
[image: Cover]



[image: image]



We dedicate this book to you, Silvester, and we are looking forward to everything you bring us.
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Foreword by Pete Nelson

Treehouses hold a certain magic that is recognized by young and old throughout the world. Whether it is the feeling a child gains when they climb a tree to a place that is all their own, or an adult’s nostalgia when they behold a simple arboreal retreat, there can be no argument about the intrinsic positivity of a house in a tree.

As a young carpenter in the late 1980s I discovered that the wondrous feeling I had had as a child daydreaming about building an elaborate Tarzan-style treehouse in my backyard was alive and well. A neighbor had built a simple “tree fort” for his young son just down the street from where I lived, and it sparked a question that I have been striving to answer ever since: can human beings return safely and responsibly to the trees and forests of our beautiful world?

The personal journey that ensued has brought together builders, designers, engineers, and arborists, as well as ordinary people who simply love the notion of creating a simple space in the arms of nature—amateurs, like me, with a curiosity to see where our imaginations could lead us. Starting a treehouse-building company was no one’s idea of a good business plan, but the joy it has brought to me and those around me is undeniable.

In 1997 I and some like-minded people organized the first World Treehouse Conference, which continues to this day. Our mission was to determine the safest way to connect structurally with living trees. Today, through the work of many people over many years, we have found a way to support our wildest dreams that keeps not only the treehouse occupants safe, but also the trees.

Perhaps the best parts of doing work you love are the relationships you gain through it. My dear friend Christopher Richter is a case in point. More than 20 years ago, his handsome face appeared just above the deck level of a small treehouse that I had started building in a Munich exhibition hall. He was head and shoulders taller than anyone around, and it dawned on me that my new friend had the natural attributes of a future treehouse-builder. Rarely have my instincts been so correct. With Christopher’s help we won a gold medal at Exempla’s Outdoor Architecture exhibition that year, and he and I have been friends and frequent international exchange students ever since.

In this book Christopher and his wife, Miriam, explain in detail how to go about planning and building safe, long-lasting tree-supported structures. As we forge ahead in this new genre of architecture, we are learning much about how trees respond to our heartfelt attention. Now, after decades of close observation, a healthy symbiotic relationship has developed between living trees and our whimsical builder spirits. Nothing beats spending time in nature, and if you can do it comfortably from a few meters above the forest floor, your connection with the natural world will only grow stronger.

To the trees!



Introduction

Picture this. Having nailed down the very last board, you put your hammer aside contentedly, take a step back, and survey the fruit of your labor. As you gaze at it, leaves are rustling gently, a soft breeze cools your face, and you hear birdsong. You let out a joyful sigh and a deep sense of peace washes over you. Refreshing drink in hand, you take a seat on a bench built with your own two hands and think, “Wow, I made that.” What an amazing feeling!

The goal of this book is to help you achieve this deeply satisfying outcome. It is intended for all those who appreciate wood as a material, are good with their hands, and are not afraid of using tools. It will teach you how to build a simple but solid, top-quality treehouse, one that will be a joy for many years to come. It might be a parent-and-child project that finally gets built in the oak tree in the back yard, or the fulfillment of a long-held desire to create a refuge in nature.

Each treehouse is unique, of course, but we want to make things as easy as possible. To make sure that every step of the process is easy to follow, we built a treehouse at a friend’s house, especially for this book. You can either copy this one exactly or use it as a template for a forest hideaway of your own. The structure of the book mirrors the shape of a tree: follow the main trunk up to the tiniest twig high in the treetop and it will show you, step by step, how to make a copy of the treehouse we built. The boughs and branches you encounter on your way up describe alternative methods. These are intended to help you implement any of your own ideas that differ from those of the treehouse we describe here.

The construction plan referred to throughout the book is available to download using the QR code here, and we advise you to print it out. A 3D model of the treehouse is also available to download, and SketchUp (3D-design software) can be used to view and alter it. You can also use our model as a basic design for your own treehouse and make any alterations to match your own ideas. Your local situation will no doubt look a bit different from ours, so we have included some alternative ways of attaching your construction, a selection of various substructures, the option for one or more stories, ideas for decorating the treehouse, and other special features, such as a zip line. You can work through each section of the book step by step or apply and adapt the methods we outline to your own project.


