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  About the Book


  ‘MUUUUMMMM ... DAAADDDD ... I’m BORED!’


  Whether it’s the weekend, half term or the summer holidays, these words will likely strike fear into any parent’s heart – particularly if it’s tipping it down with rain outside. Thankfully, this delightful collection is at hand, packed full of imaginative ideas that are guaranteed to inspire young minds, and maybe even remind older ones of the best bits of their own childhood.


  The selection not only includes simple and inexpensive ideas for science and craft activities, from making your own rocket to creating a memory box, it also gives suggestions for imaginative play, from indoor camping to pretending to be a pirate for the day. There are activities that will encourage children to learn about animals and insects, to pick up foreign languages and to find out more about their family history, and it even covers recommendations for the times when the weather isn’t so bad, from leapfrog in the garden to visiting a local farm.


  Packed full of thoughtful and inventive ideas, The Rainy Day Book will prove an endless source of inspiration for anyone with children to entertain.
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  Introduction


  EDITING THE FAMILY section of the Guardian has been a glorious education. Over the years, since its launch issue in September 2005 I have learned to make elderflower cordial, ginger beer and ice cream with salt; I now know how and when to plant garlic and sunflowers, and have become an expert in pharology and phenology.


  I have learned how to make gooey slime and wormy farms; I’ve made a flicker book and a feather pen. I’ve created candles and an audio diary, a marble run and a time capsule. On occasions my two young sons have joined me in these activities – but I’ve enjoyed doing them by myself as well.


  All these little activities were featured in our ‘If I Had the Time’ section, on the back page of Family. The idea behind it was to offer simple, uplifting ideas for lovely things to do as a family, which would involve spending time together without spending enormous sums of money.


  The title of the feature acknowledged that lives are busy, and there’s not always enough time to devote to home and family. But our aspiration was to offer ideas so inspiring, ingenious and effortless (sometimes at least) that you would make the time.


  We didn’t want it to be a purely listings guide, though we have always tried to include interesting and off-beat events around the country. What we wanted predominantly was to come up with creative, home-grown ideas, that could be done at or near home, with the minimum of expense and limited know-how. Oh, and they had to be beautifully written too, so even if you didn’t find the time to do them, you could take pleasure in reading about them.


  Sometimes they have been sweet reminders of simple pleasures that may get forgotten in the hurly burly of our high-stress urban existence – the joy of walking through bluebells or tiptoeing around snowdrops; look at the stars, swim in the open air, walk by a river. Learn how to make stones bounce over water with Ian Sansom’s guide to the art of stone skimming, and hold a bubble competition, inspired by Vincent Reid.


  On a personal note, I will always be thankful to Louisa Young who urged readers to let their children make dinner for them; I now have a 13-year-old son who is passionate about cooking and regularly caters for the whole family, friends and relations. What a result!


  In more recent times, as Family has been tweaked and improved and finessed, ‘If I Had the Time’ has evolved into ‘Weekend Planner’, but the ingenuity of our contributors continues to astonish and amaze. How does Ian Sansom know so much? Good Lord, his children must be brainy! And how on earth does Melissa Viguier dream up those extraordinary craft projects?


  And now many of their wonderful ideas have been collected in this lovely book. So the great thing is, that even if you and your children (or your mother-in-law, or your godson, or your second cousin removed) don’t have time right now to learn how to make a cloud, to predict the weather or learn the art of semaphore signals, you now have this perfect little collection always to hand for an idle moment one quiet, rainy – or sunny – weekend.


  SALLY WEALE


  EDITOR, FAMILY


  Rainy days


  Things to make and do indoors
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    Make your own flicker book
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    A FLICKER BOOK is basically a pocket-size film, conjured up by inventive Victorians, and it is a brilliant way of telling a story in pictures. The principle is amazingly simple: you make a small book (about the size of a box of matches), and draw an image on each page. The images make a sequence, so when you flick the pages quickly the images spring to life.


    We began one wet, windy afternoon in January, with just one sheet of A4 paper (times are hard) which we cut into three long strips, then each of these was cut into nine, so we ended up with 27 little rectangles. Shuffled and made into a tidy pile then stapled together along one of the short edges, they made a small book. The pages need to be decorated with a sequence of events – we were inspired by a trip to a local castle, so with sharpened pencils we began drawing a mountain on page one. On page two, we drew the same image but with a man and an axe next to it. On page three, the man began breaking the mountain into small rocks. And so on until the same man built a tower out of the rocks, then four more and turned them into a castle, with a drawbridge. Just as he raised the flag, who should arrive but an attacking army – which knocked the castle down.


    If you just have five minutes and want to dip a toe in the world of flicker books there is an easier way. You just need a pad of Post-it notes, and you can draw a ball bouncing up and down, or a bird taking off and flying.


    MELISSA VIGUIER

  


  
    


    Go back to basics with balsa
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    WOODWORK WITH PRE-SCHOOLERS might not be your idea of fun, or a child-safe activity; but it has proved to be surprisingly successful in our home. We only use balsa wood (which is so soft you could probably cut it with scissors).


    Our first project consisted just of sawing and sandpapering. We began by clamping the balsa wood in a vice to the table. Then, primed with junior hacksaws, the fun began. I helped steady the wood as they sawed back and forth, then we smoothed it off with sandpaper.


