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Why

team

Playing is a serious
business for the folk at
Flights of Fantasy, a
burgeoning business
near King's Lynn, which
includes among its
clients both royalty and,
rather bizarrely, a major
drug dealer. ED FOSS
reports on a company
which produces tailor-
made playhouses and
themed play equipment
- and has recently
returned from a
particularly successful
second Chelsea Flower
Show.
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It all started with Russell Bowlby's

n, Jamie, Less than one year old at
the time, Jamie was the inspiration
for the ereation of a miniature Tudor
plavhouse standing just over three
metres tall,

Already with several years
experience building and renovating
historic and listed buildings, it was
not a huge step for Mr Bowlby - but it
ended up being a significant one.

That was 20 years ago. The Tudor
house still exists and remains in the
ownership of the family.

Across the world, however there
are now scores of plavhouses, play
equipment and furniture, all derived
from that first homemade creation.
Designs include pirate ships, castles
and hotises.

All this from a small site at
Congham, near King's Lynn.

1t appears to be a colourful place to
work, certainly from the point of
view of who buys the equipment.

“A lot of the people who come to s
certainly fall into the category of
wealthy and famous, although there
arie algo a lot of people you would
describe as middle class with very
good incomes who want a family
heirloom,” said Mr Bowlby.

“We have worked for a real princess
near Lake Garda in Italy and a guy
who turned out to be a major drug
dealer, which we obviously didn’t
know at the time. 1 was subsequently
asked to glve evidence at court iF it
WIS NECESSIrY.

“It ended up not being necessary,
but it would have been rather
daunting, I think.”

Other work has been undertaken in
the likes of Latvia and Sawdi Arabia,
as well as closer to home in a Norfolk

A child's
imagination is
incredible... it is
unrivalled in its
depth and
capacity

Russell Bowlby
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Russell and his top
take play seriously

school and across the other side of
the UK at the RSPB's Newport
reserve in South Wales,

Recent weeks have seen Flights of
Fantasy visit the RHS Chelsea
Flower Show for a second time.

Both visits have earned their stand
an excellence In presentation award,
which may not be as well known as
the gold, silver and bronze awards for
which the show s famous, but is the
pinnacle of achlevement for trade
stands.

This year only seven ouf of the 264
stands recelved the honour,

“1 wouldn't say Chelsea s yet an
absolutely key part of our busingss,
but [ think as the years pass it will
become s0," said Mr Bowlby.

“] know we have attracted a lot of
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attention and I know a lot of people
are talking to thelr friends and
colleagues saying ‘have you seen
those delightful little houses at
Chelsea®™."

The other advantage of Chelsea has
been the opportunity to show on an
international stage one of thoe key
aspects on which Flights of Fantasy
has built its reputation - the use of
traditional Morfolk materials and
craftsmanship.

“We were very proud to have been
able to spotlight Morfolk skills,” said
Mr Bowlhy. “The thatched roof of one
of the plavhouses we exhibited used
a2 bhundles of Norfolk reeds and was
an enormous hit with Chelsea
visitors, particularly those from
OVeTSeRs.”
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But the absolute seller will always
be the fact the products appeal to
both parent and, more importantly,
child.

“A  child's imagination is
incredible, as any parent knows. It is
unrivalled in its depth and capacity,”
said Mr Bowlby. “To a child, it is
quite pessible that dinosaurs still
roam woodland, that fairies flit from
glade to dell and that somewhere, on
dusty, hot plains at the bottom of the
garden, there are cowboys and
Indians ready to rampage across the
lawn. Perhaps, at Flights of Fantasy,
we are indulging our inner child, but
we make it our business to allow
children to bring those wonderful
play scenarios to life. And we fake
them very serionsly indeed.”
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Pictures: MATTHEW USHER

MINI MARVELS: Russell Bowlby
with one of his finished creations
(left). Inside and out, the craftsmen
pay painstaking attention to detail.

IF YOU WANT ONE..,

Flights of Fantasy's bespoke
playhouses start at around £3,985 for
a amall pirate galleon, increasing, o
between £9,995 to £27,995 for Tudor
playhouses, casties, cottages and large
pirate ships,

Retailers include Harrods in London
and customers can visit the Flights. of
Fantasy deskgn team and workshop in
Morfolk by appoiniment.
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