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Foreword, by the author
www.bonsai4me.com was launched 13 years ago in October
2001, initially from a huge set of notes I had written in previous years
while I tried to decipher the enormous huge volume of conflicting and
nonsensical advice offered to bonsai enthusiasts at the time. From just
a thousand ‘hits’ in the first 3 months after it went live, Bonsai4me.
com grew quickly as other enthusiasts discovered its existence. At the
time of writing, Bonsai4me.com now receives over 1.5 million unique
visitors every year from such diverse areas of the world including
the UK, America, Australia and even China and Japan, the ‘spiritual
homes’ of bonsai.
This first Bonsai4me.com publication, aimed at all bonsai
enthusiasts from complete beginners to professionals and divided into
six main sections; each section detailing a different method available
to the bonsai enthusiast to develop and maintain their own bonsai and
bonsai collection.
Every section is divided into chapters that each describes the
progression of a bonsai over time. These image-series have become
to be known as ‘Bonsai Progressions’, have long been a favourite
source of education as well as interest and inspiration to visitors to
the website.
The Progressions were an idea I initially saw at the Internet
Bonsai Club many years ago. Being able to trace the step-by-step
development of a bonsai, and the turning of an ugly raw tree into a
beautiful bonsai, truly inspired me. I would return to these series of
images many times, and decided to start a record of the progress and
development of my own work. There is a great deal of satisfaction in
being able to look back over the years at one’s own work and artistry
in this way, and I would urge everyone to do the same with their own
bonsai and raw material.
Finally, interspersed within each chapter are articles relevant
to the progression of the trees. These include many techniques that I
found almost liberating to my way of thinking when I read about them
or discovered them during the many hours I have spent working on
my bonsai over the years.
My hope is that having read this book, you the reader, will be
equally inspired to go outside and create.
Harry
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An Introduction To Bonsai
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The word bonsai comes from the Chinese words
pun-sai, meaning quite literally ‘tree in a pot’.
Originally a practice of containerising ancient
wild trees in China, bonsai was exported to Japan
around 500 years ago where it has become an art form.
Regarded as a novelty in the West until the early 20th
century, bonsai has now been embraced as a serious
horticultural art form by the Gardening Establishment
here in Britain and the West as a whole.
The ‘tree’ can be a vine, a shrub or a tree. A
common misconception for beginners is that the plants
used for bonsai are ‘dwarf’ plants or even ‘special bonsai
plants’. Quite simply, bonsai are everyday shrubs, trees
and vines. For this reason, they go through their regular
seasonal phases, flowering, fruiting and shedding
leaves.
Bonsai require the great outdoors in the same
way that their ‘untrained’ garden counterparts do.
Plants have evolved over thousands of years
to take advantage of natural light, wind, rain and
seasonal changes. Cultivating them in the unnatural
environment of houses mean they have to cope with
reduced light and low humidity levels. Your tree may
be able to ‘exist’ for a few months indoors, but it will
never thrive. Continual indoor cultivation for outdoor
trees nearly always results in death unless the tree is
given a position outside, to regain its health. There are
a few plants that will cope with indoor cultivation for
short periods of time; often these are tropical species
that require winter protection against the cold, but
even tropical species need outdoor conditions after the
threat of frost has passed in the spring.
One important concept a beginner has to
understand when undertaking the art of Bonsai, is
that the plant retains its small stature through regular
pruning. Without pruning, the plant will simply continue
to grow until it no longer resembles a bonsai but an
ordinary garden plant, or tree. Though the roots of a
bonsai are annually pruned, this is not to ‘dwarf’ it.
Root pruning produces a small densely packed rootball
that enables the plant to be planted in a suitably scaled
container. Without root pruning, the plant becomes potbound and loses its health and vigour. The process of
removing around 1/3 of the roots each year, allows new

