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Dedication





To my wife, Liz, who has always been beyond supportive of my crazy endeavors, and to my brother Dustin, who has joined me on a good many of them, from Tasmania to Tennessee! Here’s to future adventures! And to my parents, Glenn and Sigrid, for allowing that very first tree house.


And an additional shout to those who have helped me on many builds as well—Palo Coleman, Marty Skrelunas, Alex Eaves, and Roy St. Clair. It’s been fun trekking around the US with you knuckleheads!
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Why We Love Tree Houses: The Allure of the Skies








A tree house is an escape to nature, a haven from the elements that is made within the elements.





From their long and functional use as perches aloft providing safety from the reach of wild animals to their use as surveillance points for hunters, birdwatchers, and young children, tree houses have been around for quite some time, and shall continue to be. Part of their appeal is what I call “the allure of the skies”: “What do the birds see? What is their vantage? I want to experience it!” But beyond that, they’re just outright fun in their unconventional and often primitive basis. They stand as a return to the great outdoors, an escape to nature, as a haven from the elements that is made within the elements.


Their affordability, in some cases, additionally makes them attractive. Having built tree houses for as little as $200 (one featured in this very book) and others almost completely free of cost with the use of found and salvaged materials, I can attest to this. After all, what better and more cost-effective way is there to build a stilted structure than to use stilts that are readily available and plentiful—trees. They are almost everywhere, most of them are incredibly strong (we’ll get to that), and they’re gorgeous.


Indeed, you could go outside right now and simply put a plank or platform in the boughs of an oak and create a quiet place to read, relax, nap, or observe. That affordable accessibility is most certainly one large factor that keeps these structures in our minds. It is for that very reason that I’ve included several simple tree houses that don’t require many carpentry skills or any fancy tools. Forget crushing mortgages or loans and dismiss the idea of needing a giant team of high-priced contractors and carpenters. You could go out and build a tree house today. And I hope you do.


Of course, tree houses run the gamut, from the incredibly simple to masterful, architect-designed floating mansions. A portion of the tree houses I’ve included aren’t so affordable, but each has been chosen for a specific reason, and it is my hope that you’ll find loads of ideas even from the tree houses that are beyond your budget. With this book, I hope to help inspire you, if not help you on your way.
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Just What Constitutes a Tree House?





Purists will argue that a true and legitimate tree house should be one that is solely held up by the tree itself. I mostly agree but give a hall pass to any that are built with a combination of being both attached to trees and supported by posts (or “stilts,” as I often call them).


We have included quite a few “tree and stilt” houses in this book, as I feel there is still a lot to be learned from these builds even if the purists aren’t as approving of them. All of the stilted structures you see could easily be built in post-less modes, too. Some of their builders and owners simply did not have the luxury of suitable trees to make their builds tree-only ones, and I have a feeling that a good deal of you might fall into that same category. So why not also learn from what they did, and how they went about things?




Are Tree Houses Legal?


Codes and allowances vary greatly from town to town, so be sure to look into the local zoning and building codes in your area. There is no “one answer for all” to this question, and you’ll have to do a little homework of your own.


I highly recommend you do an online search and take a trip to town hall to ask a few key questions. Also, check in with your neighbors and make sure they are fine with it, especially if it’s near a property line or will encroach on their view.


I can’t stress this last recommendation enough. Sadly, one of the tree houses in this very book illustrates the unfortunate case of a boundary dispute. This formerly gorgeous, frequently rented, and rather expensive tree house is now a pile of dismantled timber sitting under a tarp in a farm field. Be careful, do some legwork, and make sure that this doesn’t happen to you.
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My First Tree House



[image: A vintage photograph of the author as a child, playing in an old treehouse with a friend]


My very first tree house was made from a platform my father, Glenn, constructed for me. It was as simple as they come, a 4-foot by 4-foot “floor” built with four very wide pieces of dimensional lumber (2×12s) held in place by a series of clever ropes (not one nail in the tree!). I can still feel the spring and bounce of the old spruce’s low limbs as I’d climb to it.


It didn’t have a ladder, it lacked railings, and it didn’t even have a rudimentary roof—it was just a simple perch 12 or so feet in the air, well nestled within a web of tree limbs. It was the 1980s, and this thing was, well, dangerous as heck, but we thought nothing of that.


