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STOCKBRIDGE — Tom Zetterstrom speaks 
for the trees.

The Canaan, Conn.-based photogra-
pher has spoken for trees of  all shapes 
and sizes for over four decades, with his 
photographs and as a political activist 
and conservationist.

“We’re at the stage in life, where these 
bodies of  work represent a significant 
part of  my history and a span of time 
and an amazing consumption of  ener-
gy,” Zetterstrom said during an inter-
view at the Berkshire Botanical Gar-
den’s Leonhardt Galleries, where he’s 
showing “Portraits of  American Trees.”

The show — a collection of  30 sil-
ver gelatin prints from his portfolio of  
American trees and several sprints from 
his series, “Moving Point of  View” — is 
on view through Oct. 31.

“They both evolved as separate series 
in the early 1970s. By 1979, I had estab-
lished ‘Portraits of  Trees’ as a series, a 
portfolio, and that’s when I had my first 
show, ‘Portraits of  Trees,’ in Washing-
ton D.C.,” he said. “We’re talking about 
almost half-of-a-century ago.”

His love of  trees began early on, as a 
child, growing up on a 60 acres of  wood-
land in Canaan.

“The trees emerged from my back-
ground as a kid, hiking around the 
woods and being a Boy Scout and even-
tually, working for my father who was 
an arborist. We paid a lot of  attention 
to trees, professionally, and that was 
my playground outside of  the house,” 
Zetterstrom said.

After high school, he attended Colora-
do College, where he studied sculpture 
and graduated with an arts degree. He 
attended the Pratt Institute and then 
taught photography in Washington D.C. 
in the late 1960s. In April 1970, he re-
turned to Canaan.

“It was right in time for the first Earth 
Day. I took up residency in a cabin. I 
went from my urban street photography 
to the woods and I’ve been there ever 
since,” he said. “Living in that cabin, I 

stepped out on my porch and I was sur-
rounded by trees. In my early shots, I’d 
be walking in the woods — my father 
loved walking in the woods — so I’d 
eventually be out there.”

Those early photos were a lot of  trial 
and error — just taking photographs 
and later, selecting interesting shots 
from the contact sheet. “I didn’t have 
a grand scheme. I just kind of  went at 
it kind of  instinctually. Trial and error 
and random exploration of  error were 
probably my two guides.”

The strength of  “Portraits of  Amer-
ican Trees” is in its diversity of  trees, 
over 30 species are represented, Zetter-
strom said, naming the trees in his por-
traits while passing them: “White oak, 
Eastern cottonwood, blue spruce, cher-
ry, birch, maple, yellow willow, black 
spruce, American elm ...”

It was during this time he established 
his signature style of  photographing 
trees — a tree isolated from its sur-
roundings. The images, always printed 
from black and white film, are delicate, 
evoke a sense of  intimacy and most 
times appear, at first glance, to be hand 
drawn works instead of  photographs.

Through the 1970s, he built a portfo-
lio from tree to tree, he said. In 1976, a 
photograph of the Housatonic wetlands 
and an early photograph from “Moving 
Point of  View” were among three pieces 
of  his work purchased by the Metropol-
itan Museum of Art in New York City. 
Other museum acquisitions followed.

“It’s not like I had a business plan. I 
was exploring the landscape. I had been 
doing photography since I was in high 
school,” he said.

At the same time as he was establish-
ing a reputation as a fine art photogra-
pher, Zetterstrom was taking a series of  
photographs, not as part of  an art proj-
ect, but as part of  a campaign against 
the Super 7 express highway, planned to 
run from Norwalk, Conn., along Route 
7 straight through Massachusetts and 
Vermont to the Canadian border.

Zetterstrom photographed the trees 
and environment along Route 7, from 
his moving car, during this time period. 
Those photographs would eventually 
becoming the series, “Moving Point of  
View.”

“Basically, I went from political ac-
tivism to fine art in this series and in a 
sense, in the opposite direction with the 
trees. With the trees, I went from an ar-
tistic pursuit that transformed into com-
munity forestry and elm advocacy and 
so forth,” he said.

His work with trees, especially a 
series of  American Elms, began his  

conservation work in the Berkshires.
“I photographed the Baldwin Hill 

Elm in Egremont in 1993, 1994, 1996 and 
1997 and put it together as a series that 
I called ‘The Elm in Four Seasons.’ The 
Library of  Congress bought the set, 
as did the Boston Public Library. [The 
American Elm] is an incredible tree. It’s 
the Massachusetts state tree,” he said. 
“The one on Baldwin Hill is exceptional-
ly beautiful.”

It was under the branches of  the 
Baldwin Hill Elm that Zetterstrom and 
Tom Abbott of  the Nature Conservancy 
launched Elm Watch and its “Adopt An 
Elm” program. The Elm Watch group 
monitored both healthy and sick elms 
for Dutch Elm disease, while the adop-
tion program found sponsors to care for 
American elms with injections that keep 
the trees healthy. The Baldwin Hill Elm 
was adopted by and still cared for by the 
Haupt Tree Company. The Berkshire 
Natural Resources Council has since 
conserved the farm land around it.

Although Elm Watch is no longer ac-
tive, Zetterstrom said the elm adoption 
program still survives in many of the 22 
communities touched by the nonprofit. 
King Elmer, the champion American 
elm in Lanesborough, he said, is an ex-
ample of  those early efforts being em-
braced by the larger community.

And that’s a good thing, because, trees 
need many people to speak for them.

Jennifer Huberdeau can be reached at 
jhuberdeau@berkshireeagle.com  
or 413-496-6229. On Twitter: @BE_DigitalJen
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A love letter to America’s trees
Tom Zetterman’s 
‘Portraits of American 
Trees’ documents 
nearly 50 years of 
his conservation, 
preservation work

If You Go
Portraits of American Trees:  
The Photography of Tom Zetterstrom

What: Exhibit three dozen gelatin silver 
photographs from Zetterstrom’s “Por-
traits of American Trees”

Where: Leonhardt Galleries, Berkshire 
Botanical Garden, 5 West Stockbridge 
Road, Stockbridge

When: On view through Oct. 31. Gallery is 
open 10 a.m .to 4 p.m., daily through Oct. 
31. Garden is open 9 a.m. to 5 p.m., daily 
through Oct. 31.

Admission: $15 general public, $14, 
seniors, free for 12 and under, members, 
library/museum pass holders, Massachu-
setts Card to Culture Program, NARM/
ROAM/AHS members. Free on Tuesdays.

More information: 413-298-3926,  
berkshirebotanical.org

PHOTOS PROVIDED BY TOM ZETTERSTROM

These four seasonal photographs taken of the Baldwin Hill Elm in Egremont are part of “Portraits of American Trees” on view through Oct. 31 at Berkshire Botanical Garden.  
Cloclwise from top left: “American Elm, Spring, 1997,” “American Elm, Summer, 1993,” “American Elm, Fall, 1996,” and “American Elm, Winter, 1994,” all gelatin silver prins, by Tom Zetterstrom, 

Tom Zetterstrom’s
‘Portraits of American
Trees’ documents
nearly 50 years of
his consersation,
preservation work


