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How to use this ebook





Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.





Look out for linked text (which is underlined and/or in a different colour) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.





Introduction


Bonsai are now part of our lives. Like oriental food, they are now taken for granted and most people are familiar with them. No longer are these tiny trees regarded as curiosities or botanical freaks, as they were a few decades ago. There was a time when they were available only at specialist centres, but now it is possible to buy bonsai in shopping malls and on the internet. These plants can also be found at garden centres and horticultural shows.





Some bonsai are relatively inexpensive, while others can be very costly. As with any commodity, the different styles and grades of bonsai are reflected in the price. You can buy a young, newly trained bonsai with very limited funds, or you can spend thousands on an exquisite masterpiece that has been shown at major exhibitions in Japan. Serious enthusiasts regard good-quality bonsai as works of art, and these are highly collectable items.
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Common juniper is ideal for training in the driftwood style.





Although the art of bonsai is essentially about growing trees, for many people it is much more than that. Bonsai plants convey something about the owner’s lifestyle, aesthetic sense and attitude towards nature and the environment. Growing bonsai has come to be associated with Zen aesthetics, and some practitioners derive a special therapeutic benefit, which comes from the innate peace and tranquility that working with bonsai imparts. Like yoga and t’ai chi, bonsai are said to have a calming influence on the mind and spirit, and they can help to relieve the stresses of today’s busy world.





Bonsai are certainly beautiful to look at, but there is much more to the pastime than simply achieving beauty. The image of an ancient tree clinging to a rock and struggling to survive against all the odds has been a source of inspiration for Chinese sages and scholars for at least two millennia.





Keeping bonsai is not just about gardening – it is art and spirituality combined with horticultural techniques. Creating bonsai is a challenge, and enthusiasts are forever striving for horticultural and aesthetic excellence. Unlike other artistic projects, however, a bonsai is never finished. It continues to grow and change, which means that perfection is always transitory and beauty is only momentary. Growing bonsai is a never-ending quest for perfection.
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Nothing could be more stunning than a satsuki azalea bonsai in bloom. There are hundreds of varieties in a wide range of colours.





Those who are dedicated to the hobby regard it as a way of life. It requires commitment and can dictate the way you spend your time and resources. Your weekends and holidays can soon become geared around your bonsai activities. Nevertheless, the rewards that come from striving for a perfect work of art more than compensate for the time and effort involved.
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In mid-summer, stewartia bonsai produce delicate, cup-shaped flowers which resemble those of their near relations, the camellias.
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What is a bonsai?


Most people are familiar with a bonsai’s appearance, but what exactly is a bonsai? Not every tree grown in a pot will qualify as a bonsai. For a tree to be regarded as a bonsai, it must have certain defining characteristics: it must be grown in a container; it must have a distinctive artistic shape; and it must be miniature in size. A bonsai should be a small-scale replica in a pot of a fully grown tree that you might see in nature, its size and aesthetic appearance controlled by regular pruning, pinching and shaping, watering and feeding.





The 21 styles


The Chinese, who invented bonsai, still refer to them as artistic pot plants, which implies that bonsai are not simply plants in pots but also works of art. To qualify as a bonsai, a tree should conform to one of the distinctive bonsai styles. There are 21 principal shapes, which may be single-trunk, multi-trunk or multi-tree styles. The different formations range from the absolutely straight formal upright style and the S-shaped informal upright style (the most common of bonsai shapes) to the stripped-bark driftwood style, reminiscent of weathered mountain trees, and the broom style, which resembles a domed mop head and is the most natural looking of the bonsai styles. For more on shaping your bonsai tree, see Structural shaping, pruning and pinching.
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This trident maple is an excellent specimen, with a fine root buttress and tapered trunk and a natural appearance.





Chinese beginnings


The art of bonsai has a rich and colourful history. It was the ancient Chinese who first practised the art more than two millennia ago. The word ‘bonsai’ derives from two Chinese words meaning a potted tree: bon (or poon) means pot and sai (or sue) means tree.





