
Treehouse Chronicles8

This is the story of what happens when big people



Prelude 9

hen I was a kid, my best friend Adam and
I walked home after school each day—two

philosophers solving the problems of the
world. We’d trudge along our quiet country lane with long stalks of grass in our teeth,
kicking cans, chucking rocks, and dreaming. We were an introspective pair and the
conversation would invariably turn profound. “What’ya gonna do when you grow
up?” I asked him one day. “I’m gonna be the first guy to go over Niagara Falls in a
paper bag,” Adam said instantly, then kicked a Coke can ferociously into the woods.

Over thirty-five years have passed since that spring day and Adam’s proclama-
tion still resonates with me. He didn’t hesitate. His words came out so fast there was
no time for him to concoct something sensational—this was his true aspiration. And
this was no frivolous thing. Dramatic and dangerous, Adam’s 184-foot trip would
require audacity, boldness, creativity, critical timing, and the solving of great technical
challenges (where would he get a paper bag that big?). But this was also a very silly
thing—many would call it foolish. Even if he pulled it off, most people would just
furrow their brows and shake their heads. What still strikes me most, the thing that
stands the little hairs up on the back of my neck, is that Adam wasn’t certain he’d
survive the feat. He didn’t say he’d be the first guy to go over Niagara Falls in a paper
bag and live, he just said he was going to go over Niagara Falls. There was true
greatness in his uncertainty. Adam and I have lost touch now and I don’t know if he
ever tried his feat; I doubt it. In this day of media saturation, I’m sure we would have
all seen it on CNN. I heard he sells insurance.

Treehouse Chronicles is the story of the building of a huge treehouse in the Maine
woods. It’s the story of what happens when big people decide to be kids again and

decide to be kids again and they have tools and lumber.

they have tools and lumber. It’s a bold, creative story where great technical challenges
are solved, timing is critical, and survival is always up in the air. It’s a silly story—some
might even call it foolish.

Of all the reactions that people have when they hear about the treehouse, the
most common response is “What are you going to do if the tree falls over?” I hear
this question so frequently that it really bugs me. Why are people so uptight? Why
don’t they ask me “What’s it like to be awakened by the dawn light streaming in the
windows?” or “Tell me about the sound of rain on the roof.” Why do they seem
fixated with the potential—indeed the inevitable—demise of the treehouse? After all,
nothing built by man will stand forever. After chewing on it for a while, I’ve con-
cluded that many people see my treehouse as a product rather than a process. They
see a thing that is up in the air now but that will surely be lying on the ground in a pile
of splinters someday—a lost asset. They don’t see the treehouse as a place to live, but
rather a thing to have. They count the cost (time and money) and deem the project
too risky. It wouldn’t be worth it to them, so they wonder how it could possibly be
worth it to me. The problem is they see the treehouse as a tangible thing that has
value now, but that would be rendered worthless in an instant if a big enough wind
came along. But the treehouse isn’t just a thing, it’s a process; it’s the magic of seasons
and days and hours and moments spent in wonder doing hard work way up in the air.
It’s going over Niagara Falls, not having gone over the falls (and lived). Someday
when the wind howls too loud and the trunk splits and the treehouse comes crashing
down, then yes, the thing will be gone; but the process, the days and hours, the
fulfillment of the dream, will linger. This isn’t the story of a dream come true—it’s
the story of a dream coming true.
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You are holding almost four years of my life in your hands—my magnum opus
(at least so far). I endured as much fun, fulfillment (and frustration), producing this
book as I did building the treehouse itself. Like the treehouse, it was the process—
writing and rewriting, dropping things (adverbs instead of tools), choosing images,
editing text, making layout and design choices—that was most important and fulfill-
ing. Although, also like the treehouse, I like the way the book turned out and I’m glad
it’s finished.

I am mentally scattered much of the time, prone to go off on whims, and
forgetful. Fortunately, my wife Karen is grounded and pragmatic, and she makes lists.
She keeps me on task. She once left this note taped to the steering wheel of my car:
“Please pick up your daughter (Amanda) after school.” We only have one daughter.

When I began this journey from land-dweller to tree-dweller, I thought I’d try to
stay as organized as Karen, so I bought one of those 200-page black and white
speckled composition notebooks. I figured keeping a journal would be a good way for
me to stay on top of things; I’d make lists of stuff I needed to get at the hardware
store, record clever ideas, and generally keep track of myself while I stumbled along.
I planned to write about what I saw, what I thought, what I did, who helped, and who
was a pain in the butt. I planned to record everything in that one small notebook—

silly me. When I splashed the last glob of shellac onto the last stair tread on the last
day and put my tools away for the final time I was writing near the end of the seventh
composition notebook—that’s nearly 1400 pages of rambling—over a page a day for
the nearly four year life of this project. I also made sketches (often undecipherable)
on countless pieces of scrap paper, used up most of a pad of graph paper, and
packed three computer hard drives with over twenty gigabytes of text, technical
drawings, artwork, and photographs. I realize this makes me sound a bit compulsive
but that isn’t really the case; I just like to keep track of things. (Also, a truly compul-
sive person wouldn’t wander around the house looking for misplaced notebooks,
sketches, or CDs.)

