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THE OLD-FASHIONED WAY: 
Leathers Community-Built Playgrounds 
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Architect Robert Leathers designs 
children's playgrounds in an unex 
pected way, by committee, and 
gets them built the old-fashioned 
way, with a week-long community 
barn-raising effort. 

Top: Rhonda Gregg behind the wheel 
during construction, Schreibe* flogship 
Pari, Galveston, April 1995. Above: 
Schreiber flagship Park, July 1996, 
Leathers t Associates, Int. (1995). 

l l is a strategy Robert Leathers hit upon in 
1970 wht'ti he helped to build the play-
ground at Henry St. John School in 
Ithaca, New York, where his own children 
attended school. A Maine native with a 
bachelor's degree in architecture from the 
Rhode Island School ot Design and a lor 
mer graduate student in film at the 
University of Oregon, Leathers launched 
his firm in Ithaca in 197€ with plans to 
specialize m residential design and con-
struction, but public interest in a commu-
nity-built school playground he had 
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helped construct six years earlier steered 
him into playgrounds for good. Leathers 
& Associates, Inc., still tackles the occa-
sional assignment in residential or com-
mercial architecture, hut playgrounds are 
the firm's bread and butter, with more 
than 1,000 designed and constructed 
throughout the United States and around 
the world in the past 20 years. 

The Houston area has finally gotten 
two Leathers parks of its own. The first 
was Galveston's Schreiber Flagship Park, 
erected in April 1995 on a pre-existing 
park site at 3401 83rd Street near 
Moody Gardens. The process began in 
August 1994, when Galvestonians 
Rhonda Gregg and Sheila 
Zwisehenberger saw a Leathers-built 
playground in San Marcos. Struck by the 
playground's dense Fantasyland profile, 
and even more impressed by its magnetic 
effect on the dozens of children busily 
climbing, swinging, and hiding ail over 
it, Gregg contacted l.cathers's office to 
see how she could get one of these parks 
in her neighborhood. 

The community-built method in 
which Leathers specializes casts the 
architects as consultants on everything 
from design to budget to construction, 
but much of the real work — from 
procuring tools and lumber to actual 
construction — is done by community 
volunteers. Gregg and Zwischenberger 
signed on as Galveston coordinators 
and recruited an organizational team of 
12 volunteers, each with a specific 
responsibility in areas that included 
public relations, fundraising, tools, 
donated materials, food, child care, 
and volunteers. 

With the committee in place, Leathers 
sent designer Dennis Wille to Galveston 
to draft the community's wish list. What 
emerged from interviews with hundreds 
ol kids at local elementary schools was a 
consensus that chey wanted a park with 
a strong sense of place, reflecting some of 
Galveston's unique monuments and 
architectural elements. The committee's 
request for such an individualized play 
space encouraged Leathers — who can-
not he personally involved in all of his 
company's hundred or so annual project! 
— to take on Schreiber as his annual 
Special Design Project 

Leathers & Associate-, went back to 
Ithaca, drafted a schematic plan, and 
prepared a materials list for construction. 
Responsibility then fell to Gregg and the 
coordinating committee to enlist commu-
nity support in the form of donated lum-
ber and materials, tools, and 
construction volunteers. Building the 
park required a total of $163,000 in 
cash, countless in-kind donations, and 
4,000 volunteers. I he playground itself 
was constructed over the course of six 
labor-intensive days, April 25-30, 1995. 

Photographs that were gathered and 
architectural research led to Galveston-
specific attractions such as the Victorian 
Village, whose facade mirrors the city's 
gabled architecture. Schreiber Park also 
leatures a miniature causeway, an oil rig. 

a small-scale "haunted" Hotel Galvcz, 
and a sunken ship, complementing the 
standard playground fare of swings, 
bridges, and slides. There is a "communi-
cations, system" of underground PVG 
piping that acts more or less like a t in-
can-and-string telephone connecting dif-
ferent areas of the playground. The 
entrance "causeway" symbolically leaps a 
blue rubberized area, and an ocean-blue 
skating track surrounds the installation, 
making the playground, like Galveston, a 
self-contained island. 

