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Q&A with Amy Stewart, author of ’
The Tree Collectors: Tales of Arboreal Obsession

What inspired you to write a book about tree collectors?

About ten years ago, I met a man who told me he was a tree collector. I was immediately
intrigued and I had all sorts of questions for him. How exactly does someone collect
i trees? They're enormous living creatures!

He told me that he hoped to plant one of every kind of tree that grew in his climate, and

that he planted them in rows, like books on a bookshelf. He intended to keep going until t
he ran out of room, which of he did, of course. All tree collectors run out of room

eventually.

Over the years [ met a few more tree collectors. Then, in 2020, a man bought a painting
of palm trees from me. When I shipped the painting, I included a note about where I was
when I painted those trees. He wrote back and said, “Oh yes, we know exactly where that
is. My husband collects palm trees, but we live in Boise, so we have to wrap them up with
foil blankets and Christmas lights to get through the winter.” He told me that it looked

like an amateur sci-fi movie in his backyard. I thought, “OK, now I have to write this
book.”

How did you find fifty collectors to interview?

I started with this handful of people I already knew. Collectors tend to know other
collectors, so they were able to refer me. Many of them belonged to tree-collecting
societies, like the Maple Society. So I reached out to those organizations. And, just like
people who collect books or baseball cards, there are dealers who specialize in rare and
unusual trees. They know lots of collectors.

But I also wanted to reach people outside of these more established tree-collecting
circles. I went through YouTube and TikTok to find tree-obsessed people. I looked for
4  people who were “collecting” in ways that didn’t involve actually owning a large plot of
land—because obviously, most of us don’t have a massive estate for planting hundreds of
trees. So I found people who collect pine cones, or seeds, or wood samples. I found
people who catalog rare and historic trees in their communities—and cataloging is a type

of collecting. I even found people who make art with trees, and their body of work is a
collection.
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How do people decide what to collect?

That’s what’s so interesting about collectors. Some people are generalists. They just
want to plant one of every kind of tree that strikes their fancy. Some people choose a
niche. They only want to collect Japanese maples, or oaks. And some people have a
sentimental or cultural reason for what they collect. People plant trees to honor loved
\ ones. One woman in England has a whole collection of trees that are each dedicated to

someone important in her life. That’s an incredible way to bring trees and people

together. f
Were there any surprises when you started doing these interviews?

What surprised me the most was how personal these conversations were. When you ask
someone about their passion in life, they just light up. Some people told me that their
friends and family didn’t really understand their tree collecting hobby, but I wanted to
know everything! I think that because I was so genuinely amazed and awestruck, they
were willing to open up and tell me how their lives had been transformed by their
relationships with trees.

One woman said that raising trees had helped with the heartache of not being able to
have children. A man in India plants trees in his village to honor his daughter who died,
and to help support all the girls in his community. An engineer in the auto industry
realized that he wanted to dedicate his time to resources that renew themselves, and that
led him to planting tiny forests. It's no exaggeration to say that by the end of this process,
I was starting to ask myself why I wasn’t devoting my life to planting trees!

Is there anyone you wanted to interview but couldn’t?

So many people! There’s a guy in Vietnam who grows miniature bonsai—basically micro
bonsai—and he has an amazing collection of the tiniest trees you've ever seen. I really
wanted to speak to this musician who grows tonewood, meaning trees whose wood is
used to make musical instruments. In both cases we corresponded quite a bit but they
ultimately didn’t end up doing the interview. I still think about them.




You also illustrated this book. Is this your first time to illustrate one of your own books?

Definitely! I started in oil painting over twenty years ago and moved to watercolor and other
sketchbook-friendly mediums, but it was always a hobby. I thought that by illustrating this
book, I could add another layer to the story.

I did these illustrations in watercolor and colored pencil because I think there’s a softness
with those two mediums, and—this is hard to explain—a sincerity that I wasn’t getting when
I experimented with ink and other mediums. I wanted the illustrations to feel accessible and
lighthearted, and also kind of personal and handmade.

What I loved about drawing everyone’s portrait is how well you get to know a person when
you really study their features and draw them by hand. There’s a connection that you make
with any subject when you draw, and that connection never goes away.

Do you have any advice for aspiring tree collectors?

I can tell you that the biggest regret tree collectors have is that they didn’t truly consider
how much space their trees would need. Trees are like puppies: they're cute when they're
small, but they do grow up! Also, lots of tree collectors told me that the first trees they
planted were too common and ordinary, and they wished they’'d held out for a more rare or
interesting tree. On the other hand, many of them planted trees that were fascinating but
weren’t well-suited to their climate, and they regret that now because the trees are
struggling.

And if you don’t have space to plant a lot of trees, you can still collect in other ways. I met
people who pick up acorns or other tree seeds and grow them in pots on their balcony. A
book full of pressed leaves is a kind of tree collection. And any kind of project to catalog
trees—to research, identify, and document them—is a way of collecting them.

Did writing this book change your relationship to trees?

I live in Portland, Oregon, in a neighborhood filled with trees. There’s a forest and an
arboretum just down the street. You'd think I'd be really tuned into the trees around me, but
it wasn’t until I started writing this book that I started to really look at trees as individuals,
and to have favorites. Now I'm on more of a first-name basis with some of the trees in my
neighborhood. I greet them, I have opinions about them, I'm concerned for their welfare.
When people come to visit now, I take them on a walk and introduce them to my favorites.
That’s my version of a tree collection.
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