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At one with the
magic of nature
Mike Jones, co-founder of Earth Wrights, tells us why he got
involved in the design and build of natural play spaces and what
KLVEXVLQHVVRHUVFKLOGUHQ

Tell us a bit about Earth Wrights and your
journey so far
7KHVHHGVIRU(DUWK:ULJKWVZHUHSODQWHGVHYHUDOGHFDGHVDJR
ZKHQΖȴQLVKHGP\GHJUHHLQ/DQGVFDSH$UFKLWHFWXUH0\IRFXV
had always been on how to make urban environments good places
to live and creating playable communities is part of that. The
pivotal moment came when I was asked to design a play space for
DZRPHQȇVUHIXJHLQ/RQGRQDQGFRXOGQȇWȴQGDQ\RQHWREXLOGLW
so I just got on and built it myself. I saw with my own eyes what
DGLHUHQFHLWPDGHWRWKHNLGVWRKDYHDSOD\JURXQGWKDWZDV
exciting and imaginative and really met their instinctive play needs
- allowing them to use the space whichever way they wished, rather
than being stuck with just swings and slides.
:KHQΖPHW0DUN 5HQRXDUG P\EXVLQHVVSDUWQHULQZH
quickly discovered we had a shared passion for creating great
outdoor play spaces and started developing our designs and build
PHWKRGVΖQZHLQFRUSRUDWHGDV(DUWK:ULJKWVDQGZHQRZ
have playgrounds all over England. Our clients include The National
7UXVWWKH(GHQ3URMHFWDQGPRVWUHFHQWO\.HZ*DUGHQV

What drives you as a business?
Both Mark and I had the privilege of growing up in the countryside
ZLWKORWVRIIUHHGRPWRH[SORUH:HYDOXHWKHVHH[SHULHQFHVDQG
FDQVHHZKHUHLWLVPLVVLQJIRUPDQ\RIWRGD\ȇVFKLOGUHQ
So, we are driven both by our concern for the wellbeing of our
current generation of children and our knowledge and optimism
that the issues they are facing can be resolved with a change of
mindset and corresponding investment from decision makers.
This means taking the time to understand the needs of the whole
child, as well as enabling the creation of spaces where those needs
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Water play at Watcombe
playground

FDQEHPHWLHVDIHVWUHHWVPRUHWROHUDQFHRIFKLOGUHQȇVZLOGQDWXUH
and playgrounds that appeal to that wild and free nature while
DOVRUHDVVXULQJSDUHQWVWKDWWKHLUFKLOGUHQDUHVDIH:HEHOLHYHWKDW
DV(DUWK:ULJKWVZHFDQERWKUDLVHDZDUHQHVVRIWKHLPSRUWDQFH
of natural play and provide some of the practical solutions, by
designing and building great spaces to play and meet.

:KDWPDNHV\RXGLHUHQW"
:HEDVHRXUGHVLJQGHFLVLRQVRQLQGHSWKNQRZOHGJHRIFKLOGUHQȇV
play behaviour, years of personal experience and the millennia
of wisdom that nature holds when it comes to good play design.
As a species we evolved in natural surroundings that were nonlinear and varied and which encouraged a plethora of physical and
mental skills which are both useful and enjoyable to this day. Our
SOD\JURXQGGHVLJQVGUDZRQWKRVHSDWWHUQVWRRHUFKLOGUHQULFK
play experiences even when nature is not at hand, or to create
invitations to explore the wilderness beyond the playground.
:HDOVRKDYHDVWURQJFRPSDQ\HWKRVZKLFKLVGULYHQOHVVE\SURȴW
and more by a real passion to provide children with opportunities

Brushwood tunnel at Bishop
Cornish preschool

feature

Aller Park, Dartington Estate

to play freely, to learn about the world on their own terms and to
foster their innate curiosity and love of the natural world.

