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p. 24, for more birding books).
Much of the recent growth in hobbies and crafts was 

driven by books on traditional pastimes such as needle-
point and cross-stitch—subjects that fit in with a new 
line of craft titles from Pen & Sword imprint White Owl. 
Eight books, including Sewing Animal Dolls by Tiny 
O’Roarke (July) and Floral Embroidery by Teagan Olivia 
Sturmer (Nov.), will pub by the end of 2020; plans call 
for 12–20 releases per year. 

But publishers also recognize that many readers, after 
months at home, are drawn to more active pursuits with 
a hobbyist slant, and some houses are casting an eye 

toward flora, fauna, natural materials, and the outdoors. In this 
feature, PW looks at titles whose topics—not new but newly 
relevant—set the tone for a new era of making and doing.

Home and away
When Laurence King acquired organic farmer Claire Ratinon’s 
How to Grow Your Dinner Without Leaving the House (Aug.) in 2019, 
editorial director Zara Larcombe says, she knew it was on-trend, 
“but we had no idea how relevant it would be.” A guide to  
producing food where space is limited, it covers topics that 
editors have seen renewed interest in since the pandemic took 
hold—gardening, cooking, and baking.

These activities nod to a self-sufficiency, even a prepper-lite 
mentality, that recurs in other titles. Storey’s Curious Compendium 
of Practical and Obscure Skills (Sept.), like How to Grow Your Dinner, 
was conceived well before Covid-19. But, says Storey acquiring 
editor Deborah Burns, “we felt a groundswell of people wanting 
to get back to knowing how to do things”—enough that the 
publisher has been updating and rereleasing backlist titles on 
what she calls “humble crafts,” such as root cellaring. 

Curious Compendium rounds up 214 projects and skills-
building activities from previously published Storey titles on 
homesteading and country living. Some entries send readers 
outside to learn to predict weather by the clouds, make a garden 
in a straw bale, or navigate by the stars. Others offer a cozier 
vibe: making tinctures, braiding rugs, or melting down beeswax 
for candles. 

Another compendium, Smithsonian Makers Workshop (HMH, 
Sept.), delves into the collections of the Smithsonian museums 
in Washington, D.C., to highlight four areas of American 
domestic arts—crafts, cooking and food, design and decorating, 
and gardening. About half the entries have associated “make it” 
instructions, such as those for a needlework sampler or a cold 

New books encourage 
hobbyists of all ages to 
work with their hands 
and take inspiration 
from the natural world

By LeLa Nargi

During what NPD BookScan considers the 
Covid-19 period of sales reporting, March 1–
May 2, the hobbies and crafts category saw 
increased interest, with print unit sales up 
almost 16% compared with the same period 

in 2019. To encourage that growth, marketing departments 
have had to find new ways to promote titles and retool plans for 
books that were in the works well before the pandemic hit. 

DK managing editor Ruth O’Rourke says the company’s new 
Stay at Home Hub of online activities for adults and children 
draws from an array of titles, offering, for instance, step-by-step 
instructions from April’s Woodworking for making a bird box 
and a how-to for machine-sewn seams from 2018’s The Sewing 
Book. Since launching the hub in late March, DK has seen a 
161% increase in global website traffic. 

Storey Publishing has been sharing downloadable activities 
and excerpts from forthcoming titles across social media plat-
forms, says associate publicity and marketing campaign manager 
Colleen Mulhern, and, like many publishers, it has reconceived 
author appearances. As part of promotions for September’s Sky 
Gazing, to name one release, nature centers and bookstores will 
host virtual events.

At HMH, executive editor Lisa White says online author 
webinars have proven a successful alternative to on-site events. 
In May, Scribd hosted a Zoom chat with Heather Balogh 
Rochfort, Will Rochfort, and Laura Fisk, the authors and 
illustrator behind the recently released Sleeping Bags to S’mores, 
who spoke with kids about camping in the backyard—or 
living room—and presented a pinecone bird feeder activity. 
HMH is also working with the American Birding Conservancy 
to produce online events around the September publication 
of Peterson Reference Guide to Bird Behavior (see “Of a Feather,” 
ALL PRINT UNIT SALES PER NPD BOOKSCAN EXCEPT WHERE NOTED. continued on p. 22
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Girl Power Tools

In 2013, Emily Pilloton founded the Berkeley, Calif., 
nonprofit Girls Garage, which teaches construction  
fundamentals to girls ages nine to 18. In the book Girls  
Garage, which Chronicle released at the beginning of 
June, she brings the organization’s stated mission—to 
help girls build “the world they want to see”—to readers 
across the country. 

