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BY KARI BYRON
host of MythBusters on the
Discovery Channel and GeekMom columnist

When I was a kid, my dad gave me a spaceship. Not a little toy but a real, full-sized spaceship so that I could fly to the moon. At least, that is how it felt. He gave me a huge box from one of those tube televisions they had before flat screens were invented. Paint, crayons, foil, scissors, and Christmas lights made that box the coolest adventure of my fifth grade year. I ate, slept, and lived in that box. My dad taught me about space, planets, and stars. He gave me the universe. Little did I know, I had a Geek Dad.



Dad loved science fiction, Star Trek, and space movies. Because he loved them, I did too. Now that I am a mom, I can see my daughter following my every move the same way. I found that I can harness my love of science into crafts and projects that foster her natural curiosity and love for spending time with Mommy. She collects rocks and shells from the beach and then runs home to find them in a picture book. She is only two and a half but knows the names of the planets and has a glitter and construction-paper solar system hanging from her window. Someday I hope she will channel her geeky passions with her daughter.

As a host on MythBusters, I have worked in the world of geek pop culture for a decade. The best part of being on the show is the reaction I get from parents and kids. MythBusters inspires an excitement for science that they can share together. Becoming a mom made me understand how important that is. I had no idea how much being a MythBuster would prepare me for motherhood. All of my problem solving and love for crazy projects suited my new adventure perfectly. Just like my dad, I became part of a very special club, the Geek Moms. I realized this after I had my baby. GeekMom.com asked me to write a column for their site and I was honored. I discovered this whole new subgenre of geekdom and parenting.

Being a working mom can be hard. After a long day of blowing stuff up or crashing cars, I am sometimes devoid of creative parenting ideas. That is why I love GeekMom.com. Besides being a source of inspiration, it is also nice to see a community of moms doing what I am doing—sharing their love of geek arts with the ones they love most. Now GeekMom has taken their blog beyond the internet, cataloguing a wealth of great stories, experiments, crafts, projects, and activities into a book. From making a Tetris cake to dressing like a superhero to making your microwave into a science demonstration, this is the handbook for every Geek Mom.

Being a geek is being passionate about a subject (usually an esoteric one). Be it comic books, fantasy, science fiction, or technology, how amazing is it to share your passion with your kids? I feel like we are all born geeks, full of enthusiasm and wonder. If you are lucky, you don’t grow out of it. I hope Geek Mom helps you create memories with your kids like my dad and my spaceship did for me.
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Being a geek isn’t just about brains and books anymore. Being a geek is a state of mind, and that state of mind leads us to intensely explore our interests and approach the world with endless curiosity. When we want to get involved in something cool, we really get involved. In other words, we get geeky about it. And when we become mothers, we apply that same dedication and attention to detail to our parenting. We are Geek Moms.

Now, that’s not to say all Geek Moms love all the same books, video games, or tech toys or are even interested in science in the same way. But we all admit to identifying in some way with being moms who want to share our love of technology, imaginative worlds, and wizardry of all types with our children. That’s why we started the GeekMom blog in 2010 as a spin-off of Wired.com’s award-winning GeekDad blog: as a place for geeky moms to come together to share experiences, ideas, projects, and stories, as well as to nurture the personal connections that are necessary to so many women.

With the same spirit in mind, Geek Mom: Projects, Tips, and Adventures for Moms and Their 21st-Century Families explores the many fun and interesting ways that moms and kids can get their geek on. With six chapters spanning everything from science to superheroes, the book contains a variety of activities and ideas that we know you will enjoy working on together, activities designed for the whole family; it even includes projects for moms to try when they get a few precious minutes alone. Every project is designed with an eye toward learning and discovery and is infused with geeky flavor, be it through pop culture, music, science, or crafts.

In and around these projects are our personal insights and suggestions about living lives as geeky parents, as well as sidebars containing added fun facts, information, and background stories about geeky women and historical moments that will hopefully keep you inspired.

