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For Emmeline, my sidekick and inspiration, and for Dana, who puts up with us.


INTRODUCTION

If Martha Stewart and MacGyver ever hooked up and had a baby, it would look like this book.

While that would be enormously sad for the baby (“Oh, look at his cute duct tape?”), it is fortunate for you and your kids.

After spending years in the trenches of the home front—stay-at-home dad, classroom parent, PTA president, play-date planner, and playground pal—I learned that the most fun usually comes from those crazy, silly, makeshift games and inventions you come up with together on the fly.

That’s the gist of this book.

You don’t need to buy that expensive “crafting kit,” that tool or appliance or cheap, lead-pocked plastic toy to forge memorable times with the kids. Whether you want to enjoy a rainy afternoon, spend a long, fun weekend together, or get your hands dirty with a bigger, longer project, you’ve probably got most of what you need in your pantry, your art bin, or maybe your storage area to have some seriously crazy fun times.

In a way, the philosophy behind this book offers a nostalgic throwback to the old school, hardscrabble childhoods of our grandparents and our parents—of our own childhoods, even. Not everything was available at the push of a button. Not everything came premade, shrouded in plastic. If you wanted to have a little fun, you had to make it yourself, using whatever parts you could find around the house.

So get ready to roll up your sleeves and work together. You never know what you’ll create with a little duct tape, wood, glue, and gumption. But I can promise you this: You’ll have the time of your lives.


How to Raise All-Around Crafty Geniuses. Or More Precisely … How to Use This Book

I’d like to say I grew up surrounded by crafts and woodworking, that I was raised on a steady diet of glue, grit, and ingenuity, that my childhood provided a kind of feral do-it-yourselfism drenched in a fantasyland of wood, drills, and the earthy aroma of sawdust.

Or that I have some sort of actual training when it comes to transforming the everyday detritus of life into something extraordinary for the home or for play time.

But I can’t.

Here’s the truth: I’m just some stay-at-home dad who became obsessed and overjoyed at the prospect of working with my daughter to make our own fun around the house. From planning play dates to organizing parties, from classroom parent duties to school PTA president responsibilities, I spent years assembling a bag of tricks and crafts for any moment. Over the years, I learned to master everything from the kitchen mixer to the sewing machine to the reciprocating saw.

Whether it’s cooking our own Play-Doh, baking up cupcakes inside eggshells, or constructing our dining room table out of a banged up Victorian-era sliding door, I loved not just making things but spending so much quality time with my crafty sidekick.

When she was a toddler and we worked on projects together, Emmeline would hold nails or screws or would hand me the right tools at the right time. As she grew older and slightly more useful, she started measuring wood for cuts or, even later, wielding the saw or the drill. She loved to sit on my lap and push all the sewing machine buttons when we made superhero capes, costumes, or clothes. One summer she was suddenly old enough to attend Construction Camp and came home with wide eyes and stories about operating a chain saw and a chop saw.

“All on my own!”

She was six at the time.

We both beamed with pride.

Over the years, it seemed some of the best, most joyful times we had together came when we spent rainy afternoons or long weekends coming up with some crazy project to keep us busy: a cardboard boat for plying a deluged playground, a wooden catapult to knock over blocks, a ’50s-era birdhouse for the backyard. We’ve built tables, bookshelves, hanging art installations, and paintings so pretty that people think we bought them at art fairs. We’ve made superhero capes out of old T-shirts, turned used books into Top Secret stashes, transformed leisure jackets into beautiful dresses, and turned worn shoes into something straight out of a comic book.

All without a workshop or a tool shed.

Instead of professional training or a garage full of tools, we relied on endless tinkering and crafting, on getting our hands dirty, on perseverance and doing our best with what was available. If something failed, we simply took it apart and tried again until we got it right.

The projects in this book represent what I learned in all my years on the home front. They are broken up into three main areas: crafts you can do in one afternoon, or sometimes even faster; crafts for a weekend; and crafts to work on during longer school breaks.

In using this book, I have four overarching tips to help you forge the best times together and to create some really amazing crafts.

Let Go

The projects in this book are all designed to be simple, fun projects you can do together—not just things you assemble while the kids sit idle on the sidelines, looking bored. Believe me, I’ve been there, done that, but these crafts are designed to bring you together and provide you with a guidebook for memorable moments.

