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“Why don’t we

open our gates
wide to this yvoung
audience and greet

them with a hig

smile?™”

A Call to Arms (Potato
Guns at the Ready!)

The younger generation needs to
be persuaded of the precicus
deleghts of cur historic parks

and gardens.

Vvl nead to show children thar
thera is more te gardens and
gardening than planting a
sunflower seed and measuring s

progress, more: to the hndscape
than catchng bugs, and more to

mistory than casdes and che
Cuity Sark.
We all know that what we

eo carefully save ‘for funere

pencrations” will only continue o
be preserved after our own

lifetirmes if those gencrations have
learnied to lowve and value their
inhericnce. | we can do this,
If we can really crly engage
children with our garden heritpe,
then we are halfeay o ensuring
s safety when we are gone.
Along the way we will hawve
enriched young minds and bodies,
raised Bamily ticket sales, and
negated the need for heritage-

insensiove play cqEpment.
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Conservation and children’s play
As statutory consultees in the planning system, The Garden Hisuory
Soclety’s team of professional conservation officers has long been
acoustomeed to considering the impact of new play facilities within
historie landscapes, In some instances, such as in urban public parks,
playgrounds are perfectly valid and chime well with the site's historic
raison d'etre, In others, such as in gardens with a history of being
private homes, the proposals can sit uncomifortably with the sive, its
history, and its aim o have a relevance in tody's socety

In producing this leafler, the GHS aims to demonstrate that “formal’
play facibities do not necessarily ad either hstoric gardens or their
child visivors. We hope to instead generate fresh energy, inspiration
and Enagination in thinking abour children’s play.

Child garden visits at the moment
To an extent. our sector has already bogun to wake up to the need
to engage children with their heritage. During the haliday scason
many of the shicker propertes arrange enactments or discovery Leails,
whiatst websives are packed with teaching plans and worksheers. This
warthy educaticnal approach s commendable. But it sts uncomdortably
alongside 3 widespread ethos whereby it is more commaon for the
child visiter 1o be vreated simply as an unfortunate appendage 1o their
adult, one who needs to be bribed with treats in order o faciliate
the grown-ups enjayment. The child spends an wnhapgy afterncaon
fighting the wrge 1o roll down banks, dabble in the fountain, clamber
in the shrubbery, balance an walls and run across the wn. I they
rrvaragie their task then they are rewarded with an ice-cream,
half an hour on the ugly cimbing frame by the car park,
and a souvenir pencil shargener as an affirmaton that they

enpoyed their day cut in a historic garden. Yhat a waste,




How a child’s garden visit could be very different,
and how thas could benefit the landscape too
But please, dont panic. There & no need to let children rampage.,
trampling bulb meadows, chipping venerable statuary, picking rare
plants and shaoering serenity. There is certainly no need o plaster
every inch of your garden with earnest child-friendly interpretasion
boards. And there B absolutely no need to frghven the men in suits,
with ther eyes on budgets and marketing

What is needed is just a really hard think about the individual sites,
Look ac them through a chilfs eye and see our landscapes as
children do voday, but also as they would have done historically
If we da that, we may notice a fountain that would be porfect for
sailing baoats in, il only a lrde stash of dthem was left ready on the
edge; a Broad Walk that is calling to have a hoop rolled along i a
pond perfect for fehing were there a row of ready nets a hill on
wehich a kite could be flown; a hermitage that would be a thousand
Lirmes mors entertaining were there a hermit in g a Fl-:l.l'l': wihere
perhaps the mowing regame could allow for a temparary grass maze;
bales of hay that could be beft a kude longer in the meadow for
young clembers to conguer; or perhaps even a shrobbery robust
encugh to take a kitle rummaging.

And the gam will not only be to the children. Suddenly it may no

P

longar seem so necessary o spend those thousands of pounds on

]

o el i

some new brightly-coloured play equiprivent — uply, expensive and

always to a degree detrimental 1o the historic dessgned landscape.

There is certainly a place for such things in our seciety, but there s

no reason why historic parks and gardens should be that place
*Look at our landscapes through

a child’s eye™




But what if the children aren’t interested?

Mamy progeerty managers will emit a groan when reading these
suggestons (intended as food for thought rather than as a definitive
tck listh At one end of the spectrum they will argue that i you give
kids an inch they wall take a mile, and at the other end they will insist
that children already are permitted to indulge s many such acovioes,
it’s just that they tend not o take up the offer,

These problerms are easily salved.