The Chinese have been growing ornamental plants for thousands of years – they were one of the earliest civilizations to do so. They also have a tradition for making fine ceramics, which dates back many thousands of years. It is not surprising that when these two arts were brought together the result was bonsai – plants grown in ceramic pots.





[image: Images]


This trident maple has been trained in the Japanese style, which is usually less ornamental than the Chinese approach.





The Chinese loved the art of bonsai, but during the 1950s and until the 1980s it was nearly extinguished by the communist regime, which regarded growing bonsai as a revisionist and bourgeois pastime. It is only in the last few decades that the Chinese authorities have started to encourage the practice of bonsai again, and now it is once more a thriving and vibrant art form. For some people it is a pleasant and enthralling way to pass the time, but for others bonsai is big business, and almost all the indoor bonsai sold around the world today come from China.





[image: Images]


These Chinese elms make a good example of Chinese bonsai style. They have been planted in the penjing (landscape) style.





Gradual Japanese differences


The Japanese are also involved in bonsai, but, contrary to popular belief, the practice did not originate in Japan. The Japanese started creating bonsai around the 12th century CE, almost a millennium after the Chinese first practised the art.





Chinese influences on Japan have been all-pervasive. The Japanese language itself, the Buddhist religion and art in general all have their origins in China. Zen Buddhism in particular, which has been such a key influence on Japanese culture, was introduced from China. Similarly, the arts of garden making and bonsai were imported from China. Although Japanese bonsai today are quite different from Chinese examples, it was not until the early 20th century that a distinctive Japanese style of bonsai began to emerge. Up to that time, Chinese and Japanese bonsai were indistinguishable.
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This driftwood yew is a good example of the emerging European style of bonsai.






Bonsai today



During the period following the Second World War when China was in turmoil, the Japanese began to develop bonsai in their inimitable style. The US occupying forces in Japan and the Japanese immigrant community in the USA then made bonsai more widely known in the West, and during the second half of the 20th century the interest in bonsai mushroomed.





Today, there is no corner of the world where bonsai are not grown. They have become established in most Asian countries, including India, Indonesia, Vietnam and Sri Lanka. They have also become popular throughout Europe and North America, and they are grown in Australia, Africa and South America. There is hardly a country today where the art of bonsai is not practised.
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The autumn tints of Japanese maples are stunning.





There is undoubtedly a unique Japanese style of bonsai and a unique Chinese one, but there are now also distinct European and North American styles, because each nation has interpreted the art of bonsai in its own way and stamped its imprint on the tradition. Each culture has learned to express its identity through the beauty of these miniature trees. This is why keeping bonsai is such a fascinating art and hobby.
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Fuchsia can be made into effective bonsai. It is the shaping that introduces the difference between an ordinary shrub and an artistic pot plant.












Getting started


There are many ways of starting to keep bonsai, but the easiest is to buy a plant from a reputable nursery or specialist bonsai centre. However, before you do so, it is well worth finding out more about bonsai.





What is involved?


Bonsai keeping is quite a time-consuming pastime, and you should be prepared to water them on a regular basis if you want to keep your trees alive. Watering is by far the most important task because bonsai are always grown in containers (often shallow ones) and so depend entirely on their owner for their water supply. In summer, your bonsai will need to be watered once or sometimes twice a day. Even in winter, when there is normally an ample supply of natural rain, bonsai that are kept outside require watering during dry spells, while indoor bonsai will need water all year round.
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Special pots, like these handmade ones, are an integral part of bonsai. After all, a bonsai is by definition a tree in a pot.





Before you go away on holiday you must make arrangements for the care of your bonsai. Some enthusiasts take their trees to a bonsai nursery, and others arrange for bonsai ‘sitters’ or ‘minders’ to look after their bonsai while they are away. Fortunately, the development of automatic irrigation systems has made both holiday and general watering care much easier.





Other important chores involved in bonsai care include pruning and pinching new shoots during the growing season. If your plants are vigorous, this can be a time-consuming task. (For more details on bonsai care, see Looking after bonsai.)