Can you explain how you would generally
work with a client on a project?
:HZDQWWRFUHDWHSOD\VSDFHVWKDWZLOOODVWQRWMXVWLQWHUPVRI
overall durability, but also in terms of being the kind of spaces
children will want to play in for generations to come. For this to
KDSSHQWKHVSDFHQHHGVWRȴWZHOOLQWRWKHH[LVWLQJHQYLURQPHQW
both the physical environment and the social environment.

change in play provision towards freer and more self-directed play.
:HEURXJKWRXUSRUWDSXPSDORQJDQGERWKNLGVDQGDGXOWVZHUH
IDVFLQDWHGE\LW:DWHUSOD\LVDOZD\VDELJKLW
Based on our conversations it became clear that there is a need for
well designed natural play products that can be shipped on a pallet,
so we have decided to expand our portable product range and are
FXUUHQWO\GHVLJQLQJVRPHVPDOOSOD\KXWV:HZLOODOVREHPDNLQJ
our play audits available on the website, which help schools and
SOD\SURYLGHUVDVVHVVWKHLUH[LVWLQJSURYLVLRQDFFRUGLQJWRGLHUHQW
play types.

:KHQZHJHWDUHTXHVWIRUDGHVLJQZHVSHQGDORWRIWLPHJDWKHULQJ
LQIRUPDWLRQDERXWWKHVLWHȂVL]HRULHQWDWLRQVRLOTXDOLW\GLVWDQFH
WRURDGVHWFȂDQGOLVWHQLQJWRWKHFOLHQWȇVLGHDVLGHDOO\FRQVXOWLQJ
ZLWKWKHȆHQGXVHUVȇLHWKHFKLOGUHQ:HWKHQEULQJRXUH[SHULHQFH
DQGNQRZOHGJHRIFKLOGUHQȇVSOD\QHHGVWRWKLVPL[DQGGHYHORS
DQLQLWLDOGHVLJQSURSRVDOWKDWPD[LPLVHVWKHVLWHȇVSOD\YDOXH
within the space and budget available. Sometimes we get it right
VWUDLJKWDZD\RWKHUWLPHVZHJREDFNDQGIRUWKDELWXQWLOZHȴQG
something everyone is happy with and we get started on the build.

You’re going to write a series of articles
for Early Years Childcare over the next
few issues – can you give us a teaser
about what we can expect to learn?

The build phase is very exciting for the children as they love seeing
WKHLUSOD\JURXQGȆJURZȇDQGRXUVLWHWHDPUHDOO\HQMR\WHOOLQJWKHP

RIWKDWXQGHUSLQVQDWXUDOSOD\ZKDWLWSURYLGHVIRURXUFKLOGUHQȇV
GHYHORSPHQWDQGZK\WKDWPDWWHUV:HZLOODOVRVKDUHWLSVRQKRZ
WRSURYLGHIRU\RXUFKLOGUHQȇVSOD\QHHGVZKHQ\RXDUHVWXFNLQWKH
middle of the city with no (or very little) budget and for those people
who do have some space we will be writing about how to plant a
garden that loves your children. Yes, plants and children can happily
FRH[LVWȂWKDWLVKRZLWLVPHDQWWREH

what they are doing and love the looks on their faces when the
SOD\JURXQGLVȴQDOO\RSHQHGΖWȇVDYHU\VSHFLDOPRPHQWZKHQWKH
ȴUVWFKLOGUHQUXVKLQWRSOD\RQVRPHWKLQJZHKDYHEXLOW

<RXH[KLELWHGIRUWKHȴUVWWLPHDW
Childcare Expo in Coventry – will your
approach to the sector change as a result?
:HZHUHUHDOO\KHDUWHQHGE\WKHLQWHUHVWLQQDWXUDOSOD\:HKDG
so many great conversations with people who really want to see a

:HDUHNHHQWRVKDUHRXUNQRZOHGJHDERXWDQGORYHIRUQDWXUDO
play as we are - as I am sure you can tell by now - real believers
in its power and magic. Behind that magic there is some very
solid research and one of our articles will be about the science

For more information, go to ZZZHDUWKZULJKWVFRXN

29

