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To Toby Haynes, who helped us in so many ways, and without whom we could not have done this book.





Introduction

Kids and families of all ages are rediscovering the great outdoors, including their own backyards. Life has changed as a result of the pandemic and it is more important than ever to be able to entertain our kids at home, teach them about nature, and give them a great time building, exercising, staying in shape, and working together. All these actions help foster independence, confidence, and growth. In Backyard Playgrounds, we offer user-friendly plans and do-it-yourself projects that can be made in an afternoon—circle swing, treasure chest, four square game—as well as more ambitious projects, like the warped wall and treehouse. We show how to build a complete ninja adventure course to turn your backyard into a place where kids love to play. The treehouse doubles as a home base for the adventure course that radiates from it.

“Junkyard playgrounds” were prevalent during World War II in Copenhagen, Denmark, when it was noticed that children were playing with pieces of scrap in bomb sites. Soon after the war, the same thing happened in other countries. Similar playgrounds made their debut in New York City under the direction of Mayor John Lindsay and Thomas Hoving. Adventure playgrounds were started with the idea that children learn from experimentation and discovery—not from just sitting on a swing, but by using their own minds and bodies while having fun. One researcher who had studied playgrounds in the United States concluded, “Commercial playgrounds were designed to minimize harm (injury) rather than maximize enjoyment.” In our increasingly litigious society, school playgrounds have been designed out of fear to avoid risks at all costs; however, studies show that fewer injuries have occurred at adventure playgrounds than at typical playgrounds precisely because the child is aware of the risks and is more careful.

Ninja

The history of the ninja goes back to feudal Japan, with the clandestine training of young men as mercenaries to infiltrate enemy lines at night to gather information. They had to be masters of disguise and deception, skilled in the martial art of Ninjutsu; they could scale walls, move silently and undetected, escape, and survive. The ninja were not subject to the samurai codes of honor. It was said that they had superhuman powers and could transform themselves into birds and animals.
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The four famous Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles, trained in ninjutsu by an anthropomorphic rat, are more recent. Named after four Italian Renaissance artists, they first appeared in a 1984 comic book, and went on to become a popular television series in the 1980s and 1990s. Extremely popular video games and films followed.

More recently still, the television series American Ninja Warrior (based on the Japanese show Sasuke) shows a competition between trained athletes traversing extremely difficult obstacle courses against the clock.

Many playgrounds across the United States now feature scaled-down versions of the Ninja Warrior obstacles seen on TV. Milder versions of ninja-themed activities are offered even for preschoolers. Our take on the ninja course is described in this book.


Helpful Abbreviations

AC ply = A/C grade exterior plywood

O.C. = on center

P.T. = pressure-treated

TYP = typical







Before You Get Started

Note: Every effort has been made to design all the projects in this book with clear and easy-to-follow instructions. It is, however, impossible to predict every situation and the ability of each carpenter who builds our projects, and we advise the reader to seek advice from a competent on-site expert.

Disclaimer: David and Jeanie Stiles make no express or implied warranties, including warranties of performance, merchantability, and fitness for a particular purpose, regarding the information in this book. Your use of this information is at your own risk. You assume full responsibility and risk of loss resulting from the use of this information. The authors and publisher will not be responsible for any direct, special, indirect, incidental, consequential, or punitive damages or any other damage whatsoever.

It is your responsibility to know the limitations of the people using the equipment and to supervise accordingly.

Read this important safety notice: To prevent accidents, keep safety in mind while you work. Use the safety guards installed on power equipment. When working with power equipment, keep fingers away from saw blades, wear safety goggles to prevent injuries from flying wood chips and sawdust, wear hearing protection, and consider installing a dust vacuum to reduce the amount of airborne sawdust in your woodshop. Don’t wear loose clothing or jewelry when working with power equipment. Tie back long hair to prevent it from getting caught in your equipment. People who are sensitive to certain chemicals should check the chemical content of any product before using it. The authors and editors who compiled this book have tried to make the contents as accurate and correct as possible. Plans, illustrations, photographs, and text have been carefully checked. All instructions, plans, and projects should be carefully read, studied, and understood before beginning construction. Due to the variability of local conditions, construction materials, skill levels, etc., neither the author nor the publisher assumes any responsibility for any accidents, injuries, damages, or other losses incurred resulting from the material presented in this book.