This book, like the treehouse, is a construction project that requires structure or
it falls flat. Cables and timbers hang the treehouse; words and pictures hang the story.
Using simple chronology as the basis for the story, I will carry you along from the first
day to the last. You will see the good days, and the bad. I will narrate, interject journal
entries (especially the pithy ones), and provide commentary. Occasionally, if I decide
to cover a topic for background—a short dendrology lesson on pine trees for in-
stance—I will set it apart as a sidebar. These sidebars stand alone and you can read
them along with the running text or read them by themselves.

Although this is primarily the story of a construction project, the heart of the
story is really the people—my family and friends—who made this project so special,
as well as the amazing forest where the treehouse lives. So central are these elements
to the story that I will often pause while running a saw or lifting a beam to describe
the synchronized flight of birds, the near brush of a hurricane, or the delight in
spending an hour in the meadow with my daughter. If these lapses into natural history
and sentimentality bother you, just skip ahead until you see words like “chisel” or
“block and tackle” or “splinter” and you’ll find yourself right back in the fray.

As we travel along, bolt by bolt, I will certainly discover times when I have been
some kind of fool. At these times, I will push my chair away from my desk, lean back,
and ponder for a while to see exactly what kind of fool I was. If I find anything of
significance—some great insight into human nature or the elusive character of dream
chasing—then I’ll share it with you. If it’s just too embarrassing or silly, I’ll skip it and
let you read between the lines.

This is as much a picture book as it is a word book. Photographs and illustrations
do what words can never do. Photos put you right there, right now; they literally stop
time so you can pick apart the details and really see. They can set a mood, demon-
strate a technique, or tell a story in ways that words simply cannot. Thousands of
photos were taken during the long life of this project. We have chosen the very best

I crammed over three years of my life into seven composition notebooks. They tell the tale of the building of a
great treehouse, and shed a dim light on the inner workings of an odd mind. I don’t let other people read them.
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for the book, and they will show you a building being lifted into the sky. We also chose
some photos to show you what the world around the treehouse is like: the nearby hills
and ponds and woods, and the wonderful creatures that live in them. Many of these
photos were taken on our old farm within sight of the great tree that holds the house
against the sky; all were taken within a few miles of home. There are times, however,
when my camera and my imagination quarrel, and it’s then that I turn to my friend
and business partner Ted Walsh and the magic he can craft with a #2 pencil or a
palette of watercolors. The inside of a mortise and tenon joint; the trusses, blocking,
and cables of the treehouse suspension system; a close-up of a bird that just won’t sit
still for the camera—these are the things that drawings and paintings handle with
ease. Ted’s artwork clarifies techniques, emphasizes key elements, or peels away dis-
tractions so that you can see inside stuff. From sketches to schematics to pure art, the
artwork balances the less impressionistic tone of the photos. Occasionally Ted and I
have combined our efforts, digitally merging a photograph and a painting for no
other reason than to create something beautiful. Captions accompany most of the
photos and art and sometimes they are extensive; this helps bring out details that
would be cumbersome or murky if buried in the text.

Words and pictures—these are the bones and flesh that make up every book.
Like the building itself, Treehouse Chronicles is a collection of hopes and ideas that have
been strung together to form something real, something you can see and touch.

There are many “How-To” books out there, some which even show you how to build
a treehouse. This isn’t one of those (although by the end of it you should have a clear
idea of how I built my treehouse). This is a “Why-To” book. My hope is that when
you near the end of this story you find yourself so distracted by some great dream of
your own that you have trouble sleeping at night. And if it’s silly, if some people call
you foolish, that’s okay. Building something, going somewhere, doing something—the
thing you dream of doesn’t matter as much as the doing. And, if you are motivated
to the point of action, I only have two bits of advice: first, don’t become obsessed—
a dream is only worth achieving if it doesn’t hurt or grieve the people you care about;
and second, if you decide to build a treehouse, get a good cordless drill.

When I was a kid, my mom told me I could do anything. I believed her. She said
dreaming was important and dreaming big was what set people apart. But Mom said
there was a catch: “Dreams need feet, Peter. They’re not worth much stuck between
your ears.” Put feet on your dreams.

S. Peter Lewis
Western Maine
November 2004


