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[image: The weathered and twisted deadwood of a twin-trunk Chinese juniper bonsai grows in a shallow pot.]
The weathered deadwood of this twin-trunk Chinese juniper ‘Itoigawa’ (Juniperus chinensis ‘itoigawa’) is a testament to the passage of time.


Foreword

Bonsai is a unique art form, as the medium we work with is living plant material that is forever growing, shifting and elongating.

A work of bonsai art is never static, but always changing with the seasons. Each time a bonsai is styled then restyled by subsequent artists, that tree becomes a snapshot of the artist’s perception of nature in that given moment.

Much of what we do in bonsai design is dictated by the plant itself – whether that be defoliation to create branch ramification, pruning shoots to develop bifurcations in the structure or replenishing the soil as the tree becomes root-bound over time. What may seem to be simple horticultural practice to the uninitiated is the basis for creating bonsai art over many years or decades.

I have always taken the view that bonsai is an ‘emergent art’ – the beauty and aesthetic qualities that we seek to create in a tree emerge over time as a result of applying repeated horticultural practices. While the thought of investing years in a single tree to develop it as a bonsai might deter some from even attempting the hobby, for those who stick with it the rewards are well worth the investment.

This brings me to the subject of this excellent new bonsai book. Adam has managed to take many of these seemingly daunting subjects surrounding bonsai art and has deftly condensed the information into a fun, easily digestible format. The Happy Bonsai Handbook is exactly that – an enjoyable read through the most up-to-date bonsai techniques currently being utilized by bonsai practitioners from around the world. This is certainly the type of book I wish was available when I began my bonsai journey so many decades ago at the age of 13!

BJORN L BJORHOLM
Eisei-en Kyoto
www.eisei-en.com


Introduction

Welcome to The Happy Bonsai Handbook! This book is a fun and practical guide for anyone looking to get started with bonsai or take their trees to the next level.

I’m Adam McCallion, a bonsai artist from Derry, Northern Ireland. I started my bonsai journey in 2019 and have spent the years since learning everything I can about bonsai, from working with top artists across the world to experimenting with my own trees at home. I now teach bonsai through workshops and online videos across YouTube, Instagram, TikTok and Facebook, where I’ve connected with thousands of other bonsai enthusiasts.

My goal is simple: to make bonsai easy to understand, enjoyable to learn and accessible to everyone! Maybe you have received your first tree as a gift, or you just want to try your hand at this wonderful hobby… Whatever the reason, this book will guide you step by step through the essential techniques and bonsai care tips you need to grow healthy, thriving bonsai with confidence.



[image: A mature hinoki cypress bonsai grows in a shallow pot on a bench.]
A mature hinoki cypress (Chamaecyparis obtusa) bonsai with a good branch structure and the start of good ramification. Although this tree looks amazing, it could be refined further over another five years.


Bonsai basics

Discover the basics of bonsai care, the tools you will need and some great species that, as a beginner, you can work with. You will also find a directory of bonsai styles, tips for how to avoid common mistakes and advice on starting your bonsai journey with the right mindset.

[image: A pine bonsai with needle-like leaves grows in a shallow pot.]


Welcome to the world of bonsai

When translated from Japanese, the term bonsai means ‘planted in a pot’ or, more accurately, ‘planted in a container’. In kanji, ‘bon’ or 盆 means ‘tray’, and ‘sai’ or 栽 means ‘plant’ or ‘planting’. However, anyone who practises the art of bonsai knows that a lot more goes in to bonsai than just putting any old tree in a pot.

WHAT IS A BONSAI?

Any species of tree can be made into a bonsai. This is because the term bonsai does not necessarily refer to the tree itself, but the practice of pruning and shaping it over many years to keep it small. Bonsai is about working with a tree’s natural characteristics and using these traits to create a miniature, accurate representation of a larger tree than would be found in the wild. It is about creating an artistic expression that tells a story and evokes an emotional response from the viewer. The movement of the trunk and branches, the texture and colour of the bark, the planting angle and how much deadwood and visible age there are all add to the visual narrative.

When I first got started in bonsai, I used to think that a bonsai was a genetically modified tree that naturally grew small. I even ended up falling for the classic scam of buying ‘bonsai seeds’ hoping to grow a beautiful maple bonsai with vibrant blue leaves. When the seeds came of course they didn’t grow. There is no such thing as a bonsai seed, and there are certainly no maples with leaves as blue as the sky as I had been promised.



[image: A Japanese white pine bonsai grows in a shallow pot.]
This Japanese white pine (Pinus parviflora) has been developed into a superb bonsai.



Choosing the right tree: bonsai species for beginners

For the beginner, the huge number of bonsai species can be overwhelming. I recommend choosing a tree that you like the look of, one that is easy to care for, fast growing and suitable for your local climate.

