
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. 

 

Ideas, Plant Suggestions, and Tips for Care 

WHAT IS BONSAI?  

BONSAI  

TOOLS AND SUPPLIES  

BONSAI STYLES  

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 

 

 

 

.  

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.  

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. 

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. 

TIPS ON PLANT SELECT ION 



DECIDUOUS OUTDOOR  
BONSAI PLANTS 

Larix kaempferi, Japanese Larch 

A lovely deciduous conifer with soft green needles that turn bright gold 
in fall. Prune large branches in late winter. Buds can be removed as they 
swell in spring, before opening. Trim shoots down to 2 buds after 
they’ve reached 4-6”. Wire in late winter. Repot every 2 years. Soak the 
roots after allowing them to dry, but never let the roots dry completely. 
Sun, part shade during hot months. Protect roots in winter. 

Malus, Apple or Crabapple 

Pink or white spring-flowering trees that produce edible fruit in late 
summer. Prune during the dormant period when the fruiting spurs are 
visible, so you can choose which buds to remove. Trim new shoots to 2 
leaves during the growing season. Thin fruit to keep the branches from 
bowing under the weight. Flexible branches can be wired any time. Re-
pot young trees yearly in spring. Keep soil moist. Place in full sun and 
protect the roots in winter. 

Prunus, Flowering Cherry / Sakura 

Pink or white cherry blossoms in spring, peach fall color, no fruit. Prune 
large branches in late winter, and trim new shoots to 2 leaf sets after 
bloom and during the growing season. Wire while dormant. Repot eve-
ry 2-3 years in late winter. Keep soil evenly moist. Sun, place in after-
noon shade during hot months. Protect roots during winter. 

Stewartia pseudocamellia, Japanese Stewartia 

White flowers in late spring, great red/orange fall color and interesting 
exfoliating bark. Pinch new growth through the growing season to de-
velop a thicker canopy of smaller leaves. If thicker branches are needed, 
allow shoots to develop. Wire while dormant, remove in spring. Repot 
every 2 years. Best in part shade, protected from hot sun. Protect the 
roots in winter. 

Ulmus parviflora, Lace-bark Elm 

Small green leaves and interesting exfoliating bark. Prune large branch-
es in late fall. Allow new shoots to reach 3-4 nodes, then trim back to 1-
2. Wire any time but check the wires frequently to be sure they aren’t 
cutting into the bark. Allow the surface to dry between waterings. Repot 
every 2 years. Sun, protect roots in winter. 

Wisteria 

Cascades of white, pink or purple flowers in spring on a fast-growing 
vine. Prune after bloom. Trim back long leafy shoots in July. Flower buds 
occur on short branches and should be left on the plant. Remove seed 
pods. Wire while dormant. Repot every 2 years. Keep soil evenly moist. 
Place in sun and protect roots during winter. 

Deciduous plants change with the seasons, offering flowers and/or fall 
color before dropping their leaves to reveal the beautiful form that you’re 
cultivating. 

Acer buergerianum, Trident Maple 

3-lobed leaves turn orange and red before falling to reveal exfoliating 
bark. Prune large branches in summer and trim new growth during the 
whole growing season. Wire during winter and remove when new growth 
appears to prevent scarring. Repot every 2-3 years. Maintain even mois-
ture. Full sun-part shade. Protect below 23f. 

Acer palmatum, Japanese Maple 

Green or purple leaves with bright yellow, orange and red fall color. 
Seedlings work better for bonsai than grafted varieties.  Prune large 
branches in summer or early fall and trim twigs or new shoots year-
round. Wire in early spring, but be careful—branches can snap easily. 
Remove before wire cuts into bark. Repot every 2 years. Part shade, pro-
tect from hot sun and temps below 19f. 

Carpinus coreana, Korean Hornbeam 

Small glossy green leaves turn red, yellow and orange in fall. Prune large 
branches in early spring, trim new shoots to 2 sets of leaves. Wire careful-
ly, removing before it cuts into the bark. Repot every 2 years. Allow soil to 
dry a bit between waterings, but don’t let it stay dry. Sun-part shade. 
Protect below 25f. 

Chaenomeles speciosa, Flowering Quince 

Flowers appear in late winter and carry on into spring as leaves arrive. 
Prune larger branches after bloom, and trim smaller branches year-
round. Wiring can happen in fall/winter, but remove it before strong new 
growth occurs in spring. Repot every 2-3 years. Keep the soil evenly 
moist. Sun-part shade.  

Fagus crenata, Japanese Beech 

Green leaves turn bronze in autumn, smooth silvery bark. Prune large 
branches in late winter, trim shoots to 2 leaf sets through the growing 
season. Avoid wiring as it scars the bark. Repot every 2 years. Water 
when soil dries. Place in sun or part shade. Protect during winter. 

Ginkgo, Maidenhair Tree 

Green fan-shaped leaves turn bright yellow in fall, and the trunk can 
develop interesting lumpy knots over time. Limit pruning large branches 
as they will scar easily. Trim shoots down to 2 leaf sets after they’ve 
grown 5-6 leaves. Wire any time. Repot every 2 years. Keep evenly moist. 
Place in full sun or part shade and protect the roots in winter. 



EVERGREEN OUTDOOR  
BONSAI PLANTS 

Allow the soil to dry a bit between waterings, but don’t allow it to stay 
dry, and mist the foliage to improve humidity. Place in sun, and protect 
below 15f. 

Pinus  - Pine 

Green, blue or variegated needles and nice bark. There are two growth 
habits: two-flush or one-flush, referring to the number of times a tree 
produces new growth in a year. 

Two-flush: Pinus densiflora and Pinus thunbergia 

Shorten candles (new shoots) by 75% in late spring/early summer. In 
fall, where there are more than two shoots growing from the same spot, 
remove all but two that are placed in the direction you’d like it to grow.  

