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TO MY BEAUTIFUL FAMILY, SARAH, RIVER, AND LAKELYN. HERE’S TO A LIFETIME OF ADVENTURES!
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INTRODUCTION

Less screen, more green! In the world of smartphones, tablets, and online learning, the need for children to engage with nature has never been more evident. Outdoor activities and projects inspire exploration, creativity, curiosity, learning, and a sense of wonder. Not only that; interacting with nature also fosters a healthy respect and love for the outdoors. Bottom line: Spending time on projects to help your children get outside and have fun is an investment that will not only strengthen your bond together but will create memories that will last a lifetime!

As an outdoor and survival instructor for over twenty years, I make intentional effort to try to get my kids outside as much as possible. But competing with the fast-paced world of today, where everything is available at the push of a button and usually conveniently wrapped in plastic, isn’t easy. You have to get creative and be engaged with your kids. Let them discover the many wonders of nature, the joys of being outside, the silly fun of getting a little dirty—as you have fun and learn together. That time spent together outside cooking by a campfire or casting animal tracks will create moments that will absolutely strengthen any parent-child relationship.

The Family Guide to Outdoor Adventures outlines thirty outdoor projects you can do with your kids. Each project is designed to get you and your kids outside, teach about nature, and be more fun and exciting than any phone or computer screen ever could be! Each project includes an age level so you can pick the ones best suited to your child, and a Parent’s Guide with safety advice and/or tips that will help you reinforce the learning and promote engagement. Inside you’ll find projects like:
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	Harvesting Your Own Clay

	Weaving a Cattail Duck Decoy

	Attracting Birds with a Pine Cone Bird Feeder

	Cooking Bacon and Eggs in a Paper Bag

	Making a Plastic Water Bottle Fish Trap

	Starting a Campfire Using a Ferro Rod

	Making Mud and Straw Bricks
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And as an added bonus, you’ll also be teaching your kids a sense of responsibility toward nature and themselves—skills that will benefit them long after the clay has hardened or the paint has dried.

So grab your kid, dig in, get your hands dirty, learn some cool nature facts, complete some awesome projects, strengthen your bonds, laugh, love, make memories, and get out into the wonders of nature! You’ll have the time of your lives!
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CHAPTER 1 HOW TO ENJOY NATURE TOGETHER


I’ve never met a kid who doesn’t like to play outside. It’s true, not a single one. However, the quality of their outside experiences will influence their feelings for the outdoors, positively or negatively. This chapter will help ensure that your experiences outside are positive ones. I’ve learned through trial and error that a positive experience takes effort and planning. From snacks and cleanup supplies to first aid and attitude, this chapter will present some things to consider before heading outside. These can make a huge difference in the quality of your outdoor experience!

NATURE IS ALL AROUND

There is a misconception that you must be secluded in a remote wilderness off the grid to learn outdoor skills. This couldn’t be further from the truth! Most adventures can be had just a few steps from your back door. Don’t let a lack of access to vast areas of wilderness stop you from taking your kids outside to have fun. They can often find the excitement of an undiscovered wilderness at the edge of almost any parking lot if they use their imagination. And if you have a yard larger than 6 feet by 6 feet, then you have enough room to go camping and pursue countless outdoor projects. My motto is that the backyard is the perfect place for practicing skills that you might need in the wilderness one day.

No Backyard? No Problem!

When my son was born, we lived in an apartment in the middle of town, with no yard at all. For several years until we moved, a small patch of landscaping between the parking lot and the dumpster was all the jungle we needed. We spent countless hours hidden amongst the rose bushes and decorative grasses learning skills together in our private oasis. My point is that no matter where you live, there are places to spend time outside. You may have to get a little creative, but they are there. For those of you who are urban dwellers, a few ideas include nearby community parks, patches of grass between sidewalks, landscaped areas around apartments, natural areas beside canals and waterways, and the lawns of places where people congregate such as churches.


BE FULLY ENGAGED

This book is not designed to hand off to a kid with a pat on the back and an enthusiastic “Go have fun outside!” You are a critical part to this equation. In fact, you’re the most important part. Your attitude, enthusiasm, planning, and engagement are at the very center of your child’s outside experience, at least in the beginning. Ultimately, you will be the biggest influence in how your child enjoys and appreciates the outdoors. Ask yourself—would you want to play with you outside?

