity, there is plenty of nourishment to be found in this chapter – whether you are sending something in the post or adding special touches to a gift.


The final chapter has the most unlimited potential, with prompts for how to gather with others who have a similar interest, set up craft circles and bring something new and exciting into the lives of your nearest and dearest: ‘To Gather’ also provides some thoughts on ice-breakers and tried-and-tested group structures that you can make your own.


At the very beginning of this book, I have included three exercises that you can use whenever you feel stuck or feel the need to slow down. They can also be used as starting points for your creative projects, because although we don’t always have the opportunity to create and work on a blank canvas, within us lies so much potential for magic and originality.
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