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Forward

By Richard Wiese
President, The Explorers Club
Every explorer's journey begins not with a passport, but with a spark of inspiration. Sometimes it's found in a jungle or on a mountaintop—but more often, it starts in a backyard, a whisper from a willow, or a daring leap off a swing set transformed into a pirate ship.
I Want to Be an Explorer is a celebration of that spark—of curiosity, courage, and the joy of discovering the world through a child's eyes. Jessica's journey reminds us that true exploration isn't just about remote places. It's about perspective. It's about choosing to see the magic in the familiar, the wonder in the everyday.
As President of The Explorers Club, I've met astronauts, deep-ocean divers, and scientists who have traveled to Earth's most extreme environments. But they all share one trait with Jessica: they began with a question, a dream, and a sense of joyful possibility. That same spark lives in every child who turns a blanket into a tent, a stick into a telescope, or a backyard into a kingdom.
Jessica's kindness, creativity, and adventurous spirit remind us that exploring the natural world leads not only to knowledge, but also to empathy and connection. That's the heart of exploration—not just learning about the world, but caring deeply for it.
May this story inspire young minds to wonder, to wander, and to believe that discovery can begin anywhere. Because the greatest explorers aren't always those who go the farthest—but those who look the closest, listen the deepest, and dream the most vividly.

Dedication 

I dedicate this book to children whose imaginations transform blades of grass into jungles, trees into mountains, and puddles into oceans. I dedicate this book to those who transform the ordinary into the extraordinary with the sheer force of their imaginations. This is for the dreamers, the explorers, and the adventurers who build worlds in their backyards, on their bedroom floors, and in the quiet corners of their hearts.

This story revolves around a young girl who, instead of seeing adventurers conquering mountains in a documentary, saw a path to her limitless potential. It's for the brave souls who talk to their hamsters, negotiate with butterflies, and build friendships with the wind, whispering secrets. For those who believe a whispered willow tree secret unlocks a hidden cave of glowing crystals: This is for you.

This explains simple wonders for children, such as smooth river stones, colorful seashells, and a grandmother's hug. Children who understand that friends, neighbors, family, and self-belief are the most remarkable treasures, not chests or caves, will appreciate this.

Dedicated to storytelling's power, community's magic, and the enduring spirit of adventure dormant within us, waiting to be awakened by an idea's spark, a dream's whisper, or an imaginative heart's boundless expanse. May this story inspire you to explore the worlds you create, cherish your connections, and always believe in the extraordinary power of your unique imagination. The most incredible adventures are the ones we create ourselves.
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Chapter 1: Jessica's Documentary Discovery
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Jessica stood still, intently watching the television screen. The documentary, a vibrant tapestry of breathtaking landscapes and daring feats, unfolded before her. Mesmerized, she watched intrepid explorers scale sheer cliffs, their ropes swaying against jagged peaks that pierced a cloudy sky. Then, the scene shifted to a lush jungle, teeming with exotic birds and chattering monkeys, where explorers hacked their way through dense undergrowth, their machetes flashing in the dappled sunlight. Each scene was a feast for her eight-year-old's imagination.

They weren't just explorers but adventurers, pioneers, and heroes charting unknown territories. They were fearless, resourceful, and brimming with a spirit of discovery that ignited something deep within Jessica. She'd always had a vivid imagination, transforming her bedroom into a castle, her blankets into royal robes, and her stuffed animals into loyal knights. But this documentary was unlike anything else.

Though faced with challenges, including rugged terrain, unpredictable weather, and the unknown, the explorers persevered with determination and an unwavering spirit. They faced their fears, celebrated their successes, and learned from their mistakes, all while pushing the boundaries of what was possible. Their resilience and unyielding pursuit of knowledge and experience captivated Jessica.

As the documentary concluded, something stirred inside her, aching and bright. She desired the exhilaration, the triumph, the novelty. She yearned to explore uncharted territories, face her challenges, and uncover hidden wonders. Where could she find this adventure? Her quiet suburban street, with its neat lawns and friendly neighbors, seemed a far cry from the dramatic landscapes shown on the screen. But maybe adventure wasn't about location; perhaps it was about perspective.

