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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 fixed 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 constitution.

—HERBERT READ: “The Education of Free Men”’.

Adventure Playground:
s parable of anarchy

WHEN WE CALL OURSELVES ANARCHISTS, that is, people who advocate
the Principle of autonomy as opposed to authorzty in every field of
personal and social life, we are constantly reminded of the apparent
failure of anarchism to exercise any perceptible influence 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 these minor anarchies of everyday life provide analogies, some
provide examples, and some, when you describe their operation, sound
like veritable parables of anarchy.

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—it fulfils 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

- verification of a whole social approach. The need to provide children’s

playgrounds as such is a result of high-density urban living and fast-
moving traffic. The authoritarian solution to this need is to provide
an area of tarmac and some pieces of expensive ironmongery in the form
of swings, see-saws and roundabouts, which provide a certain amount
of fun (though because of their inflexibility children soon tire of them),
but which call for no imaginative or constructive effort on. the child’s
part and cannot be incorporated in any self-chosen activity. Swings
and roundabouts can only be used in one way, they cater for no fantasies”
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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,

‘jungle gyms’, commando nets, or to play sculptures—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 find more continual interest in the street, the derelict building,

‘the bombed site or the scrap heap. 4

For older boys, team-games are the officially approved activity,
and as Patrick Geddes wrote before the first world war, “they are at
most granted a cricket pitch, or lent a space between football goals,
bwt otherwise are jealously watched, as potential savages, who on the
least symptomi of their natural activities of wigwam-building, cave-
digging, stream-damming, and so on—must be instantly chivvied away,
and are lucky if not handed over to the police.” .

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 limit 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

T hese

What is so puzzling about our juvenile crime figures?
overwhelmingly concern boys, and most boys are brought up in
adventure-frustrating suburban deserts, in slums or in matchbox
council flats on keep-off-the grass estates. Millions of them,
emerging semi-literate from our education factories, are instantly

converted, at fifteen, into industrial cogs. They find 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 can’t buy this for them, but crime—particularly
breaking and entering—can. 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 figures are not,twice
as high.

—AUDREY HARVEY, in a letter to “The Observer”, 13/8/61.
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how can children find this kind of private world in towns, where, as
Agnete 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
filled 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—the things are done..
Town children move about in a world full of the marvels of technical

{ 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
Workers” 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 there.
In spite of a daily average attendance of 200 children at Emdrup, and
that ‘difficult’ children were specially catered for, it was found that
“the noise, screams and fights found in dull playgrounds are absent, for
the opportunities are so rich that the children do not need to fight.”

The initial success at Copenhagen has led in the years since the
war to a widespread diffusion of the idea and its variations, from
‘Freetown’ in Stockholm and ‘The Yard’ 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 theg temporary, since their sites were
earmarked for rebuilding, but there has been enough experience and
enough documentation of it, for us to gauge fairly well their successes
and pitfalls. |

These accounts—which 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:

Adventure Playgrounds, Lady Allen’s pioneering pamphlet, which incor-
porates Agnete Vestereg’s account of the Emdrup playground and John
Lagemann’s of The Yard.

Adventurd 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 Lollard 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. John’s Wood, with facts and figures useful to people
thinking of starting a playground.
















