What first got you interested in building?
When I was 16, I had the good fortune to participate in a 
trip to Central America, where I built a public park with 
other teens. That was the first time I felt like I had power, 
and I tried to stay connected to that feeling in my first 
job as an architect, but I was disenchanted with things 
like fighting with clients about doorknobs. So, I founded 
a nonprofit under the deep belief that I could practice 

architecture in way that felt 
useful in the world. The 
soul of that work was help-
ing high school students 
design and build things for 
their community.

How did the Girls Garage 
organization develop 
from that?
It was deeply disturbing to 
see what my female students 
were experiencing [in a coed 
environment]. Women 
have to allocate energy to 
prove they belong [on a 
construction site], that they know what they’re doing, that 
they deserve respect. I started pulling groups of girls out and 
working just with them, then launched Girls Garage as an 
experiment; a two-week summer class sold out in days. The 
argument that girls aren’t interested in things like welding, 

PW talks with Emily Pilloton
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carpentry, woodworking, and 
drafting was clearly a load of crap. 

Can the book stand in for the  
in-person experience?
We’re accessible to a few hundred 
girls in the Bay Area—it works 
because of its scale. That said, 
there’s so much I’ve learned, that 
the girls have learned, that the 
staff has learned in seven years 
that’s worth sharing: which screws 
to buy, but also overcoming fear 

and [embracing] the mindset that when something breaks in 
the house you’re the person to fix it. 

We do have videos to accompany some projects, and that’s 
part of the plan, although the details are to-be-determined. 
But there’s also an emotional connection we have to certain 
books; in the same way that in a woodshop you have hammer 
and drill and saw and nails all splayed out on the table, this 
book needs to be there on the tabletop. I hope in 10 years a 

girl still has it, covered in sawdust with paint all over 
the pages.

How does the book appeal to girls without being 
girly?
It’s such a fine line. In the same way things in the book 
are not blue, they’re also not pink. There’s custom type-
face on the cover and in the letter I, you can see a fillet 
weld. There’s no photo on the cover—nothing to say, 
“This is for a girl.” There’s no barrier to entry. 

There are grown women who don’t use tools; is the 
book for them, too?
It’s as useful to a 59-year-old as it is to a nine-year-old. 
The book is out of Chronicle’s kids’ division, but I pur-
posefully wrote it as a crossover book. I have brilliant  
female engineer friends who know how to build a bridge 
but not how to jump-start a car. It’s incredibly powerful 
to think about millions of girls and women wielding tools 
and saying, “What can we build to make the world better?” 
The world would look very different.  —L.N.
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frame for the garden. History and con-
text illuminate the photos: the section on 
chop suey, to take one example, includes 
not just a recipe but also covers “Chinese 
migration, the transcontinental railroad, 
and the dish’s history as a takeout item,” 
says associate editor Sarah Kwak. 

Suggesting a one-project-per-week 
schedule, crafter Barbora Kurcova, in 52 
Nature Craft Projects (Thunder Bay, 
Aug.), has readers collect pinecones, 
twigs, leaves, and flowers for her seasonal wreath, garland, 
bouquet, and flower-pressing crafts. Accompanying photos 
depict projects at various stages leading up to the final results, 
whose decorative flourishes—pine boughs, tiny mushrooms—
have a Scandinavian flower-fairy sensibility reminiscent of the 
books of 19th-century children’s author-illustrator Elsa Beskow. 