A mischievous grin spread across her face as an idea took root. Her backyard, a space for playing hopscotch and chasing butterflies, shimmered with potential. The oak tree at the yard's edge, providing shade, was a tall structure with its branches extending upward. The old swing set, often neglected, became a magnificent pirate ship, ready for daring voyages across imaginary seas. And the flowerbeds, places for pretty blooms, morphed into a dense, exotic jungle, full of hidden pathways and unexpected creatures.

The change began before she even realized it had started. Fueled by a sudden spark of inspiration, Jessica grabbed a collection of colorful scarves and lengths of fabric from her craft box. She draped them over the oak tree's branches, creating vibrant banners fluttering in the gentle breeze. Using a large sheet secured with sturdy rope, she fashioned a makeshift sail for her swing set. She constructed winding paths through her flowerbeds, using twigs and leaves to weave an intricate maze of natural obstacles.

Her pet hamster, Whiskers — a tiny ball of fluffy brown fur with surprisingly curious eyes — watched intently, almost as if understanding every move of the transformation with wide-eyed fascination. He scurried from one newly created landmark to another, his tiny claws clicking against the makeshift pathways. He seemed to understand the magic Jessica was making, his little whiskers twitching as he explored the unfamiliar landscape. She decided he would become her first loyal companion on this exciting journey.

She added finishing touches—a miniature map drawn on a piece of cardboard, marked with cryptic symbols and exciting destinations; a set of small, smooth stones painted with vibrant colors, each representing a different landmark in her newly created world; and a treasure chest crafted from an old shoebox decorated with glitter and stickers. Each element transformed from mundane to extraordinary through the infusion of wonder.

As dusk settled, casting long shadows across her backyard, Jessica stood back and admired her handiwork. Her ordinary backyard had transformed into a fantastical world, a vibrant tapestry of imagination woven from the threads of a documentary and her boundless creativity. She felt a thrill course through her; the adventure had begun. She was no longer Jessica, a girl in a quiet suburb; she was an intrepid explorer, ready to navigate her uncharted territories, with her loyal companion, Whiskers, by her side. The whispering willows, the babbling brook, the towering oak-mountain, and the pirate swing set ship all awaited. Emulating the documentary's explorers, she met challenges head-on. Her spirit buzzed with something uncontainable—wonder, courage, or maybe both. The journey had begun, and the world, her backyard, was her oyster.
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Chapter 2: The Backyard Transformation Begins
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The first order of business was the oak tree, a majestic giant that had always provided welcome shade on hot summer afternoons. Now, it was to be Mount Whispering Pines, the highest peak in her christened Backyard Kingdom. Jessica rummaged through her craft box, a treasure trove of colorful ribbons, scraps of fabric, and shaped buttons. She unearthed a roll of shimmering gold crepe paper, perfect for creating the illusion of sunlight glinting off the mountain's rocky slopes. She draped the paper around the thickest branches, securing it with twine and using clothespins to create a cascade of golden light emanating from the tree's heart.
Next came the foliage. Using vibrant green and brown felt scraps, she cut and layered them to create a realistic texture, adding depth and dimension to the mountain's slopes. Adding a splash of unexpected vibrancy, she incorporated some of her mother's old, discarded scarves, bringing a rich color palette to the mix. She attached these to the branches with small safety pins, creating the effect of lush vegetation clinging to the mountain's sides. She used a few branches and crafted the waterfalls from shimmering blue and silver fabric, draping and fastening them to mimic the look of water cascading down the mountainside.

Whiskers, her hamster, observed this creation with keen interest. His tiny nose twitched as he followed Jessica's every move, seeming to grasp the magic she was weaving. His small paws padded across the grass as he ventured closer, and his beady eyes reflected the shimmering gold and green of her handiwork.

He'd sniff the fabrics, his head tilted, as if he were testing the mountain's new features. Jessica chuckled, knowing he was her first official expeditionary companion who would record the transformation in his little hamster way. She created a tiny hammock from a green leaf, hanging it from a lower branch as a rest stop for her intrepid furry explorer.

