BONSAI

Ideas, Plant Suggestions, and Tips for Care

WHAT IS BONSAI?

Bonsai is a horticultural art form that takes years of practice
and dedication to master, but the journey of studying and
practicing can be a very enriching way to bond with and ob-

serve nature.

The goal of practicing bonsai is to create a miniaturized
specimen in a pot that closely resembles mature trees found
in nature, using styling and training techniques that have
been long-practiced in Japan, with roots in China.

Any woody plant can be trained as a bonsai, but some are
traditionally used. Bonsai specimens are typically full sized
versions of plants that are trained to be small, rather than
genetically dwarf plants.

INDOOR OR OUTDOOR

Most bonsai should be outdoors year-round, unless they need
minor protection during extreme winter temperatures.

If a plant grows well in the Northwest landscape, it’s not suited
to being kept inside.

Typically, tropical plants that also work as houseplants are
most suitable for indoor spaces.

BONSAISTYLES

There are many different styles of bonsai to create, and the
styles you choose to practice will influence your container and
plant choices.

Do a quick internet search on bonsai styles to look for inspira-
tion.

TOOLS AND SUPPLIES

Pot Choose containers that suit the style of bonsai you’d like
to work on, in a color that compliments the aesthetic of the
tree, rather than overpowering it.

The pot should be the right size in comparison to the tree,
about the same height as the trunk is wide near the base. If the
plant you've chosen has a narrow trunk, it may need time to
develop before moving into a bonsai container.

Soil Bonsai soil should be fast draining, made with mostly in-
organic components like pumice, lava rock, or baked clay
(Akadama). Organic ingredients (coir, peat, bark) aren't ide-
al. They retain water well at first, but over time it breaks down,
limiting aeration.

Bonsai Wire and Mesh
Chop Stick and Root Rake
Small Scissors, Pruners that have a wire cutter

Mesh

TIPS ON PLANT SELECTION

When looking for trees to begin practicing bonsai, keep a few
things in mind.

Pay attention to the shape of the trunk. There should be a
good taper and no scars from grafting. Look for visible root
flare.

Observe the light in the space where the bonsai will be dis-
played year-round, and choose plants that will be happy there.




INDOOR
BONSAI PLANTS

Tropical and subtropical plants that can also be grown as houseplants
are the only types of plants that are suited for indoor bonsai; they must
be able to thrive without the fluctuations in light and temperature that
exist outdoors.

Carmona retusa, Fukien Tea

Glossy bright green leaves develop fine hairs and light stippling as they
mature. Subtle small white flowers appear late in spring. Frequent trim-
ming is a good idea and can be done year-round. New shoots are flexible
and easy to wire, but thicker branches are brittle, so take great care when
training them. Repot every 2 years in early spring. Allow the soil surface
to dry between waterings, and don’t let it sit in a puddle. Place in your
sunniest window for bright light, and keep temperatures around 70f.

Crassula, Jade / Portulacaria afra, Elephant Bush

Succulent with fleshy leaves and the ability to develop a substantial
trunk. Prune regularly to encourage branching. Fleshy branches are easi-
ly damaged, so wiring is tricky—avoid it if possible. Repot every 2 years,
but don’t water it right after potting—wait a week so roots can heal and
avoid rotting. Allow soil to dry almost completely between waterings and
never let it sit in a puddle. Full sun, temps should stay above 40f.

Eugenia myrtifolia, Brush Cherry

Bronze lance-shaped new leaves turn green, white fiber-optic fragrant
flowers, red-purple edible fruit. Trim frequently as it grows quickly. Large
branches don’t heal well, so avoid pruning. Wire any time, but remove
before is scars tender bark. Repot every 2 years. Allow soil to dry between
waterings, and mist regularly to improve humidity. Sun or bright indirect
light. Place away from drafts or heat sources and keep temperature
steady if possible.

Ficus microcarpa, Ginseng / Chinese Banyan

Glossy dark green leaves, inconspicuous flowers, a gnarled thick trunk
and arial roots. Often confused or labeled as Ficus retusa. Allow to grow
without pruning for 1-2 years to develop the trunk if needed. Pruning big
branches is okay, but cover with pruning paste. Trim new shoots back to
2 leaves after 6-8 have developed. Thin to medium sized branches can
be wired, but monitor and remove before it damages the bark. Repot in
spring every 2 years. Water after soil is slightly dry, and mist to improve
humidity when the air is dry. A sunny window or bright indirect light with
temps above 60f is ideal. Ficus neriifolia and small-leafed varieties of
Ficus benjamina can also work well as bonsai.

Podocarpus macrophylla, Buddhist Pine

Conifer with soft green needles that resemble a yew, but are longer and
more lush. Prune any time, allowing new shoots to reach 4” before trim-
ming. Wire year-round, but let new growth harden off a bit before wir-
ing. Repot every 2-3 years. Let the soil dry a bit between waterings.

Place inside or outside in Portland. Podocarpus is one exception to the
rule of outdoor bonsai staying outside, as it can be happy in either situa-
tion. Indoors or out, it likes a bit of shade and can handle lower-light
situations as a houseplant. Provide more light in winter if possible.

