
It is that time of month again and I hope you are all ready for Silly Season!   
  
To the gents amongst us, if you have not already started, and you don’t live close to the 
bonsai and hardware stores, you really need to start sweet-talking your wives.  The 
suggestion that you wish to cut up her stockings to stop slugs getting into your pots, and soil 
getting out may not be taken lying down.  If your wife is not the physically abusive type, 
there may be suggestions that winter has been a bit too long, and that there has been a bit 
too much time spent imbibing in the fruits of the vine.  Not too worry though, as you can 
always show her last month and this month’s What to Do’s, and blame it on Len!  At Oyama, 
we have a policy of not handing out addresses, so he should be OK.  Of course, if you are 
one of the luckier chaps, you will need to head for the bonsai stores, as I am afraid to tell 
you that fishnets do a terrible job of keeping anything in or out!  If you really are the 
determined type, then you can always go and buy your own stockings, but you are sure to 
get an odd look or two, and I guaranty that you are also going to need to come up with a far 
better excuse!   
  
To the ladies, all I can say is that if you husband spontaneously asks you to whip off your 
stockings, be sure you are doing it for the right reason!  If not, send him out in the rain to 
look for slugs and check the drainage from your pots.  While he does that, you can warm 
your toes in front of the fire and take over where he probably should have stopped a few 
glasses back, whilst planning when he will be mixing your potting soil. 
  
August’s meeting has been changed to a Spring Workshop.  Peter and Hennie will still 
present their forest talk and demo, but members are encouraged to bring along trees and 
tools to work on under the guidance of peers and senior members. 
  
Vicky is also looking for material to be able to continue with her Design Options sessions.  
She will take your material home and ponder over it.  I thought I heard her saying something 
about a crystal ball and throwing bones, but all the same, you will get back not only your 
freshly weeded tree, but also a set of inspiring drawings showing options for the tree’s 
design, and the added bonus is that the rest of us learn from the process as well.  Please try 
to keep to material of a manageable size, and don’t forget that there is no reason not to pick 
up and pencil and paper yourself – no excuses!  This is a great feature of our program, and it 
will be a pity to lose it as a result of a lack of trees supplied by members. 
  
Finally, remember to bring in trees if you wish to have photos taken for your and the club’s 
records.  Just before the growing season is a good time to set the peg!  Freddie, you can 
bring along a memory stick to pick up yours from last month.  Please bear with us, as this is 
a new feature, so there will be a lot of hammering and bloudraad to get the setup going! 
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Spring started for me midway through July with new leaves on my Elms. The flush of new 
leaves and the swelling of buds led me to pot the two Suberosa that I have. It was good to 
get my hands into the pots again. Celtis which used to be the first to show growth is slow 
again this year. My large Celtis is showing signs of growth but my smaller trees are still 



sleeping.  We are prone to gales at this time of year and it is advisable to secure Bonsai that 
could be blown of stands. Pots are expensive enough but imagine broken branches and 
Bonsai ruined just because you did not tie that tree down!   
Spring, every body’s favorite part of the year. The weather these last few days has been very 
mild with temps being in the low 20’s. As mentioned my Elms are showing signs of warming 
up, I can always see when they are moving the bark looks a richer colour, almost a dark red.  
Well Elms moving means Potting Season is here and as mentioned, I have already potted 
Elms, Swamps and a delightful little Carrisa bispinnosa, Storm which makes a super Mame. 
It’s very exciting to look forward to another year of improving our Bonsai, trying new 
techniques and generally being excited about life and this wonderful hobby of ours. This 
year we have the added attraction of an international artist coming to CBK for their 40th 
anniversary celebration. The headliner is Budi Sulistyo. If it is anything like their last 
anniversary it is an occasion not to be missed. For details contact Cape Bonsai Kai                    
 