It’s time to channel your inner child for a few minutes and do your best to let go of thoughts about budgets, house chores, work responsibilities, and tomorrow’s to-do list. Live in the moment and be present with your child. I’ve learned that children have a sixth sense and can tell if you’re faking interest. So take a deep breath, decompress, and get in the right headspace to have fun!

PREPARE TO GET DIRTY

Your engagement in each project is critical, but it’s very likely you might need to lighten up a bit. My wife, who is incredibly clean and tidy, is a perfect example of this. While there isn’t anything wrong with adhering to cleanliness around the house, it can be a bit of a downer in terms of outside play. She must make a conscious effort to lighten up and allow our kids to get dirty, splash in the creek, pick up frogs, get sweaty and sticky, and the list goes on. I believe the most fun outside will probably require a shower afterward—maybe even two. In a world dominated by cleanliness and disinfection, permission to “get dirty” outside adds to the adventure of it all in the mind of a child.

KEEP AN EYE ON THE WEATHER

Extreme weather conditions can taint anyone’s enthusiasm for outside play. If a child’s only experience outside is too hot, too cold, too windy, too icy, too humid, too rainy, or any other extreme, that memory will be ingrained in their brain for a long time. There are always exceptions—running through the sprinklers on a blistering hot day, sledding when it’s cold and snowy, and taking rain showers during a downpour—but when it comes to outside projects like those described in this book, it’s best to avoid or plan around weather extremes.

There are many ways to work around extreme weather. A nice campfire can solve so many cold weather problems. Heading outside in the mornings and evenings can help avoid the heat of the day. Setting up a canopy or working under a pavilion can give you the best of both worlds when it’s raining. But don’t force an outside project in extreme weather. It rarely works out and typically leads to frustration, short tempers, and even potential dangers.

There is a saying—“Hope for the best but prepare for the worst”—that is so true when venturing outside. If there is one thing that is predictable about nature, it is that it is unpredictable. Rarely does everything go according to plan. Especially when it comes to the weather, my suggestion is to be ready for anything. This is why planning ahead and having a good assortment of clothing and gear on hand is so important.

YOUR ADVENTURE BACKPACK

Whether you’re headed to the backyard, a local park, or the edge of the wilderness, a backpack with a few essentials can go a long way to making sure you get the most out of playing outside. Having a few key items can prevent the need to unexpectedly go back home. Following is a list of several items to consider taking on your adventure:


	
Water: From drinking to cleanup, water is essential for any outside project. Not having water can drive you back home quicker than just about anything else.

	
Snacks: Snack breaks can be a necessity in case of unexpected hunger or a delay in returning home, but they can also be a strategy too. You can use snack breaks to break up a project. Snacks help to keep kids engaged and these short breaks also help to hold their attention longer. Besides, what kid doesn’t love a quick snack break?

	
Change of clothes: It’s better to have extra clothes and not need them than need them and not have them! Getting dirty is fun, but trashing the car interior isn’t. Having a change of clothes just in case is always a good idea.

	
Extra sweatshirt or jacket: Whether to cut the chill or cover up from mosquitoes, having one of these on hand is always a good idea.

	
Poncho: Rain showers can come out of nowhere. Having a lightweight poncho or rain jacket on hand for everyone is really important, especially in colder seasons.

	
Cleanup supplies: Some wet wipes, paper towels, a bath towel, hand sanitizer, and any other items you can think of for cleanup can be very helpful. You should also consider packing an empty garbage bag (or two) to bring back any trash you create or for wet and dirty clothes.

	
Sunscreen: A good sunscreen can help prevent regrets tomorrow.

	
Insect repellent: Bugs, especially mosquitoes and ticks, can instantly ruin an outdoor plan. For most adventures, I use a clothing treatment called Permethrin Fabric Treatment by Sawyer. Permethrin is an insect repellent that is applied to clothing and other fabric gear. It bonds to the fabric fibers for up to six weeks or through six washings (whichever comes first) and is the most effective insect repellent I’ve ever used. I also carry a mail-in test kit for ticks by www.cutterticktest.com. If anyone in your group happens to get a tick on them, you can mail it with this kit to see if the tick is carrying any diseases. This allows you to get ahead of anything before it becomes an issue. Bugs are a part of playing outside. You can’t have one without the other, but you can take some great measures to protect yourself and your kids.