Top picture:
Trees growing in the wild can elicit a number of
emotions in all of us; they can be powerful statements
of age and strength as well as beauty as this Cedrus
libani photographed at Tatton Park in Cheshire does.
Middle picture:
Or create a feeling of serenity and calmness, as with
this old Salix caprea growing over the River Ouse.
Bottom picture:
Some trees can remind us of lost memories of forgotten
times and places as this Quercus robur in Norfolk does.
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soil to be introduced into the pot, and space for new
roots to grow.
Bonsai can vary in height from a few centimetres
to a metre. There is no strict height limit. It is simply
that the tree is cultivated in a pot and creates an image
of an ancient tree in nature. An Oak bonsai a metre
high may seem rather large for a ‘miniature’ tree, until
you consider that Oaks will regularly reach 50 metres if
left unpruned!
When first starting out styling and pruning your
first trees, you will discover there are many aesthetic
‘rules’ in Bonsai, however, these should only be
regarded as guidelines, and you should try to observe
and replicate the image of trees that are around you.
Try to create a tree that inspires you, whilst retaining
the feeling that it exists on the side of a mountain or
deep in a valley.
A bonsai should create an image which makes
it worthy of repeated inspection whilst retaining its
natural beauty and shape.

Top picture:
The exposed roots of a Platanus sp., gripping a river
bank with high tenacity, creating a contrasting image
where the power of the roots is tamed by the calming
effect of the water.
Middle picture:
Not all trees are necessarily things of beauty but will still
conjure emotions in all of us; this old gnarled Quercus
robur displays so much age and resilience it is difficult
not to admire it.
Bottom picture:
Even younger trees such as these Pines, seen in
woodland in Lincolnshire, one can find their own rhythm
and movement.
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When I first sat down and started work on this book, I quickly decided that I
did not want to write yet another mundane, colour-by-numbers bonsai encyclopaedia, a bonsai reference book, or even a how-to book.
Instead, I wanted to make a bonsai book that designed to be enjoyed by
bonsai enthusiasts, beginners and experts alike. A book that motivated and inspired
their own practice of bonsai.
Bonsai is an art form that crosses many social and political boundaries,
where anyone of any background, financial means or horticultural ability can accomplish great living works of art.
And enjoy doing it.
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A Bonsai Garden

View of the left hand side of
the garden where the bonsai are placed on 1 metre
tall ‘monkey poles’.

View of the right hand side
of the garden where smaller
bonsai are placed on a long
wooden bench that runs the
length of the garden.
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A low bench along the bottom of the garden is used to display my largest and heaviest bonsai with a taller bench running behind it.

The majority of tree species used for bonsai
require the trees to be placed outside all year round.
This means that they need to be positioned somewhere
where they will be able to receive sunlight for at least
part of the day, be protected from strong winds that
may knock them over or uproot them and be near a
watering point as they will require watering at least
200-300 times every year.
Other considerations for bonsai placement
should include more domestic concerns, such as
the security of prized specimens, footballs from
neighbouring properties and the local cat, squirrel, bird,
rabbit and deer populations. All have a terrible habit of
damaging bonsai!
Finally, with a living work of art such as a prized
bonsai, it is pleasing to be able to view it, in all of its
glory out in the garden, and the aesthetic value of careful
placement of a tree within a garden is worth considering.
The ideal position for your bonsai is for them
to be kept off the ground on wooden benches or
monkey poles, and each bonsai is placed in a position
where it receives the amount of sunlight needed for
healthy growth.
As some bonsai such as Pines require at
least 8 hours direct sunlight whilst some bonsai such
as Hawthorn or Japanese Maple will tolerate as little
as 3 hours direct sunlight, careful observation of the
light levels around the garden is necessary. Similarly,
consideration of the prevailing winds should be made.
Placing a bonsai in an area of the garden that is liable
to be hit from the full force strong winds could result in
a favourite bonsai (and its pot) being discovered lying
in pieces on the ground after a night of heavy storms.

