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ADVENTURES IN CARTOGRAPHY:  
MAKING YOUR OWN MAPS

From height measurements scribed directly on doorways to photos and scrap-
books, we’ve always looked for ways to capture and recall those precious mo-
ments of childhood. Yet many of these attempts mark only the physiological 
changes that happen as a child grows and changes from baby to toddler to kid 
to adult. Making and collecting the maps of childhood can be a way to capture 
just a bit of how children see the world through their own eyes. This section 
lists a few different ideas for various types of maps, but they are just a start-
ing point. The maps you make will be inspired by the way your family sees the 
world from exactly where you are standing right at this moment.
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MAPS OF FANTASY

If there is one thing that is definitely 
more predominant in childhood than at 
any other time, it’s the world of fan-
tasy. There are entire universes’ worth 
of territory to explore and maps that 
don’t exist (at least not as tangibly as 
they do in childhood) outside that time. 
Mapping those spaces in that moment 
can preserve them forever. How do you 
find your way to the kingdom of the 
elves from your back door? What do the 
enchanted mountains where the wizards 
live look like? Where do hobbits build 
their villages?

Taking the time to map these sorts 
of places not only crystallizes them in 
time, but it also expands your child’s 
understanding of them, what they look 
like and feel like. To make accurate 
maps, cartographers need to know the 
area they are mapping like their own 
backyard. Like the stones on a path they 
travel every day. Children mapping the 
world of fantasy are no different. They 
have to dive into those spaces feetfirst 
with intention and intensity. They have 
to live in the neighborhoods of their 
imagination.
 

IN THE HOUSE WHERE  

YOU LIVE

Even if your family doesn’t move houses 
or apartments often, a map of where 
you live can change much more fre-
quently than you might think. Owing 
to the fact that how we use and move 
through the spaces we inhabit shifts 
from month to month and year to year, 
a map of important features might 
change as often as daily. So making 
quick maps of favorite locations can be 
a great way to watch one space change 
over time.

I say “quick maps” because a fast 
map can more accurately depict pref-
erence and point of view than a map 
that is made over a long period of time. 
For example, when someone asks you 
about your favorite music, your first 
answer will most likely be what you 
are enjoying at that moment. When 
given a longer time to think about it, 
you might choose something else for 
different reasons. Since these maps 
are about how you see your world in a 
specific moment, there is a beauty in 
keeping them simple and fast.
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FEELING THE WORLD

Often we think of maps as two-dimen-
sional sheets with colors and keys to help 
translate their lines to physical entities. 
But many maps are already three-dimen-
sional. From topographical maps to Inuit 
carvings and papier-mâché globes, map-
ping can be a sculptural experience.

Inuit mapmaking techniques are per-
haps some of my favorites. These tactile 
maps are hand carved from wood and 
have a sense of place that is both personal 
and experiential. To understand the land-

scape these maps depict, you have to hold 
one in your hands and run your fingers 
over the contours to reveal the craggy 
shorelines and sloping hills. They ask you 
to feel the world you’re moving through.1  
Making three-dimensional maps at home 
can involve many materials, from soap to 
modeling clay to sticks and string.

MEMORY STONES

Collecting rocks has long been a way to 
collect memories of places and times. 
Stones from a particular location have a 
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way of transporting you back to the mo-
ment or place where you found them.

Growing up, my mother had a 
treasured box of rocks that her mother 
had collected as a child. They were 
housed in a wooden box with a hinged 
lid that my grandmother had painted 
and decorated when she was nine or ten. 
Opening it, I could almost see the places 
she wandered through, the trips she 
took, and what piqued her interest as a 
child. Memory stones serve essentially 
the same purpose, but they go a step 

further. By painting pictures or writing 
words on the stones, you can tell a story 
in many different ways.

HIDDEN TREASURES

Treasure maps, oh treasure maps! I 
think I made a million of them when I 
was a kid. Filled with sea monsters and 
rough waters, distant islands, shimmer-
ing jewels, and golden coins. Treasure 
maps are a wonderful outlet not only for 
creativity but also for dreams of adven-
tures. What do those faraway lands look 
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like? How would you get there? Who 
lives there? What kind of treasure is 
waiting to be found? Daring and exhila-
rating in all the best ways, a treasure 
map can be a beautiful snapshot of what 
a child imagines the world looks like just 
beyond the horizon.

MOMENT TO MOMENT

Mapping moments may seem like a 
difficult task, but like anything else, mo-
ments have a size and a shape, a weight 
and a presence. For a kid, birthdays, 
the arrival of new siblings, or simply 
a really great day at the park might be 
big moments. Abstract images like big 
and small circles drawn over a free-form 
calendar can be a wonderful way to re-
member how those important moments 
felt and when they happened—whether 

they were big events or small, day-to-
day interactions.

STORING YOUR MAPS

Perhaps the most important part about 
making maps in childhood is storing 
and keeping them. Because, like all 
maps, they are made mostly for future 
reference, as a way to find something or 
someplace you haven’t visited in a while.

Boxes or bags, folders or jars, file 
cabinets or drawers—a special place for 
keeping maps can take many forms. It 
need only perform a singular task: to 
preserve them for the cartographers so 
that, in years and years, they can come 
back and see all of those places again. 
They can find a way back to the lands of 
their childhood and, perhaps, share those 
lands with a child of their own.
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