But more than just a how-to, we wrote the Geek Mom book to encourage mothers and geeklings to be proud of their true selves. When we were growing up, being a geek meant being marginalized socially. But it’s fast becoming a geek world out there, and we GeekMoms are proud to be a large part of it!




UNDERSTANDING THE ICONS

All projects and activities have cost, time, recommended age range, and difficulty noted.
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My first memory of pretending to be a superhero is as a toddler when I grabbed one of my old baby blankets and fashioned it into a cape. I still remember how powerful I felt and how much fun it was. Geeky moms are in a unique position to introduce the next generation to wonder. Although superheroes are often thought of as a male bastion, it’s usually mothers who first introduce their children to the concept. Mothers are generally the ones who stress out over Halloween costumes or the right books to read or the right shows to watch, and geeky mothers are the ones who pass down their love of stuff such as Star Wars, steampunk, fantasy, and science fiction. We’re often the first to introduce children to impossible stories that fire the imagination.

The first time we show our children all the various versions of Star Trek and realize they love it as much as we do, it’s a shared bond. The first time they come running to us about a book they just read that they love that we also loved as a child, such as The Chronicles of Narnia, we feel their joy. This chapter is about recapturing that feeling of exhilaration for ourselves and our children. Some of the projects are complicated, many are less so, but they are all designed with laughter and fun in mind and with an eye to providing that special thrill that pretending brings to everyone.
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Why Superheroes Matter

especially to children

[image: ] It’s a striking and compelling image: the ordinary-looking person sees someone around him or her in trouble and springs into action, revealing a hidden hero.

That image goes directly to our collective desire to matter, to make a difference, to be a hero. Adults are still drawn to the idea, but those who truly take it to heart are children.

Children are mostly powerless in the world. Everything around them is adult sized. They generally have no say in where they live or even where they’re going on any given day. Their life is regimented. No wonder they’re drawn to the fantasy of possessing incredible power under the surface.

But if superheroes were simply about power, they wouldn’t speak to kids so strongly.

I asked my youngest son, age eleven, what superheroes do. He said, “They stand for justice, they fight evil guys, and sometimes they help with things like natural disasters and do stuff ordinary people can’t do.”

He didn’t say “they have cool powers” or “they beat up bad guys” or even “they have great adventures.” Instead, what he has absorbed most about superheroes is that they stand for what’s right, for justice, for the best parts of humanity.

And that’s why superheroes are wonderful role models for children. Not only do kids learn that they can be powerful and they can make a difference, but they also learn the proper use of that power.

Justice is a concept that is so very hard to teach. It’s not quite fairness, as kids learn early that life is not always fair. Rather, justice is about balancing the scales and trying to do the right thing, perhaps even in a bad situation. It’s about being a good moral person.

This is why it’s so important for superheroes to be men and women and why it’s also essential for these heroes to come from as many racial and ethnic groups as possible. It’s hard to adopt a superhero as a role model if he or she doesn’t speak to your experience, if the hero doesn’t look or act or come from the same place as you.

I was five years old when I first watched the Adam West Batman show in reruns. Batman was an ironic show that focused mainly on jokes, but it was also about the good guys trying to do the right thing. I laughed and had fun watching it, but I didn’t fall in love with it until the debut of Batgirl, which hit me like a lightning bolt.

Meek librarian Barbara Gordon’s wall swiveled to reveal a costume and a motorcycle. In a split second, she was transformed into a hero who could fight the villains just as well—sometimes better—than the male crime fighters.

I never, ever wanted so badly to be a superhero as on that day.

Over the years, I’ve absorbed other heroes beyond Batman and his supporting cast. Superman, of course, Black Canary, Green Arrow, the Justice League, the Legion of Super-Heroes, Captain America, Iron Man, the Avengers, the X-Men, and the Fantastic Four.

I learned values from all their superhero stories. Values about self-sacrifice, about morality, about the way people should treat each other.