First, the chibdren's lack of interest in the play povental of a garden
may well be caused by their prececupation with the identikic ply
equiprnent thar they spotted by the car park. Remove thac, and
wiatch their Binkers tall away.

Secondly, the answer lies with the safl or vohmieers. An enthusiastic
vzam rmember wil catch a child’s epe as they walk pase and show them
the tree smimp that could be pemped on, or mention their counterpant
who played there 200 years ago, They can poant out the statues
whose faces can be oghed at but not climbed an, and the mystesious
path that & 3o much more interesting than the mam rowte.

Yes, staff are busy and preoccupied, but it ooly requires a passing
comment with the rght attitude as they carry out their normal
durties. Oir surely this is exacdy the kind of role that waould appeal to
a volunteer! Better sull, save the money that would have been spent
an play equipment and its maintenance and use it mstead for a
chibdren’s afficer or play lkeader who can wander the grounds giving
keds the gentle stoer that they need,

“*Remove the identikat play equipment
by the car park and watch the
children’s blinkers fall away™
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Play provision doesn’t need to be complicated
Such a shift m provision does not need te be a big or crasmatic one.
It simply requires heritage professionals oo stop thinking of children
as An lssue Meeding o be Dealt VWith,

Rather, we need 1o open the box. throw away our caralogees, shrug
offl adult pressure to have samething big and shany as proof of our
offer for children, and instead simply think, Ve st need o start
thinking aboart younger visitors as real people with a bubbling
enthusiasm and a genuine stake in our heritage; and of the gardens
as inspiring places that can each have an mdividual and
exciting connection with the children who explore them, just as
many of them would have done Tor andreds of years.

The relavonship between the teo can be fun, fruitful and easy.
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- ldeas for children's play requiring
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i R *{i-:;h rt- : :""Z___ % J . " — A row of fishing nets next to a lake or stream
t i B ::-:E. ' N __ . f — A pile of small boats for sailing in a fountain
e ."‘ e . . & Actorsiperformance artists to populate hermitages or other follies
— Do away with petting zoos if historically irrelevant but consider
chickens and ather limited vestock near o a kicchen garden
Peacocks soructing on kawns always carch a child's eye
— Do you really need vo Keep off the Grass?
— Hay bales w meadows for itde chimbers
— Mowing regimes to encourage exploration
— Produce planting and picking (limited and supervisod!)
Fallen trees for clambering
— Ask staff or volunteers to smile a kids and not just their parents
— Hoops, kites and penny farthings (for hiref)
A, dedscaved play leader to wander the sive
— Tree swings, didpersed nor growped in a designaced playgrowund
Mazes (but take care when introducing new ndscape features)
— Can some parterres be used as though mazes! Would the results
necessarily be disastrous?
Kids' versions of the guidebook
— Maps for children, showing where you can and can't play
(e “you can roll dowen this bank but you can't climb on that wall™)

i there was once a moded farm then repopadate it
But take care:

parks and gardens each have their own stories and Sensitvities,

s0 not all ideas are appropriate for every site!
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Why the formal *playground’ is kind to

neltther chald nor I:.md.:-::ul.'u;.:t'

Visually intrusive — colour, structure

- Plysically damaging — where do you sice ic?

Ma historic precedent at these kind of sites (i.e, private pardens)
Associated with public open spaces 5o at odds with the histaric
character of privately-owned properties

Expensive

Groups children together in a noisy and active distractng mass
Reguires maintenance

May bring children to the site but doesn't actually engage them
or necessarily even bring them past the playgraund

Physical wear and tear on the '1I.IFF-|'|III'||'|iI'IE: area

By providng for children mare helistically (see list an pl 1),
you can avedd the need for a formal playground wich its
assocabed downgedes,

If formal play provisson s soll considered necessary, then
consider carefully locating bespoke equipment with a relevance
to the site rather than aff-the-peg items.

For guidance please refer o The Garden History Society's
Planning Conservation Advice Note 15 on Play Facilities,

which can be downboaded free from the Conservation pages of

woawe fardenhistorysociety.org

A point for consideraion: some historic sives are ideally suited
for child engagement., some simply are not. Perhaps there is no

point in trying to squeeze a square peg into a round hale.
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