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June Meeting 

Part of the June meeting will be held in the bonsai 
garden where two EBBS members will lead a behind-
the-scenes tour. Hopefully this meeting will not be your 
first visit to the bonsai garden, but this may be your first 
chance to see important people on the garden staff in 
action. 

 Bob Gould has been intimately connected with the 
bonsai garden since its inception, and serves many 
roles. His most visible activity is leading tours of the 
garden. Rick Trumm maintains several of the collected 
junipers at the collection.  Rick has been a student of 
Boon for many years. Those of us who have attended 
recent EBBS summer potlucks at Rick’s house have 
seen his magnificent collection of bonsai which is a 
tribute to his skill as an accomplished bonsai artist.  

Park authorities lock the gates to the garden area 
late in the afternoon and, in their infinite wisdom, will 
not unlock them in the evening.  So, we cannot directly 
access the bonsai garden from the street. We will first 
meet at our usual meeting place, the garden center, 
and then walk from there to the garden. At the 
conclusion of the tour, we will return to the garden 
center for refreshments, and to hear a talk by George 
Haas about what is currently going on at the bonsai 

garden.  George is the Marketing Manager for the bonsai 
garden. 

The objective of the program is for EBBS members 
to gain a further appreciation of what the garden has to 
offer.  If you are not already a volunteer at the garden, 
hopefully this program will inspire you to participate. The 
garden is a fine enterprise and they can certainly use 
your help. 

 
July Auction 

Our annual auction will be held in place of the 
regular July meeting. It seems to be a long way into the 
future, but now is a great time for you to critically 
evaluate your bonsai collection when all your trees are 
looking their very best. This is the time to identify trees 
that do not quite meet your expectations and are auction 
candidates. There is no good reason for you to continue 
to grow a tree that does not please you, particularly 
since it requires the same amount of care as one that 
you really like. The July auction is a great way to pass 
your trees onto more loving and understanding homes, 
and you get 80% of the selling price to spend on more 
trees.  Items eligible for auction must be worth an 
opening bid of $10. Save the small seedlings and cheap 
pots for the sale at the fall show where these items sell 
like hotcakes.  Note that other items besides trees are 
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also good auction candidates such as stands, pots and 
scrolls.  

The auction provides a wonderful opportunity for 
you to practice your merchandising skills.  If you want to 
sell a tree, anything that you can do to it that allows the 
potential customer to more easily visualize it as a 
finished bonsai will lead to a higher selling price. The 
most obvious first step is to remove any weeds growing 
in the pot. It may surprise you to know that once in a 
while trees do, in fact, show up in the auction complete 
with weeds. Not surprisingly, they don’t sell for very 
much. Trees in bonsai pots sell better than trees in 
plastic cans. Trees in bonsai pots benefit from a bit of 
top dressing. Branches that are not clearly of value to 
the finished bonsai can be trimmed off. Partial wiring of 
an awkward branch or two also helps.  If you are selling 
a pot, scrub out the residual dirt.  Stands can always 
use a bit of furniture polish to spiff them up. 

  There is a limit of 10 items that can be entered in 
the auction. Items can be bundled.  For example, a box 
of several pots can be sold as a group, counting as one 
item.  

As usual, the club keeps 20% of the selling price 
and you get the rest.  Of course, you can also donate 
your item to the auction where the club gets the total 
selling price.  This is a great way to support your club. 

  
May Meeting 

The May meeting was a presentation on azaleas by 
our very own Bob Gould. Bob’s initial comment was to 
welcome us to the wonderful world of Satsuki azaleas.  
This set the tone for his presentation. He emphasized 
that azaleas have gotten the reputation as being difficult 
to grow, and this is a bad rap. In fact, they are easy to 
grow, but their needs are different from most of the 
other trees that we grow as bonsai. All it takes to make 
these rewarding plants a wonderful addition to your 
collection of bonsai is to understand what makes 
Satsuki different.  