While I absolutely loved this little tree house, what I recall even more vividly and fondly is the tree itself: its uniqueness and gnarled bent branches, and the enormous and almost tentlike canopy its long branches created below. It was an elevator to secretly look down on the whole expanse of our neighborhood in Madison, Connecticut.


If I were to climb to the very top of the tree until its main trunk became as narrow as my own wrist, swaying and bending under my weight, I could reach a point where my head would break through the ceiling of spruce needles. There, 50 or so feet up in our own little nirvana, my brother Dustin and I were privy to a vantage that was ours and ours alone.


Head high above the pavement of Hamilton Drive below, as the winds of Long Island Sound blew through our hair, we could literally see for miles—the little arched bridge over Fence Creek where we’d go blue-crabbing, neighbors a street or two away on Lawson Drive busy mowing their lawns—it was all there for us to view. And if we were very lucky, we could catch a glimpse of the ice cream truck on its way to the neighborhood, even before the sound of its jingles were audible. It was a special time because it was a special place. Our place.


Years later, when I was at school in Boston, the tree was removed, having grown too large and crowding our neighbors’ property line. I remember my mother telling me the news over the phone, and I almost felt as though I had lost a close relative. Memories of the times we had in that corner of our yard flashed by, and I’ll admit, to this day, I’ve gone back there more than a few times to see if any small remnant of the stump remains.


This loss reminds me that the trees themselves, and not just the structures in them, are the elements that make tree houses not only possible but so precious. As any kid that grew up climbing trees knows, to be cradled in the arms of silent giants is something very special indeed.




It was the 1980s, and this thing was, well, dangerous as heck, but we thought nothing of that.



















A Plug for Simplicity





Everyone seems to love the McMansion-style tree houses. I get it. They’re absolutely amazing. But they are also amazingly expensive. Most of us are never going to have the loot to tackle such lofty builds, nor will we have the land or proper trees to attempt such projects.


You’re probably already thinking, “Thanks a lot, Mr. Buzzkill Author Guy!”


Hear me out. While those extreme builds are incredible and I love them myself, I am an even bigger fan of what I call “keeping-it-real tree houses.” These are the tree houses that most anyone could build with a little education, a decent enough set of specific tools (we’ll talk about that later), and a large dash of patience. To me, these simpler tree houses also have a bit more charm in that they’re often unlike the homes you and I might already live in. They’re rooted in the realm of fantasy and often wind up being rather whimsical with their “build with what ya got” aesthetic. Mega–tree houses, on the other hand, can occasionally come off looking as if a regular home was left relocated and stranded in a tree after a severe tornado. In some cases, big money seems to push thrifty inventiveness into the backseat.




Key to Tree House Materials Budgets


$: Under $1,000


$$: $1,000–$9,999


$$$: $10,000–$20,000


$$$$: $20,000–$100,000


$$$$$: Over $100,000
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These are the tree houses that most anyone could build.
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So I’ve included as many keeping-it-real beginner tree houses as I could find, plus tree houses that require a bit more skill and money, and then, finally, some high-end tree houses that are rather exceptional but still carry that spirit of inventiveness and whimsy. In other words, I tried to work in a little bit of everything for everyone—no easy task.










Part 1 The Tree Houses
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Beginners will find inspiration in the tree houses in the first section—while simple, these builds offer much inventiveness, aesthetic appeal, and overall charm and individuality.


The mid-level tree houses in the next section are a little more costly and perhaps a bit more complicated to build. Some have more involved rooflines, for example, while others have intricate elements that require more patience and know-how.


And finally, the high-end tree houses in the last section were primarily built by longtime professionals and stand on a different plateau when it comes to the skills (patience and know-how) needed to build them. Don’t let their big budgets scare you away, though, as they still offer great ideas and layouts and are just, well, really darn cool.













Simplest and Most Affordable
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Renegade Tree House




[image: The Renegade treehouse, built on a tree overhanging a brook in the woods]




Location: Can’t tell ya—in fact, you know too much already . . .


Size: 21 square feet


Budget: $


Designer/Builder: Derek “Deek” Diedricksen


Amenities: Lots of fresh air and “nonstop running water”


I had long been dreaming of building a “secret” tree house—something to bring me back to the days of my youth, when my brother Dustin and I would scavenge materials and build where no adults in their right minds would dare to chase us and where they wouldn’t hear us. I also wanted to clean up the woods I had chosen, while leaving this microbuild as a random and almost magical place. I wanted neighborhood kids to someday find it—a hidden treasure in the woods, a reward for their daring to explore.
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