If you suddenly find yourself with a lot of time on your hands and in need of a little extra fun, pull this book off the shelf and find a project you’d like to work on together. Some of the crafts you have to follow exactly, while others you can use as an inspirational resource to come up with something personal and special.

In using this book, please practice your best judgment about your child’s capabilities. I don’t mean that in the fear-mongering, legal sense, as in “For the love of god, be careful!”

No way. Quite the opposite, in fact.

That’s where the term “Let go” comes into play.

Look, you know your kids better than anyone. When the time is right, don’t be afraid to put the drill in her hand. Let him measure or hammer. Let her cut. Most of these projects are designed to let kids get their hands dirty right along with you. Some of the projects, like the swing or the seesaw, require more adult participation, but that’s not to say the kids can’t help with gathering supplies, measuring, drilling, or doing some installation work. In nearly all of these projects, the kids can, at the very least, take the leading role in design and decoration, using paint or colored duct tape to their hearts’ delight. I’ve found that nothing makes a kid happier and prouder than the incredible sense of accomplishment of finishing a big project. This book aims to give you both those special moments, all while creating something useful and fun during the time you have together—whether it’s an afternoon, a long weekend, or a summer break.

The point of all of this is to say: Whenever possible, let the kids take the lead. This may take a lot of time—a lot of time, believe me—and the finished product may not look like something out of Leonardo da Vinci’s studio, but who cares? You should both just have fun working together. And the more the kids practice, the faster they will develop some incredible life skills. So let go. Back off a bit. And take your time.

Raise a Renaissance Kid

You will notice that some of these projects involve baking or cooking. Others involve sewing. Still more involve sawing or drilling. One delves into my personal fascination with the ol’-timey skill of whittling. There’s no reason you shouldn’t know how to do all of these things, and here’s why: They all involve the same rule. Measure twice, cut once. The tools are just slightly different.

If you haven’t gotten to know a sewing machine yet, you’ll be surprised at how little sewing you actually do with one and how amazingly fun it is. If you’re making, say, a flying shirt, most of the real work comes beforehand and involves measuring, cutting, ironing, and making sure everything is perfect and in order before you actually sew. In that way, a sewing machine is really no different from any other tool. You don’t just grab some wood and a saw and then start cutting willy-nilly. You design, measure, prepare, and then cut, right? Same thing with sewing. I can’t tell you how many jams I’ve gotten out of just knowing how to sew on a button or how to stitch up a pant cuff.

You may be a pro at the chain saw but know little about the oven. Conversely, you may know your way around a topstitch but are scared of a jigsaw. Well then, these projects are for you. From woodworking to painting, baking to gardening, there is a project in here for everyone, as well as opportunities to expand your crafty wheelhouse and to pass on that knowledge to the kids.

To that end, I’m only going to say this once—just so you don’t have to keep hearing it in chapter after chapter—but while you’re using all these awesome tools, please don’t forget the proper safety gear: goggles, gloves, face masks, oven mitts, thimbles, shark suits—whatever you think is needed for a particular task. In fact, I don’t list safety equipment at all under the “equipment” portions for each chapter, because I don’t think you need reminding. Teaching tool safety should be your first lesson for each project, as you encounter more and more tools.

There.

Now that the After-School Special PSA is out of the way, let’s move on to the third key tip in using this book.

Re-Use

Over the years, Emmeline and I have made scores, if not hundreds, of projects. In trying to pick which crafts to include in this book, I kept running across an underlying theme that really defines the time I want to spend with my child, and it’s one I hope you will teach as well.

I discovered over the years that I was really a cheap skinflint at heart—more apt to create some ungodly dinner out of leftovers or to raid the pantry or freezer than to call for takeout. I used to make Emmeline’s skirts and dresses out of fabric I cannibalized from thrift-store jackets and sheets.

That same philosophy applies to many of these projects. For some of them, you probably already have the necessary supplies on hand. For homemade ice cream, for instance, you need some plastic bags, some milk, and some ice—simple things, but you’ll be surprised at how much fun this is. For wooden swords, I like to use old bed slats. For superhero capes or the flying shirt, any old T-shirt will do. You may have a cache of wood or crap in your junk drawer to make the perfect bicycle jump or a toddler tinker board. For the garden herb planter, you can get free wood while doing your regular grocery shopping. Seriously.

