Transcript of interview with David Venables, 15th September 2008.

Can you talk a bit about wood, and the changes that have happened over the last 10 years about using wood, and how it is coming into its own?

Wood is certainly back in fashion in a way that we haven’t seen for many decades, and in fact many would argue that it is here to stay in a new light. We are seeing wood used in a much more exciting and innovative way than we have done in the past, it is a fantastic materiel. Of course I promote it for a living and so I am biased, but I love wood, and I think the structure and the teamwork that has gone on to create this amazing structure behind me is evidence of how versatile it can be. It is light in weight (for its strength), it can be shaped and machined, but essentially it is aesthetically fantastically good looking. As  a public demonstration, what better place than here in a public highway in full view to be able to show people the real potential [of wood] and to team up with somebody of David Adjaye’s stature in terms of design has been a fantastic and exciting thrill for us in our world of the wood industry. We set ourselves a challenge by choosing this particular wood species, which is very widely used, but rarely seen and what I mean by that is it is used in very mundane ways for mouldings, in furniture and in joinery which is either painted or not seen, and we always thought it had fantastic potential to do a lot more. And here the culmination of the project is showing this particular wood species being used structurally, being treated to be used outside, and also aesthetically, because in terms of the look I certainly think it has the ‘wow’ factor.
What is the species called, where does it come from? How does it grow?

American tulipwood is one of the most prolific hardwoods in North American. It is indigenous mainly to the North American continent, having been wiped out in Europe many thousands of years ago by the ice age. It is abundantly available, it is very low cost (in fact it is one of the cheapest of the North American hardwoods) and yet has incredible properties that enable it to do a lot more than just be an ordinary utility hardwood.

And what about the other people that have been involved in this project? the people that have contributed to it. Obviously David [Adjaye] is the designer, but who else have you worked with?

I think the important thing about any material, and particularly with wood, is that to get the best out of that material you have got to have fantastic design, but you also need craftsmanship, technology, and all those skills that go with it. We’ve been a conduit with this project to try and make a statement as the American Hardwood Export Council, but the team effort that has gone on in bringing together the expertise of: Heess Wohnwerk (the manufacturers from Germany), Osmose (the advisors on the wood treatment), and of course David Adjaye himself and his project team, has been essential to make every part of it work, and is indicative of how exciting building projects have to work in reality. We have been involved in our very own one here in a very public space, and it’s exciting after all these months to see it actually in reality, in the flesh as it were.

What was your relationship with David Adjaye, and how did you approach each other?

We were approached by the London Design Festival about 9 months ago now, to take part in a project to bring together iconic designers and materials, and of course the London Design Festival are very aware of the resurgent in wood, both from a fashion [perspective], but also for its green credentials. We were teamed up with David Adjaye who we have admired from a distance for a long time, as a real trend-setting creative designer based here in the UK (but working around the world), who has an understanding of natural materials, and who has worked with wood. So here was an opportunity to introduce him to a wood species that he’d never worked with before and to choose one that would set a challenge both for him in creating the design but also very much for us as a team who had to deliver the end result.

And what would you say is the overall effect the first time you saw the finished structure
To be perfectly honest, it took my breath away. I had seen pictures from a distance, I had seen the drawings, and so I knew what was coming, but to actually see it standing there, the colour, the impact, and also to watch the public around here coming over and interacting with it, for me, as a through-and-through wood person, was very very exciting.

And would you say it has met your expectations, or exceeded them?

Exceeded them, by a long long way. Because I always thought that tulipwood had potential, but to actually be able to achieve it in the way we have, I think it has performed better than even I could have expected.