STARTER TREES

Like me, your first bonsai may be given to you as a gift, or you may have seen some in the houseplant section of a garden centre or a big-box store and thought, ‘Why not pick one up and give it a go?’ Starting your bonsai adventure with such a tree is a brilliant way to get into the hobby. It allows you to begin with a tree that already looks presentable, which can be a confidence-booster as you take care of it. Many of these starter bonsai are quite forgiving, with qualities that make them perfect for beginners. The type of tree that suits you best will depend on whether you would prefer for your bonsai to live indoors or outdoors.

There are many ways to start your first bonsai. You can grow one from seed (see here), take cuttings or even create a new tree through air layering. Giving a tree its first repot or styling are great ways to start using bonsai techniques.


Specialized species

If you would like to begin with a more specialized species, such as a Japanese white pine (Pinus parviflora), Deshōjō Maple (Acer palmatum ‘Deshōjō’), or Satsuki Azalea (Rhododendron indicum) I recommend buying a starter tree from a bonsai nursery.



BONSAI CLASSIFICATION

Bonsai are usually thought of as ‘small trees’, but they come in many different sizes. Bonsai are traditionally classified into one of ten groups relative to their scale. Each size brings its own care needs, styling challenges and even different ways to display the tree at exhibitions.

[image: An illustration of the classification of bonsai by sizes. The classification is as follows. Keshitsubo: 3 to 7.5 centimetres or 1 to 3 inches. Shito: 7.5 centimetres or 3 inches. Mame: 5 to 15 centimetres or 2 to 6 inches. Shohin: 12 to 20 centimetres or 5 to 8 inches. Komono: 15 to 25 centimetres or 6 to 10 inches. Katade-mochi: 25 to 45 centimetres or 10 to 18 inches. Chumono or Chiu: 40 to 90 centimetres or 16 to 36 inches. Omono or Da: 75 to 120 centimetres or 30 to 48 inches. Hachi-uye: 100 to 150 centimetres or 40 to 60 inches. Imperial: 150 to 200 centimetres or 60 to 80 inches.]


[image: A ficus bonsai grows in a shallow pot.]
Ficus

Ficus is a great choice for beginners who want to grow an indoor bonsai. Varieties such as Ficus benjamina, Ficus microcarpa and Ficus retusa handle low light and low humidity well, which is normal for indoor environments. They may not thrive right away, but they will survive while you learn about and improve your bonsai care. Ficus often drop their leaves when moved to new environments, but will soon produce a new crop of growth.



[image: A Chinese elm bonsai grows in a shallow pot. A pair of trimmers is in front of the pot.]
Chinese Elm

The Chinese Elm (Ulmus parvifolia) is one of the most popular outdoor bonsai species. Some sellers classify this species as an indoor and outdoor tree. Although it is possible, it can be tricky to grow indoors. Personally, I class it as an outdoor tree simply because it is much easier to care for outdoors. It is relatively forgiving when slightly under- or overwatered, but it is prone to root rot if the soil does not drain well.



[image: A cotoneaster bonsai grows in a pot.]
Cotoneaster

The cotoneaster has beautiful small leaves and berries that make it highly suitable for bonsai. It is good for beginners because it grows fast and responds extremely well to pruning by sending out lots of back-buds. It can tolerate soil that has dried out a little, but for a happy tree remember to keep on top of the watering.



[image: A Japanese larch bonsai grows in a shallow pot.]
Japanese larch

The Japanese larch (Larix kaempferi) is one of my favourite beginner-friendly trees. It is easy to train and grows incredibly quickly, allowing you to achieve a presentable bonsai in less time. Its delicate, needle-like foliage grows in a compact, refined manner. This tree prefers consistently moist soil, so be sure to keep up with watering it.



[image: A concave branch cutter is used to get the branches of a Chinese elm bonsai growing in a shallow pot.]
Add new items to your toolbox as your skills and trees develop so that you can build on the equipment available to you. Shown here is a young Chinese Elm (Ulmus parvifolia), a forgiving species ideal for beginners. You can see how a pair of branch cutters can help you achieve closer cuts.



Tools of the trade: what you need to get started

Initially, I was put off by the number of specialist tools I thought I needed to get started in bonsai. But you can easily manage with an ordinary pair of garden scissors or secateurs – just make sure that they are clean and sharp.

As you get more into growing bonsai, you can slowly expand your tool collection to suit your needs. Having access to bonsai tools makes certain cuts a lot easier and faster. You can only cut a branch so close to a trunk with garden scissors and secateurs before you need to switch to branch cutters for a more flush cut (a cut level with the trunk or branch).



