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WORDS SARAH PRICE

After the great storm of 1987 many 

mourned the loss of much-loved veteran 

trees. But for my seven-year-old self, it 

triggered a bonanza in den building. It’s a reminder 

that children see things differently to – and often 

more imaginatively than – adults. 

As a gardener with young children, the idea of 

turning my garden into a playground is horrifying. 

But it needn’t be that way. Just as adults enjoy a 

variety of garden rooms, children too are excited by 

thresholds, transitions and different moods. My 

two-year-old loves crawling out from a dark, shady 

hollow to a wide-open lawn. Running around and 

playing hide-and-seek among staggered beech 

hedging is another favourite game. Each change in 

environment will create new associations and 

fantasies in the mind of a child. The trick is to  

think about space with child-like imagination.

Children can easily get bored of playing with the 

same toys. But if the toys are of their own invention 

they are infinitely variable. So the challenge is to 

provide children with adaptable objects and spaces. 

In this way a log can be a spaceship, sea monster or 

a Spanish galleon depending on the game. Abstract 

objects are often the best. Similarly, adaptable 

structures encourage imaginative play. At RHS 

Wisley a boundary fence of dead wood has been 

designed to be dismantled by den-building 

Do you always need to sacrifice style to create 
space for children to play? Not if you use the 
right plants and a little child-like imagination

Outdoor play areas
Sarah Price is one of the 

UK’s most sought-after 
garden designers who won 

worldwide recognition for 
her designs for the 2012 

Olympic Park.
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1 Bright ideas 
Coloured ribbons stretched 

over a tree branch form an 

open A-frame tent, which 

makes a stunning ‘rainbow’ 

play den. Furnished with a low 

table and child-sized chairs it 

becomes a magical space for 

children’s role-play and here 

it provides a fabulous setting 

for a table at a wedding party. 
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2 Round and round 
Young children love following 

squiggles on the ground.  

This mown spiral, created  

by designer Anthea Gibson 

within the formal grounds of her 

garden at Westwell Manor, offers 

endless fun for children and 

looks beautiful all year round. It’s 

also extremely easy to maintain. 

3 Positive shapes
If you do want to separate off a 

play area, then rather than use 

conventional fencing, screen it 

with playful shapes or a change 

of level so children feel included. 

The caterpillar-like shape of this 

hedge forms an fun backdrop to 

rough grass and a tree swing. 

4 Serpentine rill
In Douglas Reed’s design for  

a Healing Garden at the  

Institute for Child and 

Adolescent Development in 

Cambridge, Massachusetts,  

a ribbon of water weaves 

through a series of spaces 

including a cave shelter, 

woodland, a small hill for 

climbing and a large glade for 

running. The rill is only 20cm 

wide with metal banks and 

pebbles on the bottom yet it 

unifies the whole design and 

provides a focus for play. 
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children. The sticks and branches make  

their way into simple pyramid frames built for 

improvisation. This idea can be easily adapted at 

home using pea sticks and brightly coloured strips 

of fabric. Similarly, a long, low table and some little 

chairs roughly sawn out of logs would make a 

perfect setting for children’s role-play and can 

double up as a place to picnic for adults as well. 

I often use ornamental grasses in and around 

play spaces as many species are tolerant of a wide 

range of growing conditions and also of trampling 

and footballs: Deschampsia cespitosa, Anemanthele 

lessoniana, Sesleria autumnalis, Luzula nivea and  

L. sylvatica are suitable examples. Threading other 

plants through a grass matrix for vertical accent 

and colour is striking; I’ve used Carex buchananii 

en masse dotted with scarlet potentillas and orange 

geums in a well-drained, sunny spot around a 

sunken sand pit. Knoll Gardens, stocks a wide 

range of unusual grasses for tough ground cover, 

including the drought-tolerant Sesleria caerulea, 

which grows in tidy low mounds, and Carex 

praegracilis, a Californian native that can cope  

with foot traffic in dry sun and shade. 

Often it’s too shady under a tree canopy for 

mown grass. Here try growing ground covers of 

tussocky sedges, such as Carex divulsa, Liriope 

muscari or ferns, such as Blechnum chilense, that 
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5 Hideaway
Plants such as hazels and willow 

are ideal for creating hideaways, 

as they can be coppiced to 

replenish play features. This 

encourages ongoing ownership 

as the huts and tunnels can be 

adapted from year to year. This 

den, made out of lengths of dried 

bamboo, creates a fun contrast 

to the formal hedging.  

6 Bird’s nest shelter
When designing hideaways  

I often look to contemporary 

artists, such as Patrick 

Dougherty who creates his 

awe-inspiring ‘stickwork’ 

sculptures from interwoven 

branches. This bird’s nest shelter 

by Jayson Fann is more modest  

in scale, but I love the way the 

branches are all interwoven in a 

clockwise circulating pattern to 

frame the entrance. 

7 Minimal style
Rather than try to hide a swing 

and climbing frame, the owners 

of this garden have chosen to 

place them at the centre of their 

minimal design. The boundary 

wall has been turned into a 

blackboard, completing the 

minimalist composition and 

offering more opportunities for 

imaginative play.
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8 Party time. 
By varying the height  

of grass on different areas of 

a lawn you can experiment 

with a variety of ground 

patterns to create a series of 

temporary and constantly 

changing play areas. Here a 

bowls green, wiggly maze and 

running track have been 

created for a children’s  

party. These grass patterns 

are easily achieved by 

adjusting the blade heights 

on your lawn mower. 

Useful information

Knoll Gardens

Stapehill Rd, Hampreston, 

Wimborne BH21 7ND.

Tel 01202 873931,

knollgardens.co.uk

Offers a wide range of 

unusual grasses for tough 

ground cover.

RHS Garden Wisley

Woking, Surrey GU23 6QB.

Tel 0845 260 9000,

rhs.org.uk/gardens/wisley

The RHS’s flagship garden 

includes the Wild at Wisley 

play area for children.

Be inspired
Take your inspiration for play areas from as many 

sources as possible, including pop-up play gardens 

in cities or images on online scrap books, such as 

Pinterest. One wide-ranging source of inspiration is 

the fascinating blog Playscapes (play-scapes.com), 

authored and edited by Paige Johnson. This details 

play projects across the globe from pre-1900  

to the present day. It’s packed with case studies  

on gardens created for play, natural playgrounds  

and contemporary designs for play equipment. 

Outlandish playgrounds designed by artists and 

innovative, ‘playable sculpture’ also regularly feature, 

alongside free project downloads.

can tolerate the inevitable wear beneath a swing 

and look good. Low, evergreen ground covers are 

striking with a network of small tracks running 

through. In the shade I use Galium odoratum 

interspersed with ferns and, in sunnier spots, alpine 

and cultivated strawberries with occasional fruiting 

bushes. Big tussock sedges and plants such as 

Libertia and Aristea are tough and suggest swampy, 

adventurous ground. Then there are majestic  

plants that evoke the tropics, such as Gunnera or 

giant-leaved magnolias. Smell too can be fun. I’m 

currently planting a forest of Cercidiphyllum 

japonicum, a multi-stem tree with heart-shaped 

leaves that in autumn smell of candy floss. 
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