Space



Space is another factor to think about before you make your first purchase. Although bonsai may be small in size, a collection of just a few trees can soon occupy all the available space in your garden. Many enthusiasts like to display their trees in authentic oriental garden settings, and this involves constructing suitable display areas to show off the trees. When this is done well, the bonsai look stunning. However, you would have to dedicate a large part of your garden to this type of arrangement – and that might not accord with the way the rest of your family would like to use the area.





Keeping indoor bonsai also requires some planning, because each tree needs to be placed in the best possible location for its particular requirements. Sunny windowsills and special growing areas are not always available, so consider carefully before you buy a large plant.





First steps


Joining a bonsai or gardening club, if there is one in your neighbourhood, is a good way to research bonsai and will be an invaluable source of advice about where and what to buy. Buying on impulse is not a good idea, especially if your purchase is from a non-specialist centre such as a shopping mall, market stall or via the internet.
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A display of accent or companion plants, used in bonsai displays, at an exhibition in Britain. Bonsai exhibitions are now quite common throughout the world.





Exhibitions and competitions


Visiting exhibitions is an excellent way to see top-quality bonsai, while many nurseries and bonsai clubs put on splendid displays too. You can derive inspiration from the plants on display, and as you get drawn into the hobby you may want to exhibit your own plants. National bonsai organizations and local bonsai clubs will be able to give you more information about such events.









Choosing and buying bonsai


Most people buy their first bonsai because they think it is attractive or will suit their decor. But this is not a good basis on which to make a choice. If you are a beginner, you should select a species that is easy to keep and that is appropriate for the conditions you are able to offer.





Where to buy


The best place to buy bonsai and bonsai accessories is a specialist bonsai nursery. Finding sources should not be difficult if you have access to the internet, but take care before you purchase, as many so-called online ‘specialists’ are not experts at all. They are middle men who have little or no knowledge of bonsai. If you are making your first serious purchase, seek a second opinion about potential sources from a local bonsai club or horticultural society. Some large garden centres stock a good range of bonsai and may even have a resident expert to give you advice.
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In a good bonsai nursery, you will be able to find bonsai of every species, shape, size, style and price.





If you want to buy on the internet, make sure the firm is a reputable one. Download details of the address and telephone number, so that you can get in touch with the supplier if there are any problems. A specialist nursery, which gives personal advice, is always best, especially if you need aftercare service.





Department stores, shopping malls and hardware stores do not offer bonsai an ideal living environment, and trees sold from such outlets are rarely in good condition. The staff are also unlikely to know anything about growing and caring for bonsai.
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When buying bonsai, look for good-quality features such as visible surface roots.





If you are a beginner, avoid attempting to grow a tree from seeds or cuttings. It is perfectly possible to grow bonsai this way (see Propagation), but it can be a long and sometimes tedious process.






Selecting a plant



MATCH A PLANT TO ITS DESTINATION: If you have a sunny garden or a living room that is bathed in sunlight every afternoon, look for species that appreciate this environment; avoid shade-loving plants, which will not thrive in direct sun. If your garden is near the sea, consider the salt-laden winds, which can damage delicate foliage.
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Ugly roots and bad trunk scarring reduce the value of this bonsai.






GOOD-QUALITY PLANTS: The health and vigour of a tree should be prime considerations. A healthy tree will look fresh, and the leaves will be turgid and well coloured. Avoid plants with limp or shrivelled foliage and never buy a bonsai that looks sick, even if it is being offered at a knock-down price. If there is something wrong with it, the chances are that it may not recover, and when it dies you will have wasted your money.



OPTIMUM CHARACTERISTICS: As well as the health and vigour of the tree, you should evaluate its physical qualities. Look for a good trunk, which tapers gradually from a broad base to narrow apex, and has clearly visible surface roots, which radiate evenly from the trunk base. You should also select a plant with an elegant placement and arrangement of branches, and a fine branch structure. Depending on such qualities, two trees of a similar size can vary enormously in price. If possible, try to take someone who has experience of growing bonsai with you when wanting to acquire an expensive plant.



