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If architect Mark Primack has his way, Santa Cruz might one day hav4

By WALLACE BAINE
whaine@santacruzsentinel.com

One is a largely forgotten Swedish-born rancher, surveyor and
self-made man. The other is an East Coast-born, academy-trained
baby-boomer architect.

But Axel Erlandson and Mark Primack are, by anyone’s definition,
kindred souls.

The two men, who never met, are bound together in Santa Cruz
Cfpunty history by their love of trees — in fact, a particular collection
of trees.

Next year marks the 50th anniversary of Erlandson’s death, and
Primack, a well-known Santa Cruz architect who has also been
involved in city and county politics for years, is shooting to build a
kind of memorial that will ensure Erlandson’s name lives on for gen-
erations to come.

Erlandson moved to Scotts Valley after World War II and estab-
lished what came to be known as the “Tree Circus,” a small plot of
land off Scotts Valley Drive on which he showcased about 70 trees
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nstallation would serve as a kind of cap-
ship with Erlandson and his bizarre trees.

The Tree Circus is long gone; there is an office park in Scotts Valley
called Tree Circus Center where the trees once stood, and several
of the surviving trees have long since been transplanted to Gilroy
Gardens, an amusement park on Highway 152 between Gilroy and
Watsonville. Erlandson’s name, in fact, might be well on the way to
sinking into obscurity, if not for Primack.

Mark Primack arrived in Santa Cruz in the mid-1970s, fresh from
architecture school in London. By that time, Erlandson had been 10
years in his grave and the Tree Circus had become a feature of a larger
tourist attraction called “Lost World.” Longtime residents will cer-
tainly remember the enormous fiberglass dinosaurs that dominated
the Scotts Valley skyline.

Erlandson had come to the area from Turlock in California’s Central
Valley. He was a self-taught surveyor and polymath, a man interested
in art and science — “Jefferson without the privilege” is how Primack
describes him.

His experiments in tree-grafting led to all kinds of wondrous living
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Mark Primack led a group of ‘guerrilla gardeners’ to tend the Tree
Circus. From left, Cliff Friedlander, Dennis Britton, unknown, John
Mahoney, Christie Kirven, Frank Foreman, Alan Counihan, Beth Re-
gardz, Primack, Bill Schultz, Michael Zelver, Sandor Nagyszalanc-
zy, Willie Pettus, Gail Rich and Michael Leeds. (not in the picture:
Charles Prentiss and Nikki Silva.)
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organic structures, cypress,
sycamore, poplar and other
species of treeg'in the shape
of ladders, chairs and phone
booths. oy
Erlandson’s designs were,
.in fact, the embodiment of
“Primack’s college thesis,
developed while Primack
was living in Limerick, Ire-
land, years before moving

to Santa Cruz. Primack, a
self-avowed hippie and envi-
ronmentalist, was interested
in “botanic architecture,” a
kind of ideal meshing of
nature and human habitat in
which living trees served as
the basis of practical archi-
tectural design.

He arrived in Santa Cruz
in 1976, ignorant of Erland-
son and the Tree Circus.
When he stumbled upon the
trees at the recently closed
Lost World, it was a life-

changing epiphany.

;-l’m Glasses and
Contacts Free'
My vision is AMAZING thanks

to I_AS , K with Dr. Furlong.

VISION CORRECTION

San Jose | San Leandro

Interest-free financing (OAC)
For a complimentary LASIK consultation
visit furlongvision.com/now

1-800-NEW-VISION s00-639-8474

— Sierra Partridge

“It was like finding the
lodestone, essentially,”
he said. “I mean, you’re
dreaming of something, and
suddenly you walk through
the gates of this abandoned
property and there it all is.
Someone’s actually done
what I had been dreaming
about.”

The property and Erland-

- son’s trees were caught in

limbo. Primack was in no
financial position to buy the
parcel, so, resigned to the
fact that he could not save
the trees from destruction,
he set about to chronicle
them as thoroughly as pos-
sible, with photographs and
pencil drawings of each. He
brought all that work togeth-
er in a never-published book
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Tree Circus creator Axel Erlandson (Ieft) under the Four-legged Giant, 1947, At right is
Mark Primack under the same tree, 1977.

about Erlandson and his
trees.

By the mid-1980s, Pri-
mack had become the de
facto leader of a movement
to save the Tree Circus. He
spearheaded an enormous
publicity event to alert the
media of the trees’ threat-
ened demise. He led a group
of “guerilla gardeners” to
tend to the trees when the
property owner had decided
to close off the tree garden to
the public.

Primack’s efforts even-
tually attracted the atten-
tion of Gilroy-based grocery
mogul Michael Bonfante who
swooped in and purchased
many of the trees to move
to his new family amuse-
ment park, then called Tree
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Haven. About 20 of the trees
are still on display in Gilroy.
Since then, Primack has
built a thriving business as
an architect, has served on
the Santa Cruz City Council
and ran for county supervi-
sor. But Erlandson’s trees
have always been part of
him. In February, he present-
ed the idea for a Tree Circus-
like structure at the Depot
Park roundabout during the
Pecha Kucha Night event at
the Museum of Art & Histo-
ry. When later that month,
two Santa Cruz police offi-
cers were shot and killed on
duty, Primack decided to
foreground the project and
push for it, though the city
was already committed to
another art installation on
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the site.

“We lost a part of Santa
Cruz,” said Primack in refer-
ence to the police shootings.
“Let’s add another part of
Santa Cruz.”

Primack sees the project
as a large steel structure
on which several trees will
be trained and eventually
grafted in one enormous
organism, maybe 15 feet
high. He figured that the new
plant would take 25 years
to completely grow and fill
out, though others told him
it could be done jn half that
time.

“I really like the idea of
saying it would take 25 years
to grow. You plant this thing
for the next generation and
the generation after that. It
speaks to sustainability. It
speaks to local history, and
it's homegrown.”

After a time, he said, the
structure could be removed
and repurposed for another
Tree Circus-like project.

“Santa Cruz has a per-
sonality,” he said. “It has
a character. I didn’t come
here to impose an architec-
ture on Santa Cruz. I came
here to figure out what kind
of architecture is appropri-
ate to Santa Cruz. This is the
time for some openness, and
to remind ourselves why we
live here. This is a time to
get people comfortable again
thinking of themselves as
Santa Cruzans, and not just
someone behind a locked
door”




