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Den mothers

It takes o community to build a playground fov childven with disabilities

Four-year-old Daniel Haldeman
leaves the playground exhausted.

So does his mom, Denise.

Carrying Daniel up a steep
set of stairs to the slide is a
major workout. And pushing his
wheelchair over pebbles or mulch
is nearly impossible.

“It’s a lot of work,” Haldeman
says.

One thing keeps her going back
to the playground, no matter how
tired she gets: Daniel has a ball.

But Haldeman knows her
son, who has cerebral palsy,
could have even more fun at a
playground designed for children
with disabilities.

The East Hempfield mother
of three now heads a committee
to build a fully accessible
playground, called Daniel’s Den,
in Manor Township.

In April, community volunteers
will actually build the
12,000-square-foot playground
near Manor Brethren in Christ
Church. But before then, the
committee must raise an army
— of $375,000 and 1,000
volunteers.

The playground is targeted for
children with disabilities, but
Haldeman hopes all children will
play in its towers and tunnels
together — and learn from each
other.

Daniel’s Den, she says, will be
Lancaster County’s first fully
accessible playground that is open
to everyone.

“This is for the community,” she
says. “It’s for all kids.”

Daniel was born 12 weeks
premature, weighing just 2
pounds, 13 ounces.

He was later diagnosed with
cerebral palsy, a neurological

disorder that affects body
movement and muscle
coordination.

Daniel gets around mostly
by wheelchair. He receives
regular physical, speech and

Denise Haldeman (left) is leading efforts to build Daniel’s Den, a
12,000-square-foot playground designed for children with disabilities.
The playground is named after her 4-year-old son Daniel (right), who has

celebral palsy.

occupational therapy and attends
both specialized and mainstream
preschools.

Haldeman and her husband
Dennis, a heavy equipment
operator, have two older children,
Dana, 12, and Dylan, 9.

Frustrated by her experiences
with Daniel, Haldeman explored
the idea of making an existing
playground accessible.

But a visit to Possibility Place,
a sprawling, community-built
accessible playground outside of
Harrisburg, inspired her to think
bigger.

Last November, Manor Church,
which has a strong disability
ministry, offered to donate land
for the playground, as part of a
new 7-acre community park.

Daniel’s Den will give children
with disabilities much-needed
socialization as they play
alongside “typical” children,
says Bryan Gerlach, the church’s
executive team leader.

“Their need is not to have their
own special place,” says Gerlach,
also the playground committee’s
treasurer. “Their need is to be
included.”

In May, Centerville and Central
Manor elementary school students
helped designers Leathers &
Associates draw up plans for the
playground. The committee also

sought input from parents of
special-needs children.

The 20-member committee of
parents, local business people,
community members and
Millersville University special-
education students has raised
about $11,000 so far.

Subcommittees from fundraising
to building are looking for
members. The committee hopes
to raise funds through grants,
corporate and individual donors,
and special events.

People can give $15 to $100 for
personalized tiles, brick pavers or
fence posts that will be part of the
playground.

During Build Week, beginning
April 22, volunteers can do
something as simple as make a
casserole or baby-sit for a few
hours.

“Any help big or small is what we
need,” committee co-chairwoman
Lisa Seaman says. “We want to
get as much of the community
involved as we can.”

Playground trips can be
disappointing for Seaman’s
2-year-old son Caden, who has
cerebral palsy and autism and
doesn’t like grassy surfaces or
mulch.

“He would just be miserable at
the playground,” says Seaman,
also an occupational therapist.

“It’s more work than it’s worth to
take him.”

Daniel’s Den will be divided into
aschool-age area and a tot lot, with
all the old playground standbys:
tube slides, swinging bridges, a
climbing wall, a treehouse, a tire
swing and a misting spray.

“The slides will still be as tall
as any other playground,” says
Seaman, of Mountville.

But even the tallest slide will be
accessible by ramps. The poured-
rubber surface will be easier
for children using wheelchairs,
walkers, crutches or strollers to
navigate.

Swings, spring toys and
sandboxes will have back support.
Slides will be wide enough for
two. Monkey bars will be lowered.
And overstimulated kids will find
quiet, shady hideaways.

For Haldeman, who works part-
time in a district justice’s office,
the playground project has grown
beyond her imagination. She often
finds herself sending e-mails at 1
a.m.

The biggest challenges, she
says, are fundraising and finding
passionate volunteers who have
time to serve.

Haldeman hopes the project
pulls the entire community
together.

“A lot of people don’t realize
the impact this will have on the
Lancaster County community,”
she says.

For more information on Daniel’s
Den, call Kim Olson, 203-1961,
or e-mail Denise Haldeman,
dlhddh@verizon.net.

For details on fundraising events
and volunteer opportunities, visit
danielsdenplayground.org.

To make a donation, send checks
to Daniel’s Den Playground
Committee, P.O. Box 501,
Mountville, PA 17554-0501.