    Another five sessions like this resulted in enough pieces of wood to make a box, which we assembled with wood glue and tiny pin nails. This great achievement unleashed a flurry of ideas of things the box could be turned into – a trolley, a buggy, a car, aeroplane – and we finally settled on a rowing boat. So I carefully pierced two holes in the two long sides of the box, and we fashioned some oars to go through the holes.


    MELISSA VIGUIER

  


  
    


    Share the pleasure of knitting
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    SHARING OUR CHILDHOOD pleasures with our own children can be a risky business, because it doesn’t necessarily follow that they’ll enjoy the same things as us. I’m glad I took the chance with knitting though. A winter can’t pass by without me knitting some form of garment or present, and this year I’ve roped in my oldest child too.


    We began with thick wooden knitting needles, and chunky wool and the ‘dual control’ method, where we both hold the needles, and knit a few rows, very slowly, just in plain or purl stitch. The objective was to knit a blanket for a toy, and a very small blanket doesn’t take long with chunky wool, so this kept enthusiasm high.


    To make it rhythmic and easier to understand we made a little rhyme to remember how to make a plain style stitch – it goes like this: ‘In through the doorway, run round the house, shut the door, and go next door’.


    We plan to keep knitting small square-ish shapes like this, and eventually join them up to make a bigger blanket or hot-water bottle cover.


    MELISSA VIGUIER

  


  
    


    Become a master printer
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    KIDS LOVE TO do crafty things such as sticking bits of coloured paper on a cereal box and declaring it a monster. But glue is so sticky and it tends to end up in hair. Scissors have a nasty habit of chopping unintended things, such as the rug or the couch. One solution to craft time that pleases everyone is to get printing. Printmaking is not excessively messy and it does get the creative juices flowing. One technique, the monoprint, is perfect for kids.


    Find a large sheet of glossy cardboard, such as an old cereal packet. Paint your image on to the shiny, non-absorbent side of the cardboard. Tape a piece of paper to the side of the cardboard so that you can flip it over on top of the printed surface (this makes the actual print by transferring the paint from the cardboard to the paper when you press down hard on it). You can then wipe the cardboard down and do a different print or use other colours to build up your original image.


    If this is too easy, you can try drypoint printing. This is where you use a sharp instrument to lightly cut a picture into the cardboard. Next, cover the cardboard with paint or ink, then wipe it all off again. Paint should remain in the lines and grooves that you have made. Cover the cardboard with paper and give the back of the paper a good rub. It might not be what the grown ups do with printing presses and acids, but the results can still be remarkable.


    VINCENT REID

  


  
    


    Make papier-mâché food
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    PAPIER-MÂCHÉ IS PERFECT for making props for children’s role play. It’s very easy to make, fun and cheap, and the results can be strong but light. A good starter project is making pretend food. All you need is a pile of old newspaper, a mixing bowl with about 300ml of water in it, flour and some balloons. Pour the flour into the water, mixing as you go, until it makes a nice gloopy paste. Then tear the paper into strips, approximately 3cm wide and 10cm long.


    We started by making apples. First we blew the balloons up to the size of an apple. Then take a strip of paper and dip it into the mixture, then lay it on to the balloon. Repeat until the balloon is entirely covered with three layers of papier-mâché. Leave it for a couple of days to dry, then paint it. We used the same technique to make pears, tomatoes, bananas (with sausage balloons) and carrots.


    MELISSA VIGUIER

  


  
    


    Turn the bed into a pirate ship
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    CHILDREN’S BEDS HAVE an annoying habit of being unmade in the morning. What better way to make a bed than to transform it into a pirate ship? Follow these instructions and you can’t go wrong.


    Name your ship. You can go for modern, such as Whitbread, or classic, such as Dancing Mermaid. Give your crewmates names such as Captain Bligh and Mr Calamity. Take the topsheet and throw it over the headboard. This is your sail. Let your crew know that you are hoisting it. Singing a hoisting song at this juncture is optional but can help to get the crew into the mood.


    Make sure that all the crew members are on the bed, thereby ensuring that they are not eaten by sharks. Do not forget to remind them of the shark threat at regular intervals. After a good deal of hauling ropes, holding the tiller and avoiding angry whales, it is time to arrive at the islands.


    In the past, we have arrived at islands where we make pirate hats, among other things. The most regularly visited island in our house is the kitchen. Make the crew ‘row’ to your destination in an imagined longboat – synchronise their rowing strokes so that oars don’t get tangled.


    In the kitchen, bowls, spoons, cereal and fruit are loaded on to a tray, placed in the longboat and taken back to the main ship. It is now time for the pirates’ breakfast. At this time the crew will be having so much fun that you can duck off and read the paper. You can make the bed when the kids are out of the way.


    VINCENT REID

  


  
    


    Make a portrait of someone
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    WE ARE USED to seeing photos of ourselves and our reflection in the mirror, but seeing a shadow drawing of your profile is something quite different.


    All you need is a poseable lamp, a pencil, rubber and ruler, a piece of A3 card or paper, Blu-Tack and finally someone to draw and a chair or stool for them to sit on. Before setting up the equipment you can make things easier for yourself by drawing a grid in pencil on to the piece of card or paper. Divide into approximately 5cm x 5cm squares.


    Place the chair against one corner of a wall, and ask your subject to sit down, with their shoulder touching the wall. Then stick the paper on the wall just next to your subject, and make sure that the shadow from their head and shoulders will fall roughly in the middle of the paper. Now place your lamp angled towards their head, and 2m away from the wall. Switch it on, then trace the shadow profile on to the paper. Afterwards you can fill in the shadow with black paint and there you will have a unique portrait.