The heart-shaped flowers of a Dicentra spectablis or ‘Bleeding
Heart’ ring in the forthcoming growing season in March.
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The images in this chapter have all been taken in my small (10 metre by 10 metre) garden in North-West
England. The 3 sides of the garden that are not protected by the house are open to the elements, and are protected
by 2+ metre tall reed screening. Along with the obvious aesthetic effects of this screening it also has other uses;
principally it provides some good protection from strong winds. Rather than trying to stop or slow the 60 or 70mph
gusts of wind, the screen dissipates and slows them down very efficiently. In reality, solid objects such as boundary
walls or fencing can have the effect of increasing the strength and speed of the air as it passes over them. The screen
also allows a high boundary around the garden for security without blocking out too much light. While it may not keep
a determined thief out of the garden, it does keep my bonsai garden out of sight of passers-by. In a garden this small,
every square metre has to be utilised to fit in a large bonsai collection. Along the right hand side is a deep bench
that runs the length of the garden, where I display my smaller mame and shohin-size bonsai. The benches along the
bottom of my garden face my house, and it is here that I tend to place my favourite bonsai to be viewed and enjoyed
to maximum effect. Finally, along the left-hand side I have a number ‘monkey poles’, small platforms on 10cmx10cm
wooden posts. Not only do these allow the bonsai to be placed at an ideal height for viewing, their height also means
that I am able to display bonsai, in what is otherwise a very shady North-facing part of the garden.
Living in a temperate climate, I do not grow any tropical or subtropical species as bonsai, as this would
require me to house them indoors or in a heated greenhouse. All of my bonsai are fully hardy and are kept outside
all year round with no protection from elements. Temperatures rarely drop below -8ºC, this is no problem for frost
hardy tree species grown as bonsai; even those in small mame pots. Allowing your frost hardy bonsai to be exposed
to the seasons allows them to grow naturally; as they would do in the ground and encourages much healthier and
more vigorous growth.
Following the changes in my bonsai as they go through the seasons is always a delight; from the arrival of
the bright new buds on bare branches in spring to the many green hues of the leaves in summer to the vibrant red,
orange and yellow leaves in the autumn. And then winter comes, and the fine tracery of bare branches around the
gnarled and aged trunk of a bonsai can be enjoyed for 4 months as each bonsai withstands the worst that Mother
Nature can throw at them.
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My bonsai on the monkey poles in my garden braving out a January snow storm.

A windswept privet (Ligustrum ovalfolium) looking spectacular in the snow.

Betula pubescens/Downy Birch bonsai covered in
snow on a bright morning in December.
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Developing Your
Own Bonsai
Though bonsai can be very daunting to newcomers when they first start out,
in reality, bonsai is as simple as you make it.
There are many ways in which a bonsai enthusiast can obtain new bonsai (or
material that can be developed into bonsai by the enthusiast themselves), and in the
next section of this book I show a number of these methods.

Creating Bonsai
From Field-Grown
Material
‘Field-grown material’ is a general term given to a tree that is grown in the
ground specifically for the purpose of developing as bonsai. The central purpose
of growing in the ground is often to allow the tree to grow freely so that its trunk
fattens prior to the development of the branch structure.
Field-growing is an excellent method of obtaining cheap raw material for
bonsai and is a relatively fast way of developing a trunk (compared to saplings
growing in pots and containers. However, it is not a quick-fix. Typically a sapling will
need at least 5 years in the ground before its trunk is then suitable for development
as a bonsai.
Due to the in previous ‘domestic’ use, garden material will often be repeatedly
pruned back over the years creating a more compact growth habit. For instance,
the subject of the first Progression Series is Privet that despite being over 80 years
old had only been allowed to reach a height of around 2metres rather than the 4+
metres of Privet found growing in the wild.
Garden material is often relatively easy to dig up from the ground and has
a high survival rate. The well cultivated and watered soils in our gardens have a
tendency to create compact rootballs. Care must still be taken to dig up and harvest
garden material only at the appropriate time of year (normally during dormancy,
and preferably in early spring before the new leaves appear) to ensure its survival.