It’s almost too late to prepare but if you move it you can still get your act together and have 
whatever you need for the coming months in place.  It is important that at this time of year 
that you are prepared for the coming Spring and potting season. If you are not prepared in 
the coming few weeks you could be totally snowed under when those new green leaves 
appear on your trees.  Part of that preparation is Winter pruning. I consider this task one of 
the most important aspects of the year as it sets up your deciduous trees for the year. It 
must be done BEFORE any new growth is on your tree preferably July beginning August. Do 
not do it to early as the trees can be still in the dying back phase and you may have to 
repeat what already has been done. it must though be done before bud break so it is a 
delicate balance. Winter pruning has a double benefits, firstly and most important it assists 
you in the design process. Because the tree is bare the grower can see faults easily and take 
steps to correct any faults noticed. Amongst these faults would be unbalanced branch mass, 
crossing branches, and branches that need wiring can be wired easily, (take care not to 
damage any obvious buds).  All these points can be corrected a lot more easily without 
leaves. This year I had a bonus to my winter pruning in that we were asked to put together a 
small show at Starke Ayres to promote some pots they acquired so my large Celtis was on 
show in all its winter glory.  Secondly the removal of unnecessary branches re-directs energy 
to other parts of the tree, an obvious advantage.  Do not remove larger branches at this 
time as branches store energy and the tree needs all the energy it can get at this time.  
 
Once winter pruning is finished I look at my trees and take note to changes that can be 
made during the re-potting process. Amongst the changes I consider are; changing the 
front of the tree, pot changes, a change to the angle of the trunk (be it sideways or front to 
back) and any deadwood that’s needs to be created.  It's amazing how a small change can 
make a huge difference to one’s Bonsai. 
 
I normally move my trees around so that they are in order of potting.  This normally means 
starting with Swamps, then Celtis, Elms, Maples and Olea if they are showing signs of strong 
growth. 
 
My next priority is Growing Medium, which for me is one of the enjoyable aspects of 
growing Bonsai.  If you have been growing Bonsai for even a short amount of time you will 
no doubt have come across the fact that every Bonsai grower who makes their own growing 



medium has the definitive mix, which they deem the best. Unfortunately the fact is that 
even if you put your tree in pure gravel or pure potting soil your tree would exist if watered 
and fed. It would not grow as well as if it were in my mix but exist it would. For a reasonable 
growing medium you need a coarse, sharp sand or gravel between 1.5mm and 4mm which 
will need grading into different sizes. You can't use 4mm gravel for your Mames. Getting 
gravel has become a problem. Initially we used to go up to the quarry and collect what we 
needed, then the quarry management decided we were to small so we had to get from 
Pride building suppliers, they closed down, then Mag sales until they decided they were not 
going to stock the smaller gravel. As I have matured in age I have decided that all this buying 
of huge quantities of gravel is for the younger members and I now buy brown gravel from 
Stone and Bark and at R20 per bag it is a bargain. You then need to find a good quality 
coarse Compost and good quality Potting soil. Other additives I use are Milled Seaweed and 
Hoof and Horn. (Bone Meal takes too long to break down) From readings this year I have 
changed my strategy regarding laying of size for growing medium.  The Japanese have long 
held that size layering of different sizes of growing medium is important but it has fallen out 
of favour in the West as we could see no reason for it. It has now been shown that size 
layering is important and so I will give it a try for a few years.  
 
Do you have a selection of Pots or containers?  Do you have mesh to cover the drainage 
hole? (If not you could use your wife's nylon stockings but she would not be pleased?) You 
can buy fly screen from builder’s merchants for this use, or Olive Grove and Bishopsford 
have plastic mesh. 
 
As mentioned in previous notes the recent rains make it important to keep checking your 
trees for drainage and slugs and snails. Take care with water at this time, some trees are still 
dormant and need little, whilst other trees are starting to grow and need more. Then you 
have evergreen trees which are growing and may need more so be careful as a lot of trees 
are either lost at this time or set back due to incorrect watering.  On the other hand trees 
with an incorrect growing medium or blocked drainage holes (by snails or slugs) may be 
subject to water-logging, equally putting the roots under stress.  To combat this in the short 
term you should put a brick under one end of the pot so that excess water will run out.  
Then make a note to correct your Growing Medium when you pot, remember if your 
growing medium is correct you will not get this problem. 
 