The very first issue of the Legion of Super-Heroes that I ever purchased featured a reanimated soldier from the previous war intent on continuing to fight until his side achieved victory. The Legion failed to stop him in a fight and all appeared lost until the heroes looked into the soldier’s background. He had originally died saving his platoon from a grenade. Once they knew this, the Legionnaires stopped the soldier by dressing as his superior officers and telling him he’d done his job well. The strange energy that had animated the soldier faded and he died knowing he’d done his job well and saved his comrades.

The Legionnaires had powers, and they were fierce fighters. But they solved the problem with intelligence and compassion instead of battle. That’s what made them heroes, and that’s the lesson I learned as a child.

In a story featuring Batman, the Dark Knight returned to the alley where his parents had been murdered. He had to prevent criminals from menacing an elderly woman who had once comforted the young, orphaned Bruce Wayne on the night his parents were killed. Young Bruce had suffered, but the grown-up Bruce was now a hero who could protect others. As someone who lost her father at a young age, I took to heart the lesson that even someone who suffered a terrible loss could go on to accomplish great things.

I also took away a lasting role model for who I wanted to be like: Lois Lane. I couldn’t grow up to be a superhero, but I could do what Lois Lane did. I could be a reporter. I could fight for truth as much as Superman ever did. I’m not alone. I’ve spoken to many female journalists over the years and a large number point to Lois Lane as their initial inspiration.
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One of the very best parts of being a mother has been introducing my own children to the superheroes I loved as a child. They have had the same reaction. They love superheroes. As you can see from my son’s quote earlier, they know exactly what superheroes represent: standing up for yourself, might in the service of right, and being good to each other.

An episode of Batman: The Brave and the Bold on Cartoon Network portrayed the sacrifice of the Doom Patrol—a band of ostracized loners—for a small number of people they didn’t know. In one of the most poignant moments of Grant Morrison’s All-Star Superman, Superman prevents a teenage girl from committing suicide. Superman knows he himself is dying from being poisoned by Lex Luthor, but he talks the girl out of jumping off a building, saying there’s always a chance that life will get better.

Adults sometimes see superheroes and concentrate on the “super” part. And the costumes and the powers are a lot of fun.

But kids know better.

They know the “hero” part is far more important. They know that they can’t really be superheroes when they grow up, as much as they wish they could, but they will know how to be a hero.
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When I was growing up, my favorite places were the hidden ones where I could let my imagination run wild. It doesn’t take special skill to create one either, just time and an old-fashioned cardboard box.


[image: ]

materials

• At least one eager child

• A large cardboard box

• A box of crayons and colored markers

• A sharp pair of scissors or a utility knife

• Glitter glue (optional)

• Stencils (optional)

• Items to decorate the interior (highly individual)



STEP 1: Finding the Materials

Appropriate-sized cardboard boxes can be found in any number of places, but I’ve found appliance stores are the best sources. A refrigerator box is perfect because it’s the largest and roomiest, but others will do, especially if the children are younger and smaller. Several boxes can even be placed together if the kids want to expand their lair to several “rooms.”

To decorate the secret lair, I recommend a big box of Crayola crayons. If the cardboard surface has been treated, try colored markers or various types of paint. Watercolors for children will work, but oil-based paints will run less, last longer, and produce more vivid images.

Use a pair of scissors or a utility knife to cut the doorways and windows into the cardboard. Please keep these, especially the knife, out of the range of small children.

STEP 2: Creating the Lair

First, consult the future owner of the lair. He or she should set the tone.

With my kids, my main job was to act as referee if there was a disagreement and to do any tasks above their age level, such as wielding the utility knife. I have to say I didn’t always do the last to their satisfaction. I received complaints if the doorways and windows were crooked. A ruler and a level are a good investment to prevent these types of comments.

Cut out the doorways and windows before any decorations or artwork are added.

After the doors and windows are done, give the children’s ideas free rein. They can draw and color freehand or use stencils or rulers for neatness. Items can also be drawn on paper and then glued to the house. Glitter glue is always fun, too. But with my kids, what they wanted most was to draw or paint their own pictures onto the lair without interference.