    MELISSA VIGUIER

  


  
    


    Build a scale model of a room
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    THERE ARE TWO really good things about getting new shoes: first the shoes, and second the box. We have a fascination with good strong boxes in our home and shoe boxes definitely fall into this category.


    During one slow rainy day recently we decided to turn a shoe box into a scale model of a room in our house. We chose the living room, because it is rectangular (like the shoe box) and full of interesting furniture to make.


    We measured the room and the shoe box and decided that the room was just about 13 times longer and wider than the shoe box. Then we set to work measuring the table and chairs, fireplace, windows, door, bookshelves and so on. And all the measurements were divided by 13.


    Then, using cereal boxes, food cartons, tape and glue, we made some furniture to scale. The room was painted in realistic magnolia and white using the leftovers from the paint we actually used in the house, and the windows and door were partially cut out (so they could open and shut).


    Finally, we chose to leave the lid of the shoe box intact so we could have a giant’s view of our living room.


    MELISSA VIGUIER

  


  
    


    Give a toy a funeral
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    I GET KILLED four to five times a day, on average. This is not a problem, as my slayer usually magically resurrects me on the condition that I confirm that I was killed fairly.


    Why are three- to five-year-old kids so fascinated with death? Freud amusingly suggested in his theory of instincts that at this age children begin to have a death wish. Various religions also have their ideas on what this is all about. To me, it is more likely that kids find death confusing.


    How can people suddenly cease to exist? Anything that is mystifying is, of course, stunningly interesting. We once lasted an hour-long car journey without anyone screaming in boredom – all because we were conducting a Q&A session on death rituals for a rapt audience of two preschoolers.


    But my son got the shock of his life when he really ‘killed’ one of his toys. Between racking sobs I was implored to put Captain Bligh back together. The cannonball had hit the toy square on the head. There was no way it was ever going to be the same again. Disaster was quickly averted by Mum’s quick thinking: ‘Perhaps we could do a pirate’s funeral?’ For some reason, the idea of a funeral hit the jackpot. Particularly when there was chocolate on offer at the wake. Captain Bligh’s life and untimely death were mourned in style and then promptly forgotten. I was being slain again within 24 hours. From my son’s perspective, everything was back to normal. Dead people were being resurrected and life could continue as planned.


    VINCENT REID

  


  
    


    Write on everything
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    IT’S A FACT that small children write on walls. I myself once wrote that my brother was a nit. Then crossed out his name and put mine, so the parents would think he had done it. But writing on things is mostly an innocent pleasure if done right. Like Half-Man Half-Biscuit, we can enjoy writing on the soles of our slippers, in Biro. School hours can be enjoyed by painting school soles with Tipp-Ex. Biro also works well on old jeans. With a chinagraph pencil (available from art shops, in red, green and white) you can draw all over your mirrors, windows, windscreens etc. I currently apply my mascara through portraits of Emily the Strange. Lipstick messages on mirrors of course have a glamour all of their own. A roll of lining paper pinned up to cover a vast expanse will let youngsters think they really are writing on the wall, with added naughtiness thrill points.


    Little cakes, each iced with a letter of the alphabet, make for educational preschool fun. Make the word, then eat it! It is also possible with practice to make pancakes in the shape of initials, or, if greedy, an entire name, letter by letter. Flipping is an advanced technique – beware.


    Best of all (though dependent on the season): grow marrows. While they’re young and tender, use a pin to scratch your name on one. By the time it is big, your name will be five times the size, in strong, brown scar tissue.


    LOUISA YOUNG

  


  
    


    Make a memory box
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    WITH MY TWO young children there is so much I want to remember, but so little time to organise those memories. That’s why I made a memory box. I keep it in the back of my wardrobe. It’s just a cardboard box, but is stuffed full of tatty A4 envelopes and cloth bags, each containing the memories of a year. It’s easy to make, I just keep an open envelope on a handy shelf, and each time we do something we want to remember, my children and I put a souvenir from the day in the envelope.


    Then at the end of the year I just write the date on the envelope and put it in the memory box, safe in the knowledge that, one day, I’ll open that special envelope again and it will bring the memories flooding back.


    MELISSA VIGUIER

  


  
    


    Make a giant picture
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    DRAWING ON A giant scale is unbelievably exciting: it always feels a bit daring, and very physical as you move your whole body, not just one hand.


    This is not all though – the sheer scale of it makes you feel as if you are inside the picture yourself. We begin by unrolling a roll of wallpaper lining paper down the floor of the hallway, then armed with pens and paint we set to work. My children love to lie on the paper and be drawn around, then they decorate their pictures. On a giant scale anything is possible. We’ve made a picture of a holiday landscape that we wrapped around the inside of a room, and life-size pictures of animals and machines. You can turn the roll over and reuse it, make it into posters or just pin it up in their gallery bedroom.


    MELISSA VIGUIER

  


  
    


    Blow giant bubbles
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    A BASIC JAR of bubble mix will amuse toddlers for hours (or at least until it gets spilled) but, for older kids, you need something more impressive – and that means giant bubbles. Commercial bubble mix is usually too thin for record-breaking bubbles, so you’ll want to make your own, using a recipe of roughly 600ml of water to four tablespoons of washing-up liquid to one tablespoon of glycerine (sold in chemists as a cough remedy). Gently mix the liquid, then pour it into a large, shallow-ish tray – a large baking tray is ideal.


