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We who demand freedom in education, autonomy in the
school and self-government in industry are not inspired by any
vague ideal of liberation. What we preach is really a discipline
and morality as formal and ýxed as any preached by Church or
State. But our law is given in nature, is discoverable by scientific
method, and, as Aristotle points out, human beings are adapted
by nature to receive this law. Because we are so adapted, freedom,
which is a vague concept to so many people, becomes a perfectly
real and vivid principle, because it is a habit to which we are
preconditioned by biological elements in our physical frame and
nervous constitutt'o~n.

p ó ð~HERBERT READ: ñThe Education of Free Menò.

re I ||
a a I of

l

WHEN WE CALL OURSELVES ANARCHISTS, that is, people who advocate
the principle of autonomy as opposed to authority in every ýeld of
personal and social life, we are constantly reminded of the apparent
failure of anarchism to exercise any perceptible- inþuence on the course
of political events, and as a result we tend to overlook the unconscious
adoption of anarchist ideas in a ,,variety of other spheres of life. Some
of the-so minor anarchies of everyday life provide analogies, some
provide examples, and some, when you describe their operation, sound
like veritable parables of anarchy. R

All the problems of social life present a choice between libertarian
and authoritarian solutions, and the ultimate claim we may make for
the libertarian approach is that it is more efficient-ðit fulýls its function
better. The adventure playground is an arresting example of this living
anarchy, one which is valuable both in itself and as an experimental
veriýcation of a whole social approach. The need to provide childrenôs
playgrounds as such is a result of high-density urban living and fast-
moving traþic. The authoritarian solution to this need is to provide
an area of tarmac and some pieces of expensive ironmongcry in the form
of swings, see-saws and roundabouts, which provide a certain amount
of fun (though because of their inþexibility children soon tire of them),
but which call for no imaginative or constructive eýort on ,_the childôs
part and cannot be incorporated in any self-chosen activity. "Swings
and roundabouts can only be used in one way, they cater for no fantasiesñ

Ió
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for no developing skills, for no emulation of adult activities, they call
,for no mental effort and very little physical effort, and we are giving
way to simpler and freer apparatus like climbing frames, log piles,
ójungle gymsô, commando nets, or to play sculpturesð-abstract shapes
to clamber through and over, or large constructions in the form of boats,
traction engines, lorries or trains. But even these provide for a limited.
age-group and a limited range of activities, and it is not surprising that
children ýnd more continual interest in the street, the derelict building,
the bombed site or the scrap heap. s

For older boys, team-games are the oýicially approved activity,
and as Patrick Geddes wrote before the ýrst world war, ñthey are at
most granted a cricket pitch, or lent a space between football goals,
but otherwise are jealously watched, as potential savages, who on the
least symptom of their natural activities of Wigwam-building, cave-
digging, stream-damming, and so onðð-must be instantly chivvied away,
and are lucky if not handed over to the police.ò _,

That there should be anything novel in simply providing facilities
for the spontaneous, unorganised activities of childhood is an indication
of how deeply rooted in our social behaviour is the urge to control,
direct and lin1it the flow of life. But when they get the chance, in the
country, or where there are "large gardens, woods or bits of waste land,
what are children doing? Enclosing space, making caves, tents, dens,
from old bricks, bits of wood and corrugated iron. Finding some corner
which the adult world has passed over and making it their own. But

What is so puzzling about our juvenile crime ýgures? These
overwhelmingly concern boys, and most boys are brought up in
adventure-frustrating suburban deserts, in slums or in matchbox
council þats on keep-off-the grass estates. Millions of them,
emerging semi-literate from our education factories, are instantly
converted, at ýfteen, into industrial cogs. They ýnd themselves
in a rat-racing society, the successful section of which depends on
their labour for its sacred capital gains, but rejects them as people
and savagely resents their clams to a decent wage.

Because of deadly home conditions, these boys naturally take
to the streets after work, and because of the monotony of that
work are naturally ravenous for drama and excitement. Their
pay-packets canôt buy this for them, but crime-particularly
breaking and enteringðcan. It can also buy gang-status and is a
means of giving society a kick in the pants, of forcing it to sit
up and take notice of their existence.

