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Growing  Bonsai
By

Max  J Miller
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o Bonsai:  A  small  tree  or  woody  plant  growing  in a p_gj,  that

looks  like  a big  old  tree  in nature  (a beautiful  big  old  tree!)

' A  short  digression  on  pronunciation

a There  are  two  different  Japanese  words

-  Banzai  (pronounced  "bahn-zi")  A Japanese  cheer  or  war  cry

-  Bonsai  (pronounced  "bone-sigh")  A tree  in a pot

' Bonsai  is  an  horticultural  art

-  Horticulture  is key  to  keeping  the  tree  alive  and  healthy

-  Art  is involved  in shaping  the  tree  to  look  like  a big  old  tree

l" Let'sTalkAboutTheHorticu(turalAspectsFirst I
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'  Most  bonsai  should  be  repotted  every  2 to  4 years

-  Bonsai  need  to  be  repotted  when  the  pot  is  filled  with  roots

-  Repotting  frequency  is not  critical

-  Most  trees  should  be  repotted  in the  spring

'  Repotting  process

-  Remove  root  ball  from  pot

-  Remove  about  1/3  of  the  soil  on  the  sides  and  bottom

-  Cut  off  the  exposed  roots

-  Trim  surface  roots  to  improve  appearance

-  Put  fresh  soil  on bottom  of  pot  & wire  root  ball  to  pot

-  Put  fresh  soil  around  sides

-  Water  thoroughly  & keep  in shade  for  a week
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a Most  bonsai  are  outdoor  trees

-  They  are grown  outside  on benches

-  They  need  sunshine,  some  need  a lot, others  need  less

a Bonsai  are  grown  in pots,  so  they  need  to  be  watered

-  In summer,  most  bonsai  need  water  daily  -  in spring  & fall  less  offen

-  Water  thoroughly  from  top,  pots  have  drain  holes

-  Never  let  soil  dry  out  completely,  of  course!

a Watering  leaches  nutrients  from  soil,  so  fertilizer  is needed

-  Inorganic  commercial  fertilizer  is okay

-  Fertilizer  can  be applied  weekly  to monthly  depending  on tree  &
season
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a Outdoor  Site  Considerations

-  Trees  should  be outside  on benches

-  Most  trees  can tolerate  sunshine  for  most  of  the  day

-  Maples  need  shade  in the  affernoon

+ If shade  is not  available,  put  up shade  cloth

* Or don't  raise  maples

'  Water,  Fertilizer,  & Other  Care

-  Water  most  trees  daily

-  Vacation  water  options:  Trusted  friend  or  automatic  water  system

-  Fertilize  every  week  or  two

-  Hose  off  foliage  of  junipers  weekly  to control  red spider  mites

WhatAbout  Fair  Care?

GrowingBonsai Page6
MJM  811412(124

Page  3



i li:Th
:I
b!j

' Water

-  Water  less  frequently  as needed  (typically  every  2 or  3 days)

a Outdoor  Weather  Considerations

-  Move  tropicals  & sub-tropicals  inside  when  lows  are  below  50F

-  Hardy  deciduous  trees

* Leave  out  until  leaves  drop  & fully  dormant

* Then  move  them  to  winter  quarters

-  Conifers  (junipers,  pines,  spruce,  etc)

* Leave  out  until  fully  dormant  in mid  to late  November

* They  can  tolerate  light  freezes  before  move  to winter  quarters

a Winter  Quarters

-  Tropicals:  In house  under  grow  lights

-  Hardy  trees:  ln  garage,  unheated  building,  or  in the  ground

Winter  Care.ls  important
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a Hardy  Trees  in  Garage  or  Unheated  Building

