Daniel’s Den Playground — the
product of one mom’s vision and of
the work of thousands of volunteers
—opened officially Saturday, and
children wasted no time in making it
their own.

On the grounds of Manor Church
near Mountville, Daniel’s Den was
designed as a place where children
with disabilities could play alongside
other children.

Denise Haldeman, a Centerville
mother of three, conceived of Daniel’s
Den two years ago because she
wanted a place where her youngest
son, Daniel, who has cerebral palsy,
could play with his peers.

Saturday, an emotional Haldeman
thanked her husband, Dennis, her
children, and all of those who
had worked on the project, or had
supported it.

And then 5-year-old Daniel
Haldeman, sitting in a balloon-
bedecked wheelchair and wielding an
oversized pair of ceremonial scissors,
dispatched the ribbon draped across
the entrance of the playground named
for him.

Children and their parents
streamed through the entrance, and
the playground soon was filled
with whoops of joy and hollers of
excitement. A tiny sign hanging over
the entrance read: “Daniel, Dreams
Do Come True. Love, Mom and
Dad.”

Divided into two areas — a “Tot
Lot” and a School-Age Lot —
Daniel’s Den Playground occupies
12,500 square feet. Saturday, kids
were making use of every inch.

The playground has a poured-rubber
surface to accommodate wheelchairs.
The smooth, springy surface has
been painted in vivid hues so that
children who are visually impaired
can discern the colors.

The swings are deep and high-
backed, to help children who
have difficulty sitting up without
support. There are little caves, where
children who get overstimulated and
overwhelmed can find quiet and
shade.

One of these retreats is Daniel’s
Den, which was built with money
donated by Daniel’s grandparents,
Don and Eileen Martin. Inside, a
cartoon image of Daniel hangs on a
wall.

The playground is equipped with
wide ramps, and transport stations,
marked with the letter “T,” where
kids can transfer from wheelchairs,
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Damniel’s Den, playyground for those with special needs, is a dveam come true fov childven and those who love them.

Daniel Haldeman, right, and his mother, Denise, cut the ribbon
to open the playground named for him, Saturday.

crutches or walkers. The elephant
spring toys in the toddler area are
wider and more stable than ordinary
spring toys. There are rocking
platforms, where kids in wheelchairs
can get the feeling of being on a
swing.

There are low rings as well as high
rings, and the elevated sand table,
and activity panels, all were designed
for kids in wheelchairs.

And the sandboxes are equipped
with corner chairs, wedge-shaped
seats for children who cannot sit
unaided. Daniel Haldeman held
court in a corner chair for much of
the evening, contentedly digging in
the sand, as around him other kids
put other areas of the playground to
the test.

Lisa Seaman, a mother of two and
an occupational therapist, co-chaired
the Daniel’s Den special needs
committee. Saturday, she was briefly
overcome with emotion as she pushed
her 3-year-old son, Caden, in one of
the playground’s special swings.

Her son’s special needs include
autism and cerebral palsy. He doesn’t
have the muscle tone necessary to
use an ordinary swing, she said.

“My son’s favorite thing to do is to
swing,” she said, crying a bit, as she
watched him enjoy that most ordinary
of childhood pleasures.

Her 6-year-old daughter, Maegan,
told her mom she was glad
she’d finally be able to play on a
playground with her little brother.
“I think it’s pretty sweet — I mean,

cool,” declared Maegan, who was
damp from the playground’s misting
machine. She said she liked the
climbing wall the best.

Dorothy Jordan, of Denver,
watched as her 6-year-old son,
Nicholas, expertly zipped around the
playground’s play structures, which
had openings plenty wide to handle
Nicholas’ motorized wheelchair.
When she asked Nicholas what he
thought of Daniel’s Den, Nicholas
smiled and offered a thumbs-up.

Seven-year-old Lexie Garrett was
the very picture of delight, sitting in
one of the playground’s accessible
swings.

Her mother, Sandy, said she took
Lexie — who has been diagnosed
with mental retardation and cerebral
palsy —to another park last summer.
Because her daughter couldn’t use a
regular swing, she put her in a bucket
swing. Lexie got stuck in the swing.

“She was crying, I was crying,”
Sandy Garrett said, noting that she
had to flag down another mother to
help her get Lexie out of the swing.
After that, she said, “We just stopped
going to the park.”

Surveying the happy scene at
Daniel’s Den, Garrett said, referring
to her daughter, and other children
with special needs, “It’s nice to have
someone to reach out to them.”

Denise Haldeman said that children
with disabilities still, too often,
are excluded from the experiences
other kids enjoy. “If I can make the
difference not only to Daniel, but to

other kids, that they don’t feel left
out — if I have achieved that, that’s
everything,” she said.

She hopes Daniel’s Den will be a
place where children of all abilities
cometogether. “It’s so important to get
kids, while they’re young ... to learn
tolerance, compassion,” Haldeman
said. She hopes Daniel’s Den will
help to foster that understanding.

It is a hope shared by Bryan
Gerlach, the executive team leader
at Manor Church, which donated the
land for Daniel’s Den after reading a
newspaper story about Haldeman’s
dream of a fully accessible
playground.

Gerlach said he had a “pretty big
vision” of what Daniel’s Den could
be, but “this is bigger than what
I envisioned,” he said with great
satisfaction.

The $375,000 playground was
designed by Leathers & Associates,
of Ithaca, N.Y., and is constructed of
a heavy recycled plastic.

It was built with money from
the Lancaster County Housing
and Redevelopment Authorities,
the Clark Family Foundation, the
Armstrong Foundation, Ronald
McDonald House, and a myriad of
donations from businesses, churches,
service clubs and individuals. State
grants were also received through
state Sen. Gib Armstrong and state
Rep. Katie True.

Daniel’s Den organizers say they
still need to raise an estimated
$45,000, including some $20,000 for
a playground maintenance fund.

Haldeman said the first time she
was struck by the significance of what
she had accomplished was during the
playground’s “build week™ in April,
when 2,000 volunteers turned out to
construct Daniel’s Den.

She was moved again, Saturday.

“Having done this, I can say it’s
forever changed my life,” Haldeman
said, adding, “I’ve gained so many
friendships.”

Her father, Don Martin, was —
like others — nearly moved to tears,
seeing Haldeman’s dream made real.
“It’s just absolutely amazing what
she’s done,” Martin said.

Donations to the upkeep of the
playground can be made at www.
danielsdenplayground.org.