Sageretia theesans, Sweet Plum

Small green leaves, little white flowers and black fruit, bark exfoliates at
ayoung age. Trim shoots frequently to 1-2 leaves, avoid pruning in late
summer if flowers are desired. Wire young branches in spring. Repot
every 2 years. Keep soil evenly moist, not soggy, but never allow to dry
completely. Place in bright indirect light, and never in full sun. Ideal
temps are between 53-72f.

Schefflera arboricola, Umbrella Plant

Glossy green compound whorls of foliage, shiny bark and arial roots.
Prune back to a leaf node to promote new growth. Wire carefully—
branches can snap, but younger growth is usually more flexible. Repot
every other spring, taking care not to break fleshy roots, and be sure to
leave enough of the roots intact to balance and support the tree. Keep
soil evenly moist and don’t allow to sit in a puddle. Increase humidity by
misting regularly or by adding a humidity tray. Place in bright indirect
light or afternoon shade, in a spot that’s not drafty in winter. Keep
above 50f—temps between 65-72 are ideal.

Serissa serissoides, Snow Rose

Tiny evergreen leaves dotted with small white flowers in spring and
summer. Prune branches back to 2 sets of leaves after flowers have fin-
ished blooming, and cut back to old wood every 2-3 years. Wire any
time. Repot every 2 years. Keep soil evenly moist, taking care not to let
the soil to dry out completely. Mist to improve humidity when flowers
aren’t present. Find a spot with sun or bright indirect light that has con-
sistent temperatures year-round and no drafts during cold months.
Temps between 50-68 are ideal.




INDOOR BONSAI CARE

Placement

Indoor bonsai are tropical and subtropical plants that can be kept as
houseplants, and just like houseplants, they each have specific light
needs. Some are also sensitive to drafts or quick temperature changes, so
check the light and temperature requirements of each plant to decide on
placement.

Adding grow lamps to improve the amount of available light can in-
crease the options for placement considerably.

Water

Check on the watering requirements of your specific plant, keeping in
mind that since there is limited root space, the roots can dry out quickly.
During hot months, watering 1-2 times each day is not out of the ques-
tion.

The more established the roots become, the more water they will need.
It’s important to be sure the entire root ball is soaked when watering;
submerging the root ball in a bucket of water may be needed to achieve
this when the root mass is full.

If there are decorative pieces like gravel or bonsai figures in the container
that will be disturbed by overhead watering, submerging the pot partially
in a deep saucer and allowing it to soak up through the roots is a good
technique.

Humidity

Houseplants generally originate from humid tropical climates, so
they’re more successful if we increase the moisture in the air. Mist-
ing the leaves regularly, adding a humidity tray (a saucer of rocks
and water that sits under the plant’s saucer and evaporates
around the plant) or air humidifiers are good methods to try.

Food

Since bonsai soil has little to no organic matter, it’s very important to
fertilize. Check the nutrient requirements for your specific plant before
choosing a plant food.

Organic water-soluble fertilizers tend to be more mild and won’t burn the
roots like synthetic fertilizers can, but they may be a bit stinky for indoors,
so beware.

Generally, plants need more nutrients during the growing season, April-
September, than during winter, so it’s recommended to scale back or
completely stop feeding in winter.

Resources:
Bonsai Empire www.bonsaiempire.com
Bonsai Mirai www.bonsaimirai.com
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Pruning Tips

Structural pruning establishes a style or design for the tree, and can involve
removing a relatively large portion, up to 1/3, of the branches. It takes time to
recover from that, so it’s important to give your little tree a break after a big
prune. Think of this as a once a year thing, usually accomplished in early
spring. Plan cuts carefully, as they will change the shape of the tree significant-
ly.

Maintenance pruning, or trimming, can happen more often through the grow-
ing season. The goal is to maintain the shape, or to encourage new growth in
the inner portion of the tree.

Wiring

Wiring is one method used to shape a bonsai into something that looks old
and wind-swept. Use soft wire made of aluminum or copper that’s roughly a
quarter of the size of the branch where it’s applied.

It’s very important to remove or rewire before it has a chance to ‘bite’ into the
branches and cause scarring or worse, to girdle the tree, blocking water and
nutrients from traveling between the roots and leaves.

Repotting

Repotting is necessary to keep plants from becoming root-bound and to allow
for water and nutrients to be absorbed. Gently lift the tree from the container
in late winter to look for circling roots, and repot if you find them. Tease the
roots apart with a chopstick or root rake, removing the old soil. Prune only up

to 1/3 of the roots, shortening those that are very long, but leaving a portion of
fibrous roots intact.

To repot:
e Cover the drainage holes with mesh.

®  Slide a portion of wire, bent into a U shape through the drainage holes to
secure the roots. Be sure to cut enough to fit around the root ball.

®  Add a thin layer of bonsai soil, and place the tree on top, securing the
root ball with wires.

®  Add more soil, using the chopstick to press soil into all the nooks and
crannies in the root zone.

e  Water it, soaking the soil thoroughly. In the case of jade plants, wait a
week before watering.

We hope you enjoy practicing the art of Bonsai! Please let us know if you have
further questions. We’re happy to help!
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