The swing set, a place for quiet contemplation and gentle swaying, transformed into the formidable "Sea Serpent's Revenge," a fearsome pirate ship ready to sail the uncharted waters of her backyard "ocean"—the lush green lawn. The old, rusty chains became sturdy rigging, and the wooden planks, weathered by time and sun, became the deck of a vessel poised for adventure. Jessica found a large, discarded sheet, its faded floral pattern now adding a touch of quirky charm to the ship's sail. With the help of a sturdy rope, she secured it to the top bar of the swing set, allowing it to billow in the gentle afternoon breeze. She added details, creating a tattered flag from a colorful piece of fabric and adorning the sides with miniature pirate flags fashioned from bits of colored card.

The flowerbeds, a vibrant display of colorful blooms, transformed into the dense, mysterious jungle of Whispering Blooms. Using twigs and leaves collected during her neighborhood walks, she crafted a network of winding paths that wove a maze through the vibrant flowers. She added more scarves, draping them over the bushes to create the effect of dense undergrowth, providing shelter for the imaginary creatures that inhabited this enchanted space.

Small stones, painted with vibrant colors and intricate designs, served as markers guiding the way through the jungle's hidden passages. She even constructed a tiny bridge over a "raging river"—a shallow ditch that ran through the garden—using small sticks and pebbles, showcasing the true essence of a creative builder.

The cave under the porch, a dark and dusty place, became the Crystal Grotto, a mystical cavern filled with shimmering gems. Jessica used various reflective materials she found around the house—broken pieces of mirror, shiny foil, and iridescent cellophane—to create a dazzling display of light. The effect was mesmerizing, turning the small space into a sparkling crystal treasure trove, illuminating the cave with a mystical glow. It was a perfect resting point for her upcoming journey. She placed a small battery-operated lantern inside, emitting a soft light.

As the sun dipped below the horizon, casting long shadows across her transformed backyard, Jessica stood back to survey her work. The ordinary had become extraordinary. She had imbued the familiar with magic. Her backyard was no longer a space for playing; it was a kingdom of adventure, a world waiting to be explored. The towering Mount Whispering Pines loomed large, its golden slopes shimmering in the fading light. The Sea Serpent's Revenge, her majestic pirate ship, stood ready for a voyage into the unknown. And the Jungle of Whispering Blooms, with its winding paths and hidden secrets, beckoned with the promise of discovery.

Even Whiskers, nestled in his leaf hammock on Mount Whispering Pines, seemed to understand the profound transformation that had taken place. He twitched his whiskers, perhaps sensing the thrill of the adventure ahead, his tiny heart full of anticipation.

Jessica felt a thrill that mirrored the sensations she had experienced while watching the explorers on television. She wasn't playing; she was embarking on a true adventure. Her chest tightened, breath shallow with excitement as she prepared for her first expedition. She took her map, made from cardboard with symbols and destinations marked on it, and tied it around her neck with twine.

She tucked her painted stones, each a landmark from her imagined world, into the pouch at her waist. Her treasure chest, filled with imagined riches, rested at her feet.

Her vision's boundless power had transformed the once familiar backyard into an expansive and mysterious world. Encouraged by whispering willows, a babbling brook (a cleverly diverted garden hose), singing adventure, and a towering oak mountain challenging her to reach its summit, she felt inspired. The beckoning pirate ship promised daring voyages across uncharted seas, while the jungle hinted at untold secrets and hidden wonders. It was more than a transformation; it was an invitation to explore, discover, and, most importantly, believe in the magic within her heart and the world around her.

Her grandmother smiled, noticing her granddaughter's intense focus and the dramatic changes in the backyard. Nurturing her imagination as a child, she came to understand its power. She always encouraged Jessica's creative spirit, who often took part in imaginative games, adding wisdom and gentle guidance to the child's fantastical adventures. With a smile, she watched Jessica adjust the makeshift waterfall cascading down Mount Whispering Pines. It was a journey of self-discovery, not a game, that showed Jessica's growing confidence and ability to create her world.

Jessica's mother, while concerned about the chaotic transformation of the backyard, recognized the depth of her daughter's creativity and the joy it brought her. Recognizing imaginative play as crucial to development, she always encouraged Jessica. She provided practical suggestions and gentle encouragement, joining the adventure to assist Jessica with some of the more challenging tasks. With her help, they secured the makeshift sail on the pirate ship and then crafted a small, functional flagpole for the ship's new flag. Her participation wasn't about helping; it was about sharing in Jessica's dream.