-  Water  about  every  2 weeks  -  make  sure  soil  doesn't  diy  completely

-  If root  balls  are  frozen,  they  don't  need  water

-  Light  is not  needed  in winter  quarters,  photosynthesis  is  dose  to  zero

a Hardy  Trees  in  Ground

-  Protect  from  rabbits

a Tropicals  in  Winter  Quarters

-  In house  under  grow  lights

-  Water  as  needed  -  every  2 or  3 days

-  Vacation  water  options:  Trusted  friend  or  automatic  water  system

-  Fertilize  regularly

Spring  Care  /s Time  {ntensivp

GrowlngBonsai Page8

MJM  8tl412024

Page  4



f'j! € 98  - m_ * I ta"'zmaamm's'sii**

[tffli!WNI!l'!ff!ffila
Q' iI j l' * 101:,-

!!ffi.$jil!Ill:Iulm'7!1a !lI via Q W. mf &m

a Hardy  Trees  in Garage  or  Unheated  Building

-  Move  conifers  out  when  nights  are  above  freezing  (usually  March)

-  Move  deciduous  out  in daytime  when  they  start  budding  out

-  Move  deciduous  back  inside  when  night  temperature  is below  40 F

-  Repot  deciduous  when  buds  are  developing

-  Repot  conifers  before  middle  of  May

a Hardy  Trees  in Ground

-  Dig  out  when  ground  has  thawed  (usually  late  March,  early  April)

'  Tropicals  in Winter  Quarters

-  Move  outside  on  benches  when  night  temperatures  are  above  50 F

-  Can  be repotted  any  time  of  the  year

l ALotAbmitHorticulture, WhatAboutTheArt? l
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" What  makes  a bonsai  look  like  a beautiful  big  old  tree?

-  A  tapered  trunk  with  an interesting  shape

-  Trunk  flare  with  strong  surface  roots  (nebari)

-  Fine  branches

-  Foliage  that  is small  in scale

-  Bark,  rough  or  smooth

'  Any  tree  or  shrub  with  a woody  trunk,  fine  branches,  & small

leaves  is  fair  game  to  be  a bonsai

' Bonsai  are  shaped  by  trimming  & wiring

-  Unneeded  branches  are  removed

-  Taper  is developed  in trunks  & branches  by  trimming

-  The  shapes  of  trunks  & branches  are  changed  by  wiring

l Special Tools & lWireAre Used
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a There  are  a number  of  special  tools  used  for  bonsai

-  Concave  branch  cutters

-  Trimming  shears

-  Wire  cutters  & wire/jin  pliers

-  Root  rakes  & root  cutters

-  There  are  other  specialized  tools

a Both  aluminum  & copper  bonsai  wire  is  available

o Wiring  basics

-  Wire  is either  anchored  in the  soil  or  around  another  branch

-  Wire  is then  wrapped  in a spiral  around  the  branch  or  trunk

-  The  branch  or  trunk  is bent  to desired  shape

-  Wire  is removed  before  the  branch  grows  into  the  wire

.HowDo  VouOecide  On  The  Shqpej)fA.Bonsai?
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-  I raainonai  StyleS  nave  oeen  aennea  oy  :,

Japanesemasters  i:

-  Formal  upright:  straight  trunk,  "pine-  '[

tree"style  i,

-  Informal  upright:  trunk  curved,  but  I
V

upright - most common style K
-  Slant:  trunk  slants  to  left  or  right

-  There  are  other  less  common  styles

' Raw  material  used  for  bonsai  will

determine  the  style  to  use

-  Traditional  styles  are  useful  guide  for
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a How  to  Start  Growing  Bonsai

-  Read  a book  -  The  Bonsai  Handbook  by  David  Prescott

-  Join  a club

* lowa  Bonsai  Association  -  Des Moines

* Nebraska  Bonsai  Society  -  Omaha/Lincoln

a Initial  Decisions

-  Where  can  you  grow  your  bonsai  -  outside  or  inside  or  both?

-  Develop  your  own  or  buy?  I suggest  developing  your  own  first

a Acquire  pre-bonsai  material  or  early  stage  bonsai

-  Buy  pre-bonsai  from  landscape  nursery

-  Collect  trees  from  yard  or  fields

-  Buy  early  stage  bonsai  online  or  ?