50 Things to Do in the Wild (Princeton Architectural Press, 
Aug.) by outdoor educator Richard Skrein, illustrated by Maria 
Nilsson, is something of a scout’s handbook for adults, down to 
its nostalgic olive-green illustrations. Divided into sections 
according to the elements—earth, air, water, and fire—the book 
presents a range of hobbyist activities. Readers learn whittling 
techniques and ax skills, ways to identify particular birds’ nests 
and medicinal trees, and how to read the sun and the stars. 

In fact, looking at the night sky figures into several forth-
coming books. In July, Page Street will release The Backyard 
Astronomer’s Field Guide by earth science teacher David Dickinson, 
coauthor of 2018’s The Universe Today Ultimate Guide to Viewing 
the Cosmos. Astrophotographer James Harrop, in The Moon (White 
Owl, Oct.), teaches enthusiasts best practices for capturing 
images of Earth’s only natural satellite (see “Near and Far,” p. 24, 
for more photography books). And Sky Gazing (Storey, Sept.) by 
Smith College astronomer Meg Thacher is written for kids ages 
nine to 14 and meant for them to share with their families.

Learn by doing
Some of the biggest gains in the hobbies and crafts sector during 
BookScan’s designated Covid period were for books aimed at 
children. Print unit sales for those more than doubled compared 
with the same period in 2019, as parents struggled to entertain 
and educate their newly minted homeschoolers. Editors antici-
pate that the sorts of books that appealed at the beginning of the 
pandemic, namely those offering screen-free activities, will 
prove to have legs as summer and autumn progress.

Recently released by Fair Winds Press, The Unplugged Family 
Activity Book by Rachel Jepson Wolf (ages 8–12) is organized 
around the seasons and proposes more than 60 nature-based 
pursuits. The idea, Wolf writes in the introduction, is to help 
kids and their parents connect more with flowers, fields, and 
critters, and stress less. 

“It’s extraordinary how much our confinement has rekin-
dled our appreciation of nature,” says Zara Larcombe at 

continued from p. 16



H o b b y  &  C r a f t  B o o k s

T
H

E W
O

O
D

 B
U

R
N

 B
O

O
K

S
T

R
A

U
S

S

The

R AC H E L  S T R AU S S
FO U N D ER O F

WO O D  BU RN  C O RN ER

An Essential Guide  
to the Art of 

Pyrography

B O O K

The Grown-Up’s Guide
to Crafting with Kids 
By Vicki Manning
Available June 9, 2020
$16.99 US/$22.99 CAN 
128 pages, Paperback
ISBN: 9781633228603
Walter Foster Publishing

The Grown-Up’s Guide
to Painting with Kids
By Jennifer McCully
Available June 9, 2020
$16.99 US/$22.99 CAN 
128 pages, Paperback
ISBN: 9781633228542
Walter Foster Publishing

The Wood Burn Book  
By Rachel Strauss
Available August 11, 2020
$24.99 US/$32.99 CAN
144 pages, Paperback
ISBN: 9781631598920
Rockport Publishers

Watercolor Is for Everyone 
By Kateri Ewing
Available August 18, 2020
$22.99 US/$29.99 CAN 
128 pages, Paperback
ISBN: 9781631598593
Quarry Books

Manga Drawing Deluxe
By Nao Yazawa 
Available June 2, 2020
$19.99 US/$25.99 CAN 
144 pages, Paperback 
ISBN: 9781631598098
Rockport Publishers

QuartoKnows.com
#BeInTheKnow

ARTS AND CRAFTS FOR ALL 
FROM THE QUARTO GROUP

New titles for makers, painters,
crafters, and more!

Laurence King, which in August will 
release 100 Things to Do in a Forest by 
Jennifer Davis, illustrated by Eleanor 
Taylor. Billed in the introduction as a 
“toolkit to repair the scars of modern life,” 
the book suggests a variety of outdoor 
hobbies and crafts that include the sweet 
(making daisy chains and grass whistles), 
the useful (learning to light fires and track 
animals), and the esoteric (fish tickling 
and teddy bear picnics). Davis, who runs 

an outdoor learning community in 
the U.K., writes that her goal is to 
“enable you to create moments of 
deep focus within the natural world.”