	
Blanket/chairs: A blanket is great to lay on the ground or across a log. Small camp chairs are also indispensable if you’re headed to an area that doesn’t have a picnic table or similar amenities. They are inexpensive, lightweight, and portable.

	
First aid kit: A good first aid kit should include all the basics just in case. A small backpack kit could include a variety of bandages, a variety of gauze, medical tape, blister treatment kit made from gauze and Leukotape, alcohol wipes, wet wipes, a couple of elastic ACE brand of wrap bandages, an EpiPen (in case of an unexpected allergic reaction), tweezers, cotton swabs, portable eyewash system, Combat Application Tourniquet, a tick kit (mentioned earlier), and a few triangular bandages.

	
Headlamp flashlight: I always pack an LED headlamp flashlight just in case. You can use it to look inside hollow trees and to hike back home at dusk.



STAYING SAFE

While you’ll not likely be adventuring too far from the beaten path, I wouldn’t be a good outdoor skills instructor if I didn’t offer some time-tested safety tips.


	
Share your plans: The number one rule of outside play is to tell someone where you’re headed and when to expect you back. While you never expect to get lost, especially in familiar places, it’s possible. That’s why you should always share your plans with someone outside your group.

	
Carry a fully charged cell phone: As Benjamin Franklin so famously penned, “an ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure.” One of the best modern takes on this timeless quote is a fully charged cell phone. The ability to call out can quickly help to mitigate a nasty situation if one arises. And if you have a smartphone, you can also Google answers to questions as they arise about plants, animals, rocks, and more. Instead of allowing the phone to be a distraction, utilize it as a tool for learning when the opportunity arises. And of course, you can capture photos and videos of your outdoor projects to share with friends and family. Don’t forget to include the hashtag #CREEKSTEWART when posting online so I can see them too!

	
Adult supervision: There are several activities detailed in this book that require adult supervision, especially for younger children. Among them include using a pocketknife and lighting a campfire. While I’ve listed suggested age ranges for each activity, keep in mind that several will require close adult supervision, and thus more teaching opportunities!




YOUR FIRST OUTDOOR PROJECT

For years I taught outdoor summer library youth programs to thousands of kids. To kick off each session, I always started with teaching how to build a mini survival kit and it was always a highlight of the course. Doing so is also a great way to get in the mindset of heading outdoors. It allows to you to talk about safety, precaution, planning, and the importance of being prepared. Besides, every kid loves packing a small candy tin with tiny “survival items” for the outdoor adventures that lie ahead. Following is a suggested packing list for a child-friendly survival kit that just may come in handy as you embark on the projects in this book. The perfect container for a pocket survival kit like this is an Altoids mint tin.
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A pocket survival kit like this one is a great first project to prepare for heading outside.






PACKING LIST


	1–2 needles protected between 2 small strips of duct tape (optional for younger children)

	Few feet of duct tape wrapped around a short No. 2 pencil

	The inner spool of dental floss

	Variety of bandages

	Magnifying lens for starting a campfire using the sun (available at your local pharmacy)

	Whistle

	Ferro rod for starting a campfire (discussed later) (optional for younger children)

	Small pocketknife (optional for younger children)

	Resealable plastic bag bound together with a rubber band

	Small snack or piece of candy

	Candle



With your adventure backpack ready and your pocket survival kit stashed away, it’s time to get started!



Now that you’re fully equipped to have a positive experience outside, it’s time to have some fun. The outdoor projects on the following pages are divided into five chapters: Nature Art, Fun and Games, Foraging and Food, Gear and Tools, and Wilderness Shelters. In these chapters you’ll find projects for kids of all ages and personality types.






CHAPTER 2 NATURE ART


There is no better studio for bringing out a child’s inner artist like the outdoors. From painting rocks and harvesting clay to natural dyes and preserving animal tracks, outdoor art projects encourage creativity, individuality, and imagination. Every child is an artist, and Mother Nature provides so many unique mediums, tools, palettes, and materials to work with.

Outdoor art projects engage all of a child’s senses and boost self-confidence unlike anything else. A place on the refrigerator is the equivalent to receiving an Olympic gold medal in the mind of a child. Featuring and celebrating their artistic creations provides them with a powerful sense of accomplishment that builds their self-esteem.