Most of the trees that we grow are top dominant. 
An example of top dominance is the pine tree. Pines 
want to grow tall, and as a result, most of the rapid 
growth occurs at the top of the tree. As the tree 
becomes taller, the lower branches slowly die out. 

Pines, as well as most of the bonsai we grow, are single-
trunked trees. The challenge in growing pines as bonsai 
is to encourage the lower branches to continue growing 
so the tree remains in proper proportion.  

Azaleas are the exact opposite. They are bottom 
dominant, and the challenge is to encourage growth at 
the top of the tree. New branches at the bottom of the 
trunk should be removed to prevent the tree from 
becoming a low, multi-trunked bush rather than a tree. 
Bob showed a Satsuki that was in the progress of being 
developed into a bonsai. The tree was tall with many 
lower branches, and Bob said that many of these would 
be removed as the tree was developed into a bonsai. 

Bob commented that azaleas are very lush growers 
and can be heavily cut back in winter to retain the shape 
of the tree. After heavy pruning, the tree is prevented 
from flowering since flowering draws heavily on the 
energy resources of the tree, energy that is best used to 
recover from the pruning.  

The best time to remove flowers is when the flower 
buds are just beginning to show color. After three to four 
years, the tree should be severely cut back to old 
growth, or else the tree can become very gangly. The 
tree should only be allowed to flower every three years 
for maximum growth and health of the tree. Bob 
mentioned that although this would be ideal, the 
temptation to see the tree in flower is so great, that three 
years is more than most azalea growers are willing to 
endure. 
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Another difference for Satsuki is the roots and how 
they grow. Most of the trees that we grow as bonsai 
send their roots directly to the bottom of the pot after 
repotting. Again, Satsuki are the opposite. The fine 
feeder roots are on the top of the soil. In the first year 
after repotting, the new roots are on the top of the soil. 
The second year, the roots extent down the sides of the 
pot, and on the third year the roots finally grow along 
the bottom of the pot. This unusual growth pattern 
explains why pots used for azaleas are usually a bit 
deeper than pots used for most bonsai. This also 
explains why azaleas are frequently top dressed with 
moss to retain moisture on the top of the soil where the 
feeder roots are growing. 

Repotting azaleas is different from repotting most 
bonsai. Rather than teasing out most of the old medium 
as we would do, for example, when repotting a pine 
tree, azaleas are repotted by simply shaving off a half 
an inch or so from the sides and bottom of the root ball, 
leaving a brick shaped root ball which is placed, intact, 
into the pot. New soil is tucked into the void left by the 
shaving process.  

Azaleas are subject to root rot.  Repotting is on a 
three-year cycle to prevent accumulation of 
decomposed soil in the bottom of the pot which would 
hinder drainage and foster root rot. 

Bob said that the 
essential criteria for 
soil is that air must be 
allowed to penetrate. 
Air helps prevent root 
rot. A large number of 
soil compositions can 
be successfully used 
for azaleas, ranging 
from mixtures of fir 
bark and sand to 
kanuma. Bob prefers 
kanuma for his 
azaleas. Kanuma is a Japanese clay product which is 
mined at the same location as the more familiar 
akadama. It is very soft, and must be handled carefully 
when used. Kanuma is more acidic than akadama, 
which azaleas appreciate. 

 Bob uses aluminum wire for his azaleas because 
the plants have bark which is easily scarred. He applies 
the wire in winter, and leaves it on through the growing 
season.  

When eighty percent of the flowers have bloomed 
out, all the flowers are removed from the plant. It is 
especially important to remove the seed capsules at the 
base of the flowers.  Azaleas prolifically set seed which 
is a severe drain on the energy of the tree.  

Flowers occur at the tip of branches. Usually there 
are as many as five new branches emerging at the 
base of the flowers, and these serve to support the 
flower. When the flowers are removed, the new 
branches should be reduced to two, and each of these 
should be cut back to two leaves. This two-and-two 
procedure will ensure that the tree continues to grow 
compactly. 