    For a wand, you can bend wire coat-hangers into circles, or thread drinking straws on string to form rectangles that you dip into the liquid and draw out through the air to form a bubble.


    You can also make a circle with your thumb and index finger, then dip it in the liquid and blow gently. Or use both hands to make a larger circle.


    To really go for it, fill a paddling pool with the mix, get a child to stand in it, then use a hula hoop to draw out an enormous bubble, completely encasing the child. The world record for the number of children encased in one bubble is 50. It was set at the Science Museum in London in 2007. I think we’ll need a bigger pool …


    HELEN DAVIES

  


  
    


    Create your own marble run
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    THERE ARE LOTS of marble runs you can buy, but it is much more fun to create your own with junk and duct tape. We rummaged through our recycling box for bits and pieces we thought would work well: the long, corner edges of boxes for V-shaped chutes; the tubes from wrapping paper for tunnels; the tops of milk cartons for marbles to plop through, toilet rolls with slits, bent for elbow joints at corners; and a fruit punnet for collecting the marbles at the bottom. We started upstairs at the far end of the landing and worked our way downstairs, securely taping the pieces to the side of the stairs and bannister. I saw the engineer in my nine-year-old son emerge as he thought of increasingly creative ways to use stuff, but his was a spectacular spinning plug-hole effect that he accidentally created with the cut-off top of a squash bottle. Two-and-a-half hours and nine metres later, we rolled our first marble from top to bottom. ‘Cool! Wouldn’t it be great if we were small enough to slide down it?’ he said.


    CLAIRE POTTER

  


  
    


    Make a time capsule
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    TIME CAPSULES ARE fantastic things to discover after many years of being forgotten. They can be very personal, and allow someone to see what they were interested in at a specific point in their lives.


    Alternatively, they can commemorate an event, such as a birthday. Or they can be used as an index of what was going on in the world politically. Our recent time capsule contained a copy of the Guardian, together with drawings by the kids, photos of the family and a list of the interests and hobbies of all family members. All these items managed to fit into a shoe box. Contrary to common belief, a time capsule does not need to be buried.


    Good locations to keep a time capsule include the top of a wardrobe, under a bed or at the back of a cupboard. Anywhere will do, so long as it won’t be disturbed and it will not be left behind should you move house.


    The real buzz is the knowledge that you will discover it at a later date, and before you open it, you will wonder what is inside. Adults should be prepared not to laugh when a five-year-old opens their time capsule and reminisces about how everything was just so different when they were four.


    When you think about it, they are completely right.


    VINCENT REID

  


  
    


    Make a mask
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    MY FIVE-YEAR-OLD TWINS have learnt to hide. Until recently, they stood in front of me, hands over their eyes, and shouted, ‘Bet you can’t see us!’ But now they’ve reached the sofa-shifting stage, knowing that to be undetected they have to conceal all their body behind large pieces of furniture.


    Until, that is, they came across The Thief Lord, the film based on Cornelia Funke’s wonderful novel about a boy who dons a mask to become a modern-day Robin Hood in the back alleyways of Venice.


    The Thief Lord’s mask, although only covering half his handsome young face, manages to disguise him completely. So the kids are convinced they can work the same trick on me.


    They made their masks from nothing more than an empty cereal packet, a bottle of black paint, and two rubber bands. Under instruction from their big sister (I’m not a sticking-and-gluing type of mother), they cut out the shape of the Thief Lord’s simple beaked mask and painted it black, just like in the film. Elastic bands were attached through a hole at each side and hooked behind their ears. Then they stood right in front of me and shouted, ‘Bet you can’t see us!’ Of course, I pretended I couldn’t.


    At least they’re no longer shifting the sofa.


    DEA BIRKETT


    The Thief Lord (cert PG), is available to buy on DVD, see www.amazon.co.uk

  


  
    


    Make a pinhole camera
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    IT’S INSPIRING TO think that while we are surrounded by technology in our daily lives, a cardboard tube with a tiny hole in it is all you really need to capture a moment in time. The pinhole camera or camera obscura – Latin for dark chamber – can be made out of almost any item, making it one of the most affordable and traditional methods for taking pictures.


    To make a simple pinhole: find an empty cardboard tube with a lid and metal bottom. Draw a line round the outside of the tube with a marker pen, a couple of inches up from the bottom, then cut along it so the tube is in two pieces.


    Make a tiny hole in the centre of the metal bottom, using a pin.


    Stick a piece of white tissue paper inside the lid then put it on to the shorter tube. Then tape the longer tube to the shorter one. Tape a piece of aluminium foil round the outside of the entire tube making sure there are no gaps for light to sneak in. On a bright day go outside and hold the tube up to one eye. The lid inside the tube will act as a screen, showing you upside down pictures.


    This camera won’t take a photograph but is a satisfying, hands-on introduction to pinhole and if it converts you from your digital screen there are charming vintage pinholes and affordable do-it-yourself kits available on the internet and in many museum gift shops.


