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Date August5, 2018 Location Fengxiang Park of the Meishe River in Haikou City, Hainan Province Photographer Yu Kongjian

The borderless playground immerses children in the natural surroundings, bringing
knowledge, fun, and pleasure during their observation and recognition of nature. Designing
such a playground poses many challenges to landscape architects along with considerations
for safety and health, the diversity of constructed ecosystems, and the fun of design. The
experimental design of the Fengxiang Park of the Meishe River in Haikou aims to purify
wastewater of Class V through a series of lotus wetlands, enabling it meet public health and
safety standards and enriching habitats for the reproduction of multiple organisms. The
design also introduces an immersive trail system that allows children to explore diverse plant

communities, fulfilling the environmental educational goal of the park.
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ABSTRACT

Although there were few of play facilities or
artificial toys, the author enjoyed his childhood
playing with various natural plants and wild
animals and is proud of his knowledge about
animals’ habits and characteristics, as well as the
fun of playing in the creeks, woods, and fields.
Regrettably, all these precious experiences are
rarely found in city today because the prevalence
of artificial landscapes and industrialized lifestyles
highly relying on electronic technologies has
deprived children of the opportunity to explore
nature. By refreshing his memory of childhood,
the author reflects what kind of play space do
children need in city today — borderless natural
ones may be an answer.
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Compared to children in the city today, my childhood might seem lacking. There was no
special playground, no reading room with new pictured books, no Legos, no sophisticated
robot toys of different shapes, no sandpits or colorful slides. There were no parents driving
to school to pick up children and no crossing guards at the school gate. At the same time,

there were also many reasons that my childhood was a happy one.

When I was a child, the play space had no fences. Creeks, woods, fields, vegetable gardens,
and maze-like alleys were all playgrounds. When playing hide-and-seek, I often climbed
over walls to hide behind cucumber trellises in my neighbor’s vegetable garden. What was
more interesting, if one followed the winding and narrow field banks, groups of crucian
carps (Carassius auratus) could be found playing under the cascade at the end of irrigation
canals; they could be caught easily just with winnowing fans or bamboo baskets. There were
many carves of voles in crop fields, and I often caught voles for fun by pouring water into
the holes. One of the best games was catching carp (Cyprinus carpio) at the intersection of
the Baisha Stream and the Wujiang River, where Dai Shulun, a poet from the Tang Dynasty,
wrote his famous poetry named A Fishman’s Song of Lanxi River, describing the carps that
gathered around and jumped onto the river shoal in midnights after spring rains. To my
knowledge, carps also appeared during daytime, passing so swiftly through aquatic plants;
it was almost impossible to catch them but always joyful to have a try. Such a great fun still

remains refresh in my memory.

When I was five or six, my mother bought me a pair of rabbits and a goat from a farmhouse
several kilometers away. [ was responsible for looking after them and they became my
beloved companions. Young rabbits are always matched in pairs, so I learned to identify
their sex, which is not an easy task; I also knew that plants like water pepper (Polygonum
hydropiper) or wet grasses cannot be fed with rabbits; when the rabbits grew up and prepared
to breed, they would make a nest from grass and mud — living in a cage as a children’s pet
nowadays is harm to their habit. Then the rabbit babies were sold on market to help with
family expenses. My goat was not selected well. It grew up slowly and gave birth to only
one lamb after three years. Later they were both sold, which made me very sad. Nonetheless,
the experience of raising the goat and herding it every day after school brought lots of fun.

It was a joy to be immersed in nature as I walked with the goat: I explored the undulating
fields, the mysterious lands, the mountain creeks with cool air, and the open grasslands

behind the willow groves.

Although I never bought toys, I had lots of things to play. The mud dug out of the pond
could be made into a shape of tank and then left it to dry in the sun. The dried tank became
a fantastic toy along with mud “soldiers” with calamus (Acorus calamus) “swords.” Other
times I would make slingshots from branches of Chinese tallow tree (Sapium sebiferum),
rather than willow trees (Salix spp.). For a flute, bamboo reeds (Arundo donax), especially

rigid bamboo (Phyllostachys viridis), are the best for a clear and melodious sound.
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In the early spring, the corn-like spikes of palms (Trachycarpus fortunei) were always the
best “ammunition” for battle games, which could be collected in pockets, making me feel
armed, mighty, and ready to “fight” at any time. Their spathes could float in the canal as
“ships.” In the autumn, there were more materials to make toys. I often followed the adults,
waiting for them to strip the fiber of ramies (Boehmeria nivea), then picking up the white
stalks to build “houses.” I would also climb chinaberry trees (Sapindus mukorossi) to harvest
the golden fruits, saving their skins as soaps and collecting the small black seeds for trading

with friends, which brought me high status among them.

On the way to school along the edges of fields, I never worried about being hit by a car or
needed protection of my parents. The sound of gurgling creeks, splashing frogs, and chirping
birds kept me company. Kids from neighboring villages also ran to school, jumping up and

down through the fields, where the breezing green crops seemed to echo their cheers.

Today, children in the city are besieged by busy streets and harden water systems full of
latent danger, and they often have to stay close to home. Video games create an artificial
world for children, artificial play places increase, and the so-called “natural” landscapes

in urban parks are nothing but neatly trimmed horticultural plants — now finding a firefly
becomes a luxury. I do not want to suggest that such an environment has not engendered
childlike joy or enlightenment; but I am afraid that children in the city could hardly imagine
a world with jumping carps, inflorescences of palm trees, and the dramatic micro-climate

changes within the undulating landform. LAF
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