The point is, you don’t have to run to the store to have a great time. As a parent trying to raise a responsible, resourceful child, I’m driven absolutely bonky by those craft-of-the-month boxes you can find on the Internet. Not all joy in life requires shopping—a lesson I think is particularly important to young girls constantly bombarded by pop culture advertising: “Buy this, buy that.”

Some of these crafts require things you may not have around the house. One in particular, the swing set, actually advises you to buy a specific set of hardware. But for the most part, I’m saying take a moment to consider what you have on hand before clicking on Amazon. You’d be surprised at what you can breathe new life into.

Teach Grit

The last tip has to do with using these projects to teach the important art of gumption and grit, while also unplugging to enjoy your quality time together.

Remember MacGyver? From the television show in the late 1980s? He’s the fictional hero for people who like to make stuff. But it goes beyond a silly punch line. You really can use everyday tools to work yourself out of difficult spots.

I’ll always remember the afternoon when a package arrived at our house and we needed scissors to cut open the plastic. I asked for the tool and Emmeline instead tossed me a quarter. Poor child. My wife looked at her as if she would need extra special help at school. After all, couldn’t she tell the difference between scissors and coins? I had forgotten altogether that I had already taught the kid this coin trick. I was proud as all get-out, as I started cutting through the plastic with the quarter.

There are myriad tiny lessons in personal resourcefulness that get lost in this age of all-consuming, instant gratification technology. It saddens me to see so many fellow parents just hand over a tiny screen for playtime and call it a day.

After all, if a child only taps on an iPhone all day, she’ll never learn to defuse a bomb with a paper clip and some chewing gum.

I kid, I kid.

Sort of …

Look, I get it. I do. Screens are easy. And fun. We like to play iPhone games as much as the next family. But you can take these things a step beyond the screen and turn these passions into fun, quality time together—as opposed to sitting on the couch, staring at screens in silence, which seems to me as bad for the brain as for the body.

When my daughter learned about the Angry Birds video game, we played it for a bit but then created our own catapult out of closet dowels, a few scraps of wood, and some rubber bands. It took us all of one afternoon to make our own version of the game. Then we spent the next month building towers out of blocks and Lego bricks before knocking them down. We still enjoy playing the video game from time to time, but we have way more fun with our own real-life version of it.

Remember our own childhood, when Atari and ColecoVision were all the rage? We still managed to get out somehow and build bicycle ramps or make minnow traps or rope swings. And yet I all too frequently see kids who don’t know the difference between a flat-head screwdriver and a Phillips head.

How did that happen?

I hope you’ll use some of these projects to get your hands dirty, to teach lessons about tools, to unplug every now and then, to give the kids the expertise and experience they will need to get themselves out of jams, or to just relive the nostalgic crafts we once spent long afternoons working on with friends.

Mostly, however, I hope you’ll use these crafts to have fun. That’s really what these projects are all about.
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AFTERNOON
CRAFTS


CIRCUS STILTS

“Stilts!” my daughter cried, rushing into the living room, “I need stilts!”

I didn’t know she was even aware of stilts, let alone harbored frantic, half-panicked desires for them.

“And why do you need stilts?”

She looked at me as if I had just landed on the planet for the first time.

“Because I’m going to join the circus!”

Of course.

I once planned to run away and join the circus as well. Just substitute lion tamer or high-wire walker for stilt aficionado, and we share the same deep-seated circus dreams. (We also share the same paralyzing, soul-crushing fear of clowns, so even if she does join the circus, I’m confident she’ll be back by nightfall.) It must be a phase. Every kid wants to join the circus at one point or another. So of course every kid needs stilts.

Luckily, stilts are ridiculously easy to create. You can make these in just a few hours, including all the measuring, cutting, drilling, cursing, recutting, and—my daughter’s favorite—the duct-tape decorating.

Then you can spend the rest of the afternoon thinking about just how awesome it would have been to actually join the circus. Until you remember the clowns.
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Here’s What You Need

WOOD


	 Two 2" × 2"s, and one scrap piece of 2" × 4" (We scored one for cheap in the scrap bin.)



