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"But those trees! Those trees!
Those Truffula Trees!
All my life l'd been searching
for trees such as these."
_ThE LOTAX, DT SCUSS

LoraxBehind
the Lens
W Joe Lindsey

IT SEEMS ODD TO SAY OF A PLACE THAT GETS MORE

than 1.5 million visitors a year, but only one person

to visit Sequoia National Park has ever really seen

the General Sherman Sequoia. (The tree is named,

ironically, for the Union general whose famed

"march to the sea" left a 4O-mile-wide swath of
destruction from Atlanta to Savannah and arguably

destroyed more vegetation than any other single

human-caused act in American history.)

Sure, a significant number of those visitors have

walked to the base of the Sherman, the world's

largest single living tree, located in Sequoia's Giant

Forest region. And a significant number of those have marveled at its 102-

foot circumference or peered up into its canopy, looming 275 feet overhead.

But no one had ever really seen it, all ofit.
Its sheer size is part of the problem. It's so big, and in such close proximity

to other trees, that no one has ever gotten a clear view of the entire thing.

"So many of us have driven to the Sequoia forest or Redwood forest or other

forests with big trees, but an especially acute phenomenon in those real ver-

tical, columnar forests, where you're always this little antlike creature down

there looking up, is that's all you ever see," says photographer James Balog.

'As much as you stand there and you think it's a big tree, and a beautiful

tree, you never see it. It's impossible."

Almost six years ago, Balog, a professional photographer from Boulder,

became the first person ever to truly glimpse the Sherman's majesty in fuII

when, over the course of four painstaking days, he rappelled from rigging in

the canopy and photographed the tree, then used a process he calls tile mosaic

to stitch together the giimpses into one, whole photograph. The shot is one

of approximately 120 that will appear in his new book, Tree: ANew Vision of

American Forests, due in late October in a Barnes and Noble exclusive'

Iree is a unique look at some of the most majestic organisms in the world:

the oldest and largest trees in the United States. Balog got the idea roughly

12 years ago when he spied an article profiling a Sroup of enthusiasts who

THE GIVING TREE Balog photographed "stagg" in December 2001 at camp Nelson, calif. He

shot the giant sequoia from a neighborinS tree fixed with rappei lines.
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went looking for these so-called champion
trees. "I remember clipping [the article]
and thinking, 'Boy, that'd make a nice story
someday,"'he recalls. "But I didn't see the
story as being the people; it was the trees.

The trees are where the action is."

The idea germinated for six years until,
as Balog was getting ready to remarry after
what he calls a long and particularly con-

tentious divorce, he re-read the article. He

says happening on the article again at that
moment was serendipity. During his divorce,

he says, "I simply wasn't ready to engage

with the idea about these growing things.
But once Suzanne and I were about to get

married - and I realized this only in hind-
sight - I was moving and alive and growing

again. I had the right emotional seedbed to
go forward."

"l feel like everything l've done
has been seeking to broaden

wraps around all that, and that is how we're

looking at the natural world. What that inter-

face looks like - either we'11 do preservation

as part of that or reduce pollution as part of
that - is this big umbrella that arches over

those issues."

Balog says that in his career (he's 52 and

shot his first paid story for Smithsonian
magazine at 2B), the work he is most proud

of adheres to this philosophy. The adventure

photography, climbing shots (he's an avid
alpinist), and travel work that has appeared

in N otional Geogrophic and near$ every major

pictorial magazine in the United States was

for years his bread and butter, but as he ticks

off a handful of projects he says have moved

him, he says their motivation has come from
deep within himself, rooted in his childhood

Requiem and encompassed such disparate
works as Animo, a study of the relation of
human and chimpanzee forms, arrdTechno

Sapiens, a look at the merging of humans
and technology - but the apotheosis of it.
ltTree, says Balog, he felt less like the artist
and more like a conduit.

"I feel like whatever value is in the pictures

came about because the trees wanted it to
happen," he says. "It's like you're in the path;

you're this vehicle that put itself in the right
place at the right time. This thing is coming

through you and those characters that you're

looking at are the ones doing the talking."
Balog says that, on a normal shoot, if he

gets usable frames on two days out of five,

that's a good percentage; onTree he got at

least one quality image nearly every day, an

achievement he credits to the energy flowing
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what the world
that has been worthwhile
out the vision that I have and

years in the humid farmland of western New

Jersey yearning for the "big, open, dry, clear

spaces in the West."