If the kids are stumped for ideas, try suggestions such as a hidden cave, like the Batcave, the hidden rooms that appear in Hogwarts, Superman’s Fortress of Solitude, a Hobbit hole, or just ask them to think of their own version of a magic room.

Remember, it doesn’t have to look like a work of art when complete. It just has to feel to the child like it is his or her very own special place.

STEP 3: Move Right In!

After the exterior is done, the interior can be filled with all a child’s special stuff. For my kids, this meant blankets, flashlights, various toy kitchen implements, and their favorite stuffed animals. They also wanted to sleep inside their secret lair, so that meant a sleeping bag as well. For that reason, making the secret lair in their bedroom saves moving the creation. Alternatively, it can be a special naptime place elsewhere in the house.

The only downside is that the cardboard box will fall apart at some point. That’s okay, another one can always be built. Remember to take lots of photos of it, however, so the kids will remember.
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All kids (and many adults!) wish they had superpowers. Here are some quick and easy tests of strength and agility that anyone can try at home. Save them for your superhero’s next get-together or party, or even a quiet afternoon. These activities are great indoors or out!

I. KIDS OF STEEL: BUILD A “TOWER” FOR YOUR SUPERHERO TO BREAK DOWN
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materials

• Anything light and stackable, as many as possible, including:

• Plastic drinking cups (sold in large sleeves of 100–300)

• Clean, recycled cardboard milk cartons

• Empty cereal boxes (taped closed)

• Pieces of pink foam insulation (an adult can cut it into blocks and spray-paint it in stony colors)



STEP 1: Build It Up, Knock It Down 

Building a wall from cups, cartons, or boxes is ridiculously easy. Just leave a small gap between each “block” as you build the first row. When you get to the second row, center each block over the gap. This technique works for straight, curved walls, and even towers. When my younger son was four, he dressed up in his Superman suit and had his dad build a tower of cups around him as high as his eyebrows to burst through. Pow!

For a party, enlist the group to build the walls as well as demolish them. With enough cups or boxes, kids can spend an entire afternoon just creating and destroying walls.

[image: build a tower]


STEP 2:  Clean Up and Salvage

When the kids are done building, cleanup is quick and easy. Your building materials may not survive more than one or two uses, though. If you want to save them for another superhero session, go through as you pack up to check for broken blocks to repair or recycle.

II. THE HUMAN FLY: USE CAMERA TRICKS TO “CLIMB” TALL BUILDINGS
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materials

• Flat surface that can double as the side of a building, or a roll of paper plus drawing materials

• Still or video camera

• 1 or more superheroes, appropriately dressed



STEP 1: Find, or Make, a Building Facade

This idea was inspired by the American Comic Book Heroes exhibit at the Museum of Play in Rochester, New York. The exhibit has a movie background that looks like a building turned on its side. When kids crawl along the floor, a camera turned sideways makes them look like they’re scaling the building on a nearby video screen. To re-create this special effect at home, you’ll need actors, a camera set at just the right angle, and a convincing background.

Use the camera’s viewscreen to scout locations. Find a bare piece of sidewalk or floor that kids can crawl/climb on. A brick walkway or driveway (blocked off to traffic) is ideal. Make sure you can frame the picture to avoid any trees, grass, or furniture that can ruin the illusion.

You can add details like windows to climb past on the “building exterior” using sidewalk chalk, away from the actors, so it doesn’t smear. Inside you can also use a long sheet of paper or cardboard to draw on with markers or crayons. If there’s a bare wall along the floor, tape up more paper or cardboard and sketch a sideways view of other buildings going off into the distance. When your backdrop is complete and your actors are ready, it’s time to set up the camera and shoot!

[image: ]

STEP 2: Lights, Camera, Action!

If your backdrop is the floor or ground only, position the camera operator at the foot of the climber. If you can include the wall in the shot, then turn the camera around sideways and set it at eye level with your actors. To pull off the effect, tell your stars overacting is welcome. For still pictures, have them pose in an extreme climbing position—knee bent, soles of the feet gripping the climbing surface, one hand holding on low and the other reaching way up high. If you’re shooting video, have your actors move with slow, exaggerated movements. A sound track can help too, so if you’ve got some action film music, crank it up! Your superhero special effects will be all the more awesome!