BOLTS


	 Two 3" bolts that look sturdy (don’t go crazy; 5⁄16"s worked for us), and two 5" bolts of same diameter (make sure they’re all threaded the whole way)

	 4 washers

	 4 wing nuts (make sure they’re the same diameter as the bolts)



DUCT TAPE


	 Or paint, but then you have to wait for it to dry before you get to play with the stilts (And how tantalizingly horrible is that? To be done with a project and then wait to use it? No thanks.)



TOOLS


	 Handsaw

	 Drill

	 Drill bit (same size as bolts)

	 Sandpaper

	 Measuring tape

	 Pencil



Here’s What You Do


	 Saw the scrap 2" × 4" into an 8"-long chunk. Then cut it diagonally until you have two triangles.

	 Place the triangles against the 2" × 2" so that they look like footrests. See how it works? (See Fig. 1) The thin part of the triangle points toward the bottom, and the thick part forms the footrest. Boom. You’ve got stilts. Well, almost.


	 Drill two holes in each triangle—4" apart. Be precise.

	 Now switch to the 2" × 2" and start drilling holes, starting about 3” from the bottom. (See sidebar for tips.) Just keep going up, drilling a new hole every 4. Again, be precise. These holes should match up to the footrest holes as you adjust height. (You can drill as many holes as you like and who knows? Maybe your kid actually will join the circus. But take note of how high each new hole will make the footrest during later height adjustments, and just stop drilling where you feel comfortable.) (See Fig. 2)



	 Line up the footrest triangles to the holes in the 2" × 2"s and insert the bolts, washers, and wing nuts. You don’t have to go bananas tightening them at first. Just make sure everything is lined up and mostly straight. (See Fig. 3)



	 Fit-test them for proper pole height. Circus clowns might have a precise measurement for how high the hand poles should be in relation to how high the footrests are placed, but we just eyeballed it and then cut the tops of the 2" × 2"s to a height my daughter felt comfortable with. Remember, as the kids get better, they may want to move the footrests higher, so make sure you leave enough of the 2" × 2" for future growth and then saw accordingly.

	 Decorate. Or not. We used colored duct tape because it’s fun and easy and quick and lends a bright, circus feel to the whole project—plus it’s something even a young kid can totally do on her own. But use whatever you like. Or don’t. A nice smooth sanding on the wood is all you really need.

	 Start walking. Young kids will need a lot of balance help at first. It’s almost like riding a bike: Once they get that balance right, they’ll be walking all day.
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Fig. 1
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Fig. 2
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Fig. 3




DAD TIP



[image: ] If your triangles turn out to be different sizes, don’t worry. It’s freaking hard to cut on the diagonal sometimes. But there’s an easy fix. During Step 2, just place your triangle footrests on the 2" × 2"s and make sure the flat footpad parts—the tops—are even with each other. Then start drilling holes on the poles to make sure the footrests are always even with each other. It’s not rocket science. Have fun. If you don’t get everything right at first, figure it out. Even better, let the kid figure it out. If you really want, just skip the whole triangle business and turn the 2" × 4" into blocks, each about 6" long. This will give the stilts a chunkier look but could save on measuring and drilling time, especially if the triangles are different sizes. And honestly, kids don’t care. They just want to walk on stilts. Now!




So there you go. You now have stilts.

Just think: For about $20 worth of materials, you just saved on four years of college. If, that is, the kid actually does go join the circus …


BALANCE BOARD

I’m always surprised at what a big hit it is when we make balance boards for friends. It’s such a simple device—a board of wood and a cylindrical fulcrum underneath—but it contains some gravitational, almost magical pull of joy that is just too hard to resist.

When I’m working upstairs in our craft room, my daughter sometimes pulls out her old balance board and occupies herself for hours, trying to master the balancing act. Friends say their kids do the same. Heck, my wife and I pull it out every now and then and give it a try, long after the kid has gone to bed.

All told, it probably took us an hour to make and decorate our balance board, but it’s the craft that keeps on giving.


SAFETY NOTE

This is potentially dangerous. I should tell you that from the start. The finished product will include sharp edges and the distinct possibility that you or your cherished loved ones will—gasp—fall.

Most likely on their rear ends.

Over and over again.

If you can get behind the idea that kids should live with a little danger mixed with a lot of fun, this is your project.

I kid you not: This is so much fun.
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Here’s What You Need


	 Plank of wood (old fence, spare book shelf, used plywood, anything you can find)
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