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Then he told me the story behind one of his favorite photographs in his book,
Picture Journeys in Alaska’s Wrangell-St. Elias: America’s Largest National Park. He was walk-
ing down a quiet dirt road with my aunt Pat when a tiny piece of the world caught his
eye. He knelt down and took a photo of sunlight slanting brightly through a cluster of
raindrops on a glowing aspen leaf. “That leaf,” he said, “is the vastness of Alaska.”

I thought about this as I smeared glue on my little peg—a tiny piece of wood just
three inches long and weighing perhaps a quarter of an ounce. Its mass represented
less than 1/350,000th the mass of the treehouse, but it was not insignificant. It was
one of the keys to a gigantic landscape. It represented the whole treehouse the way
George’s aspen leaf represented an entire Alaskan mountain range. Because of the
strength of this little peg, a person could confidently climb a set of stairs carved from
a tree, enter a room high in the canopy of a 200 year old pine, and look out across a
hundred square miles of Maine forest. It was such a tiny amazing thing.

Day 861, June 24, 2004
I haven’t written many notes lately and I don’t know why. The work just seems so

routine: rip lumber for windows, make windows, hang windows; rip lumber for trim,
put up trim, and so on. It hardly seems interesting enough to warrant recording. It’s
not apathy—this is still the coolest building project on the planet; and it’s not lack of
enthusiasm—we’re really into the fun part now. I guess the novelty just might be
wearing off a little. I wrote in my journal today, “Yeah, I got a treehouse. Sure, you
can go up and look around. Pardon me if I don’t join you. I’m just going to sit here
and watch Wheel of Fortune.” Having a gigantic treehouse is sort of like having a pet
rhinoceros; at first, you’re so excited you can’t keep your mouth shut and you want to
run around and show everyone. But eventually you realize it’s just a huge amount of
work and there are endless piles of crap to deal with.

For the most part my journals record the happy little jaunt of a man building a
huge tree fort. There are funny stories and cute asides and lists and sketches and things
crossed out and pages of unintelligible arithmetic and more funny stories. To read the
journals is to follow this man as he whistles along arm in arm with his dream. He’s
typically cheerful and quick to laugh; he looks on the bright side of things, hopes for
the best, and tries to focus on solutions rather than problems. But there are times
when he falls into a very deep funk. Here, I’ll show you what I mean.

Day 905, August 4, 2004
The weather continued lousy. The dew point was in the 70s, it rained frequently,

it was dark and gloomy, and everything was wet. It has been this way for a week. I
went up on the second floor last evening and tried to fit one of the last rafters. I just
couldn’t hold it in place and mark it at the same time. I was in a contrary mood.

“Hey, get up here; I need three hands,” I shouted sharply to Jeremiah, who was
on summer break and staring up at me from the ground.

When he arrived, I clipped into my safety line, stood up on the stepladder, held
the 2x4 up over my head near where it needed to go, and grunted.

“See, I just can’t do this,” I said, gesturing with my chin.
“Suppose you climb onto the ridge beam,” he said. “Then straddle it and hook one

foot under the 2x4 while you mark it.”
I looked down at him and fumed.
“You’re an idiot. That will never work. Can’t you see that I need three hands, not

two hands and a foot.”
“I bet it will work,” he said cheerfully. “And if it doesn’t, we’ll come up with

something else!”
I climbed down, took my climbing harness off, and handed it to him defiantly.
“Fine,” I said. “Knock yourself out.”
Well, it actually worked pretty well. We got the top compound angle marked and

cut out and it fit fine. Then Miah held it in place (with two hands and one foot) while
I attempted to mark the lower compound angle. I swear I’m building this confounded
project in more than three dimensions. The angles seem to go every which way and
make no sense. I carefully eyed the lower angle, marked it as best as I could, then

A sunny afternoon installing trim—this part of the job was pleasant and went fast. Only when I got the film back
did I realize that a pair of sea otters (on my shirt) had given me a helping hand.
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took the 2x4 down and cut it. Jeremiah stayed up on the ridge, forty-three feet in the
air, whistling contentedly. When I lifted the piece back into place, I found to my
astonishment that the lower angle was way off. I was nearly speechless with anger.

“How can this be?” I yelled to no one.
No one answered, and then it started to rain.
“Forget it. Let’s go down,” I barked.
I threw the 2x4 on the floor and we climbed down the ladder. While we trudged

across the soggy yard, I vented my frustration. Over the past three days I had only
been able to work on the treehouse about four hours—mostly due to the poor
weather—but family obligations and just plain distractions hadn’t helped any. I hadn’t
done much.

“This sucks. I hate it.” I said.
“Oh, it could be worse Dad,” Miah said merrily. “If it were all done, you’d have

nothing to do.”
I stopped dead in my tracks and turned to stare at the boy. He looked back at me

with a happy little grin. Rain dripped slowly off the visor of my baseball cap. I could
hardly believe those words had come from his lips. Here he was, just barely a man—
what did he know about dreams and the frustrations that come when they’re just out
of reach? And yet here he stood, eager, optimistic, showing such profound insight and
character. Something welled up from down inside me and my eyes began to tear. I took
a big breath, placed my hands on his broad shoulders and looked deep into his eyes.

“Piss off,” I said and walked away.

Day 942, September 13, 2004
Ted and I put up the final rake boards on the very front of the building today. It

was awkward and hard work because the boards were long and we couldn’t hold on to
them easily—even with four hands between us. At one point Ted was leaning out an
upstairs window holding one end of a very long board while I was above, standing on
the heads of the screws that hold the roofing on, bent over with my hands below the
eaves, and holding onto the other end of the plank and trying to screw it in at the
same time. My feet slipped, I dropped the drill, slid the length of the north roof—
tools and climbing gear all a-clanking—and ended up hanging by my safety rope
sideways and half off the edge. Ted just stood there, still holding his end of the
board, laughing.

For much of the last few weeks I have been preoccupied with installing fiberglass
insulation. It’s hot, itchy, mindless work, but I must do it if I want this to be anything
more than a summer cottage. (Each day I would cut fiberglass batting into strips and
stuff it into the space between the studs. Each night, Vinny, the neighborhood thug

Amidst chaos, despair. It’s late summer 2004, and the end is in sight; but a pile of fiberglass insulation and
two dozen sheets of plywood stand in my way. These were long, hot, itchy days, and often the only company I
had was Vinny, whose sole mission in life was to make me miserable. But like all tough pulls, this one ended
too, and the building was finished, and my despair was replaced with glee. Looking back now, through the
softening lens of time, there is only one question: Why did I wear dark socks with those classy sneakers?

Vinny: Thug Squirrel.
Distributor of turds,
stealer of insulation,
scolder of visitors,

chewer of fine woodwork.
Even with his
many faults,

I grew to love him;
he’s like a favorite uncle

who visits too often,
leaves the refrigerator door open,

burns holes in the couch
with his cigars,

but tells great stories.