    LYDIA FULTON

  


  
    


    Record an audio diary
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    CHILDREN CHANGE AND grow very fast and a day-in-our-life audio diary is a fascinating way to appreciate this. We first did this on a day’s boating when our son was a baby. I assumed the role of narrator and interviewer, and used a simple hand-held Dictaphone. I began recording snippets of the day as we woke up in the morning, and you can hear my son eating breakfast and gurgling as I ask him if he likes porridge. Then there is the sound of clicking seatbelts in the car, followed by traffic noises as we drive to the boat. I recorded the sounds of us getting in the boat and setting sail. Then you can hear the lapping of water and the rest of us chatting about the birds we can see and the jellyfish floating past.


    Finally, the day was rounded off by the sounds of dinner, and bath time and bedtime in the evening. In all, I recorded about one hour of the day and it serves as a very funny reminder of life four years ago, and how we all were at the time.


    We’ve repeated the diary once a year since, and now have a mini archive that will no doubt give us pleasure for years to come.


    MELISSA VIGUIER

  


  
    


    Create a family picture tree
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    RATHER THAN TRACING your roots, trace your cleft chin, thin lips or Roman nose through a family picture tree. To assist my six-year-old son with a school project, we recently drew out a family tree. The result was a flat sketch with names and dates that meant little to him. To add some interest we decided to create a picture tree: a family tree with the addition of baby photos.


    The call went out to grandparents to dust off the albums and pull out the baby pictures. Several hours were then lost in a reminiscent haze as everyone pored over the results.


    Baby photographs of family born in the 1940s we managed, but beyond that it proved difficult. I have only one photograph of my grandparents: on their wedding day, looking startled in their Sunday best.


    To assemble your tree, start with a pencil sketch on a piece of card (A2 or larger) and mark out positions for the pictures. We restricted our tree to immediate family, leaving out cousins. To preserve the photos, use a scanner to make copies, which you can then cut out. Then, starting with the oldest generation, work across the top, jumping down a step with each generation so that the youngest end up somewhere near the bottom/middle of the card. PVA or spray-mount glue works best to fix the photos in place.


    The children had fun guessing who the babies were, and immediately drew out similarities in looks, in one case confusing their Auntie Suzanne with a school-day photograph of their granny.


    For more information on tracing your family history, a good place to start is www.familyrecords.gov.uk. This site has a useful beginner’s guide and links to other websites.


    JOANN LEEDING

  


  
    


    Record your family history


    [image: image]


    WHEN I WAS a child I discovered a box of old letters in the loft. They were from my Great-aunt Wynne to her fiancé during the second world war, and they were absolutely captivating to read. But what would have made them even more valuable is if there had been any recordings of my great-aunt.


    There is something irresistible about hearing a good tale from another era, so I have decided to make an oral-history archive of and for my family. I built up a list of the oldest and wisest family members and set my parents the task of digging out any old photos or objects that might trigger memories. I briefed the kids on the how and why of oral history and they became enthusiastic assistants. We came up with some questions: where and when they were born; what their childhood was like; if they ever fell in love; the most exciting thing they ever did; what they did for a job, what shaped their life and, finally, what they think the future will be like.


    As we work our way round the relatives, we are slowly creating a snapshot of who our family really is – what they believe in and are passionate about – not just their statistics.


    The Oral History Society: www.ohs.org.uk


    MELISSA VIGUIER

  


  
    


    Turn a pebble into art


    [image: image]


    WALKING ON THE beach, stones become a pretty important part of the experience. Kick them, aim them, skim them … or collect them. Some stones are beautiful in themselves, but if you want to do the beautifying yourself, the best stones to look for are the white, slightly porous ones.


    You don’t have to use paint, though. My son prefers felt pens – easier, more accurate, quicker drying. Stones can take any kind of artistic design – drawings of animals or landscapes, faces, or abstract designs. You can decorate small stones and group them together in a bowl or on a mantelpiece, or use a larger rock as a paperweight or a door stop. If you are using felt pens, it is worth varnishing your stones. We have learned to our cost that if you don’t, the pen slowly fades until you are left once again with (almost) pure white stone. Though you could always return it to the beach.


    JULIET RIX

  


  
    


    Dye T-shirts with onion skins


    [image: image]


    IT’S GREAT FUN to dye clothes as children get a kick out of making their own unique items of apparel. The easiest way to make a dye is to collect onion skins. These will produce a vibrant yellow colour. You need about 500g of skins, which will make enough dye for three or four T-shirts. First boil your white shirts with some washing powder in five litres of water for 60 minutes and then leave to soak for 24 hours.


    Reheat the water until warm and mix in two tablespoons of cream of tartar. This will fix the dye. Leave the T-shirts to soak for 24 hours then rinse.


    Boil the onion skins for about an hour in 10 litres of water until the water is dark. Remove the skins and add the T-shirts. Keep the water warm but under boiling point until your T-shirts are dyed to the degree you want. Rinse them a few times before hanging out to dry. To create patterns, roll the material into sausage shapes and tie them tightly with string before putting in the dye. Don’t be surprised when these items of clothing become hot favourites with the children.


    VINCENT REID

  


  
    


    Build a xylophone


    [image: image]


    WE BEGAN WITH a child’s size mini xylophone. In order to extend this to make a giant xylophone, measuring 1.5m, we just scaled up the design. Beginning with the frame, which is roughly A-shaped, we screwed together four pieces of wood – it can be any length; it just needs to be strong and A-shaped.


    Then, for the bars, we made 25 all from pine, by just sawing the wood into lengths with our hacksaws. Each bar is 2cm longer than the previous one. Then each bar was drilled at each end (by an adult) using a 6mm drill bit, and all the bars were laid on to the frame with a gap between bars of approximately 5mm.