Add to this the growing awareness that none of us may
amount, tomorrow, to more than a handful of radioactive ,dust,
and it should astonish us that young crime ýgures are notgtwice
as high.

-ðAUDREY HARVEY, in a letter to ñThe Observerò, 13/8/61.
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how can children ýnd this kind of private world in towns, where, as
Agncte Vestereg of the Copenhagen Junk Playground write:

Every bit of land is put to industrial or commercial use, where every
patch of grass is protected or enclosed, where streams and hollows are
ýlled in, cultivated and built on?

But more is done for children now than used to be done, it may be
objected. Yes, but that is one of the chief faults-ð-the things are done.
Town children move about in a world full of the marvels of technical

I science. They may see and be impressed by things; but they long also to
take possession of them, to have them in their hands, to make something
themselves, to create and re-create.

The Emdrup playground was begun in 1943 by the Copenhagen
Workersô Co-operative Housing Association after their landscape archi-
tect, Mr. C. T. Sorensen, who had laid out many orthodox playgrounds
had observed that children seemed to get more pleasure when they stole
into the building sites and played with the materials they found thefre.
In spite of ca daily average attendance of 200 children at Emdrup, and
that ódifficultô children were specially catered for, it was found that
ñthe noise, screams and ýghts found in dull playgrounds are absent, for
the opportunities are so rich that the children do not need to ýght.ò

The initial success at Copenhagen has led in the years since the
war to a widespread diffusion of the idea and its variations, from
óFreetownô in Stockholm and óThe Yardô at Minneapolis, to the Skram-
mellegeplads or building playgrounds of Denmark and the Robinson
Crusoe playgrounds of Switzerland, where children are provided with
the raw materials and tools for building what they want and for making
gardens and sculpture. In this country we have had at least a dozen
adventure playgrounds, several of the temporary, since their sites were
earmarked for rebuilding, but there as been enough experience and
enough documentation of it, for us"to gauge fairly well their successes
and pitfalls. P

These accountsð-ðwhich should disabuse anyone who thinks it is
easy to run an adventure playground, as well as anyone who thinks it
a waste of time, include the following:

s Adventure Playgrounds, Lady Allenôs pioneering pamphlet, which incor-
porates Agnete Vesteregôs account of the Emdrup playground and John
Lagemannôs of The Yard.

Adventure in Play by John Barron Mays, describing the Rathbone Street
Adventure Playground at Liverpool.

Annual Reports of the Grimsby Adventure Playground Association, by
Joe Benjamin, the project leader until 1959, who has also written elsewhere
on this playground. .

Lollard Adventure Playground, a pamphlet by Mary Nicholson, and
Something Extraordinary, by H. S. Turner, the warden at Lo-llard Street.

Play Parks, by Lady Allen of Hurtwood, an account of the Swedish
play parks with suggestions for their adoption here.

Adventure Playgrounds, a progress report by the National Playing Fields
Associations on the playgrounds at Lollard Street, Grimsby, Romford, Bristol,
Liverpool and St. Johnôs Wood, with facts and ýgures useful to people
thinking of starting a playground.
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When The Yard was opened at Minneapolis with the aim of giving
the children ñtheir own spot of earth and plenty of tools and materials
for digging, building and creating as they see ýtò,

it was every child for himself. The initial stockpile of secondhand
lumber disappeared like ice off a hot stove. Children helped themselves
to all they could carry, sawed off long boards when short pieces would have
done. Some hoarded tools and supplies in secret caches. Everybody wanted
to build the biggest shack in the shortest time. The workmanship was
shoddy.

Then came the bust. There wasnôt a stick of lumber left. Hi-jacking
raids were staged on half-ýnished shacks. Grurnbling and bickering broke
out. A few children packed up and left.

But on the second day of the great depression most of the youngsters
banded together spontaneously for a salvage drive. Tools and nails came
out of hiding. For over a week the youngsters made do with what they
had. Rugged individualists who had insisted on building alone invited
others to join inðand bring their supplies along. New ideas popped up
for joint projects. By the time a fresh supply of lumber arrived a com-
munity had been born.