Chapter 2
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Carpinus betulus/European Hornbeam
Progression Series

This European Hornbeam started its bonsai
development as a bare-root seedling in the winter of
2000/2001. Unfortunately, I did not take any images
specifically of this tree as it was just one of 50-60
similar seedling/saplings bought for growing-on in the
ground during that winter.
Why Was The Seedling
Planted In The Ground?
In the winter of 2000/2001, the trunk was
pencil thick and much too thin for use as bonsai of any
size. Before any styling or development of the branch
structure could take place, the trunk needed to be
fattened up.
For this reason, along with all of the other
seedlings I bought that year, the hornbeam was planted
into the ground and literally forgotten about for a few
years. Other than the occasional weeding around the
area and some feeding with slow release fertiliser, the
tree was just allowed to grow.
The more the tree was able to grow, the fatter
the trunk would become. Any pruning would just slow
the speed at which the trunk thickened up and add to
the amount of time I would have to wait before the tree
(and its trunk) was ready to be developed as a bonsai.
During the first two years, growth can be
relatively slow, and with many species, the trunk barely
thickens. However, by the third and fourth years of
unrestrained growth, most trees will be growing very
strongly as had this Hornbeam.
While no pruning was carried out on the seedling
during the early years, a wire tourniquet was applied
to its base to ensure that when it was lifted from the
ground, it would have the at least the beginnings of a
good nebari with plenty of lateral roots around the base
of the trunk.
The Process Of Developing A Field Grown Tree
As A Bonsai

Autumn 2003: The trunk has begun to thicken after the tree
has been allowed to grow freely for 3 years.
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February 2005. After 4 years growth, I
decided to harvest this particular Hornbeam and start
the process of developing it as a bonsai. By this stage
the tree had reached well over 2 metres in height and
had produced a 2”/5cm trunk-diameter. Using the rough
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Applying A Tourniquet To Field Grown
Material For A Better Rootspread (Nebari)
Sometimes bonsai or potential bonsai can
have poor quality nebari/surface roots or lower
trunks. This can take the form of too few, overly
thick roots, a combination of thick and thin roots
or a one-sided nebari which can spoil an otherwise
excellent bonsai. This problem can be relatively
easily and quickly rectified by using layering
techniques such as the tourniquet method. This
method produces numerous roots that emanate
radially from all around the trunk which is ideal for
quality nebari.
Wrap a thick gauge (2mm+) wire around
the trunk and twist the ends together so that the
wire fits snugly against the bark without damaging
it. Then repot the bonsai into a deeper pot or the
ground and allow it to grow unpruned to encourage
vigorous growth. New roots can be developed
higher up the trunk by air-layering or, if it’s only
just a little higher than the existing nebari, the
ring-bark or tourniquet air-layering method can be
used and the tree planted deeper into the ground
or pot, so the layering is below the level of the soil.
After one or two seasons when the new
root system has become well established, the old
root system and trunk base can be removed. A byproduct of the tourniquet method is that the base
of the trunk above the tourniquet swells, resulting
in excellent trunk flare and spreading roots that
are flat-bottomed, making them ideal for bonsai
cultivation.
This technique is carried out in early spring at
repotting time. If any root disturbance is necessary
in order to apply the tourniquet. However it can be
carried out at any time of the year, if the tourniquet
can be applied and the soil level increased without
disturbance of the root system.

Top picture:
This Acer campestre (Field Maple) was planted in the
ground as a young sapling and has been grown on for 3
to 4 years. Unfortunately, it has a very poor trunk base/
nebari. So before being planted back into the ground, a
wire tourniquet is applied in order that a new nebari can
develop over the next few years.
Middle picture:
This is the appearance of the same tree 3 years after the
tourniquet was applied. As can be seen, the new surface
roots are pleasantly formed and have numerous fine
roots to support the tree.
Bottom picture:
Using a saw the old root system has now been removed
leaving just the new root system.
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ratio of 6:1 (trunk height to trunk diameter), this 2”
trunk would be suitable for a bonsai with a final height
of approximately 12”/30cm.
For a taller bonsai, the tree would need to
have been left in the ground for longer in order to
fatten the trunk base further so that the tree still
conforms to the height (trunk diameter of 6:1). For
instance, for a taller bonsai with a final height of
around 24”/60cm, ideally I would have needed to
leave the tree growing in the ground until the trunk
base was approximately 4”/10cm in diameter.
The image above below shows the trunk base
and the tangle of roots that were revealed after I had
dug up and bare-rooted the tree to remove all groundsoil. The long strap-like roots are typical of hornbeam.