The extraordinary changes captivated the friendly immigrant neighbors, who shared childhood memories and tales of adventure, weaving their cultures into Jessica's rich, imaginative world. The older gentleman next door, a retired carpenter, offered his expertise in securing the rope that held up the ship's sail, admiring Jessica's resourcefulness and creativity. The family across the street, from another country, shared tales of legendary creatures from their homeland, adding a touch of fantasy to Jessica's imaginative world. 

As darkness enveloped the backyard, the transformation was complete. The moon, a silent observer, cast its gentle glow over the scene, highlighting the mountain's shimmering gold, the ship's billowing sail, and the jungle's winding paths. Jessica stood, surrounded by her creation, a radiant smile lighting up her face. The adventure was about to begin, a journey that would lead her through her backyard and into the deeper realms of her imagination, a testament to the boundless power of childhood creativity and the transformative magic of believing in oneself. And Whiskers, her loyal companion, twitched his whiskers, ready for his first adventure in this wondrous new world. The whispers of the willows, the gurgling brook, and the rustling leaves all seemed to applaud her, their quiet voices mingling with the excitement bubbling within her heart. She had begun her journey, promising an adventure filled with wonder, discovery, and the unwavering belief in the power of her imagination.
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Chapter 3: Meeting Whiskers the Adventurous Hamster

[image: ]


Whiskers, a Syrian hamster with an adventurous spirit for his kind, stirred in his tiny, custom-built leaf hammock. He wasn't your average hamster, content with the simple pleasures of sunflower seeds and wheel-running. Oh no, Whiskers possessed a spirit of exploration that mirrored Jessica's own. Whiskers had watched intently, almost as if understanding every move with keen interest as the backyard transformed. The rustling of fabrics, the clatter of stones, and the careful arrangement of twigs—all registered in his tiny, perceptive brain. He had tasted a few stray pieces of felt, the green ones being palatable.
Jessica noticed Whisker's eager movements as she prepared for her first expedition. He was vibrating with anticipation, his little nose twitching as he scurried down the makeshift "mountain," his tiny claws finding purchase on the crepe paper and felt. He recognized the place as an adventure land, not just a backyard. Jessica chuckled, grabbing a miniature backpack she had fashioned from a colorful scrap of fabric. It was too big for Whiskers, but she clipped it onto his tiny harness, which she'd fashioned from a thin ribbon. Inside, she placed a miniature water bottle (a repurposed medicine vial) and a small bag of selected sunflower seeds, each representing a different "landmark" on her map.

"Ready for your first expedition, Whiskers?" she whispered, her voice filled with excitement and a touch of nervous energy. A tiny squeak, Whiskers' reply, Jessica took as enthusiastic agreement. With that, she set off, Whiskers trotting at her side, his little paws padding on the ground.

Their first destination was Mount Whispering Pines. The climb posed a great danger, especially for whiskers. The crepe paper mountain, though stunning, presented a rather challenging climb for a small hamster. Jessica had to guide him, lifting him over steep slopes and securing him with a gentle hand whenever he seemed to lose his footing. Whiskers, however, never complained. He seemed to relish the trial with hidden stakes, his tiny legs working, his determination unwavering.

Along the way, they encountered various obstacles. A precarious section required Jessica to create a makeshift bridge using twigs and leaves, a miniature engineering feat that impressed Whiskers. They also had a close encounter with a ladybug, a fierce predator in Whiskers' eyes, but Jessica's careful intervention prevented any unwanted hamster-related incidents. They found a tiny, concealed cave hidden behind a massive root.

From the summit of Mount Whispering Pines, one could see a breathtaking view of the transformed backyard. On the "ocean," Jessica's pirate ship, The Sea Serpent's Revenge, bobbed, its tattered sail billowing in the wind, whispered secrets. Jessica's colorful markers punctuated the dense, vibrant green expanse of the Jungle of Whispering Blooms far below. Beckoning further exploration, the Crystal Grotto shimmered under the afternoon sun, its mystical glow apparent. Whiskers, perched on Jessica's shoulder, squeaked, his tiny claws digging into her shirt.