    Finally, the bars are held in place by nails through the holes. It’s important that they can move a little to resonate the sound, so don’t nail too close. Make sure that the bars aren’t touching each other. Knots in the wood, and bends and splits, all affect the sound waves – but are fun to experiment with.


    MELISSA VIGUIER

  


  
    


    Make an air-powered boat
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    WE ENJOY FINDING new uses for items that normally get thrown away. One amusing invention is an air-powered boat made from a humble plastic water bottle, with the aid of a party balloon. The vessel doesn’t have any moving parts and no tools are required. Instead of throwing your empty bottle (preferably the flat-sided sort with a sports cap) into a recycling bin, use a drawing pin or compass point to make a hole a little larger than a pinhead. It should be towards the top but below the tapered neck.


    Then the fun starts. Blow a few puffs into the balloon and, without releasing the air, attach it to the bottle’s open cap. Place the bottle, punctured side down, into your pond or bath and watch it go. The air slowly bubbles through the hole, giving just enough thrust to propel the ‘boat’ gently through the water, often with the accompaniment of a realistic ‘phut-phut’ sound.


    It keeps young children occupied for ages, especially if you encourage them to experiment by adding weight or decorating the sides with card and crayons so it looks the part. Maybe they will get the bottle-boat bug, producing a small fleet of them for racing. Don’t forget to impress everyone by stating that the exercise demonstrates Newton’s third law of motion: that every action has an opposite and equal reaction.


    BOB BARTON

  


  
    


    Launch a rocket


    [image: image]


    IT MAKES MORE of a pop than a bang, it’s true, but it does fly well (‘high enough to be fun’ as my son put it). And it only takes five minutes to make.


    All you need is a 35mm film canister, a bit of Blu-Tack, and an Alka-Seltzer or fizzy vitamin C tablet. Break the tablet into four and tack a quarter onto the inside of the lid. Fill the canister a quarter full of water.


    Being careful to ensure no water touches the tablet, put the lid on the canister and keep upright. Take your mini-rocket outside and, when you are ready for take-off, place the canister upside down on a flat patch of ground and retreat. Wait for it! It takes just long enough for the kids to start thinking it isn’t going to work – but (as long as the tablet stays dry) it always does.


    For the scientifically minded, what happens is that the water reacts with the tablet to produce carbon dioxide. The gas builds up until the pressure is so great it bursts out, jetting the canister into the air.


    JULIET RIX

  


  
    


    Make your own pomander ball


    [image: image]


    A POMANDER BALL is an orange studded with cloves and rolled in spices. Simple but effective, with a delicious aroma. In medieval times they were used to counteract the vile stenches of the age. Children still love to make pomanders as gifts and decorations for Christmas.


    Little fingers might need some help to get the cloves in. Use a wooden toothpick or cocktail stick to make holes in the orange skin, then carefully press a clove into each one. The design is up to you, and you can get really artistic, marking out hearts, diamonds, initials and criss-cross patterns. The orange will shrink a bit as it dries, so leave some space between the cloves.


    Next, put your studded orange into a plastic bag with some ground cinnamon and maybe nutmeg, and give it a good shake. It comes out looking dusty, so wrap it in tissue paper and leave to dry out in a warm place, such as an airing cupboard, for up to six weeks.


    Finally, tie some ribbon around the orange like a parcel, making a loop to hang it up by. If the kids show signs of going into mass production, you can bulk buy the cloves from a health-food store or Asian grocer. Lemons and limes are just as good, and if you miss out rolling them in the spices, you’ll have a multicoloured display.


    LESLEY CARR

  


  
    


    Make a rubber-band ball


    [image: image]


    MY KIDS NO longer want Sylvanian Families or Heelys. The latest essential toy is a rubber-band ball. It costs nothing and you make it yourself. For months our daughters had taken an unusual interest in the discarded red rubber bands that our postman drops outside the front door with every delivery. So we thought we’d turn them into a ball.


    We crumpled up a tissue for the centre of the ball and then started wrapping the bands around it. Once a critical mass of bands was reached the children were amazed to find the ball bounced in a variety of directions. So now the challenge is to collect ever more bands on the run. It’s amazing how many postal workers drop. Even the dullest of walks is enlivened by the children spotting another rogue elastic band.


    We’ve even found bands in different cities and added them to the kids’ burgeoning balls. Six-year-old Nell likes the colour of the bands, while nine-year-old Lola enjoys the thrill of making her own toy. In fact, we may have started a cult; Lola’s friend Maya has also started constructing a band ball.


    The future is elastic. Entertain your kids for free and help Royal Mail reduce its rubber-band mountain.


    PETE MAY


    There’s a Hippo in my Cistern by Peter May is published by Collins.

  


  
    


    Make seeds into a sci-fi cartoon


    [image: image]


    ‘THE NASTY URCHINS put up a brave defence, as they marched forward. Packed shoulder to shoulder they waded across the remains of the lawn, crawling over everything in their path to get to the Impatiens frontline …’


    This is an extract from The Pod Beasts, a science-fiction cartoon my son and I made based on our experiments in the back garden with seeds and a magnifying glass. Every year we relish the seed-gathering ritual. We cut down the dead plants and, before chucking them on the compost, pour the seeds into an empty film canister, label them, and put them in the shed over winter. This year, however, we decided to have a really good look at those seeds through our magnifying glasses. Close up, these brown wrinkly dots take on a whole new persona: suddenly you see their intricate design and they look almost alien-like, which is where the sci-fi cartoon comes in.