Bonsai Inspirations 1
My first impressions of the nebari were not
great, but once the roots were pruned back, it was
possible to tell that the wire tourniquet had produced
some strong lateral roots that all emerged at the same
height on the trunk base; necessary for building a good
quality nebari on bonsai. There is a limit to how many
the roots of any tree can be worked on in one sitting,
so with this initial pruning I concentrated on removing
the thickest, most out-of-place roots while keeping as
many of the thin feeder roots intact as possible. The fine
feeder roots are necessary for the tree to take moisture
and nutrients from the soil once it is replanted. Removal
of too many at this point could seriously risk the health
of the tree and slow its recovery.

February 2005: After digging up the tree, the trunk base and roots
are washed of ground soil ready for root pruning and shaping.
February 2005: My intended trunk chop using a low sidebranch as the new trunkline.

The hornbeam had been given a rough trunkchop just before being dug up from the ground. In
the image on the left, the red-line indicates where I
envisaged chopping the trunk to an upward growing
branch in the future, but at that time (early spring);
there was no advantage in carrying out the work. It is
much better to wait until the tree has had a chance to
recover and strengthen before reducing back the trunk
to the red-line during midsummer. At this time, healing
and callusing of the wound will also be strongest and
fastest. The hornbeam was finally planted into bonsai
soil in a large container and left to recover.

February 2005: After pruning and arranging the roots.
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May 2006. 15 months later and the Hornbeam
has progressed well. The new trunk leader was allowed
to grow freely thickening the leader through 2005 to
create taper from the point where it had been chopped.
Some building of the new branch structure had also
begun. Comparing this image with the one from
February 2005, it is easy to see why chopping a trunk
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taper) and to prompt plenty of new adventitious buds
during the following spring.
July 2007. Earlier in the spring, the tree was
finally planted into a new bonsai pot from Erin Bonsai.
In the image on the previous page, the tree
is showing the new fresh leaves that are produced
after partial defoliation in late June. The tree is allowed
to grow strongly in the first half of the year to help
thicken up the branches and to ensure its vigour; at
midsummer, it is partially defoliated and hard pruned
to encourage plenty of new, delicate growth so that the
tree can be enjoyed as a bonsai for the remainder of
the growing season.

May 2006: The tree is starting to take shape.

back to a thinner branch or shoot to increase taper is a
useful bonsai technique.
December 2006. Six months later and the
tree had gone dormant and is pruned; wired and styled
(this work is often carried out in early spring in colder
climates than the UK as damage can occur to newly
wired and pruned branches when temperatures drop
below approximately -10°C). The branches were pruned
back hard to thinner secondary branches to encourage
branch taper (in the same way that the trunk was
pruned back to a thinner branch to encourage trunk

December 2006: After pruning, wiring and styling, the tree is
finally ready for its first bonsai pot.

November 2007. As soon as the leaves had
lost their autumnal yellow colour and started to fall, I
pruned and rewired the branches.

December 2006: After pruning, wiring and styling, the tree is
finally ready for its first bonsai pot.

It is better to partially defoliate hornbeams
than remove all of their leaves at once. At midsummer,
shorten all new shoots to their desired length and
then using scissors; remove all new leaves EXCEPT
for the two leaves at the tip of each branch. Leave
three or four leaves per shoot on any weak branches.
6 weeks later the result will be new shoots emerging
from where there had previously been only a leaf.
Once the new leaves open, over-sized leaves at the
tips of the branches can then be removed.