From Mount Whispering Pines, they embarked on a journey through the Jungle of Whispering Blooms. The maze-like paths, created by intertwined twigs and leaves, proved challenging, even for Jessica. Still, Whiskers, with his keen sense of smell and uncanny ability to navigate through tight spaces, proved to be an invaluable guide. Jessica followed his lead, sometimes crawling on her hands and knees, sometimes squeezing through the narrow gaps between leaves and flowers. The jungle was teeming with life–butterflies flitted among the flowers, bees buzzed, and ants marched along their paths. Whiskers, however, was only interested in exploring, ignoring the other insects around him.

At one point, they stumbled upon a small clearing, where a hidden treasure awaited—a single, smooth, iridescent blue pebble. Jessica added it to her collection, placing it in her pouch. Whiskers received his reward–a huge and juicy sunflower seed, a prize well-earned for his navigational prowess.

Their expedition continued to the Sea Serpent's Revenge, where Whiskers explored the ship's deck, his tiny paws padding across the weathered wood. He seemed fascinated by the tattered sail, sniffing at it before venturing into the ship's "cabin"–a small, shaded area under the swing set. Jessica, amused by his bravery, let him explore at his leisure, offering him more sunflower seeds as an expression of appreciation for his incredible performance.

Their journey concluded at the Crystal Grotto. The light filtering through the broken mirrors and cellophane cast an ethereal glow on the cave's walls. Whiskers, cautious at first, ventured into the cave, his whiskers twitching as he explored the shimmering crystals. He seemed captivated by their brilliance, his tiny eyes reflecting their dazzling light. As the sun set, casting long shadows across the backyard, Jessica and Whiskers returned to their starting point, exhausted but exhilarated. Their first expedition had been a resounding success.

Whiskers, nestled in Jessica's hands, had proven to be the perfect companion, and his small size and adventurous spirit added a unique dimension to their journey. He explored the backyard, becoming central to the adventure. The day's adventure, a cherished memory, proves that the smallest creatures inspire adventure and reveal the extraordinary in the ordinary. Jessica smiled as she tucked Whiskers into his leaf hammock for the night. Their journey was far from over; the Backyard Kingdom held many more secrets and adventures waiting to be uncovered, all with Whiskers, the adventurous hamster, by her side.
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Chapter 4: Whispering Willows and the Hidden River

[image: ]


The sun dipped lower, casting long shadows across the transformed backyard, painting the crepe-paper mountains in hues of orange and purple. The thrill of their successful expedition still buzzing within her, Jessica turned her attention towards a new area of her kingdom–a cluster of weeping willows at the edge of the "jungle." There weren't any willows but the Whispering Willows, their branches draped low to the ground like emerald curtains, creating a mystical, hushed atmosphere.
A faint trickle of water, audible over the chirping of crickets, caught her attention. Peeking beneath the weeping branches, she uncovered a tiny stream, no wider than her hand, winding its way through the roots of the trees. It was a hidden river, a secret waterway flowing through the heart of her backyard kingdom. The crystal-clear water gurgled as it tumbled over smooth stones, creating a mesmerizing melody that seemed to whisper secrets only the willows could understand.

The willows seemed to sway in a silent conversation, their leaves rustling like hushed whispers carried on a gentle breeze. Jessica felt an irresistible pull towards the river, a sense of mystery and adventure beckoning her. She kneeled, cupping her hands to drink from the refreshing water. It tasted like sunshine and turned earth, a taste she couldn't quite place but found captivating.

As she traced the river's course with her fingers, her eyes fell upon something nestled amongst the willow roots—a smooth, gray stone, almost perfectly round. It was unlike any other stone in the backyard, its surface polished, as if the constant flow of water had smoothed it. And then she saw a series of intricate carvings etched into its surface, a cryptic puzzle that tested both heart and mind, waiting to be deciphered.

The carvings were ancient-looking, like hieroglyphics from a long-lost civilization. They depicted a series of symbols—a sun, a moon, a bird in flight, and a winding path leading to a star. Beneath the symbols, someone etched a single word in a familiar yet foreign script: "Solve." This was it, her first actual trial with hidden stakes in the Backyard Kingdom. It was a gateway, a test of wit and ingenuity that would unlock further secrets of her magical realm.