III. ALTER THE FORCES OF THE ATMOSPHERE: CREATE A MINI TORNADO IN A BOTTLE
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materials

• Two clean, empty soda bottles, with caps

• Duct tape

• Scissors

• Water

• Food coloring, glitter, other decorations



STEP 1: Prepare the Bottles

Controlling a force of nature like a tornado is a superpower that takes great responsibility. In the right hands, however, it is both entertaining and educational. This tornado is made visible by submersing it in a bottle of water. Flip the bottle over and it spills down into the connected bottle—but it can’t escape (if you make sure the connection is waterproof!).

First, fill one of the bottles two-thirds full of water. Add some drops of food coloring and glitter, confetti, or other small decorations for maximum magical effect. Then cover the opening of both bottles with duct tape so that nothing leaks out. Use the scissors to poke a small hole, about the diameter of a pencil, in the same spot on each piece of tape. Then take the empty bottle, turn it upside down on top of the water-filled bottle so the holes align, and use more duct tape to connect the two bottles firmly. The water should flow from one bottle to the other without spilling.

STEP 2: Summon the Tornado

To make the tornado appear, turn the bottles upside down so
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My husband’s a real comic book geek. One of our earliest dates was a stroll down to Forbidden Planet, the famous New York City comic book shop, to pick up the newest graphic novel in the Dark Knight series. So naturally the costume I made for our first son’s first Halloween was Batman. Like most new moms, I didn’t have a lot of spare time or energy—or cash—to create something elaborate. But looking at my baby’s dark blue sweatpants and sweatshirt, I realized I had the basis of a great costume. And when we were done with it, it was easy to turn the costume back into wearable clothes!
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materials

• Sweatshirts, sweatpants, tights, and other clothing items (check both boys and girls departments for different colors)

• Felt pieces and other fabric as needed (for emblems, capes, and other details)

• Scissors, needle, and thread

• Glue or iron-on adhesive

• Fabric pens, yarn, glue-on sparkly bits, etc. (for additional details)

• Accessories (hats, boots, socks, gloves, underwear, etc.) as needed

special skills needed

Basic hand sewing



STEP 1: Assembling the Clothing Base


STEP 2: Adding the Details



STEP 3: Accessories Make the Outfit!





SUPER-EASY COSTUMES FOR GIRLS

Girls can also use everyday clothing for a quick costume. Padmé from Star Wars just needs a white turtleneck and pants, while an adult-sized white bathrobe with a silver belt works for Princess Leia. Or use a dark blue bathrobe, white blouse, and tie for Harry Potter’s pal Hermione Granger. The same robe with a gold fabric belt can be a gown for Brave’s Merida. Don’t forget the bow!




Teaching Kids History

through the world of superheroes


Superheroes were born at a critical juncture, in the middle of the Great Depression and just as the modern world embarked on a second world war that would forever change the future.







Suggested Reading:















A Quick Guide to Each Era

















RECOMMENDED SUPERHERO COMICS FOR CHILDREN

This list, created with the input of the four younger experts in my house, spotlights the best superhero titles for children (and their parents). Of course, these are not the only superhero books kids will enjoy, but it is a place to start.

FOR YOUNGER READERS, PRESCHOOL TO AGE SEVEN:

Ultimate Spider-Man by Brian M. Bendis and Mark Bagley: The best place to begin for new readers of Spider-Man. The ultimate universe features a teenage Peter Parker reimagined for modern times. The first series ran for 160 issues until Peter tragically died. Now Miles Morales, a middle-school student, is the new Spider-Man. My children pronounced this “awesome.”

The Batman Adventures and The Gotham Adventures, various creators: A spin-off of the popular Batman: The Animated Series show from the 1990s, this Batman is great for children, and it’s the version I often prefer. Easy-to-follow art makes the story readable even for the youngest children.