Azaleas put out a flush of growth in early summer 
and can be fertilized then. Bob uses a relatively mild 
fertilizer, 5-5-5. A rough guideline for the proper fertilizer 
is that the numbers should add up to no more than 15. 
Azaleas are fertilized in late summer to carry them 
through the winter, and again in the early spring. If the 
tree is allowed to flower, fertilization is withheld in April 
and May. Occasionally azaleas can develop yellow 
leaves, and this is due to a deficiency in iron.  

Although azaleas abundantly set seed and the 
seeds readily sprout, the seedlings usually have poorly 
shaped flowers. Propagation is easily accomplished 
through cuttings taken in July. The cuttings are treated 
with root hormones and planted in vermiculite or fine 
kanuma. 

Bob demonstrated how to prepare a tree for show. 
He first thins the flowers by removing those that are 
located deep in the tree. These flowers draw energy 
from the tree, but are not seen, so they are not needed. 
Also, flowers that are very close together do not show 
well, so these are reduced. This frequently occurs when 
there are two flowers on the same branch. Neither of the 
flowers can fully develop, and so one of these is 
removed. The top half an inch of soil is removed 
carefully so as to not disturb the surface roots, and is 
replaced with fresh soil. Finally, the tree is top dressed 
with moss. 

Bob’s fact packed program served as an inspiration 
for those of us who are not already growing these 
beautiful plants. Thanks, Bob, for a fine program. 

 
Field Trip 

The recent EBBS field trip was a great success. 
About twenty people attended.  They first enjoyed a visit 
to the garden of Jonas Dupuis. His garden is beautifully 
maintained and serves as an example of bonsai 
maintenance for us all. Particularly noteworthy were pine 
trees in stages of development from starter trees to 
finished bonsai. These trees were a lesson on how to 
create fine pine bonsai. Jonas sells both trees as well as 
other necessities such as pots and tools. Many of the 
attendees came home with new treasures for their 
bonsai collection.  
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Lunch was held at a buffet in Hayward which 
offered a wide variety of choices to suit every taste. 
From there, the next stop was at the nursery of Johnny 
Uchida, Grove Way Nursery. Again, there was much to 
see. 

All of the participants had a good time, and 
hopefully this field trip can be repeated in the future. 
Special thanks are due to John Nackley who served as 
the sparkplug for organizing the trip. Thanks John for 
that, as well as for all you do for EBBS. 

 
GRO Fund 

The bonsai garden is currently raising funds to both 
improve the existing facilities as well as to replace 
aging equipment. The goal is $100,000, and more than 
one third of this is in hand as a result of contributions 
from 51 contributors. Funds received are already being 
used for the long list of projects envisioned. If you have 
not already contributed, do so now. Any amount is 
welcome to this worthy cause. Your contribution will 
ensure that the garden will be thriving for years to 
come. More information is available on the garden 
website, http://www.gsbf-lakemerritt.org. 

 
 
 

Books 
In his recent program on azaleas, Bob Gould 

recommended the book, Satsuki Azaleas for Bonsai 
and Azalea Enthusiast, written by Bob Callaham, as an 
excellent reference for all things azalea. The book is of 
special interest for two reasons. Bob is a currently a 
member of EBBS, and the book deals with local bay 
area growing conditions. This is important because 
many books on the general subject of bonsai are written 
by authors who live in the eastern United States or 
Europe, and the climate there is vastly different than 
what we deal with here. As a result, the cultural advice 
from these books do not always easily apply to local 
conditions. 

There are at least two publishing houses that 
specialize in horticultural books, Timber Press and Stone 
Lantern Publishing. The books appeal to audiences that 
are both specialized and limited.  Due to the internet and 
the huge amount of information available on line, the 
audience for these books is declining.  Each publisher 
gauges the size of the potential audience for the book, 
and adjusts the number of books that are printed to 
satisfy only the perceived demand. Usually the small run 
of books printed quickly sells out, and then the books 
may become available only in the used book market.  