    It began with character development. Some of the seeds had knarled ‘wicked old man’ faces, so they became the Nasty Urchins (Nasturtiums). And others had a smooth, younger-looking texture, now known as the Imps (Impatiens).


    Using a photo we had taken through the magnifying glass, we drew the seeds with different expressions: happy, angry, determined, then running, crawling and so on. This gave us a bit of time to develop the plot. Then, taking a sheet of paper, my son drew a box for the title, another next to it for the first scene, and before long we had a 23-scene cartoon.


    MELISSA VIGUIER

  


  
    


    Make art from everything
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    OUR KIDS LOVE cutting stuff up, especially the two-year-old. He’s Edward Scissorhands, only with less self-restraint. He chops up all he sees, which is why I am grateful for the supply of free paper that comes through the letterbox. The weekly report from Lidl becomes a pile of colourful scraps. They’re like fish scales, somebody says. The glue comes out.


    As a family we are scavengers and hoarders of sweet wrappers, bottle tops, scraps of shiny paper, electrical wire and what not. So now the fish gets a shiny belly, some fins, a big eye, teeth. Mama gives up a treasured box, once a pasta packet which has green cellophane on the front – perfect for seaweed.


    Some overzealous gluing turns the fish’s back into a sludgy mess. No matter. Fresh scales have just arrived, care of our local Lib Dem councillor. Unfortunately, our scale cutter decides to crumple them. Then he turns with glee towards the fish. There’s pandemonium as his big sister tries to save it. The fish doesn’t stand a chance.


    The scissors, meanwhile, have quietly disappeared.


    JAMES RUSSELL


    How to Turn Your Parents Green by James Russell is published by Tangent Books.

  


  
    


    Melt and make candles
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    WE BEGAN WITH the wax remains from some candles, broken into little bits by the kids, and melted down in a saucepan (by the adult), where any debris will sink to the bottom. The saucepan we use is in fact two pans: a large one with water in, and a small one that sits inside with all the old bits of wax in. When the wax melts you can pour off the clean wax, leaving the debris behind in the pan. You have to work quite quickly at this point, so have all the moulds ready prepared. We use three types of mould: whole egg shells (supported in an egg box); a thick lipped glass, or mini jam jar; and those disposable metal cases that you find on individual fruit tarts.


    Suspend a birthday candle over the mould (using an outstretched paper clip over the top of your mould to hold it in place) – this will be the new candle wick. Then pour in the melted wax, wait for it to cool, remove the paper clip and the kids can paint the outside of the eggs, or glass.


    MELISSA VIGUIER

  


  
    


    Play with clay
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    A BAG OF modelling clay can be a welcome diversion on occasions such as Christmas when the generations gather together. I’m not talking about the squidgy red gunk beloved of old-fashioned pottery teachers, but a smooth silver clay with fibres embedded so that it doesn’t need to be fired at all. It comes in big plastic sacks, which – kept sealed and covered with a damp cloth – will last for a good year.


    Just slap a lump of it down in front of each guest and you’d be surprised how the age gaps melt away. It’s not the sort of thing most adults get their hands on very often, and for inhibited initiates you can get booklets showing how to make old-fashioned coil pots. But most people soon get the hang of it, and children seem to take to it immediately.


    A recent session involving several girls under 12 resulted in a fabulous stud farm of horses, which have since been painted. An anxious friend modelled her ageing father in loving detail and went home feeling much cheerier, while my daughter turned out a portrait of me which I hope owes more to imagination than insight.


    It can be useful, too, for children’s parties that are getting to the tired and teary stage – just beware of boys firing clay cannonballs.


    CLAIRE ARMITSTEAD

  


  
    


    Make a button box


    [image: image]


    WHEN I WAS a child my nan kept an old button box high on a shelf in the pantry. If we had been good my brother and I were allowed to take the tin down, spill its contents and rummage to our heart’s desire.


    The button box was magical for a child. To an adult its contents may have looked rather ordinary, consisting mostly of odd buttons, beads and ribbons. However, to us it was like running our hands through a treasure chest, pretending we had found precious stones or real gold. Occasionally we would find gems such as my nan’s bobbie pins from the 1920s or my grandad’s war ration book.


    I’m not sure what happened to the button box after my grandparents passed away. However, the tradition has passed on to my mum who keeps an assortment of buttons and old cloth badges in a wooden box.


    I, too, have started a small button box for my daughter to rummage through. It’s easy to collect odd buttons, fasteners and ribbons and she seems particularly fascinated with sorting the colours, shapes and textures.


    I must try to remember, though, to include a few items of our everyday life for my grandchildren to rummage through one day. It’s funny how family history is carried around in old boxes of buttons and odds and ends.


    KATHRYN HOULDCROFT

  


  
    


    Make a feather pen
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    WE CAN NEVER seem to find a pen in our house, but now we have mastered quill pen-making, we will always have plenty.


    We began with some large swan feathers, with nice thick stems and no splits or cracks in them. Then, armed with a very sharp pair of scissors, we began working our way through the four basic stages of quill creation:


    
      1. Cut the tip of the feather’s stem off at a 45-degree angle.


      2. Make a 1.5cm slit up the stem of the feather from the top of the first cut you made. Scoop out any visible membranes.


      3. Widen the slit to make it into a scoop shape (enlarging that very first cut you made), but be careful not to cut the scoop deeper than the top half of the stem.


