
RECORD FOR MILTON MALSOR HISTORICAL SOCIETY OF HOW
MILTON MALSOR'S OLD PLAYING FIELD WAS TRANSFORMED INTO A NEW
'VILLAGE PARK.'

In 2005 the parish council commissioned a Parish Plan; one of its recommendations was
the provision of better facilities for young people. Prompted by the Plan, and closure of
the roundabout - which became dangerous, the council responded in late 2008 with a
budgeted (£59,000) long term, 8 year, plan to set aside £5,000 each year - the most they
could afford from the annual precept - in order to build up funding which, with possible
grants and donations, would allow the remaining, aging play equipment - swings, slide
and seesaw - to be either replaced or supplemented.
In early 2009, while investigating a replacement for the roundabout, Wicksteed - the

original supplier - made the council aware of a government scheme called 'Playbuilder-
Local Play Spaces'; administered by Northants County Council, this was offering grants
of up to £50,000 in the second round of a competitive government initiative that was
intended to provide more challenging play equipment for 8-13 year olds. Such an amount
would meet our requirements, we were eligible, and the opportunity was too good to
miss. Aware that the competition was tough, and doubtful whether a small village would
be allocated such a large sum, the council, nevertheless, decided to delegate
responsibility to a project management team lead by Neil Jagger, asking them to prepare
and submit an application.
For the team, time was short - the closing date was April 30 - but we followed the
guidelines, read the recommended literature and carried out consultation with children
and young people in the village primary school, at scouts and brownies meetings, and in
the youth forum. In addition a questionnaire - with separate lists for parents and children
was delivered to all village houses; the response was encouraging and helped inform the
initial choice of play items.
Three layouts, with corresponding prices, were then obtained from reputable suppliers

put onto our web site and displayed at the village hall for comment. As we were spending
public money, long term durability was seen as paramount, which led to wood based
equipment being rejected. Our concept was: to retain a central grassy 'Games' plot and
surround it with an 'Adventure' area - located against the railway in order to minimise
disturbance at the houses in Church Close - which would contain most of the new
purchases; add to and enhance the existing, still popular items, as a 'Traditional' area;
create a brand new 'Tots' area adjacent to the main entrance, allowing easy access for
mothers with prams and pushchairs; and set aside a quieter 'Social' area where residents
could congregate and relax.
Over many years the playing field surface had been being badly damaged by rabbits and,

as part of the plan, it was decided to install a rabbit proof fence and rear access gate, and
to begin reducing the existing population using ferrets. The surrounding grassy banks
were badly overgrown with brambles and nettles, and full of accumulated rubbish. Work
parties were organised to clear the rubbish - a full truck load - and a gardener contracted
to cut back the growth and apply a special spray to new spring growth. Lack of seating
had long been a complaint from parents, so it was decided to install them, and to
supplement them with picnic tables in the Social area. As the field is flat, and this is a
rural district, itFas agreed that the Adventure and Social areas needed enhancing by the



planting of trees or shrubs, which led to a demand for a dedicated water supply to assist
in their future maintenance.
Awards for All- a 'national lottery' fund, was recommended as being easy to deal with
in regard to funding for specific community requirements of up to £5,000 value. Access
to the playing field from Collingtree Road was down an uneven, grassy ramp; when wet
this could be difficult to negotiate. The rear entrance, via an unmade footpath leading to
Stockwell Way, was more gentle but still unsuitable for wheelchair access which the
Playbuilder conditions required to be made possible. Seizing the opportunity we applied
for a grant to cover upgrading of both entrances by means of edged, compacted, gravel
paths. As we were new to the grants business, only one quote - at £4,235 - was obtained
from a villager so that a figure could be justified and an application made in June 2009.
Our key argument was that these improvements were an essential part of our playing field
project - which we described in detail - but that Playbuilder would only fund the actual
play equipment.