For the next hour, she examined the stone, tracing the symbols with her fingertip to decipher their meaning. She thought back to the nature documentaries she had watched, to the ancient civilizations and their fascinating systems of communication. She reasoned that the sun and moon represented day and night. The bird in flight symbolized freedom and journey. That winding path: It must be the path she needed to follow. But what did the star represent? How did these elements solve the complex puzzle, challenging intellect and emotion?

Her grandmother's words about observation and finding connections between disparate things came back to her. The whispering willows and gurgling river calmed her mind and sharpened her focus as she closed her eyes. With a movie-like visualization, the symbols played out in her mind. As the sun rose, she saw a bird take flight, a path winding through the forest, and a star shining above, guiding the way.

She realized the answer wasn't a word or a phrase, but an action. The star represented a destination, a place she needed to find. It was a guiding light, pointing the way to her next adventure. But where was the star?

Jessica looked around, her eyes scanning the backyard landscape. She considered the symbols again: day, night, journey, and the guiding star. She spotted a bright star-shaped flower blooming amidst the jungle foliage near the crystal grotto. It was a small, delicate blossom, but its vibrant color stood out against the greenery, like a tiny beacon of light.

Excitement bubbled inside her. She had solved the cryptic puzzle that tested both heart and mind! The whispered secrets of the willows had led her to her first genuine trial with hidden stakes, and she had conquered it. This realization filled her with a sense of accomplishment and a greater desire to explore the wonders of her backyard. The solved cryptic puzzle that tested both heart and mind wasn't the answer to a puzzle, but a key to unlocking more adventures within her enchanted kingdom. It was a testament to her ingenuity and the power of observation, proving that even ordinary objects can hold extraordinary secrets if one knows how to look.

The journey to the star-shaped flower was not without its trials. She had to navigate through dense patches of her make-believe jungle, avoiding thorny vines and giant, playful spiders made from twigs and yarn. She had a narrow escape with a "hungry" caterpillar–a green pipe cleaner disguised by her–that threatened to block her path. With determination and clever maneuvering, she overcame every obstacle.

She reached the star-shaped flower, its petals shimmering under the setting sun. Nestled beneath its delicate blossoms, she found a small wooden box, carved with the same symbols as the stone. Inside, nestled on a bed of velvet fabric, was a small, tarnished compass–a true explorer's treasure.

The old compass hummed, showing residual energy. Its needle spun at first, then settled, pointing in a direction she hadn't considered. It pointed towards the far side of the backyard, a section she had never explored—a wild, untamed area beyond her usual play area. This was it—the next chapter in her grand adventure.

The setting sun bathed the backyard in the soft glow of twilight. Jessica, clutching the compass, felt a thrill coursing through her veins. The whispering willows, the hidden river, the solved cryptic puzzle that tested both heart and mind, and the explorer's compass were all coming together, forming a narrative as interesting and exciting as any she had ever read or watched in the nature documentaries that inspired her. This was more than a game; this was a genuine, authentic journey of discovery, right in her backyard. Her backyard, transformed into a magical kingdom of endless possibilities, was ready to reveal its further wonders. 

The compass in her hand felt warm, pulsing with a gentle energy that mirrored the excitement bubbling in her chest. The intricate carvings on its surface seemed to shimmer in the twilight, hinting at the mysteries it held. She placed the compass into her miniature backpack, alongside the iridescent blue pebble and a few extra sunflower seeds for Whiskers.

With a deep breath, she turned toward the direction the compass showed. Overgrowth, shadows, and the unknown lay ahead on the path. But Jessica, armed with her imagination, newfound confidence, and trusty explorer's compass, felt a sense of exhilaration and anticipation that only a true adventurer could experience. This journey delved into the uncharted heart of her Backyard Kingdom, offering even more wonders and challenges than she had encountered. She knew this adventure would test her resourcefulness, problem-solving skills, and unwavering spirit. But she was ready. Ready to embark on the next thrilling chapter of her backyard expedition, prepared to face whatever lay hidden in the unexplored reaches of her magical world. Deep down, she knew that Whiskers, her brave companion, would stand by her side.
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