Though the importance of ditching 
devices is not a novel concept, Deb 
Burns at Storey says parents are 
increasingly adamant about finding 
ways to spend time outdoors with 
their children, and the publisher’s 
Backpack Explorer series for ages four 
to eight helps them do just that. Bird 

Watch, the third installment, pubbed in May; Bug Hunt will 
release in 2021, and a tree-themed title will follow. 

At Quarry, Nature Play Workshop for Families by Monica 
Wiedel-Lubinski and Karen Madigan (July, ages 8–12) encour-
ages parents to prioritize outdoor time in their children’s lives, 
for their physical, mental, and emotional well-being. Wiedel-
Lubinski, founding director of the Eastern Region Association 
of Forest and Nature Schools, and nature educator Madigan 
suggest more than 40 outdoor projects for adults and kids to 
undertake together throughout the year, such as building sun-
dials, brewing natural dyes, and hammering together hum-
mingbird feeders. The authors also make the case for letting 
kids engage in purportedly dangerous acts like climbing trees.

Turning off computers and gaming consoles, however, doesn’t 
necessarily mean embracing the pastoral. Girls Garage by Emily 
Pilloton, illustrated by Kate Bingaman-Burt (Chronicle, June, 
ages 14 and up) offers a primer on tools, techniques, and mate-
rials, along with 11 building projects. (See “Girl Power Tools,” 
p. 18, for a q&a with Pilloton.) 

One unexpected outcome of the pandemic months, says DK’s 
Ruth O’Rourke, is that they’ve inspired many to “reevaluate 
their priorities and realize we’ve been handed the opportunity 
to appreciate the world around us more.” Slowing down, 
prioritizing family, participating in activities like growing food 
and baking, and spending more time outdoors are four of the 
ways Americans hope to change post-Covid, Vice reported in 
June. Picking up a book discussed here could be one step toward 
achieving those goals. ■

Lela Nargi is a freelance journalist in Brooklyn.
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In May, bird-watching unexpectedly made headlines 
after a white woman called police on Christian 
Cooper, a Black birder in New York City’s Central 
Park; in response, enthusiasts launched the first 
#BlackBirdersWeek, which garnered much atten-
tion on Twitter and demonstrated the pastime’s 
widespread appeal. More than 45 million 
Americans participated in birding in 2016, 
according to the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service, and 
the National Audubon Society and the Cornell Lab 
of Ornithology both report increased interest in 

How to Photograph Food
Beata Lubas.  
Running Press, Sept.
Readers will learn a profes-
sional food photographer’s 
tricks for capturing enticing 
images of their meals, from 
kitchen prep work to fin-
ished dishes. Lubas, who 
has a 130,000-strong 
Instagram following and a 
career shooting for brands 
including British super-
market chain Waitrose, 
gives pointers on styling, 
lighting, and retouching, 
showing readers, as she 
writes in the book’s wel-
come note, that “creating 
beautiful images is a skill 
everyone can master.” 

How to Take Awesome 
Photos of Cats 
Andrew Marttila.  
Running Press, July
Using the Instagram handle 
@IAmTheCatPhotographer, 
Martilla has 535,000  
followers and is the author 
of 2018’s Cats on Catnip, 
which spawned a line of 

their online offerings and apps since March.
What It’s Like to Be a Bird (Knopf) by ornithologist 

and illustrator David Allen Sibley has seen steady 
sales since its mid-April publication, topping 
36,000 print copies at press time, and The Bird 
Way (Penguin Press) by science and nature writer 
Jennifer Ackerman has sold 1,000–2,000 copies in 
hardcover each week since it pubbed in May.

The coming months bring more birding guides, 
bird-related activity books, and titles that illumi-
nate bird behavior. 

related products including 
calendars. Here, he dis-
cusses how he got started 
in feline photography, delves 
into technical how-tos, and 
offers ways to manage an 
unwilling and possibly hos-
tile subject: exercise 
patience and be willing to 
put down the camera when 
you see a low-slung tail. “A 
happy cat looks confident,” 
he writes, and will “look at 
you, approach you”—in 
other words, be ready for its 
close-up.