Evergreens should still be fertilized with a weak solution of a low Nitrogen based fertilizer. 
Keep watch on your leaves as poor leaf colour can warn you of deficiencies. I have noticed 
with some of my Olives which have been in a pot a long time that they appear to be 
deficient in micro Nutrients so I must buy some Trelmix and start my new seasons fertilizing 
program.   
 
Enjoy your Bonsai and enjoy the coming Spring. 
 
Questions from Cindy:   I have a chart which gives me the time to do certain operations such 
as re-potting. I have lost trees when using this timetable. How do I know the correct time? 
Also I have leaves which tend to hang on to my elms, can I pick them off.  
Answers  



All the chart is telling you is that around this time of the year Elms for instance will start to 
move. There is a quite a difference between areas as well as what growers actually do to 
their trees and where they site them, all which has a huge influence on when the tree will 
start to produce bud swell. For instance my Elms are budding quite strongly now whereas I 
know growers who‘s trees are not showing signs of growth yet.  
Regarding the leaves , I have found again that depending on where the tree is situated 
depends very much on when the tree loses it leaves or hangs onto them. Trees kept in 
sheltered positions tend to hang onto leaves longer than trees fully exposed to the 
elements. But to answer your question, yes you can pick them off in late winter.   
 
Question from Gavin Southern Suburbs:  Where do Bonsai growers get Bonsai starter trees 
from?   
Answer 
Bonsai starter trees come from numerous sources depending on what type of trees you 
want to grow...  
Let’s start at the very beginning; Tiny Bonsai which are called Mame. 
Seed is available from specialised seed merchants and Kirstenbosch who offer seeds at their 
yearly plant sale.  Some growers get pleasure from developing trees from the source and 
nurturing the seed to a small tree but this is obviously a very slow process.   
 

Cuttings and layering’s, for tiny to large Bonsai.  
Cuttings are a common way of collecting stock and are mainly used for collecting hard to 
find species. Layering’s is a method of propagating parts of a tree. Layered branches can 
small 10mm to very large, in excess of 400mm diameter.  
Nursery grown trees and shrubs in pots mainly for small medium sized tree between 
150mm high to 600mm high  
As this is the most common way of starting to develop a collection I will go a little more into 
this section.  Go along to your local nursery and look amongst the trees and shrubs for 
interesting stock. What makes interesting stock?  First and foremost the tree/shrub must be 
healthy.  Healthy stock has a good colour with leaves or needles that don’t droop. The 
subject should have plenty of low branches which will allow you choices of design. The 
leaves or needles should be small as with Elm and Juniper. The trunk ideally should be 
tapered from thick at the bottom to thin at the top. Ideally the trunk should have interesting 
curves. You should remember though that trunks and branches can be wired to produce 
desirable curves. A major advantage of Nursery stock is that it usually has a fibrous root 
system making it relatively easy to transplant 
Specialised Bonsai Nurseries are becoming common and we are privileged to have three in 
the Cape area who stock starter trees in black bags for you to design and grow at reasonable 
prices. They also stock starter Bonsai in Pots which are almost finished Bonsai. They also 
stock quality Bonsai at a price. They will have everything you need to practice the hobby 
from all the cutters, wire, growing medium, as well as a wide range of pots. Contact the 
writer for more info.  
 
Friends and neighbours’ gardens.   A whole range of Bonsai is available from this source.  
Very often a friend or neighbour will re-design their garden and dig out more mature trees 
or shrubs which can be cut down and designed to make credible Bonsai. This should only be 
attempted when the grower has attained a certain amount of experience. 