Marvel Adventures Avengers, various creators: The Marvel Adventures line is designed for younger readers and features all the familiar Marvel characters in readily accessible and age-appropriate stories. The tales are charming and wonderful. Familiar characters include Captain America, Thor, Iron Man, Hulk, and many others.

Crisis on Multiple Earths, DC Comics, various creators: As a child reading comics off the spinner racks, the annual DC crossovers between the Justice League of America on Earth-1 and the Justice Society of America on Earth-2 were a special treat. Those stories are now available in several collected volumes and feature all the familiar heroes. The emphasis on action and visuals is perfect for younger readers.

[image: ]

AGES SEVEN TO ADULT:

Crisis on Infinite Earths by Marv Wolfman and George Perez: The mega-crossover that changed the whole setup of the DC comics universe collected in one huge volume. It’s filled with practically every character who ever appeared in DC Comics, incredible art by illustrator George Perez, and the story, though vast, is easy to follow.

Blue Beetle by John Rogers, Keith Giffin, and Cully Hamner: After another universe-altering crisis, teenager Jaime Reyes became the new Blue Beetle by virtue of an alien tech device. Jaime has an excellent supporting cast, most prominently his friends and family, and my kids were hooked on the title. Jaime’s also appeared a number of times on the cartoon series Batman: The Brave and the Bold, so children who watched him on that will love this book.

Runaways by Brian K. Vaughn, various artists: The very first Marvel comic my teenage daughter loved. It has a simple premise: their parents are supervillains so the kids band together to stop them. It’s all about friendship and loyalty.

The New Teen Titans Archives by Marv Wolfman and George Perez: The book where Robin becomes Nightwing, where Starfire and Raven were first introduced, and where Deathstroke became a villain for the ages. The Teen Titans cartoon series drew heavily from the stories in this comic.

YOUNG ADULT READERS, FOURTEEN AND UP:

The Sandman by Neil Gaiman: The only comic series that I’ve ever convinced my English literature major husband to read. Gaiman’s stories were acclaimed when they were published two decades ago and they hold up today. This story is about the power of dreams, hope, and the humaneness to be found even in those who are immortal. Parental warning: There are definite adult sensibilities in this series, so read before handing it over to younger kids.

DC: The New Frontier by Darwyn Cooke: When people ask me why I love superheroes, I hand them this book. It’s a reimagining of what the DC heroes—Superman, Batman, Flash, Green Lantern, Martian Manhunter—would be like if they first appeared in the 1950s. The story takes the heroes through a mostly dark and suspicious era until ultimately providing hope with the dawn of the New Frontier in the 1960s.

Catwoman by Ed Brubaker, various artists: Catwoman was relaunched in 2001 with a redesign by Darwyn Cooke and Ed Brubaker. The noir-inspired series introduced Selina Kyle as a protector (in her own antihero way). Definitely not for children, as it features R-rated sex and violence.

Secret Six by Gail Simone, various artists: The Secret Six are a group of villains who are bound together by a feeling that they won’t be accepted by anyone else.



The Comic Books Under the Bed

living with someone else’s obsession


Geeks are known for their obsessions and quirks—but not their flexibility. So when two geeks get together and start a family, disagreements are bound to come up. Just when you’ve reached the stage in life where you can finally have everything just the way you like it, someone else comes along with their own strongly held views. Adjusting can be hard. But to preserve your relationship, it’s best to learn how to put up with your mate’s own geeky tendencies.








[image: ]

If you want to hide a secret message, a birthday present, or a prize of some kind for your kids or loved ones, creating your own treasure hunt is a fun way to do so. This works equally well for kids and grown-ups; just create the clues using the appropriate difficulty level. Your secret agent, no matter his or her age, will enjoy the challenge of solving puzzles and finding hidden treasure.