-  Rule  #1 : Keep  it alive

fit.ls  The  Journey  That  Counts,  Not  The  Destination!
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a Bonsai:  A  small  tree  or  woody  plant  growing  in a p_gj,  that

looks  like  a big  old  tree  in nature  (a beautiful  big  old  tree!)

'  Bonsai  is an  horticultural  art  form

a Bonsai  need  proper  soil,  watering,  and  year  round  care

' Bonsai  are  shaped  by  trimming  &  wiring

'  You  can  grow  your  own!
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o We have  time  for  questions  now

o If you  have  questions  later,  feel  free  to shoot  me an email

at mjsamiller@westianet.net
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A Partial  Bibliography  of  Bonsai  Books

Really  good  general  books:

Naka, John Yoshio. Bonsai Techniques. Dennis-Landman,  Santa  Monica,  CA,  1973.

Naka, John Yoshio. Bonsai Techniques II. Dennis-Landman,  Santa  Monica,  CA,  1982,

(Naka  books are out  of  print,  but  are available  on Amazon.com)

Koreshoff,  Deborah R. Borisai - Its Art, Science, History,  and Philosophy.  Timber  Press,

Portland,  OR, 1984.

Chan, Peter. Bonsai -  The Art of  Growing and Keeping Miniature  Trees. Wellfleet  Press,

Secausus,  NJ, 1985.

Chan, Peter. The Complete Book of  Bonsai. Dorset Books,  New  York,  NY,  1989.

Good  introductory  books:

Prescott, David. The Bonsai Handbook. New  Holland  Publishers  Ltd,  London,  UK,  2001.

Lewis, Colin and Sutherland, Neil. A Step by Step Guide to Growing  and Displaying  Bonsai,

Coombe  Books,  Godalming,  {JK,  1993.

Adams, Peter D. The Art of Bonsai. Ward Lock Limited,  London, UK, 198 1.

Giorgi, Gianfranco. Simon & Schuster's Guide to Bonsai. Simon & Schuster,  New  York,

NY,  1990,

Yashiroda, Kan, Guest Editor. Handbook on Dwarf  Potted Trees. Brooklyn  Botanic  Garden,

Brooklyn,  NY,  1959.

Yasbiroda,Kan,GuestEditor.  HandbookonBonsai:  SpecialTechniques. BrooklynBotanic

Garden,  Brooklyn,  NY,  1966.

Kawasumi, Masakuni II with Kawasumi, Masakuni m. The Secret Techniques  of  Bonsai.

Kodansha  International,  Tokyo,  Japan,  2005.

Editors of Sunset Books and Sunset Magazines. Bonsai - An Illustrated Guide to an Ancient

Art. Sunset Publishing  Corporation, Menlo Park, CA, 1994.

Murata, Kyuzo. Bonsai -  Miniature  Potted Trees. Shufunotomo Co., Ltd., Tokyo,  Japan,

1964.
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Onishi,  Katsuhito.  The Bonsai  Art  of  Kimura.  Stone Lantern  Publishing  Company,  Sudbury,

MA,  1992.

Good  magazines:

Journal  of  the American  Bonsai  Society  -  see www.absbonsai.org

International  Bonsai  -  see www.internationalbonsai.com

Bonsai  Today  -  inactive,  succeeded  by Bonsai  Focus,  see www.stonelantern.com

Bonsai  Focus  -  see www.bonsaifoeus.com

Good  websites:

Nebraska  Bonsai  Society  -  see www.nebonsai.org

Phoenix  Bonsai  Society  -  see www.plioenixbonsai.com

www.bonsai4me.com

www.bonsaiprimer.com

www.evergreengardenworks.com

http://blogs.knowledgeofbonsai.org/robkempinsl6/

www.kaizenbonsai.com

www.bonsai-bci.com

http://peterteabonsai.wordpress.com

http://ofbonsai.org

http://crataegus.com

Max  J. Miller
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