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X CHAPTER 1

THE INSPIRATION, VISION,
AND REASON FOR BUILDING A
TREEHOUSE

ost of this book is about how to build the best possible

treehouses. To start us off, however, we should spend some time
considering why we build treehouses at all. The dreams in life that
we believe in the most and work the hardest to realize usually have a
strong reason behind them. And that reason drives us to complete
the projects we start and to love them long afterward.

Treehouses are not generally considered essential for life. Most
people do not use them as a primary home, but rather as a
temporary getaway. Practically speaking, they are not the most
efficient structures we can build. They are generally less energy
efficient because the floor is exposed to variable weather.
Treehouses take more time and money to build than an equivalently
designed and outfitted ground house. Most kids grow up just fine
without a treehouse in the backyard. In fact, many kids grow up just
fine without a backyard at all. So what inspires us to build
treehouses?

* Imagination
* Creativity



* Freedom or independence
» Escape from everyday life

* Nature

* Play

» Lucky kids (or lucky adults)

Treehouses reinforce life lessons.

Now we're getting warmer...

Treehouses create a sense of wonder in our hearts when we see

them. Even simple treehouses are amazing, not because of detailed
construction or expensive materials, but because of what treehouses
represent to us. When you build a treehouse, you share that wonder
with everyone around you. The kids are known at school as the kids



with the really cool treehouse. Throw wine and cheese parties on an
arboreal perch connected to your back deck by a rope bridge, and
you are thought of as eccentric and young-at-heart. And when Dad is
sent out to the “doghouse” (complete with a minifridge, a poker table,
cable, and Wi-Fi), it just isn’t all that bad anymore!

When parents take the time to build a treehouse with the kids, they
are building relationships just as much as a physical structure. The
treehouse becomes something the kids use for years and then later
reminisce about as a place where they spent time with Mom, Dad, or
their grandparents. When we spent two weeks building a treehouse
for Sarah in Arlington, Virginia, it brought the entire neighborhood
together. Even during an extremely divisive election cycle,
Republicans and Democrats stopped to admire the project. A
grandmother on her morning walk started to cry at the good
memories it brought back for her. Treehouses create positive
feelings that resonate deep in our souls. You just can’t put a price on
this.

PERSPECTIVE

Our whole perspective on life changes when we sit in a tree. We're
confidently doing something that mystifies most people who are
stuck on the ground. As adults we can enjoy the breeze and swing in
a hammock, releasing the cares of our workday. Something happens
to kids when they get at least 6 feet into the air, too, because they
become taller than adults and escape the reach of their parents and
consequently feel greater freedom than just going to their room and
shutting the door.

So, you see, what we are building is not just a structure in a tree. We
are building memories, expressing creativity, connecting with nature,
escaping from the confines of regular daily life, using our
imagination, and realizing that every dream in this life is possible.

If I had a dollar for every time | got a call from somebody wanting me
to finish a partially built treehouse, | wouldn’t need to write this book.



Starting a project is the easy part, because the desire is there.
However, the full understanding of what it takes to finish the project
does not always hit until you have started and realize that it's harder
than it looks. Make sure that you have the right abilities and
resources at the start so that you don’t end up getting halfway there.
My best advice to you? Start what you finish. Empower yourself.

One of the best ways to qualify yourself for the job is to attend a
workshop. For example, | teach weekend-long treehouse-building
workshops at least twice a year, which are part classroom learning
and part hands-on experience (see Resources). These events attract
DIY parents, architects, designers, carpenters, and future
professional treehouse builders from all over the world. Our
workshop graduates have started more than a dozen small
treehouse-building companies and have built more than one hundred
residential treehouses for their families. Some workshop participants,
on the other hand, realize that they really aren’t able to build their
dream treehouse without help. We can then offer personal
assistance with design, partial building, or full construction. If you
aren’t sure if you can do the job or finish what you start, then join us
for a workshop, practice on our trees, and pick up some professional
tips.

REAL ESTATE

If you're building a treehouse, you're obviously going to need a tree.
But even without a tree, you're going to need a spot of ground on
which to root your project. It's a fanciful dream to carry wood, board
by board, into a secluded spot inside a national or state forest and
assemble a simple earthy treehouse to live in, but this usually does
not end well. You might be sending a political message or feel good
about your principles, but you will most certainly lose your treehouse
in the end.

A common pitfall for landowners is to build the treehouse over the
property line or within the building setback established by their
town’s zoning department. Both of these situations have led to



treehouses being torn down at the owner’s expense. If you are not
absolutely sure where your property lines are, then consider hiring a
surveyor. Whenever our clients have guessed or made incorrect
assumptions about their property lines, it always leads to
construction delays and unbudgeted expenses.

TIME

If your treehouse is extremely simple, then you might be able to
finish it in a weekend, but it almost always takes longer than
planned. Building things at heights always takes longer due to the
need for setting up ladders, scaffolding, and safety ropes. Weather
can also cause delays. Those buddies who owe you a favor or said
they would help for a case of beer may or may not come through as
expected.

To reduce the time required to complete a project, consider renting
or purchasing equipment such as rigging devices, scaffolding, and
lifting machines to move lumber and lift walls. While these things
aren’t necessary, they will reduce construction time. Also, it's a good
idea to have extra hands available to help, especially when you are
working high in the air, as one person needs to stay on the ground to
tie on and hoist up materials. We'll address these factors more in-
depth in later chapters.

COST

Whether the funds are coming from the piggy bank, a bonus from
work, or a corporate fund-raising campaign, there is always a desire
to get as much treehouse as possible for the money spent. Even
when building a treehouse yourself, certain parts of the project will
require some cash to complete. These include the following:

» Hiring an arborist, engineer, or other expert.

* Permit fees, if applicable. Check with your town’s zoning
and building departments.



* Materials. Even if some materials are reused or recycled,
many of them will likely have to be purchased new.

» Labor. You might need more help than you can trade for beer.
This especially applies if the treehouse requires electrical or
plumbing work or any other specialized skill.

e Accessories and furniture. Don’t let lack of budget force you
to skip the fun finishing touches! Accessories are often the
parts of the treehouse that get used the most over time.
However, if you have to spread out the cost of a treehouse,
the accessories are the easiest parts of the project to save for
“phase 2.”

* Maintenance budget. Make sure to take care of your trees
and preserve exterior wood to get the most out of your
project. Exterior wood also looks better when stained with an
attractive color, which will have to be redone every three to
eight years, depending on the surface type and application.
As trees grow, every once in a while beams and joists may
need adjustments. While this only happens every five to
twenty years, depending on the tree’s growth rate, it takes
some money and time to keep the tree happy as the years fly

by.

Life offers us countless ways to
spend our time and resources.
Some people should hire our
company to design and deliver
a turnkey project. Others should
read this book or attend a
workshop to learn the basics of
treehouse construction and
then build a treehouse
themselves. And some who
read this book will realize that
they have misconceptions
regarding the amount of time, Bldiciecin=shic s ctlnene )
cost, skill, trees, or other




requirements for owning a treehouse, and therefore decide not to
proceed with a treehouse at all. Instead of building a private
treehouse, it may be better to visit public treehouses, which are
popping up all over the country at museums, arboretums, and city
parks. We operate Treehouse World so that people who can’t have a
private treehouse on their property can come experience adventures
in the trees like zip lining and climbing through unique treehouses.
The purpose of this book, and of my life’'s work in this industry, is to
help you—no matter who you are—to experience the excitement and
adventure of the treehouse life.