[image: ]

materials

• Clue containers (e.g., plastic Easter eggs, prescription pill bottles, aluminum pill containers, Altoids tins, Hide-a-Key magnetic containers, snack baggies)

• Paper and pen for writing clues

• Books or reference material for secret code ideas

• Treasure chest or other special final container

• Small prizes for final container (e.g., polyhedral dice; wax-covered string; small games, such as card or dice games; books; candy that won’t melt in the sun)

• Notebook, and pen or pencil for the secret agent





STEP 1: Create Secret Clues



Secret codes:







Other ideas for clues:


















STEP 1: Hide the Clues


STEP 2: Hold the Treasure Hunt


STEP 3: Hold a Postmortem



Steampunk and Maker Culture


There is virtually no agreement about exactly when steampunk began. Some cite H. G. Wells and Jules Verne; others claim it simply emerged full-fledged from the ether in a flurry of petticoats and monocles. Whatever the beginning, we can attribute the term, at least, to K. W. Jeter, who used it in a letter to Locus magazine in April 1987. Think of steampunk as the imagined future of a Victorian past, if you will. Cogs, brass, corsets, goggles, airships, and pistols.
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Although recent steampunk fashion may have taken a turn for the commercial, its roots are firmly rooted in maker culture and, by extension, the thrift store. My mom started me off in thrift stores when I was in junior high, where I could find amusing additions to my wardrobe that were one of a kind. So it’s no surprise that I fell in love with steampunk costuming and the hands-on nature of its design.



STEP 1: For Steampunks of All Ages, Start with the Basics


STEP 2: Find the Leather Belts, Seriously


STEP 3: Think in Layers


STEP 4: Go Beyond the Clothing Aisle


STEP 5: Experiment





THE ADVENTURES OF THE THRIFT STORE KID

Thrifting came to me out of necessity, but it never felt like that. I owe it entirely to my mother, who is nothing if she is not a thrift store geek. I can’t tell you when I started going to thrift stores because I can’t recall a time where it wasn’t a part of our lives. My mom inherited her mother’s eye for high-quality clothing and jewelry, and coupled with her amazing fashion sense (typically out of the influence of trends), she’s always looked like a starlet without having to break the budget. Not to mention that she made every trip to Goodwill feel like an adventure.

While I’ll admit to having a penchant for buying ’70s fare in high school (bell-bottoms, dashikis, and even velvet shirts), I’ve learned more about history at thrift stores than anything. By now I can recognize various Spode pottery patterns, can spot sterling silver at twenty paces, and can pick out a designer purse in a pile of bags.

The thing is, thrift stores are remarkable history lessons. It’s not just about buying stuff. Sure, finding that perfect A-line dress that makes you look like an extra from Mad Men is absolutely a thrill. But I’ve found, throughout many years of perusing the aisles, that looking is just as important. Thrift stores are filled with learning opportunities. Take your kids, and have them guess what various things are (a box for tapes? an over-the-fire popcorn popper? a mustache mug?). Use the opportunity to talk to them about how things have changed, or make up the history of something that baffles all of you.

With a little research, and a little imagination, you, too, can find adventures in any thrift store!



[image: ]

This project was inspired by a trip to a local art store during one of the most financially challenged periods in our life. It was nearing time for our local Renaissance Faire, and I was sadly going to attend without the appropriate attire. Then I spied a bamboo mat used for wrapping up paintbrushes and realized I had a handful of similar ones at home that I used for placemats. Their size and shape would be ideal to use as boning in a corset pattern, especially considering how expensive bone, plastic, or metal busks are (often the most expensive part of a corset). Coupled with the fact that I owned a good few yards of thick muslin, some lovely tartan material, and everything else save the ribbon, I was able to create a corset for around $15.
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materials

• Bamboo mats (3 will do)

• Sturdy tape (electrical or duct)

• Material as dictated by your scrap stash and/or desire (as per corset instructions, consult the list)

• Sewing machine (unless you’re going truly authentic)



STEP 1: Gather Your Materials


STEP 2: Disassemble a Handful of Bamboo Placemats


STEP 3: Collect the Reeds


STEP 4: Cover the Ends


STEP 5: Insert the Boning






EDITH HEAD: COSTUME DESIGNER AND INSPIRATION TO MANY

Name: Edith Head // Lived: October 28, 1897–October 24, 1981 // Occupation: Costume designer // Known for: Her distinctive personal look

Famous costume designer to the stars, Edith Head had to be very clever to get herself into the movie industry at the start. She held a master’s degree in French from Stanford University and soon found employment teaching French, but she was also able to talk her way into teaching art, despite having little background in the subject. She took art classes on the side to get up to speed, and this knowledge and experience landed her a job as a costume sketch artist at Paramount Pictures in 1924, securing her place in American movie history.