The Moon 
James Harrop.  
White Owl, Oct.
On the heels of the U.S. 
Geological Survey’s release 
of the first comprehensive 
geologic map of the moon, 
this guide is designed to 
help beginning lunar astro-
photographers recognize, 
as Harrop writes in the 
preface, the “craters, seas, 
mountains, rilles, and rays” 
that give it character. He 
gives advice on the special 

equipment the hobby requires, 
and offers a starting point 
“to those who want to become 
acquainted with our lunar 
neighbor a little better.”

The Photography 
Storytelling Workshop 
Finn Beales.  
White Lion, Oct.
This four-step guide leads 
would-be photographers 
through the stages of 
pitching, prepping, shooting, 
and editing, offering a road 
map to creating evocative 
images. Beales, a designer 
turned freelance photographer 
with 589,000 Instagram fol-
lowers and a client list that 
includes Apple and Land 
Rover, explains the benefits 
of long shots vs. extremely 
long shots, the psychological 
impacts of color, and how to 
spin a convincing tale. “The 
pictures you include should 
add to the story and the nar-
rative journey,” he writes.  
“A good editor knows when to 
leave out an image, even if it’s 
a great one.” —L.N.

With vacations canceled and socializing curtailed in much of the country, Instagram 
feeds that once teemed with envy-inspiring travel pics and celebratory group photos 
now offer glimpses of lives spent closer to home. New books provide guidance in 
perfecting those images, whether of the family pet or (another) homebound meal. 
Others take a wider angle, seeking to convey an entire narrative through images, or 
expressing a feeling of solitude via the remoteness of the moon. 

Near  
and  
Far

Of a Feather
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40 Bird Boxes, Feeders & Bird 
Baths
Jen Green. Lorenz, Sept. 
Nature specialist Green 
approaches birding from a crafting 
angle, with building instructions 
for simple roosts and more com-
plex structures like dovecotes. The 
book, an update of 2010’s How to 
Make 40 Bird Boxes, Feeders & 

Bird Baths, elaborates on the finer points: what types of 
feeders attract which birds (song thrushes and American 
robins, for instance, are drawn to ground feeders) and 
which birds are likely to enjoy a bath (sparrows and black-
birds, to name two). 

The Backyard Birdwatcher’s Bible 
Paul Sterry, Christopher Perrins, 
Sonya Patel Ellis, and Dominic 
Couzens. Abrams, Oct.
Enhanced by color photos and 
Audubon-evoking illustrations, 
this is the third in a series of  
naturalist “bibles” from Abrams, 
after books  
covering bee-
keeping and 

botanicals. Zoologist and illustrator 
Sterry, ornithologist Perrins, natu-
ralist writer and artist Ellis, and bird 
guide Couzens offer tips on identi-
fying various species, suggest ways 
to attract birds to a home garden, 
and devote space to the intricacies 
of nests and eggs. 

How to 
Attract 
Birds to 
Your Garden 
Dan Rouse, 
DK, Nov.
Profiles of 
some 80 
species—
their calls, 

habitats, nesting patterns, and 
more—form the heart of this illus-
trated guide from ornithologist 
Rouse, who details how to lure them 
into a yard with appropriately sized 
and placed nest boxes, feeding sta-
tions, and carefully chosen plants. 

The Love Lives of Birds
Laura Erickson. Storey, Oct.
Erickson, an ornithologist and the 
host of the radio show For the Birds, 
takes an informed, illustrated, and 
whimsical look at the mating rituals 
of 35 species. For instance, she 
makes note of the “elegant sky 
dance” of an enamored American 
woodcock, observes the prairie 
grouse’s penchant for “speed dating,” and calls the house 
wren a “singing Casanova.”

Peterson Reference Guide to Bird Behavior 
John Kricher. HMH, Sept.
“Observing behavior is the essence 
of birding,” the author, a biologist and 
a past president of the Association 
of Field Ornithologists, writes in the 
introduction. He delves into migration 
patterns, songs, social interactions, 
and mating and nesting behaviors, 
explaining, aided by photos, not just 
what birds do, but why they do it.  —L.N.