      4. Turn the scoop into an elegant nib by trimming it with the scissors. It should be symmetric, and taper to a neat point.

    


    You have to dip the quill in ink every second letter, and every few sentences we have to sharpen the nib a little, but the whole process is great fun. Of course, you can make your own ink too, from the juice of festering ink cap mushrooms, or by mixing some egg white with soot and a little honey.


    MELISSA VIGUEIR

  


  
    


    Make a kite
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    ON THOSE CRISP days in winter when the sky is bright blue, what could be more fun than taking a kite out? It’s even better if you make the kite yourself. Follow these simple instructions and you’ll be finished and flying in no time.


    
      You will need:


      90cm lengths of dowelling, fine bamboo or garden stakes


      A large piece of paper, ideally 100cm x 75cm (try a disposable paper tablecloth)


      Paper glue in a liquid, and/or spray-mount


      A blob of wood glue


      Scotch tape, or better, brightly coloured gaffer tape


      Decorative materials and lots of string

    


    [image: image]


    Begin by cutting your sticks into two pieces, one slightly shorter than the other. Make a cross with the sticks, by placing the shorter stick across the longer one about two thirds of the way along its length. Cut little notches at the intersection so that they don’t slide about, and fix in position with wood glue and a bit of string binding, which children can help with. Next cut some notches in the four ends of your kite frame, and stretch some string between them to create that well-known diamond shape. Children can help by holding it in the grooves while you tighten it and tie it off. Make a loop at the top and tail end.


    It is often easier to decorate your kite before the paper goes on, so cut out a diamond about 3cm bigger than your kite frame, supply paints and crayons, and stand well back as the little ones get to work. When everything is dry, fold and glue carefully over the frame, as tight as you dare.


    Cut another piece of string about a quarter as long again as the longest strut of the kite, and tie it between the two loops on the frame, then tie another loop roughly opposite the intersection of the cross members. This is the kite’s bridle (woah there, boy), which is where the string for the flying line is attached. You can make a tail by tying small ribbons or feathers, which children enjoy doing.


    BENJAMIN MEE

  


  
    


    Freeze ice moulds
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    THE IDEA OF making ice moulds came to me one frosty November morning as I was emptying ice out of the bird bath. You can make beautiful translucent sculptures with little treasures inside, such as leaves and berries. The simplest ice mould is just a container filled with water, and left outside to freeze. If you want to make something elaborate, you could make a mould out of clay, or sand, and then line it with cling film, and fill the hollow with water. Then you leave it outside to freeze.


    MELISSA VIGUIER

  


  
    


    Make a rain house
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    IF YOU HAVE young children you might find yourself wondering how to entertain them, without spending money, when it rains for days on end. One solution I found is to convert my greenhouse into a rain house during the winter months. The great thing about a rain house is that you feel like you’re outside, but you’re not getting wet.


    First of all we had to clear the summer’s tomato plants out of the way, so there was space to lay down a big piece of tarpaulin. Then it was just a case of rolling up our sleeves as we made sculptures out of soil, used washable paints to paint on the glass, water pistols to clean them again, then played Pictionary, but using twigs and clay instead of drawing pictures. Before long we were all hungry and so settled down to have a picnic and watch the birds.


    MELISSA VIGUIER

  


  
    


    Make a scarecrow


    [image: image]


    WE HAVE A new addition to our garden: Eric the scarecrow. He isn’t the most appealing of scarecrows. His head is way too big and his legs are too short and fat, but we had fun making him and he livens up our garden. (We don’t actually grow anything in it!)


    We began by clothes shopping, browsing the charity shops to select the most scarecrow-like outfit, and had conversations such as, ‘Do you think a straw hat or a flat cap?’ and ‘Tweed jacket or tank top?’ Then we stopped at the pet shop for a giant pack of straw.


    Back home we tied together an old broom handle and a thin branch with string to make a cross frame and draped the clothes on to it, using an old pillowcase for the head and gardening gloves for the hands. Then we stuffed him silly with straw, securing it with string tied at the neck, waist, wrists and ankles. We drew on his face with permanent marker and glued straw on to the inside of his hat so that it poked out like hair. A flower in his buttonhole, and he was ready to be hammered into place.


    Of course, you don’t have to go for the Worzel Gummidge look. How about a female scarecrow with a nice frock and handbag? A cool dude in bandana and shades? Or a scarecrow on a bench?


    CLAIRE POTTER

  


  
    


    Make splatter-platter paintings


    [image: image]


    A LAZY SUSAN is one of those spinning platters that people put in the middle of the dining table to help with passing the sauce, but there is more than one good use for this contraption. Why not use it to make splatter-platter paintings? At least that’s what we call them, because you drip runny tempura paint on to a piece of paper Blu-Tacked on to the surface of the spinning lazy Susan and the centrifugal force whirls the paint about.


    At this point you may think that this is just a very messy idea, but the results are brilliant, and the process, too. I have two young children, so the best way for everyone to help out was to put the lazy Susan on the floor, cut out a large piece of paper to totally cover the spinning plate, and make a tight fitting cardboard skirt around the lazy Susan (to stop the splatters). My youngest son preferred to be held in a horizontal flying position over the plate, while dropping the paint, but this isn’t the only way to get good results.


    MELISSA VIGUIER

  




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   
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