BASIC BONSAI TOOLS

[image: A pair of concave branch cutters.]
Concave branch cutters

This tool is used to make clean, precise cuts on thicker branches around 1–2cm (½–¾in) thick. Concave branch cutters allow you to cut branches closer to the trunk. They take a concave bite out of the tree which helps the wound to callus flush with the trunk instead of bulging out as with a flat cut.



[image: A pair of root-pruning shears.]
Root-pruning shears

These are designed for pruning the tree roots. The wider handles provide a better grip, and the thicker blades can withstand slicing through soil and the occasional stubborn root.



[image: A pair of twig cutters.]
Twig cutters

Sometimes referred to as Satsuki shears, twig cutters are long-handled scissors designed for pruning thin branches 5–7mm (¼in) thick. They are used for detailed pruning because the long handles help you get into tight spaces in the canopy.



[image: A pair of root cutters.]
Root cutters

These are used on thicker roots which cannot be cut with root-pruning shears. Their strong, sharp blades are flat where they meet which allows you to achieve precise, clean cuts that promote better healing. This tool is suited to cut roots that are 2–3cm (¾–1¼in) thick.



[image: A pair of jin pliers.]
Jin pliers

If you would like to create deadwood features such as jin and shari you need a pair of jin pliers. The fine teeth of the gripping section allow you to crush, grip and strip the bark off a branch. They are also invaluable when wiring the ends of branches and wiring trees into a pot.



[image: A pair of wire cutters.]
Wire cutters

Excellent for cutting aluminium or copper wire, these are also essential when removing wire from branches that have set in place. Their rounded edges give you more precise cuts that ensure the wire is cut cleanly without biting into the bark of your tree.



[image: A root rake.]
Root rake

This is used during repotting to carefully loosen the old soil and untangle the roots with minimal damage. Of course, if you do not have a root rake, you can do what I did when I was getting started and bend the prongs of a table fork. I still sometimes use my homemade root rake today.



Bonsai styles: finding your tree’s personality

The many different styles and sizes of bonsai have been given names to make them easy to categorise. However, these should only serve as a general guideline when creating a tree. Every tree is different, and they may not all conform to these types.

When it comes to creating a tree, following the style of traditional Japanese bonsai styles is a great place to start as they give a general guide to follow. They are inspired by how trees grow in the wild, whether they have been twisted by the wind, weighed down by snow, or even when they are reaching for the sun on the side of a cliff








[image: A ficus bonsai grows in a shallow pot and has many aerial roots.]



Formal upright (chokkan)



[image: An illustration of formal upright or chokkan style. The style is conical with the apex at the top.]


Informal upright (moyogi)



[image: An illustration of informal upright or moyogi style. In this style, the tree has a S-curve.]


Twin trunk (so-kan)



[image: An illustration of twin trunk or sokan style. The bonsai has two trunks growing from a single base.]


Split trunk (sabamiki)



[image: An illustration of split trunk or sabamiki style with a hollow or split down the middle of a trunk.]


Multi-trunk/clump style (kabudachi)



[image: An illustration of multi-trunk or clump or kabudachi style with three or more trunks growing from a base.]


Forest planting (yose-ue)



[image: An illustration of forest planting or yose-ue style with multiple trees growing from a space, representing a forest.]


Cascade (kengai) and semi-cascade (han-kengai)



[image: An illustration of cascade or kengai style and semi-cascade or han-kengai style with the bonsai trunk growing down the side of a pot.]


Raft (ikadabuki)



[image: An illustration of raft or ikadabuki style with multiple branches growing from a trunk placed on its side.]


Windswept (fukinagashi)



[image: An illustration of windswept or fukinagashi style with the trunk and branches of the tree bent and curved in one direction.]


Slanted (shakan)



[image: An illustration of slanted or shakan style with the tree leaning on one side.]


Root-over-rock (seki-jōju)



[image: An illustration of root-over-rock or seki-joju style with the roots of a bonsai growing around a rock.]


Planted-on-rock (ishitsuki)



[image: An illustration of planted-on-rock or ishitsuki style with a tree growing from a rock.]


Broom (hokidachi)



[image: An illustration of broom or hokidachi style with branches growing in all directions from a single point on top of the trunk.]


Exposed root (neagari)



[image: An illustration of exposed root or neagari style with roots of the tree exposed above the soil.]


Literati (bunjin)



[image: An illustration of literati or bunjin style with a bent trunk and sparse branches.]


Beginner blunders: learning from your mistakes



GETTING IT RIGHT




[image: Two photos of an indoor sweet plum bonsai with the top branches and leaves fallen off and a decline visible in the base of the tree.]





[image: An indoor sweet plum bonsai grows in a shallow pot. The trunk has an S-curve.]



[image: A mature Japanese black pine bonsai grows in a pot with upturned needle-like leaves.]



The bonsai mindset: why consistency is key



LEARNING LESSONS
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