SEASON OF PURCHASE: If you are buying bonsai in spring or summer, the leaves on the possible plant should be green and the branches well covered. In autumn and winter bonsai will look less fresh, and deciduous trees will be changing colour before the leaves fall in autumn. Judging the health of a deciduous plant in winter can be difficult, because it will have shed all its leaves.
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Bonsai come in all shapes and sizes. This is a mame (miniature) cherry tree, 5cm (2in) high, while shohin (small) bonsia may be 20cm (8in) high.





Pricing bonsai


As well as its overall quality, how much you have to pay for your bonsai will depend on several other factors, including where you live; whether the bonsai is an indoor or outdoor type; the bonsai’s country of origin; the species or variety; the size of the bonsai; and the age of the bonsai.



WHERE YOU LIVE: If you reside in China or Japan, where bonsai are grown commercially in vast numbers, a bonsai will be cheaper than in countries that have had to import these plants.



TYPE OF TREE: Indoor bonsai tend to be less expensive than outdoor (hardy) trees, because most come from China, where production costs are low. Imported outdoor trees are often sourced from Japan, where production costs are higher and the trees are of better quality. In addition, indoor trees are intended for the mass market and tend to be of poorer quality, and therefore cheaper, than the outdoor examples from Japan.



COUNTRY OF ORIGIN: Only two countries, Japan and China, have a sizeable export trade in bonsai. They are also grown commercially in Korea and Taiwan, but on a lesser scale.



SPECIES: As with all goods, there are fashions in bonsai. There was a time when Picea jezoensis (yezo spruce) and Juniperus rigida (needle juniper) were popular species. Now you are more likely to see J. chinensis (Chinese juniper). Similarly, Rhododendron indicum (satsuki azalea) enjoyed a huge vogue 20 years ago, but now they are less fashionable. Prices reflect what is in demand.



SIZE: Bonsai may be miniature trees, but they come in a huge range of sizes. The most common are bonsai that can be carried easily in one hand. Next in popularity are the bonsai that can be carried in two hands. Then there are trees that are 1m (3ft) or more high and need two people to lift them. There are even some examples that can only be moved by several people. At the other end of the size spectrum are the bonsai that are grown in thimble-size pots. The Japanese have names for all the different sizes, and bonsai exhibitions and competitions have strict criteria for judging the various categories. However, the amateur grower is less likely to be concerned with the different size categories than with the overall beauty of the tree. As a rule, the larger the bonsai, the more expensive it will be. This is because the taller trees take longer to grow, require bigger, more expensive pots and cost more to transport. But size is not everything, of course, and a top-quality, small bonsai can cost more than a larger but poorer example of the same species.



AGE: As with size, age is also important in determining the price of a bonsai, and an older bonsai will be more expensive than a similar, younger example. Ultimately, however, the beauty of the plant is the overriding factor.
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This is a very old driftwood Chinese juniper bonsai. The age of the tree and the popularity of the style make it very valuable.












Outdoor and indoor bonsai


A common misconception about bonsai is that they have to be grown indoors. Many people regard them as delicate, fragile plants, which need to be protected from the elements. They tend to forget that bonsai are trees and that their natural environment is in the open. However, it is important to distinguish between outdoor and indoor bonsai as they require different growing conditions and care regimes.





Outdoor bonsai


Bonsai growers often regard the outdoor plants as the ‘real’ bonsai. These are the trees and shrubs that will grow outside without special protection. Many bonsai enthusiasts grow only outdoor bonsai because they are much easier to care for and there is more scope for creativity. As outdoor bonsai grow faster than indoor bonsai, you will see the results of reshaping, wiring and pruning much sooner. Outdoor bonsai also offer more scope for practising the hobby. Some enthusiasts make their own bonsai from garden and nursery plants, and some collect the raw material from the wild. You can also propagate your own plants from seed or cuttings or by layering.
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Bougainvillea must be grown indoors in temperate regions, but make fine outdoor plants in tropical countries.





Outdoor bonsai can be taken indoors from time to time. In fact, in countries such as China and Japan, it is traditional to use bonsai to decorate the home, but the trees are kept indoors for only short periods. After a day or two they are returned to their outdoor positions.