[image: image] Several 3D-design software packages are available (including SketchUp, which we used to plan this treehouse) and these enable even beginners to draw up plans for DIY projects both small and large. Video tutorials for the relevant package will take users of all abilities through the key steps, and many programs are available in free versions (often with restricted functionality). It takes a little effort to get up to speed with digital design, but it will save you a lot of work on site. You can build a virtual treehouse and spot potential complications ahead, rather than encountering them during the build. Of course, you can also build your treehouse without digital help; the important thing is to be well prepared and equipped with suitable woods in the correct dimensions for each application. Combine that with the construction methods from this book and you will end up with a fantastic treehouse. A free version of SketchUp is available at www.sketchup.com.



Resources

The book details the time, budget, and expertise required on our part to make this treehouse a reality, and you can use our parameters to get a better idea of these for your own project. Building a treehouse often means improvising, devising your own solutions, and responding flexibly to unexpected challenges. It is fundamentally different from many other projects that you might start in life, and you are likely to be in unfamiliar territory; a tree is a living thing that you have to accommodate and adapt to, so it’s not unlike having a child. And speaking of children, this treehouse was the brainchild of head architect Leni (6 years old), who loves to play games in it with her brother Oskar. So thank you, Leni!

Labor

Always make sure you have at least one person nearby to help during the build for a number of reasons: safety, additional fun (it’s enjoyable doing things together), and practicality. There are quite a few things you just cannot do alone. As construction proceeds, you will need to call on others with increasing frequency to help you continue to build. You might manage to erect the substructure with just one assistant, but things get a lot more complicated as you move further up. When it’s time for the walls, for example, you should definitely have four people on site: two below, to lift up the panels, and two above, to take and fit them. As you continue, it is always a good idea to have people working down on the ground and up on the platform at the same time; those on the ground can pass up tools and materials to those up high, and also take things down. For a project such as this, you should always have two or three helpers on call who can give you a hand if required.

Time

We started building this treehouse in spring and finished in late summer. As we both have jobs and are parents to a small boy, we could build only at weekends. Work on the principle that construction will take longer than you think; bad weather, illness, and missing tools, not to mention mistakes and mishaps, can, and indeed will, delay the build. Make use of rainy days to prepare sections of the treehouse in the workshop or under shelter. If you can work only in fits and starts, you won’t always be able to achieve the flow you need to get on properly, so try to build in fewer but longer sessions. This will enable you to work more efficiently and thereby achieve the desired results more quickly.

Budget

The cost of supplies for our treehouse amounted to about €3,500 ($4,000/£3,000). We used new materials throughout, except for the windows and ornamental boards on the handrail. All the sections exposed to the weather are made from larch, which is expensive; the interior is made exclusively out of cheaper spruce. We would not recommend choosing spruce for the exterior sections since the need for it to be treated would quickly reduce any savings, and the required regular reapplications of treatment would cut down savings further still. Treated spruce does not look half as attractive as larch, not to mention the environmental impact of the treatment process itself. So how do you cut down on costs? Get ahold of as many second-hand materials as you can: old windows, repurposed boards and joists, or even corroded corrugated-iron sheeting to cover the roof will give your treehouse a lived-in look. You will be sparing both your wallet and the environment. Make sure that any reused wood is in good condition and any metal is not rusted through. Borrow expensive tools or rent them from a hardware store or tool-rental center, as a lot of the equipment you will use might never be needed again.

Why trust us?

Christopher is a freelance designer and builder of treehouses with a proud track record of more than 200 professional builds, each one unique, under the name Baumbaron (Tree Baron). He knows the entire process like the back of his hand, from coming up with the initial concept and figuring out all the planning stages, to adding the last shingle. He also knows how important it is to have a properly thought-out plan for the treehouse to be solid and long-lasting. He never had a treehouse of his own as a child, which might be the cause of his insatiable desire to build them now. After he spent some time with the master treehouse-builder Pete Nelson in the United States, his fate was sealed: he knew that working among trees was the life for him, and he could never forgo the smell of cedar shingles. In 2013 he began his treehouse blog to create a space where anyone with an interest in building could find all kinds of fascinating stories about treehouses. He went on to fall in love with Miriam, who shares his enthusiasm for treehouses, and if all their dreams come true, they will eventually have a treehouse of their own one day.

[image: image]

Christopher and our son Silvester drilling a hole.

