In 2004, Salcey Forest was identified as an ideal location to deliver a cutting
edge, high profile, greenspace improvement scheme, kick-starting the
translation of a Pilot Green Infrastructure study into a network of on-theground, tangible projects.
Salcey Forest is a majestic, ancient, largely coniferous woodland on the clay
plateau between Northampton and Milton Keynes. The Forest has been an
important public recreation area for many decades, and is a hugely important
area for nature conservation. The forest currently serves the recreational,
access and activity needs of the urban and rural communities
of Northamptonshire and the Milton Keynes area of Buckinghamshire;
however prior to its appearance in the forest, annual visits to the site were
60,000 and declining- following the opening of the Treetop Walkway, figures
are showing 400,000 and up with visitors coming from far further afield
including London and Leicester.

CONTEXT
REVEALING

CONCEALING

RISING

WEAVING

Salcey Forest Treetop Walkway

2 | 14

Taking inspiration from the tall, graceful oaks and the wildlife inhabiting
them, a vision was formed of a walkway taking visitors up to experience this
at first hand. A bridge between the ground and the sky, this should be
accessible to all and would provide visitors with stunning birds-eye views,
opening up the beauty of the landscape surrounding the forest itself. The
ensuing treetop walkway was to be the first in the UK.
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The structure was originally planned as a horseshoe, which would take the
forest visitor through differing tree canopies along it's route, passing through
Broad Leaf Forest, Napoleonic Oaks, Medieval Coppice (allowing good canopy
views) and Conifer Forest. This horseshoe was changed during the design
phase to a 300 lin m ascent from the ground to 15m via a number of 24m span
bridges, and including the Elephant Pond bridge walk as the return loop,
rather than one continuous treetop walkway. However, the visitor still gets to
experience different types of woodland and habitats during their visit. A
further climb at the end of the walkway takes the visitor up to 20m and the
Crows Nest look out tower.The structure links to the existing all ability route
within the forest, providing level access to the launch point.
A 1 in 12 slope meant that it is accessible by wheelchair, pushchairs etc. 1.5m
wide, it also allows for two- way traffic, and gives people time to stop and
contemplate/ rest…! Regular stopping platforms provide further opportunity
to stop and take it all in.
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Throughout the design process, the need for accurate setting out, accurate
fabrication and good design to ensure that the use of tolerances could be
maximized became clear. This also extended to extremely accurate survey work,
due to the numerous archaeological remains, including important ‘wood banks’
and various important biodiversity sites. Sensitivity to the site also entailed a
positioning of the structure so that a minimum number of trees had to be
removed, whilst construction had to take place within its footprint.
Access to the site was always going to be difficult, but this meant that there had
to be one entrance only, with works being carried out in a progressive, linear
fashion. Much of the build also took place offsite to accommodate this and help
reduce activity in the forest itself. In addition to this, the total build time was
extremely short; the design was started mid January 2005, and the structure
was completed in December 2005. Not only did this reduce impact on-site, but it
also aided resources, proving a more sustainable way to build.
All construction was carried out with high regard given to Environmental Impact
Assessment criteria; all partners in the project were consulted regularly with
regular site visits by surveyors to ensure that standards were being met.
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Key to the structure should be the sustainability of materials used, how it
fits in to its SSSI environment without disturbing it, and sustainability in
terms of maintenance.

Timber is ultimately the most sustainable construction material but fast growing
plantation timber comes in small sections which are difficult to utilise in large
structures. The designer used Mechanical Stress Lamination to demonstrate an
innovative way of doing this by building a timber arch bridge and the first Stress
Laminated Timber (SLT) roof in the UK. This form of construction is being looked
at for floors in large construction by another leading consultant. Locally sourced
green oak from the nearby Rockingham Forest was used for all of the structural
components to a height of 3m above the ground.
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The bridge spans are made from off-the-shelf aerial mast towers, to form
bridge beams - a structure patented by the designer many years before.
This span structure has a fundamental natural frequency of 2.8Hz which
provides an eventful shaky walk loved by children. The top tower has a platform
at 20m which is accessed by an external stair- adding to the fear factor!
The design of the towers had to be steel because of the height and the
projected use; the population within an hour’s drive is in the region of 6
million, so strength was required. The main legs were restricted to the same
sort of sizes as the neighbouring trees. Bracing was minimised because it is
an unnatural shape in the forest. The minimum number of trees were felled
during construction so that the completed experience is walking up and
under the trees and eventually out through the canopy. The towers were made
triangular so that every span exited the tower in a different direction so that
each span was a unique walking experience with trees at both ends. This also
helped the stability of the overall structure.This largely steel and timber
structure is currently maintenance free. with limited maintenance predicted
for the future. The wind loading was resisted by mass concrete foundation
and the live loading chosen was 3.2kN/m2 regarded by the designer as rural
crowd loading. This choice was critical to ensure that the structure appeared
light and would shake a bit while providing suitable safety factors.
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The walkway has a spectacular entrance over the Elephant bridge so named
because it curves around and over a pond built during the 2nd World War for
zoo elephants borrowed to haul timber as part of the war effort. The bridge
has a 30m clear span and is hung from 20mm diameter ropes all suspended
from one mast. This bridge was built for a little over £50,000 and was
designed and constructed in two months.
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If the original idea that was conceived was to construct an innovative ‘treetop
experience’ with minimal interpretation so that an individual experience was
undergone every time, then this has definitely been achieved. The overriding
sensation following a visit to the structure is that a ‘journey’ has just been
taken. It should really make people think more about all journeys that they
take through any forest as this experience is heightened whilst ascending
from the ground layer, travelling past branches, twigs, the flora and fauna on
the ground disappearing as the tree canopy is reached…and then emergence
as you climb up to the crows nest and the mind soars across the forest to the
surrounding mix of urban and rural environs.
From the ground, walking around the rest of the forest, the structure
disappears and appears, offering glimpses. Repetition of verticals as masts
mingle with tree trunks, as the linear timber decking dances along the top.
There is a constant dialogue with its setting through the interplay between
sawn timber and living trees, and seasonal change is emphasised as views
and the sense of enclosure and emergence is constantly in flux.
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Since its opening the Treetop Walkway has attracted thousands of visitors to
Salcey Forest.
Many local schools take advantage of the site ranger who will take groups of
children up the walkway, and conduct sessions teaching children about the
forest from this superior vantage point.
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AWARDS
Regional Recognition
2005 - East Midland Regional Assembly (EMRA) Environmental Award
The Treetop Way’s delivery body received recognition by the East Midland
Regional Assembly (EMRA) in 2005 and was awarded a certificate of merit
which acknowledges the innovative work that is being undertaken to
improve the environment. The award recognises in particular this exciting,
developing greenspace in Northamptonshire.

National Recognition
2006

-

British Construction Industry Environment Award
Prime Minister’s Better Public Building Award

The British Construction Industry Awards were jointly sponsored by the
Commission for Architecture and the Built Environment (CABE) and the
Office of Government Commerce (OGC); the Treetop Way was won the
environment award which was sponsored by Atkins.It was also short listed
for the Prime Minister’s Better Public Building Award 2006 which recognises
excellence in design quality and procurement practices. It is made annually
to a new building project of any size, commissioned by or on behalf of
central or local government or by a grant-aided organisation.
The judges described the Tree Top Trail as: “delightful and useable” and “a
great eco-project, which has drawn crowds of enthusiastic visitors”. They
praised the fact that the project uses "locally sourced timber, and gives
children and adults alike a completely new experience of trees and forest”
The trail was also shortlisted for the Small Civil Engineering Project Award.
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