The choice of outdoor bonsai is much wider than of indoor species. They tend to be more attractive than indoor trees, especially the deciduous and flowering subjects. Because they are easier to look after, outdoor bonsai live longer than indoor specimens. Indeed, some outdoor bonsai can live for more than a hundred years.





Indoor bonsai


One advantage of growing indoor bonsai is that many beginners like to keep their bonsai where it can be seen at all times. Bonsai are also useful for decorating a room, reflecting your taste and making a statement about your lifestyle. In recent years, bonsai have become popular because they are associated with Zen and minimalist styles of decor.
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Figs, such as this Green Island fig, are among the easiest indoor bonsai to care for and will thrive in the interior.







What’s the difference?


Most indoor bonsai are broad-leaved tropical and subtropical trees. Like Ficus (fig), many are also grown as houseplants, so are fairly easy to recognize. A few indoor species, such as Podocarpus and Juniperus procumbens, are coniferous and could be confused with hardy outdoor bonsai. Outdoor bonsai, on the other hand, are hardy species that grow naturally outside. Broad-leaved species, such as Acer (maple) and Crataegus (hawthorn), and conifers, such as Pinus (pine) and Juniperus (juniper), are not difficult to identify as outdoor plants.








The main drawback of indoor bonsai is that they are difficult to look after and may be short-lived if you do not provide the appropriate conditions. They need to be watered and fed regularly, and misted from time to time to provide a humid environment. They are also extremely demanding when it comes to ambient temperature, which must be constant. If you go away for a holiday or even a long weekend you will need to arrange for someone to look after your trees in your absence. Indoor bonsai are, in fact, like demanding pets.









Where you live


An understanding of how plants are affected by climate and geography is essential to growing bonsai successfully. These pages are intended to help you understand the relationship between climate, geography and its influence on the cultivation of bonsai. Choosing the right type of plant for the climate zone in which you live is one of the key factors to successful bonsai culture.





Basic plant needs


All plants require air, sunlight and water for healthy growth. The availability of these ingredients is, therefore, crucial for the health of bonsai too. Air is needed by the roots and leaves to breathe. If the supply of air to the roots and leaves is restricted in any way, the plant will not grow well. Hence the importance of a well-aerated soil and free-flowing air for good, healthy growth. Water is another key ingredient. Given that more than 50 per cent of a plant’s physical structure is made up of water, the availability of water is the prime factor for a plant’s survival. Similarly, providing the right amount of water for your bonsai is key to keeping your bonsai alive. Finally, we must not forget the importance of light. Light is the source of food for plants, as it is the agent for photosynthesis.





Geography


Climate and environment determine the type and species of plants that grow in different parts of the world. Temperature, rainfall, humidity, sunlight and diurnal variations of sunlight (that is, day length) are other key factors. Soil type, altitude and protection from prevailing winds are also important. Local conditions sometimes create unique climatic variations, which are referred to as micro-climates, and these also determine what will or will not grow in each area.





Climate zones of the world


Latitude, altitude and proximity to oceans largely determine a region’s climate. There are roughly six climatic zones on planet Earth: polar; temperate; Mediterranean; tropical; desert; and tundra. No zone is distinct, because zones merge as they transition from one to another. Except for the polar and tundra regions of the world, bonsai is grown in all the other climate zones. Even in the desert regions, such as the Californian and Nevada deserts, western Australia and southern Africa, some plants do thrive, and it is therefore not surprising that bonsai is practised there.



TEMPERATE ZONE: Plants that grow in the temperate zones of the northern and southern hemisphere are quite varied and include broad-leaved deciduous and coniferous trees. This climate zone covers some parts of the US and Canada, much of Europe, Argentina, parts of southern Africa, Australia and New Zealand, and mountainous parts of China and Japan. It is characterized by mild temperatures and moderate rainfall. Trees that are typical of this region include the Acer (maple), Fagus (beech), Fraxinus (ash), Juniperus (juniper), Larix (larch) Picea (spruce), Pinus (pine), Quercus (oak) and Ulmus (elm). The temperate zone merges into the Mediterranean and subtropical regions where a large number of broadly similar species of trees and plants cohabit.
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This ancient Mediterranean black pine, growing in the Troodos mountains of Cyprus, has developed into an interesting shape.