Part One

Backyard Ninja Adventure Course

The designs in this section have been chosen because they are versatile, adaptable, and relatively straightforward to make; for an absolute novice woodworker, the warped wall is just a little more advanced, but well within the capabilities of the average home handyperson. They’ve all been tested and approved for fun and good exercise, and are easily adapted to different ages and agility levels. The climbing wall, for example, can be the focus of intense competition between your teenage ninjas, or a wonderful prop for the imaginative role-play and adventure games of much younger kids. There’s always scope to make the obstacles more difficult, or easier, as required; we suggest how in the individual projects that follow.

If you’re building a whole course or circuit, give yourself time to think about how the various elements fit together, and in which order; it’s a good idea to follow a test of strength with a test of balance or agility, and so on. A design on paper, with rough dimensions of the available space, is a great help, but in the end nothing beats walking—or running—around the site and trying to envision the best angle of approach and length of run-up to the different obstacles. Once this is fine-tuned, you may (as we did, eventually) feel confident enough to hire a Bobcat with an auger to dig all the postholes at once, and thereby save a lot of time and effort. And if it’s a circuit, don't forget to install a post or tall stake to mark the start and finish.

It’s extremely important that all hardware used in the construction of play or climbing equipment be rated for such use; any old eyebolt from the store or salvaged from a corner of the shed will not do. The same applies to nets, ropes, and cables. There are specialist suppliers of these things, and they can also advise on suitable choices. We have dealt with:


• ropes.courses (hardware) USA

• e-rigging.com (hardware) USA

• jammarmfg.com (nets) USA







WELCOME TO THE ADVENTURE COURSE!

Please read these guidelines carefully before attempting the adventure course. Strength, agility, and focus are key to safe & successful use of this equipment; challenge yourself but be aware of your skill level; don’t take on too much before you are ready. Never engage in the adventure-course activities while under the influence of alcohol or drugs, or if impaired in any way. The obstacles are only to be used by authorized persons, under adult supervision at all times, and only in dry conditions (as surfaces may become slippery when wet).

[image: image]

Uneven Monkey Bars


• A spotter is required for individual under 5' tall.

• Spotter should follow and assist the user as necessary.

• From mounting location, take hold of the first bar and work your way to the last bar, hand over hand. Use the dismount rope if necessary upon completion.

• Do not leap from mounting location onto distant bars.

• Do not climb on or hang from wooden components of the structure—you might get splinters.
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Nitro Swing


• From start platform, gain a position with your weight on the circular rope stand or by holding on to the rope, and swing from one platform to the other.

• Platforms can be moved farther apart to increase the difficulty.

• Be careful of the rope stand as you dismount—it may bump into your shins.
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Shaky Log


• Only one person at a time may use the obstacle.

• From the start platform, grab hold of the first rope and step onto the log. Work your way across to the last platform without touching the ground.

• Be careful, as the shaky logs move unpredictably and may bump into each other or the posts . . . or you!
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Swing into Cargo Net


• A spotter is required. Spotter should be positioned to catch the swing once the user launches into the net. This will protect the user from potential collision with the returning swing.

• Stand on the swing and build up enough momentum to catch the cargo net and let go of the swing. After grasping the cargo net, work your way hand over hand and foot over foot down the net and along the underside to the dropping point without touching the ground. If you can’t make it to the dropping point, just lower your feet into the wood-chip bed and stand up.

• Do not climb up the net and sit on the crossbars—this height exceeds allowable height for users without a safety harness.

Note: There are 4-swing-attachment positions for the swing, to make the obstacle easier or harder.
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Rope Wall Climb


• A spotter is required for users under 5' tall. Spotter should assist the user on both sides of the wall.

• The obstacle can be surmounted by climbing hand over hand or by using the knots as rungs. Dismount the same way.
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Warped Wall


• Make sure the wall is free of dust & debris before each use.

• A spotter is required for users under 5' tall.

• Wear sneakers with good rubber soles that are clean & dry.

• Run at the wall at full speed; upon contact, transfer your energy upward to project yourself up. Grab hold of the top rail and hoist yourself over the top.

• Exit the obstacle by using the ladder at the back of the wall, making sure to have at least 3 points of contact (hand & feet) as you climb down.
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