Bob’s azalea book falls into this category. The book 
is no longer in print, but used copies are currently 
available on Amazon.  However, these are at outrageous 
prices starting at four times the original selling price, and 
go way up from there. One way to look at the prohibitive 
prices is that they are a tribute to the quality of the 

http://www.gsbf-lakemerritt.org/
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information contained in the book. There are now a 
number of other azalea books available, but most are 
directed to identification of the named varieties of 
azaleas.  Bob’s book is the only one devoted to azalea 
culture in general, and the bay area in particular.  

The good news is that Stone Lantern is currently 
considering reprinting the book, and it would then be 
available at reasonable prices. If you do not now own a 
copy, be on the lookout for when this excellent 
reference book is again available. 

 
Azaleas 

Many EBBS members attended the splendid 
program on azaleas given at the regular meeting by 
Bob Gould.  Inspired by his presentation, many 
members then attended the annual azalea show hosted 
by the local azalea club. Completing the azalea trifecta 
for this month (or perfect azalea storm if you prefer) is 
the following article reprinted from archives of the Tree 
Shrinker, and one of the greatest hits of 2015, as I am 
sure that you recall. The article has been edited for 
clarity. 

 Unfortunately, there is a divide in the bonsai world 
at least as big as the Grand Canyon.  On one side are 
the folks who grow azaleas so lushly that they have to 
whack the daylights out of them each year to prevent 
them from becoming a huge bush.  On the other side of 
the chasm are the folks who provide a sterile and harsh 
environment for azaleas where the cold winds of death 
blow through the desolate land.  Why is it that some 
folks can easily grow azaleas and others have no 
success at all in growing them? 

There are many reasons why trees fail to grow for 
us, but for many of us who live on the wrong side of the 
chasm, the main culprit is the shimpaku juniper. More 
often than not, we started our bonsai adventure with a 
shimpaku juniper.  These are endearing trees that can 
tolerate a fair amount of unintended abuse, and patiently 
wait while we learn how to manage necessities of bonsai 
life like proper potting soil, water and fertilizer.   

As our collection grows, we add other species of 
trees, and we apply all we have learned about 
shimpakus to the new trees.  In most cases, this works 
splendidly.  But there are a few cases where this 
assumption fails, notably for azaleas. Azaleas have 
requirements that are distinctly different from shimpaku 
junipers, and if you try to grow them using the cultural 
conditions that you would use for shimpaku, you are 
doomed to failure.  Recognizing this difference is the line 
between success and failure. 

 As usual, it is all about roots, and specifically, about 
keeping the feeder roots alive. As with all bonsai, the 
feeder roots will die when they dry out.   In nature, the 
roots of shimpaku junipers grow deeply into the ground, 
and as a result, the roots dive to the bottom of the pot 
when a juniper is placed in a bonsai pot. They like sun, 
and during a hot day, the top half of an inch or so of the 
potting medium can dry out.  Most of the feeder roots are 
down at the bottom of the pot, and the dry surface does 
not bother them. As long as there is at least a little 
moisture at the bottom of the pot, they will survive 
without damage. In short, for most bonsai, the most 
critical area of the pot to be kept moist is the lower third 
of the pot, where most of the feeder roots are located.  

  The ancestors of satsuki azaleas grew as 
understory plants in the forests of Japan.  The soil is 
hard and impenetrable, and is covered with a layer of 
leaf litter.  The feeder roots of the azaleas grow on the 
surface of the soil under the leaf litter.  Further, the 
feeder roots are very fine and die very quickly if allowed 
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to dry out.  When an azalea is planted in a bonsai pot, it 
is not surprising that the roots reach for the surface of 
the potting medium.  If an azalea is placed in the sun on 
a hot day and the top one half of an inch of the potting 
medium dries out, good bye feeder roots.  In contrast 
with most bonsai, the most critical area for the medium 
to be kept moist for an azalea is not the bottom one 
third, but rather the top one third of the soil. 