Single-flush: Pinus mugo, Pinus parviflora, Pinus ponderosa, Pinus par-
viflora 

Shorten elongated candles to the desired length in late spring/early 
summer. Excess shoots where more than two are growing from the 
same place can be removed in spring or fall.   

Wire in fall or winter, and repot in early spring. Allow the soil surface to 
dry between waterings. Place in a sunny location, and protect from cold 
winter winds.  

Rhododendron / Azalea 

Cheerful flowers in spring! Do most pruning right after bloom to avoid 
removing next year’s flower buds. Strong shoots at the base of the trunk 
can be removed when they appear. Wiring is not recommended. Repot 
every 2 years in spring. Keep evenly moist, and provide shade during the 
hottest part of the day. Protect below freezing. 

Tsuga  - Hemlock 

Graceful evergreen tree with green, gold or variegated needles. Prune in 
late winter, leaving branches that need to thicken up alone for a year. 
Trim new growth to encourage a second flush from dormant buds. Wire 
year-round except in spring. Repot every 2 years. Allow to dry between 
waterings, but don’t let it stay dry for long. Place in part shade, and 
protect from harsh winter winds. 

Buxus  - Boxwood 

Small green leaves and the potential of interesting trunk development 
make this a nice choice. Prune year-round and trim new shoots to 1-2 
buds. Wire carefully & remove before scars appear. Repot every 2-5 
years. Keep evenly moist. Protect from hot afternoon sun and bring to a 
cool, unheated, well lit room for winter. 

Chamaecyparis obtusa  - Hinoki Cypress 

Green, blue or gold leaves often set in fan-shapes and fabulously tex-
tured bark. Trim overlapping leaves through the growing season, and 
wire as needed. Branches can be stubborn, so it may take several tries 
with wiring before the tree holds its new shape. Repot every 2-5 years. 
Keep evenly moist, and place in sun but provide afternoon shade during 
hot months. Protect from harsh winter winds. 

Cotoneaster  - Bearberry 

Not all Cotoneasters are evergreen, but those typically used for bonsai 
are, with small green leaves, accented by white spring flowers and red/
orange fruit in fall. Remove large branches in early spring, and trim 
young branches year-round. Wire any time. Repot every 2-3 years in 
early spring. Keep evenly moist. Place in sun or part shade during hot 
months, and protect from temps below freezing. 

Cryptomeria japonica  - Japanese Cedar 

Wonderfully textured foliage with a lot of variation amongst its cultivars. 
Prune in early spring, and trim new shoots and excess old foliage year-
round. Wire young branches any time with soft wire. Repot every 2-3 
years. Keep evenly moist, and mist the foliage during dry months. Place 
in sun but provide afternoon shade during summer. Protect from temps 
below freezing. 

Ilex crenata  - Japanese Holly 

Small green leaves accented by tiny white flowers. Prune in early spring 
and trim new shoots to two leaf sets after they’ve grown to four. Wire in 
spring or early summer. Repot every 2 years. Water when the surface of 
the soil dries. Sun-part shade during hot summer months. Protect from 
temps below freezing. 

Juniperus  - Juniper 

Green or blue leaves are often scale-like with frothy juvenile growth and 
interesting spherical cones. The trunk has potential to be something 
really special over time. Prune large branches in late winter. Trim any 
time, thinning out overgrown areas to allow light to filter in. Wire when 
the plant is young or branches are flexible. Repot every 2 years. 



OUTDOOR BONSAI CARE  

Placement 

First things first...please keep outdoor bonsai, outside. They cannot thrive, 
and probably will not survive, indoors.  

In your outdoor space, choose an appropriate site based on the needs for 
the specific plant. Keep in mind that because the roots are confined in a 
small container, plants can easily overheat and dry quickly, so even if a 
plant would prefer full sun if it were planted in the ground, it will be hap-
pier in afternoon shade. 

Winter Protection 

During extreme cold, many bonsai specimens, especially evergreen 
plants, should be protected. Plants growing in containers are more ex-
posed to cold temperatures since their roots are not in the ground, and 
evergreen plants lose water through the foliage when it’s cold and windy. 

A well-lit space that is no warmer than 50f is ideal. Unheated greenhous-
es, cold frames, a well-lit garage, or protected porch that’s not too windy 
may suffice. Covering plants during the duration of a cold snap could 
also work, as long as the covering is secured to the ground on all sides of 
the plant. 

Food and Water 

Plants in pots rely on you for everything, including food and water.  

Water Check on the watering needs of your specific plant, keeping in 
mind that since there is limited root space, the roots will 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. 

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. 

If placed in an uncovered area, rain may take care of most of the water-
ing during our wet seasons, but be sure to check plants regularly to be 
sure they’re getting enough. Remember to water during dry spells, even 
during winter; wet roots are warmer during freezes that dry roots. 

Food Since bonsai soil has little to no organic matter, it’s very important 
to feed them. Small amounts during the growing season, spring-fall, 
using a more nitrogen-dominant fertilizer in spring when more green 
growth is desired, and a potassium-rich fertilizer toward early fall, to 
strengthen the tree before frost. Organic water-soluble fertilizers tend to 
be more mild and won’t burn the roots like synthetic fertilizers can. 

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 signifi-
cantly. 

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

Note that some conifers, like junipers and pines, do not produce buds from 
bare wood, so if the foliage is removed completely from a branch, it will not 
grow back. Cryptomerias and hemlocks are more forgiving. 

Wiring 

Wiring is one method used to shape a bonsai into something that looks old 
and wind-swept. Using 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 intact.  

To repot: 

• 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. 

• Water it, soaking the soil thoroughly. 
 

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

 