As in Copenhagen the prophesied casualties did not happen.
ñAfter a year of operation, injuries consisted of some bandaged thumbs
and small cuts and bruises for the entire enrolment of over 200 children.
No child has ever used a tool to- hit another person.ò

This question of safety is so often raised when adventure play-
grounds are discussed that it is worth citing the experience in this
country (where the pernicious notion that whenever accidents happen
someone must be sued. has actually caused some local authorities to
close their orthodox playgrounds---so that the kids can get run over
instead). The insurance company was so impressed by the engrossed
activity at the Cyldesdale Road (Paddington) playground, with its com-
plete lack of hooliganism that it quoted lower rates than for an ordinary
playground. At Rathbone Street, Liverpool, the ótoughestô of the
English playgrounds:

So many children crowded together with so many opportunities for
mutilating one another were bound to produce a steady flow of abrasions,
cuts and bruises with the occasional more serious wound requiring stitching
or a fractured bone. Statistically, however, the slide appeared to be the
highest risk while the permanent ironwork equipment generally produced
more accidents than the junk and scrap materials in the Adventure Play-
ground proper. '

Reading Mr. Maysô account of the Liverpool playground, with its
stories of gang-warfare, sabotage, thieving scrap-metal merchants,
hostility and indifference in the neighbourhood except for one street
of immediate neighbours, senseless and wanton destruction, the reader
may wonder how on earth it could keep going. But the author, remind-
ing us that the essence of an experiment is that it is experimental,
concludes that

In spite of all its shortcomings, many of which were the result of hasty
planning and lack of solid ýnancial support, 1n spite of mistakes made by
its management committee and the errors of its two appointed leaders, 111
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spite of the roughness of the site, the endless brickbats, the noise, the dirt,
the disorder, sufficient evidence has accrued to support the main thesis on
which the playground was establishedððthat given the tools, the materials,
the adult interest, advice and support children will indulge in constructional
play, they do derive satisfaction from using hand and eye in making and
building, fetching, carrying, painting and digging.

The shortcomings, he points out, are no more inevitable than the com-
munity allows them to be. The Rathbone Street playground only
seemed a failure from a distance: those closest to it, as Mr. Mays
says, ñare much less gloomy about its valueò, and it has already led
to further adventuring in Liverpool.

On the other hand, the Lollard Playground which seemed from the
outside to be as the Evening Stardard called it, ña heartwarming success
storyò gave rise among its workers to the kind of feeling which Sheila
Beskine describes in this issue of ANARCHY, a ñfantastic spontaneous
lease of lifeò followed by a slow decline, so that its spirit had died
before the LCC took over the site for building. But permanence is not
the criteria of success. As Lady Allen says, a good adventure play-
ground ñis in a continual process of destruction and growthò. The
splendid variety of activities which came and went at Lollard from
vegetable-growing to producing a magazine, plays, operettas, jiving
and óbeauty sessionsô were a measure of its success. As at Emdrup,
this playground kept the interest of older children and young people
up to the age of twenty thus enlarging the scope of possible projects.
The older boys built and equipped a workshop and eagerly sought to
serve the community in which they lived, doing repairs and redecorations
for old people in the district, paying for the materials from a fund of
their own. These were the same young people who are such a
ñproblemò to their elders. The diýerence is that between the atmos-
phero of the irresponsible society, and that which was precariously built
at the playground. The place, said the warden ñstands for far more

Granting that childhood is playhood, how do we adults gene- Só-
rally react to this fact? We ignore it. We forget all about itð- t
because play, to us, is a waste of time. Hence we erect a large ~
city school with many rooms and expensive apparatus for teaching: ð
but more often than not, all we offer to the play instinct is a small s
concrete space. One could, with some truth, claim that the evils j
of civilization are due to the fact that no child has ever had enough r
play . . . Parents who have forgotten the yearnings of their child-
hood---forgotten how to play and how to fantasy-ð-make poor
parents. When a child has lost the ability to play, he is psychically l
dead and a danger to any child who comes into contact with him.

=--A. S. NEILL.






