A similar park is presently being devel-
oped at the underutilized Donovan Park 
site in the Houston I leights. In mid-
January 1996, Leathers designer Steve 
l.awson held a mind-bogglingly expedi-
tious "Design Day" at Harvard 
l-'lementary School. After meeting with 
groups of 45 children in 15-minuie seg-
ments all morning (more than 650 kids 
from seven area schools participated), 
Lawson spent the afternoon drawing and 
unveiled the draft design at a town hall 
meeting that night. 

I ike Schreiber flagship, the new 
Heights Playground wil l be tailored to its 
environment-three residential lots abut 
ting a railroad track in the 700 block of 
Heights Boulevard. The train theme sug-
gested by the schoolchildren wil l extend 
to a play track, a station, covered trestle 
bridges, and an observation platform 
overlooking the real tracks, A rreehouse, 
a turreted castle, a rocket ship, and a 
water-mist play area round out the dense 
park. 

Anne Culotra is the general coordina-
tor ot the Heights efforr. A 25-person 
steering committee largely composed of 
members of the Heights Neighborhood 
Association owns rhe property. Construc-
tion is scheduled for October 16-20, 
1996; Culotta estimates that the Heights 
Playground wi l l require up to 800 volun-
teers and $80,000 in donations and 
services, making rhe park a slightly 
more modest effort than Galveston's 
Schreiber flagship. 

But the end result wi l l be the same. 
With rhe generous support she has 
received so far, Culotta is looking for-
ward to what the Leathers method 
promises and what Galveston's Rhonda 
Gregg says she got: "a unifying communi-
ty experience and a playground." • 
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Parque d« la Amistod, Hidalgo Pari , Houston, Leathers 
I Associates, Inc. (1917) . 

Hidalgo Park, J. W. Pcovy Drive and North 70th Street; 

Porqiie d* la Amislad in background, 

...and What About 
Parque de la Amistad? 

The Heights Playground inadvertently has 
been misadvertised as Houston's first 
Leathers park, which Anne Culotta had 
confirmed with Leathers & Associates. 
Hut in late June, Gulotta says, she started 
hearing about Parque dc la Amislad 
(Friendship Park) in Hidalgo Park on 
Houston's east side at 7000 Avenue Q. 
That playground, as it turns out, was com-
munity built according to a Leathers plan 
in 1987, and Leathers himself was on site 
during construction. Culotta wonders why-
Leathers & Associates sent her to look at 
Leathers parks in Port Neches and 
Galveston, yet Houston's first Leathers 
park seems to have been forgotten. 

Hidalgo Park was purchased by the city 
of Houston in 1927 but had fallen into 
disrepair when the Houston Parks and 
Recreation Department, Frito Lay, inc., 
and community residents embarked on a 
joint effort at rehabilitation that culminat-
ed in the construction of the Leathers play-
ground in late October 1987. 

Barry Segal, a project manager with 
Leathers & Associates, confirms that 
Parque dc la Amistad was one of Robert 
Leathers's Special Design Projects in 1987, 
and he guesses thai Culotta was not 
referred to this site because community 
organizers responsible for the park had 
fallen out of touch and off the firm's 
database. Hidalgo Park is city owned, 
and thus maintenance for the park is the 
responsibility of the City of Houston. 

A midsummer visit to Hidalgo Park 
revealed Leathers's trademark lumber 
turrets and dense footprint, but the play-
ground itself was empty. While play 
equipment such as swings and hand rings 
remains in place, several broken boards 
have rough, splintered surfaces, and much 
of the playground's wood surface has been 
defaced with graffiti. The wood docs not 
appear to have been rcsealed recently; 
Leathers maintenance guidelines recom-
mend doing this annually. Of the six peo-
ple present in Hidalgo Park on this 
particular afternoon, two were adults 
lunching on a park bench and four were 
teenagers climbing trees on the 
playground's periphery. Children do play 
here, hut are they safe? The city of 
Houston should do better. B.T. 