So, how do you prevent the surface of the soil from 
drying out?   The answer is to place a layer of mulch on 
the pot to keep the top portion of the soil moist. Many 
azalea bonsai are grown with a layer of special 
sphagnum moss on top of the soil to protect it from 
drying out. Other forms of mulch also work well.  

Azaleas are subject to root rot if the soil is 
continuously soggy wet.  The choice of soil must be 
directed towards one that drains well, yet retains some 
moisture. The window between too dry and too wet for 
azaleas is a bit narrower than for shimpaku junipers, 
and a bit more on the wetter side.  
 
 
 
 
Bonsai Calendar  
 

• Watering – Water regularly.  Don’t over-water 
defoliated trees. 

• Fertilizing – Continue regular feeding.    

• Repotting – Not recommended at this time 
except for tropical and semi-tropical trees. 

• Styling/Pruning – Rotate trees.  Watch for wire 
cutting during this period of fast growth.  OK to 
defoliate healthy trees in first part of month.  
Candle prune black and other hard pines.   

• Cuttings – Root softwood cuttings on deciduous 
trees and Satsuki. 

• Insect and disease control – Maintain defensive 
treatments for fungus.  Watch for and treat 
insect infestations. 

 
 
 
Bonsai Instruction at Merritt College 

The workshops at Merritt College are held only 
when the college is in session. Because the campus is 
closed for the summer, there will be no workshops until 
the fourth Monday of August when they will again 
resume.  

 

Events by Others 
GSBF’s Bonsai and Suiseki Garden: open Tues. - Fri. 

11:00 am – 3:00 pm, Sat. 10:00 am – 4:00 pm, Sun. 
12:00 noon – 4:00 pm Enter at gate across from 
Boat House 

 
June 17 & 18, Livermore, Valley Bonsai Society: 9th 

annual show at Alden Lane Nursery, 981 Alden 
Lane. Show hours are 10 AM to 4 PM with a 
demonstration at 1PM on both days. The finished 
tree will be raffled off at the end of the 
demonstrations. Admission is free. For additional 
information contact Charles Harder at 
bonsainut@comcast.net 

 
June 24 – 25, Palo Alto, Kusamura Bonsai Club: 57th 

Annual Show will be held at the Lucie Stern 
Community Center, 1305 Middlefield Road. Hours 
are Saturday, Noon – 5 PM, and Sunday 11 AM - 5 
PM with demonstrations at 1:30 PM each day. 
Saturday demonstration provided by Jonas Dupuich 
of Bonsai Tonight. Sunday demonstration provided 
by club members. Free admission. Bonsai trees, 
pots, and other bonsai-related items will be for sale. 
For more information contact Charlene Fischer at 
charlenerae@mac.com or 
www.kusamurabonsai.org. 

 
Articles or Services for Sale (or give-away) 
 
 
Wanted to Buy (or for free)  
 ____________________________________________  
Each membership household, free of charge, may place 
a five-line ad related to bonsai in two newsletters each 
year. Send a copy of ads to your editor by the fourth 
Monday of the month to appear in the next publication. 
To place an add call (925) 458-3845. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

http://www.kusamurabonsai.org./
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 East Bay Bonsai Society—Schedule for 2017 - 2018 

Regular Meetings: Second Wednesday, every month (except August and October) @ 7:30 pm 
 Place: Lakeside Garden Center, 666 Bellevue Avenue, Oakland. 
 Visitors welcome.  

 Website for Bonsai Garden Lake Merritt: www.gsbf-lakemerritt.org/ 
 
Meeting Program 
Jun 14 Romp in the Garden – Bob Gould and Rick Trumm 
Jul 12 Auction 
Sep 13 Accent Plants – The Judds 
Nov 8 tbd – Randal Lee 
Dec 13 Holiday Dinner 
 
Jan 10 Styling Raft Hornbeam - Part 3 – Kathy Shaner 
 
 
Special Events 
Oct 14-15 Show with Peter Tea as our Headliner 
 
  

http://www.gsbf-lakemerritt.org/