Miriam, as a child, enjoyed climbing fruit trees in the backyard. When she wasn’t reading up in a tree, occasionally doing vocabulary homework, or picking apples, she was teaching local rescue cats how to climb trees. When she was 12, a carpenter friend helped her build her own treehouse, which was nicknamed the “robbers’ den.” Alongside a scary sign, she suspended the bare ribs of an umbrella from the roof joist like a giant spider to frighten away unwelcome guests. In her guise as a pirate (or occasionally an orphan child spirited away by a witch), she would read and sleep there, inviting all the neighborhood cats in for milk and the “fish” she imagined catching over the side. For her, the treehouse was a blank space she could fill with her free-ranging imagination, wild adventures, and fantastic stories. Later in life, Miriam turned her passion for writing into a career, and she now works as a freelance editor and blogger. Her fascination with treehouses has continued to grow, and as if all that were not enough, she also fell in love with a treehouse-builder. Together, Miriam and Christopher have a tool-crazy son and a blog at www.treehouseblog.com.

Building a treehouse with children

[image: image] If you choose to build a treehouse with one child or more, never leave them unsupervised with tools. Provide them with protective equipment and, if they are a little older, with good-quality tools. Small children will be happy to use play tools.

One volunteer is worth ten pressed men, as the old adage says. Involve the child and take on board their wishes and inclinations; give them agency in their jobs by offering an age-appropriate range of options for them to choose from: “Would you prefer to screw down some boards or help me sand down the handrail?” This way, the child will feel a sense of control and be even more enthusiastic about helping build the treehouse. Each section contains suggestions for ways in which you can playfully involve them in the construction process. As a parent or guardian, you will of course be the best judge of each job you can let your child take charge of, and which tools they are allowed to use.

If you have faith in the child and entrust them with responsibility, they will be more confident in the future. Let them gain some experience (under your supervision) and even make a few mistakes. Part of this process may involve hitting the occasional finger with a hammer before they fully appreciate the need to be careful with tools. Encourage them and remind them that things get a little bit better each time. They will discover that a skill is a learning process involving more than just natural talent.

Every child learns at his or her own pace, and it is worth remembering that children have less perseverance and shorter attention spans than adults do. If your child is tired or unable to finish a job, try not to be angry but instead shrug it off. Doing otherwise runs the risk of them losing their sense of enjoyment in building the treehouse and they may come to see it as a chore, which would be a shame. The joy of building should always come first. Working with a deadline will be stressful for both you and your child, so make sure you allow enough time.

Your little one(s) can of course work on their own projects, such as making a small chair, doing a bit of carving, painting a door sign, etc. Leave space for their own ideas and try not to offer too many tips and opinions of the “you should do it like this instead” kind. You could avoid commenting at all unless safety is at risk. We suggest a few ideas for child-friendly tasks throughout the book.

Admire the child’s work and thank them for helping you so well. We can’t stress enough how important it is not to make judgments or criticize their work. Like every child, each project is unique and individual.

How to use this book

Hang on a second! Before you get going, take a moment to discover the best way to work with this book. Read through the instructions carefully, all the way to the end. They contain important legal information about building a treehouse, and on-site health and safety precautions, along with lots of other hints and tips that you will find handy as you proceed. We have put together a summary of all the tools and materials you will need for your treehouse in Chapter 1. Subsequent chapters deal with actually building the treehouse and are structured as follows:

section heading. Each section introduction outlines the steps described in that section and what you should pay special attention to.

Tools. Here is where we list the tools you will need to complete the procedures described in the section. We don’t mention standard tools, such as a folding ruler, pencil, or cordless drill, every time; these are grouped under Basic Equipment (see here) and you should always have this kit handy.

Materials. This is where you can check which building materials (such as wood, screws, or flashing) are required at this stage. If you are designing the treehouse yourself, you can check which lumber (timber) dimensions are suitable for each building stage, although there are exceptions for the platform and the substructure; see “Planning and sizing load-bearing beams” on here.

what to do In the workshop. Here you will discover the preparatory work that is easier to do on the ground (such as cutting and preparing individual workpieces).

what to do On site. Under this heading you will find the steps required for installing work on site.

This book will guide you through the project as thoroughly and helpfully as possible. You should also have the confidence to put it to one side, however, and follow your instincts, until you hit a problem and turn back to the book again.

Like with baking a cake, where it is essential to read the whole recipe before starting, it is important to read the relevant treehouse sections all the way to the end. This will give you a good overview of the work ahead and an idea of all the important details. It will also save you a lot of effort. OK—let’s get to those trees!
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