With Awards for All running in parallel, but well in hand, it was time to concentrate on
the very demanding Playbuilder for which our response ran into 20 closely typed pages
with accompanying layouts and photographs; prior to submission it required endorsement
by South Northants Council whose agreement to the parish council modemising the
playing field - which they own - was also necessary. Our application was finalised and
submitted on April 162009, but, despite having addressed all the required criteria, we
were disappointed to receive a rejection in July; written feedback from the County
Council's Grants Panel stating that ours 'was a very strong application' left us wondering
why we had failed.
Awards for All processed our application quite promptly and, much to our delight, an
acceptance was received in August 2009. The council then asked for four competitive
quotations which were obtained from the villager and three recommended small
roadwork's contractors who all visited site and made useful suggestions. The bids were
close but the lowest was £3,805. Faced with forfeiting the difference of £430 we
approached the lottery fund and asked if the difference could be put towards shrubs for
landscaping the pathways; this was accepted provided the planting was completed and
invoice submitted by October 2010.
Much encouraged by the AFA achievement, we agreed to make a further effort in
Playbuilder round three - our final chance - which was due for issue in late September
2009 with a closing date at 8 January 2010. To strengthen our proposal, members of the
council attended a Playbuilder workshop - at which case histories were presented and
from which a closer appreciation of the requirements was obtained, and visited several
local playgrounds to see how others had set them up. Further consultation using the
Parish Council Newsletter and web site made it clear that the project was well supported
by residents and local societies, who expressed a strong desire for tree planting, seats and
picnic tables, with the intent to create a pleasant community place that all ages could
enjoy. This learning was fed into a revised equipment list designed to provide safe but
escalating challenges for all ages from Tots to teenagers. Final 'best offer' quotes were
then requested from the three reputable suppliers who had priced before. On the basis of
quality, design, value for money and prompt cooperation, Sutcliffe Play was chosen as
our main contractor. The layout was again reviewed and improved, and a further



Playbuilder submission made; this second application had more emphasis on overall
landscaping and regular use by the school and village organisations for social events.
On 22 February 2010 we were very pleased to receive provisional acceptance and a

contract to sign and return, but funding remained subject to a review of our plans and
state of preparation and a list of development points being satisfactorily addressed. A
detailed and lengthy 'power point' presentation, which included a critical path time line
with milestones, was prepared and made to the County Council's Grants Panel on June 4? I

2010. The meeting went well and we were sent a contract to sign and return; this awarded
us a grant of £49,300 with the first half to be paid within a week - although still
conditional on the Panel receiving specified reports and satisfactory progress checks
against our milestones.
A previously promised round of further consultation with children, young people and

villagers and with the contractor at the playing field, and in the village hall and through
our web site, confirmed that the submitted final layout was sound. Disappointment was
expressed when locals realised that the grant could only be spent on 8-13 year olds,
which meant that the proposed Tots area could not be afforded for several more years.
Fortunately, a generous resident came to the rescue with an offer of £7,000 conditional on
the council increasing their commitment from £20,000 to £25,000 - which they accepted,
thus sufficient working capital was finally available for the whole project plan to be
finalised.
Aware that the newly elected coalition government was imposing cutbacks, the council

moved quickly and placed an order on 15 June with Sutcliffe for the new play items-
except for a Supernova roundabout from Kompan, something which had proven very
popular during consultation.
The daily papers were full of proposed budget restraints and a nervous wait ensued. The
first half of the grant was paid and we began to relax; in fear of receiving the wrong
answer, we resisted asking whether the second part would still come through. Copies of
the two orders were passed to the County Council to ensure they were aware of our
commitments. We trusted that manufacture would be well progressed and make any
cancellation cost so high that work would simply have to be completed. On 19 July 2010
the parish council received an e-mail saying that local authorities would review the level
of spending on Playbuilder, but, as Milton Malsor were well advanced they would cover
the cost of any existing expenditure. To cement our case, Sutcliffe were contacted and
asked to bring excavation at site forward by two weeks, which they did. On 12 August
the County Council e-mailed once more, this time to say that our funding was definitely
secure. It was a great relief, and we soon heard that many similar Playbuilder projects had
either been cancelled or postponed.
The parish council now had sufficient cash flow to place orders for the planned rabbit
fence, the seats, picnic tables and litter bins - for all of which alternative types and costs
were evaluated; again the emphasis was on durability and resistance to vandalism. Local
nursery Flowercraft, kindly agreed to provide an overall layout and typing for the
proposed 40 trees and to hold any incoming order on their premises from where they
would deliver trees forward to the playing field in batches for installation; this offer
overcame storage and transport problems and allowed halfthe trees to be of the less
expensive, larger, bare root type. To satisfy AWA, shrubs were ordered to the value of
£430; both trees and shrubs were to be available for late autumn planting. Meanwhile, the