A great benefit of utilizing nature in art projects is the opportunity for a child to learn about and become comfortable with the natural world. Nature art is like science class and art class combined into one big fun, creative activity. In addition, heading outside adds a sense of adventure and exploration to what is typically an “inside” activity. The nature art projects in this chapter will require you and your child to go outside in search of inspiration and tools. While a finished work of art is the goal of each project, you’ll find the journey getting there to be just as important.
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Walnut Dye a T-Shirt

Age: 6+


MATERIALS NEEDED


	Gloves

	10–20 black walnuts in husks, green or brown

	Large rock

	Large pot

	1 gallon water

	Campfire, grill, or outdoor stove

	Sieve, colander, or slotted metal spoon

	White 100 percent cotton T-shirt

	Rock (optional)

	Long, sturdy stick
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The thick green husk of the black walnut tree can be used at any stage in growth to create an impressive tan to dark brown dye for darkening anything from clothing and wood to skin and leather. This dye works best with 100 percent natural fibers such as cotton and linen. The husks are the exterior green fleshy parts that grow around the hard brown seed (walnut) of the black walnut tree.

The black walnut (Juglans nigra) is a large tree, growing up to 120 feet tall. It has deeply furrowed gray bark and large 1- to 2-foot-long leaves with an odd number of leaflets that have serrated edges. The large nuts they produce are a telltale identifying feature. These golf ball– to tennis ball–sized nuts can be found littering the ground around the trees from summer through fall. As fall approaches, all the nuts will drop from the tree and the husks will begin to decompose and turn brown. Black walnut trees can be found in all of the eastern United States and as far west as Utah. For western states, look for a very similar tree called English walnut (Juglans regia).

To make a strong colored dye for clothing, it’s important to boil the walnut husks in water. Walnut dye makes a wonderful clothing dye that results in the most earth tone shade of brown you’ve ever seen. This can easily be done in the backyard to turn boring white cotton shirts into uniquely colored, one-of-a-kind garments.
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INSTRUCTIONS
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Step 1: Put on gloves, then remove the husks from the walnuts by smashing them with a rock. It doesn’t matter if the walnuts are fresh off the tree (green) or dried and decomposing on the ground (brown). Both work equally well. The nuts inside can be stored for harvesting the edible nutmeats later.
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Step 2: Add the husks to a large pot and cover the husks with water. Place the pot in the coals of a campfire or suspend it over the flames using a tripod. This can also be done on a grill or outdoor stove.
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Step 3: Bring the water to a boil and stir to help release the tannins from the husks. Simmer at least 30 minutes. The longer you simmer, the stronger the dye will be.
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Step 4: Use a slotted metal spoon or simply a forked stick to carefully remove or strain as many of the husks out as you can.
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Step 5: Submerge your T-shirt in the liquid and continue to simmer for about 1 hour. You can use a long stick or a rock to keep the T-shirt fully submerged. Simmering helps to drive the color into the fibers and produces a much longer-lasting dye than cold submersion. Once finished, take out the T-shirt using a stick and spread out on the ground to dry (be careful of hot water). After it is dry, shake off any walnut husk pieces and wash and dry in your home washer and dryer by itself before wearing.



PARENT’S GUIDE


Safety Notes


	The juice within the green husks of walnuts and the resulting liquid when mixed with water will dye virtually anything. This includes furniture, decks, pans, skin, clothing, concrete, carpet, and more. I highly suggest doing this project outside in the yard and away from anything you don’t want stained or ruined! Wear gloves if you don’t want brown fingers for a few weeks.

	Always be extra cautious when working around a campfire and very hot water. Adults should do the stirring while the kids watch.



Tips to Improve Engagement


	Turn this into a walnut tie-dye party. Tie-dying is simply a process where you prevent the dye from reaching certain parts of the T-shirt. This is typically done by crumpling or twisting the shirt and holding it in place using string or rubber bands. The folds and twists will prevent the dye from penetrating the fabric in those areas and create unique patterns.

	The resulting liquid created by simmering walnut husks can be used as a primitive type of ink or paint. Consider using the cooled liquid as a medium for creating a natural painting on canvas or paper.

	Further learning: Would you like to learn more outdoor uses for black walnuts? I’ve included additional projects on a full-color downloadable PDF at the online resource page for this book at CreekStewart.com/FamilyGuide.
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