With relatively mild winter temperatures here
in the UK, (temperatures very rarely drop below -7°C
or -8°C) I find this the perfect time for doing this
work on most fully hardy deciduous species, but care
should be taken in colder climates. Note that I have
purposely kept what some enthusiasts would regard as
branches with ‘faults’. Building the branch structure of a
deciduous bonsai where a single branch emerges from
first the left, then the right and then the back of the
trunk (all of the way to the apex) is a very simplistic
approach to learning to build the branches.
While such a simplistic branch structure is easy
to understand and recreate, it also creates a cartoonlike appearance that is not reflective of a real deciduous
tree. For this bonsai, I have only removed branches that
seem out of place and have made full use of the rest
to fill out the tree’s silhouette. Note that the branches
have also been purposely wired so that they do not
create flat plains of foliage (‘foliage clouds’) that one
might see on a coniferous bonsai, rather, each branch
grows into its own space in the canopy.
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Height of the tree 11”/27cm. Trunk diameter above the trunk base 2”/5cm. Current visible root-spread 5”/12cm.
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Species Guide
Carpinus betulus/European Hornbeam
Carpinus is a genus of 35-40 species of
deciduous trees from woodland areas in Europe,
Asia and North America. They have alternate,
prominently veined, entire or toothed leaves 5-7cm
long. Leaves are typically a mid-green through
the growing season before turning a bright yellow
or red in autumn, with the leaves then remaining
on the tree throughout winter. Carpinus species
have silvery-purple fluting of the bark which helps
identify it from Fagus species/Beech. Though slow
as saplings, they become very vigorous growers and
Hornbeams can reach heights of 25 metres.
Hornbeams prefer long growing seasons
with hot summers however their leaves burn if not
given some protection from the sun at the height of
summer.
Carpinus betulus

Defoliation
At midsummer remove all leaves leaving
just one at the tip of each branch.
Propagation
Sow seed outside in autumn. Softwood
cuttings in mid-summer.
Pests And Diseases
Coral spot, caterpillars and aphids, sun
scorch to leaves.
Styles
sizes.