MEDITERRANEAN ZONE: This region is characterized by dry summers and rainy winters. Summers are hot in the inland regions, but cooler near the seas. Many of the trees and plants that grow in this zone have small, compact leaves with a waxy coating, to reduce moisture loss. Eucalyptus (gum), Juglans (walnut), junipers, Mediterranean oaks, Olea (olive) and pines are commonly found in Mediterranean areas, and many of them make excellent bonsai. Countries in this zone include Spain, southern France, Italy, western Turkey, Greece, Cyprus, Malta, Lebanon, Israel, Algeria, Morocco, Tunisia, California, parts of south Australia and Chile.



TROPICAL ZONE: The tropical zone surrounds the Equator, and lies typically within the Tropic of Cancer and the Tropic of Capricorn. The climate is warm and hot with heavy rainfall, although many tropical regions do have a dry and a wet season. The tropics are home to more than half of our planet’s flora and fauna, so the range of trees and plants that grow in this zone is enormous, which makes them so exciting for bonsai – almost any species can be adapted to bonsai culture. The abundant sunlight and copious rainfall mean that it is sheer paradise for plants. Most tropical plants are evergreen, broad-leaved species, and because they grow in warm, humid conditions they cannot withstand frosts and are therefore not suitable for growing outdoors in temperate climates. The plant species that grow in the Tropics are too numerous to mention individually. More than a hundred countries have a tropical climate, and they include India, Indonesia, Malaya, southern China, Brazil, parts of Australia, Chile and Kenya.
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Bonsai can be grown in all except the tundra and polar climate zones of our planet.






Plant hardiness zones



The plant hardiness zone system is another method used for classifying the ability of trees and plants to survive in different climate regions. This system is based on 12 zones, each with a specified minimum temperature in which certain plants thrive. Thus zone 1 is for plants that tolerate a minimum temperature of -51˚C (-60˚F), zone 2 has a minimum temperature of -40˚C (-40˚F), and so on. In zone 11 there is a minimum temperature of 10˚C (50˚F). This classification system is used quite widely in USA, Canada and Australia and has recently been introduced in the UK, but is hardly known in other countries. It is a very useful guide for checking a plant’s ability to survive the minimum winter temperatures in the area in which it is intended to grow.
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Snow-covered slopes such as this are ideal habitats for coniferous trees and can be found almost anywhere in the world.





Environment for indoor bonsai


The trees and plants suitable for indoor cultivation are tropical and subtropical species, and the environment in which they grow needs to replicate as nearly as possible their native habitat. Unfortunately, the indoor environment in the temperate and Mediterranean regions can never be the same as that found in the tropics and subtropics, unless of course you provide a lot of artificial light and humidity. That is why indoor bonsai do not grow as well as their outdoor counterparts.
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This ancient banyan tree grows in eastern India in damp, humid conditions.





[image: Images]













Looking
after
BONSAI






Structural shaping, pruning and pinching


Wiring


Watering and feeding


Environment


Repotting


Propagation


Problems
















Structural shaping, pruning and pinching


The shapes of most bonsai are artificial. Even those bonsai that are collected from the wild, known as yamadori (a Japanese word meaning ‘collected from the mountain’), require some shaping.





Tools


There are hundreds of different tools on the market for the bonsai hobbyist, ranging from twig- and branch-cutting implements to power tools for carving, and brushes for cleaning bark. For a beginner, all that is needed is a pair of ordinary garden secateurs or pruners, wire of different sizes, and a pair of pliers for cutting wire. Of the specialist bonsai tools, the most useful are the concave branch-cutter, the twig-pruning scissors, the root-pruning scissors and the root hook or rake. Other bonsai tools are useful but not essential for most growers.