necessary stakes, ties and protection sleeves were bought, and farmer Treharne delivered
a load of farm manure.
The 'Playbuilder' submission called for a 'launch and celebrate' event. At submission,
since work was expected to complete by Christmas 2010 and there would not be much
activity in the winter, we fixed this for the May Day bank holiday 2011, a day we hoped
would be reasonably fine. The application also asked for a 'notice board', details of
which were prescribed; however following the change of government its design was
handed over to us. The designer son of the parish council chair offered his expertise
which led to a slow, consultative development process, but ended with a modem, good
looking signboard for erection at the main entrance gate.
Sutcliffe proved practical and easy to deal with, completing their work - including an

independent safety check - exactly on programme at 24 September 2010. Thereafter, trees
and shrubs were planted by the project team in groups of about ten as they came
available; holes having been dug previously by the farmer. This task took from mid
October to mid December and was mostly done on bitter, below freezing mornings by the
elderly project management team whenever enough volunteers could be assembled. A
good last minute suggestion led to the incorporation of daffodil bulbs at each tree,
resulting in a blaze of yellow that welcomed us back in the following spring.
In the same period we took delivery of the two seats and two picnic tables - the
installation instructions for these 'flat packs' were poor and a 'trial and error 'process
resulted in a whole day's effort. A recommended mix of200 wildflowers were planted
throughout the Adventure and Social areas. The rabbit fencing contractor was called
forward but unfortunately completed later than planned, which resulted in considerable
damage to the shrubs - which could not be delayed owing to AFA's requirements - and
wildflowers.
After a severe winter the playing field soon became well used, not only by residents but
by visitors from nearby villages. Mothers advised that their children were asking to be
taken to the 'park'. Hearing of this the council decided that our notice board should use
the wording 'Milton Malsor Village Park;' in this way, our old, featureless, little used
playing field obtained a new lease of life as a traditional Victorian Park.
As spending was well controlled by the Project team, and within budget, it was decided
to repaint the existing swings, slide and entrance fence. The mains water supply, which
was not completed until January 2011 - despite an application being made to Anglian
Water in August 2010 - was found to have failed, getting this corrected took until late
April. This delay meant that watering in of the new trees, through an exceptionally dry
autumn and spring, had to be done by carrying buckets and cans to the park by car. In
April 2011 the Forestry Commission, whom we had first contacted in mid 2010, offered
to supply, free of charge, seven huge logs, which were welcomed and duly distributed
around the Park. The only item left incomplete is the grass maze which awaits some long
overdue rainfall!
Our planned celebration became a 'Village Park Gala Day' from 2pm to Spm on May 2

2011. An opening ceremony was performed by the winners of a poetry competition
organised by Milton Malsor Parochial Primary School. A speech by Brenda Jenks the
council's chair explained the Park's history and thanked project manager, Neil Jagger,
stating that without his untiring effort over two years the project would never have been
completed. The children, who were awarded book tokens by the parish council, then cut a



tape at the foot of the entry ramp and unvei led the new signboard by pulling off a
covering Milton Malsor flag - the sign having been erected and concreted into place by
the project team during the previous afternoon.
On a sunny day, and despite a cold wind, the Gala was well attended and deemed a big

success. Tea, soft drinks and cake were provided by the Women's Institute, and the
Friends of Milton School contributed a BBQ with hamburgers and sausages.
Entertainment included the scout band; a tug of war for three different age groups - with I

a cup and medals being awarded; a treasure hunt for children and a basket ball
competition. Apart from a big marquee, stalls were either rural in nature, belonging to
villagers, or from organisations that had contributed to the Park's construction; among
them were - beekeeping, wood turner; an owl display; the RSPB; wildflowers,
Flowercraft, pheasants and newly hatched chicks; greetings cards; hand made jewellery
and a coconut shy. Sutcliffe's promotional company sent an interviewer and cameraman
to make a record of the day's happenings.
The parish council are treating the Park as an ongoing project; money will be set aside
for maintenance and capital built up for future replacement. The new assets have been
included in our insurance cover. Customer surveys will be taken at regular intervals and,
as funds permit, changes and additions made in order to provide an ongoing pleasant
recreational area for use by the whole community. In this regard it is satisfying to have
recently been asked if Milton School can hold their 2011 sports day at the Park - our
stated objectives appear to be on the way to fulfilment.
On a recent spring Sunday the Park was well used all day - the average number present
being 32. Such popularity makes the volunteer project management team's two years of
hard work suddenly seem most rewarding

BRlEF FACTS
Project management Team:-

Members - Council Chairman, Brenda Jenks
Council Vice Chair, Brian Sumpton
Steve Hunt
John Brice

FUNDING
Parish Council
Playbuilder grant
Donation
Big Lottery grant
County Council grant

(£):
25,000
49,300

7,000
4,230

800.