Suitable for all forms in medium to large

Bright green foliage, turning clear yellow in
autumn. Fully hardy though sensitive to early frost in
October when still warm trunks and frozen roots can
interrupt the flow of sap.
Bonsai Cultivation Notes
Position
Slight shade, particularly from the midday
sun. Provide some frost protection in winter.
Feeding
Every week for a month upon leaf break in
spring, every two weeks thereafter.
Repotting
In spring (as buds extend) every two years.
Hornbeams have a tendency to have a small number
of straight, vigorous roots that emerge at angles
from the trunk base. These need to be pruned hard
back to encourage more numerous branching roots.
Pruning
Pinch out apical buds as soon as possible as
they emerge to encourage short internodes. Allow
the initial spring flush of growth fully extend and
harden off, then prune the new growth very hard.
This hard pruning will encourage back budding, and
a second flush of shorter, more compact growth for
the remainder of the year while also ensuring the
tree remains vigorous. Remove large leaves as and
when necessary.
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Field-Growing Trees For Bonsai
A
common
misconception
amongst
newcomers to the art of bonsai is that trees (bonsai)
with large, thick trunks must have had decades of
training to become the size they are and that a thintrunked seedling will one day acquire a thick mature
trunk despite being it is planted in a bonsai pot.
Unfortunately, once a tree is growing in
the confines of a small pot, with its roots restricted
and upper growth regularly pruned, the trunk and
branches of the tree will only thicken very slowly.
Large bonsai with thick trunks are nearly
always developed in the ground prior to being
planted into a pot; some are purposely field grown,
some are collected mature trees.
As a tree develops new growth during the
growing season, it lays down wood to feed and
supply its new shoots and leaves. The more new
shoots and foliage the tree produces, the more
wood that is formed to support that new growth.
This new wood grows around the outer ring of the
trunk and branches in an almost direct passage from
the new shoots, back through the trunk to the root
system, gradually increasing the trunk’s diameter.
Therefore, the greater the amount of new growth
a tree achieves in a season, the greater increase in
the girth of its trunk over the course of that season.
And so, a tree that is allowed unrestricted
growth will always thicken faster than a tree that is
pruned.
The best way to promote unrestricted
growth in any tree or shrub is to plant it into the
ground; a large container is an alternative but not
equivalent to growing in the ground. (This is chiefly
due to the difference in dynamics of soil held within
a container and that of a large mass of ground-soil;
be wary of planting trees in overly large containers,
this can slow growth).
Field-growing techniques can be used within
any area of ground, if an area of land is unavailable
(as is often the case), trees can be enjoyed while
they are grown-on in the garden amongst ordinary
garden schemes, as ‘temporary’ 5-10 year hedges
or as ‘temporary’ garden specimens. It is also
possible with a little work to build raised beds
specifically for the purpose of field growing; raised
beds can be walled with brick or wooden planks and
filled with good quality soil.
Any tree/shrub species can be used for field
growing as long as it is hardy in your local climate.
Native species naturally thrive in your local climate
and will respond favourably to give the best results;
other species will develop well but can take longer
to grow with real vigour.
Any age or size of tree is suitable for field
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growing as long as it is large enough to compete
with any grasses or weeds that might compete for
light or moisture. Generally, cuttings, seedlings
or saplings should be at least 2 years old before
planting out unless you are able to cosset them
throughout the first year.
Growth Rates To Be Expected
From Field-Growing
Typically, trees will spend the first year
establishing in the ground with some reasonable top
growth. The second year will start to show strong
growth and bulking up of the trunk. By the third
year you should expect to see extremely vigorous
growth; if left unpruned, some species such as
Trident Maple, Elm and Hornbeam will have easily
reached heights of 12ft+ by this stage.
With regard to the trunk diameter, quick
growing species such as Tridents, Field Maples,
Hornbeam, Elm and Scots Pine can see an increase
in trunk diameter from 1/2” as saplings to 2” to 3”
at the end of their third year in the ground. Peter
Chan of Heron’s Bonsai has described how a 1”
diameter Field Maple he planted into the ground 18
years previously, had achieved a 15” trunk!
Nebari And Root Techniques
Always consider the formation of the trunk
base/nebari when first planting your trees, as the
roots will grow strongly in the ground and this is
a good opportunity to ensure that your future fat
trunk has an equally impressive nebari.
If the tree you are planting has downward
growing roots or poor surface roots, consider
ground layering it by tying a wire around the base
of the trunk. If there is already a good root pattern
and strong lateral roots, prune the rootball so that
it is shallow and plant the tree on top of a tile, brick
or flat piece of wood. As the tree grows, new roots
will be unable to grow downwards, and the resulting
lateral root growth will ensure the tree is easier to
collect and have a much improved root spread and
nebari.
Planting On A Tile
This Tilia cordata or Small Leaved Lime on
the right has been planted on top of a tile in the
ground for the past 4 years. Last spring it was lifted
and root pruned for the first time. As can be seen
below, a year later the result is a flat rootball with
strong lateral root growth, ideal for bonsai.
General Care And Maintenance
Of Field-Growing Trees
One of the benefits of field growing is that a
large number of trees can be planted out for future
use as bonsai and left to their own devices without
the need for high maintenance care.
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ground is not allowed to dry out down to more than
a couple of inches below the soil surface as the root
system will not have had a chance to extend further
in search of moisture. However, do not keep the soil
continually wet as this will actively discourage the
roots to grow in search of water, making the tree
less drought resistant.
Trees over 3 or 4 ft that have a shallow root
system should be staked to guard against being
overturned by the wind. Tie the tree to a stake
using tree-ties to reduce damage to the bark on
the trunk. Try to tie the tree low down on the trunk;
though it is necessary to steady the base of the
tree to stop the roots being disturbed by the wind,
repeated flexing of the upper part of the tree in the
wind will help thicken the trunk.
Keep weeds that grow around the trees
to a minimum especially around young trees that
may not be established enough to compete for light
or water. Be wary of weeds that might shade out
and cause the eventual dieback of the trees lower
branches.
It should also be noted that the presence
of low-growing weeds will be of no detriment to
the tree if they are not shading branches and can
greatly reduce the time it takes for mature bark
to appear. Weed suppressing membranes can be
used on the soil surface prior to planting; this will
keep weed growth to a minimum but can cause
difficulties in future years when trying to root prune
or collect your trees.
Regular feeding of field growing trees is
unnecessary though they do benefit from one
application of Growmore (or similar slow-release
fertiliser) in the spring and one in the summer,
particularly on thin, stony soils.
Pruning Field Grown Trees
Primarily, the purpose of field growing is
to develop a thick trunk base and nebari. Until the
trunk has developed, there is no need to consider
the final branch positions (unless the tree is
coniferous). Ordinarily, once the trunk has reached
its final size and girth, all branching will be too thick
for use as bonsai and will need to be removed and
restarted.
Before planting, improve the condition of
the soil, though it is not necessary (or possible)
to expect a soil of the standard used for container
growing. Clay soils should be improved by adding
grit, sand or compost to open up the soil and
improve drainage, thin gritty soils should have
compost added to improve water retention and
nutrition.
For their first season after planting out or
after root pruning, care must be taken that the