Structural shaping


Hard pruning is done on an untrained tree or shrub to create the framework of the future bonsai, and on a tree that needs reshaping because it has lost its form. It is best undertaken in spring or mid-summer, when the tree will heal readily. Further refining the tree with wiring will make it look even better (see Wiring). It takes a trained eye to create a bonsai from an ordinary shrub; use pictures of good bonsai and tree shapes in nature as references.





Pruning


Ongoing light pruning and pinching are required on a regular basis, to keep your bonsai small and neat. Branches and stems are cut to refine or maintain the appearance of the tree. Light pruning also helps to make your bonsai healthier, allowing light to penetrate the inner branches, improving air circulation and helping to keep pests and disease to a minimum.





A deciduous tree usually needs to be pruned twice a year. Evergreen bonsai do not require trimming as often, because they are usually less vigorous than deciduous trees.










Pruning branches





[image: Images]



1 Use a concave branch-cutter or a saw to remove large branches, getting in as close as you can to the main trunk of the plant. The concave shape of this cutter ensures the remaining stub does not spoil the line of the trunk.
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2 After removing a large branch of a non-resinous tree, seal the wound immediately with Japanese cut paste, available from bonsai stockists. Make sure all the edges are covered. The paste will fall off naturally as the wound heals.








Cut back to dormant buds to stimulate new shoots and the development of a good branch framework. Avoid cutting through any leaves or needles when pruning, because this will turn the tips brown.





Pruning flowering subjects is always a compromise between maintaining the shape of the bonsai and taking care to ensure that there will be an adequate supply of new buds for next year’s flowers. The flowering buds are usually borne on the previous year’s growth. If that is the case on your plant, pruning back too hard in summer will mean sacrificing the following year’s crop of flowers. On the other hand, you should not let new shoots extend too far, because this will spoil the shape of the tree and inhibit the development of laterals – the secondary shoots that actually carry the flowering buds.





From time to time, you may need to let the tree have a rest, leaving shoots to grow unchecked so that the bonsai regains vigour. This is particularly true of deciduous species. Fruiting and flowering trees should be allowed to rest once every 3–4 years.



LEAF PRUNING: This is the total or partial defoliation of a deciduous bonsai. It is performed to introduce sunlight into the twig structure and induce a new crop of leaves, which will usually (though not always) be smaller in size and will emerge after four or five weeks. Leaf pruning should be done only on healthy trees or on those that have become dehydrated.





Pinching


This is the term for removing the growing tip of a new shoot, by using a pair of tweezers or your thumb and forefinger. It is done throughout the growing season to maintain the overall shape of the tree, and it must be carried out when new shoots are still soft. The tips of deciduous trees are usually pinched out when two or three new leaves appear, and pines are also controlled by selective removal of the ‘candles’ (new spring shoots).





Fortunately, pinching is not as onerous as it sounds, because shoots grow in spurts. Each year, a tree will produce new ones a limited number of times. Pines grow new candles once a year, whereas other evergreens and deciduous bonsai do so two or three times a year.
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Use your forefinger and thumb to pinch out pine candles as they elongate in late spring. Remove the strongest, and leave one or two in each cluster to develop.





Trees grown principally for their foliage can be pinched quite freely, but those grown for their flowers need more care. You should not remove the flowering shoots that are usually borne on the tips of new shoots. Thus, on flowering subjects, pruning and pinching are not usually done after mid-summer, when the flower buds for the following year will have set. You can recognize potential flower buds by their plumpness. If the buds at the leaf axils are not plump, then in all probability they will be leaf buds.









Wiring


The use of wire in bonsai is similar to that of a brace for shaping children’s teeth. By applying wire of the correct strength to a branch or trunk, the shape in which it is bent will set over a period of time. This modern way of styling bonsai is a convenient and quick method of achieving a desired shape. Before wiring was used, the ancient Chinese and Japanese practitioners created bonsai shapes by pruning and tying down the branches with bamboo sticks and weights.