The driving force behind the projects he

loves is that every one seeks to explore how
humans see and interact with nature. "I
feel like everything I've done that has been

worthwhile to me personally...has been seek-

ing to broaden out the vision that I have and

what the world around me might have about

nature and about our relationship to nature,"

he says. A heartfelt and fiercely intellectual
environmentalist, Balog does his best work
when he fuses his prodigious talent to his

emotions - his unequivocal conviction that
there is a story that simply must be told.

Tree is not just the latest example of this
trend - which started with a series on big-

game hunting in the Rockies calledWildlife

through his work. "There were long periods

where it was just flowing through me, like a

bolt of lightning," he says.

That power and energy is evident in shots

of trees like Sherman and Stagg, another
giant sequoia, named for a football coach
(non sequitur names seem endemic to
giant redwoods). In the Stagg photo, the
tree appears as almost a lone giant; the tile
mosaic pattern paints the trunk as a seam-

less column of reddish bark, but the mosaic

begins to fracture farther out and up from
the trunk. The effect is to focus the viewer
on the tree, which fairly jumps out from its

surroundings. It's a technique Balog says he

stumbled on quite by accident.

Stagg, like the Sherman, was shot from
a neighboring tree. To shoot, Balog and the

scientists he worked with would climb the

subject tree, fix a line into a nearby tree, and

rig a Tyrolean traverse. From there, a rappel

line would be fixed; Balog would ascend the

rope on jumars, or mechanical rope ascend-

ers, to the top. At the top ofthe canopy, he

shot eight frames from left to right. He then
descended 15 feet on the rope and repeated

the process, effectively mapping the tree in
a grid from top to bottom. Aside from the

daunting technical challenges, Balog says

the experience of tree climbing was in itself
humbling. "When you go up into that high
canopy, there's this point where the ground

disappears physically and even mentally, and

you're in a place that you can never experi-
ence in regular life; it's intense."

THE COMPOSITE PHOTO OF STAGG TOOK

three days and 451 individual frames to
shoot, but the hard work came during
the months that Balog stitched the photos

together on his computer in Photoshop. It
was there that he hit the snag that would
lead to his tile mosaic revelation.

"Originally my idea was to come up with
some sort of seamless composite of the tree,

but then I learned that that only works if
you're photographing a two-dimensional
surface," he says. 'As long as there's relief
coming toward you, you can never get nearer

objects to match up the same way deeper ones

do - it's impossible, technically. So I was put-

ting the [Stagg] together and found the tile
mosaic was pretty cool - instead of trying to
pretend we've got some mathematical, gym-

nastically created view of the tree, it's actually

better to evoke the idea to the viewer's mind
that there's a mind and a consciousness - a

human being - moving through space and

seeing this thing from different places. It's a

dynamic, interactive image."

Although Stagg and a handful of other
trees have been shown in magazine articles
rn Audub on and N ational Geo gr aphic Adv en-

ture, Balog says that fully 95 percent of the

work in Iree is unpublished. For many people

who check out the book it will be their first
glimpse of these giant trees, a glimpse that
Balog hopes will tansport them to the same

place he was when he took the photos. "It's
a revelation every single day when you go

up in those trees," he says of climbing them.

"There's this 'Jack and the Beanstalk' phe-

nomenon that comes over you - you really
feel like you entered into some magical realm

that's out of sight and beyond the normal
range of human experience." A

around me might have about nature and about our relationship to nature."

Balog's words veer dangerously close to
hokey sentimentality, but his conviction
separates out his intentions for the project
from soft, fuzzy environmentalism of the
sort that wants to save the cute animals.
Balog's body of work for two decades has

been devoted to one primary goal: "Probing
the frontier between humans and nature."
Although he has a master's in geomorphol-

ogy from the University of Colorado, Balog

says he wasn't cut out to be a modern scien-

tist, which he feels is too mechanical for his

liking. "I never wanted to be a statistician,"
he says. "I wanted to be outdoors and express

what I was engaged with outdoors."

,,THE 
ENVIRONMENTAL MOVEMENT IS CHASING

two things: wilderness preseruation and pol-

lution prevention," he says. 'A bigger issue
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