Do avoid continually interfering with your
tree! Any pruning will result in less growth and less
increase in trunk diameter. Bear in mind that the
more wood the tree carries, the thicker the trunk
will become, and the more growth it will put out
during the forthcoming season.
The only pruning that should be necessary
is during the winter in order to control or redirect
the trunkline depending on how you envisage the
finished trunk to look.
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Rootpruning Field Grown Trees
Root pruning your field grown trees will slow
down their growth rate and negate the purpose of
field growing. However, it is important that the
future nebari and root structure is developed or
there is a risk that your fat field-grown trunk will be
ruined by a poor nebari.
Root pruning should be carried out in early
spring as is done with bonsai. Roots should only be
pruned to encourage a good nebari. Every second
or (preferably) third year, lift the tree and examine
the root structure. Any roots close to the trunk that
are felt to be unsuitable for future use (for instance
crossing roots, roots growing at awkward angles
from the trunk, a thick over-dominant root or very
straight roots with little branching or taper) can be
removed.
Unless you have had the foresight to plant
the tree on top of a tile, it is also necessary to
remove or at least shorten any downward growing
roots. Try to remove as little root as possible and no
more than a couple of major roots in one year.
In the last year or two before finally lifting
the tree to begin bonsai training, in early spring,
cut around the base of the tree with a spade to
encourage fine root growth closer to the trunk.
The growing bed I have on a plot of land near my home.
The image shows just a few of the many trees being left
to grow-on uninterrupted for anything between 3 and 15
years.

A collected Crataegus monogyna (Common Hawthorn) is
grown-on in my garden to thicken a new trunk leader and
new branches. The increased growth and vigour of the
tree in the ground with its unlimited root space speeds
up the development time by a number of years when
compared to container growing.
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The trees have been planted through landscape fabric to
prevent the majority of weed growth. This means that
the growing bed is very low maintenance and it is only
necessary to work on or around the trees, 2 or 3 times
a year.
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A Tilia/Lime growing on in the ground in my bonsai
garden, surrounded by other bonsai material such as
Acer palmatum (Japanese Maple), Ligustrum ovalifolium
(Privet) and Crataegus monogyna (Common Hawthorn).
Together they also make a pleasing garden display.

A Field Maple root-over-rock bonsai being developed in
the ground. The roots were wrapped around a rock and
the tree has been planted in the ground for over 4 years
while the roots form to the shape of the rock. Note the
thick sacrifice branch on the left being used to thicken the
trunk and trunk base.
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