Wire type and size


The wires used for bonsai are specially annealed (softened) iron, aluminium and copper wires. They come in different gauges to cater for a wide range of branch and trunk thicknesses. For the amateur, aluminium wire is the easiest to handle. Copper is used by professionals, because the wire holds better and is less obtrusive.





[image: Images]


Coil the wire at an angle of 45 degrees to the branch and anchor the end of the wire securely. Do not twist the wire too firmly or it will scar the tree.





Judging the appropriate size of wire is largely common sense and comes with experience. If you use a gauge of wire that is too thin, then it will not be strong enough to do the job. If it is too thick, it could damage the branch. The optimum size will depend on the pliability and thickness of the branch, so test the stiffness of the branches before you choose your wire.
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In the ‘one wire, two branches’ method, a single piece of wire links two adjacent branches, so that one acts as the anchor for the other.






How to wire



Measure the branches you wish to wire and cut a piece of wire about 1½ times this length. Anchor the wire securely, by coiling it around the trunk or the parent branch, otherwise it will not be taut enough to bend the branch you wish to shape. Move along the branch from the anchored point, coiling the wire firmly and pulling the branch into the desired position. Do not trap needles or leaves under the wire. Work gently to avoid cracking; you may need to wire in stages, tightening the wire after a couple of weeks to bend the branch further. Thick coniferous branches can be wrapped with raffia to prevent them from snapping.





How long to leave the wire on will depend on how thick and old the branch is. Young, vigorous shoots can set in as little as five to six months. Thicker branches may take two or more years to retain a shape. If the wire is left on for too long it will leave a scar, although this is not necessarily detrimental, because the healed marks can lend character to the tree, making it look gnarled and old.
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Some growers deliberately leave the shaping wires permanently embedded in the trunk or branch, in order to make it swell and thicken.





Keep an eye on the wires as the tree grows in summer; Acer (maple) scars particularly easily. To prevent damage and scarring to branches when removing wires, use bonsai wire cutters rather than try to uncoil long lengths of wire by hand. If scarring does occur, seal the wound with cut paste.






Guy wires



You can use a guy wire if a branch is too thick to be wired into position in the conventional way (thick deciduous branches are more prone to snapping than coniferous and are, therefore, not often wired in the conventional way), or if you do not want to disfigure the branch. However, there are some disadvantages to using guy wires: they tend to be unsightly and you cannot obtain twists and bends in the branch.





To set a guy wire, tie a strong piece of wire to a suitable point on the branch and secure it to the trunk or another strong branch below.





Jins and sharis


Bonsai driftwood carvings, which seek to replicate the hollow trunks and deadwood found on trees in nature, have become very popular in recent years, the world over. The fashion has been stimulated by the great Japanese bonsai artist Masahiko Kimura, whose carved masterpieces are sculptures in their own right.





Jin is the term for deadwood on a branch, while shari refers to a stripped-trunk effect. Jins and sharis can be made at any time of the year, although, in the case of Pinus (pine), avoid mid- to late summer, when the sap is rising. With other species, summer is the optimum time to make jins and sharis, because any scars and cuts will heal over quickly. Apply cut paste to the edges of the bark to facilitate healing.





Jins and sharis look best on thick trunks and branches, because the wood reduces to nothing if attempted on thin trunks and branches. Take great care when working with power tools, and do not attempt to use them unless you have had proper training. Protective gear such as face mask, safety helmet, gloves and gauntlets are absolutely essential, and bystanders should be careful too. Manual tools, such as chisels, are seldom used to do such work.





To achieve the authentic, white, bleached effect seen on some bonsai, apply lime sulphur or bleach to the dry, dead wood. Once the driftwood effect has been created, the wood should in any case be preserved by applying lime sulphur to the wood once or twice a year when the weather is dry.









Watering and feeding


All plants need water and nutrients to grow. Like any container-grown plants, bonsai have to be watered regularly and they also need to be supplied with nutrients during the growing season. One of the commonest causes of death in bonsai is poor watering. Remember that small pots dry out much faster than large ones and will need watering more often. However, do not water too much – few trees will survive with their roots in waterlogged compost.
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