Many of the other costume designers working at the time were male, so Edith was already an anomaly. But her style of working amand her consultations with the female stars, which the men rarely did, set her apart. This made her a favorite designer among many of the leading ladies of the 1940s and 1950s, including such actresses as Bette Davis, Grace Kelly, and Audrey Hepburn. She was so popular that the studio often had to lend her out at the request of actresses doing films for other studios. She also worked frequently on Alfred Hitchcock films.

Edith designed many costumes that were more timeless and less tied to fads, because of Paramount’s policy of not wanting their films to appear dated. She became the head designer at Paramount after being there for fifteen years and stayed with that studio for a total of thirty years. She later moved to Universal Studios, where she remained for the rest of her life.

Edith worked on more than eleven hundred films during her career, and she was nominated for thirty-five Academy Awards, winning eight times, more than any other woman. In a world previously dominated by men, Edith’s boldness and capability allowed her to become possibly the greatest costume designer in the movie industry.

Later in the 1960s, she wrote a book called How to Dress for Success, containing all kinds of sketches of fashion dos and don’ts for different situations, such as when you want to get a job, or get a man, or balance an outfit and add accessories. However, the book was full of useful quotations from her as well, giving wisdom on much more than just fashion.

Lest you think she only did fashionable costumes for movie stars, in the mid-1970s she also designed United States Coast Guard uniforms for women. She even received an award for this assignment.

Edith’s last film was Dead Men Don’t Wear Plaid, with Steve Martin. She was called on to re-create fashions from the 1940s with plenty of film noir references. She now has a star on the Hollywood Walk of Fame.

Even today, Edith Head is still with us in spirit. She was featured on a stamp in February 2003 from the US Postal Service. The stamp series focused on those who worked behind the scenes in filmmaking. They Might Be Giants also put out a song called “She Thinks She’s Edith Head.” And of course, the character Edna Mode from the movie The Incredibles shows more than a passing resemblance to Edith. Though the film’s director has neither confirmed nor denied the resemblance, it is pretty obvious to me that Edna is a cartoon version of Edith Head.




Fans, Conventions, and Costuming

navigating the throng together

[image: ] There is no doubt that conventions have become one of the cornerstones of geek society. It doesn’t matter if you’re a Who geek or a Trek geek or a Craft geek or a Tech geek, there is inevitably a convention to suit you somewhere. Conventions don’t just serve as great places to learn about one’s geek flavor-of-the-week (or dabble in flavors never before sampled), but they’re also wonderful places for meeting other geeks. In fact, through conventions, I’ve managed to meet Corrina, Kathy, and Jenny (at Pax East in Boston and Maker Faire in San Matteo, California). Beyond meeting folks you may only know in the virtual world and those you never knew existed, conventions are a veritable smorgasbord of geekery, a place to downright marinate in games, kitsch, and the culture.



Fans




Conventions



Costuming





KIDS AND COSTUMES

Every kid is different. Some moms expect their kids to be into costumes the moment they can distinguish pants and shirts from one another and end up with kids who couldn’t care less. Others are taken aback by their kids’ desires to turn anything into a cape or a skirt.

Whatever the case, it’s important that you let your kid take the lead. Sure, it’s all within reason. Not every parent has the time or the resources to meet their kid’s every whim. But allowing children enough room to contribute to the decision process and tapping in to their natural energy and imagination will always garner the best results.

So speaks the mother of the four-year-old who wanted to be a steampunk poodle for Halloween. And you know what? He looked great in the end.
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