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Financial Year 1 July 2007 - 30 June 2008 

 
Surname ………………………………       Given Name  ………………………..…...........…… 
Postal Address ………………………………………………………………………..........…….. 
……………………………………………………………………………………….......……….. 
 State ……………………………….  Postcode ………… 
Telephone No.  (…………) ……………….................................  
E-mail address:  ………………………………………………………………….......................... 
I belong to ASGAP society: SGAP, APS, WSWA, ANPS or ‘none’ (circle one). If ‘none’, you are 
invited to join as a ‘contributing member’, though you will not be covered for insurance at any 
Group activity.  Your fees are the same; you will receive the newsletter and can contribute in the 
same manner as an ASGAP member. 
 
If you belong to a bonsai society, please specify: ………………………………………………. 
 
Annual Membership Fee:  
New member and member who contributed 
information relevant to the Group or worked on 
behalf of the Group in 2006/07  

 
$9.00 

Member who has not contributed information 
relevant to the Group in 2006/07  

 
$13.00 

Overseas member A$17.00 
 
Please make cheque/money order payable to: ASGAP Australian Plants as Bonsai Study Group and 
forward with this Renewal Form to the following address: 
 Australian Plants as Bonsai Study Group, PO Box 450, Jamison Post Office,  

Macquarie ACT 2614, Australia 
 
Fees can also be paid by bank transfer to: Bank: Community CPS Australia, BSB: 461152, Acct 
name: ASGAP, Acct no.: 669 544.  
Include your name on transfer so I know who has sent the money!! 
 
Please provide the following information for the species that you are growing as bonsai or potential 
bonsai.  Write on the back if you have more species.  

Scientific Name Common Name Date 
pruned 

Date 
repotted 
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Please fill in and return this sheet for as many of these species (or 
others) as soon as possible.  The information is needed for our first publication. 
Please provide details here: Name.................................................................................................. 
............................................. City/Town ........................................................................................................ . 
State/Territory .............. Post Code ............... 
It is important that that your records can be geographically located, as well as your contribution acknowledged. 
If you replied last time and nothing has changed, please don’t repeat the information.  If you missed last time, 
please pick up a pen and do it now – it is valuable information. 

Tree type 
Pruning 
Date(s) 

Repotting 
date(s) 

Notes 

Acacia howittii    
Acmena smithii    
Agonis flexuosa    
Allocasuarina littoralis    
Allocasuarina torulosa    
Angophora costata    
Babingtonia virgata    
Banksia integrifolia    
Banksia marginata    
Banksia serrata    
Brachychiton populneus    
Brachychiton rupestris    
Callistemon sp. (ie any 
bottle brush) 

   

Callistemon viminalis    
Callistemon viminalis 
'Captain Cook' 

   

Callitris glaucophylla    
Casuarina cunninghamiana    
Elaeocarpus reticulatus    
Eucalyptus camaldulensis    
Eucalyptus nicholii    
Ficus macrophylla    
Ficus rubiginosa    
Ficus rubiginosa cv 'Little 
Ruby' 

   

Grevillea robusta    
Kunzea ambigua    
Lagarostrobos franklinii    
Leptospermum laevigatum    
Melaleuca linariifolia    
Nothofagus cunninghamii    
Podocarpus lawrencei    
Syzygium sp. (ie, any ‘lilly 
pilly’)  

   

Tristaniopsis laurina    
ANY OTHER SPECIES    
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The following is another article on growing 
figs as bonsai.  It adds to the information in 
previous articles.  You will find differences due 
to location as well as some common messages.  
This repetition is one of the best ways we have 
of testing which methods to use and how to 
vary them for different places around the 
country. [Study Group Leader] 

Australian Native 

Ficus as Bonsai 
Written by Kerry Marston in close 
consultation with Megumi Bennett  

Re-published with permission of the author, 
and Editor of the Bonsai Society of Sydney  
(BSS) Newsletter 

Introduction    
Ficus or figs are a very diverse group of some 
800 different species of plants that range from 
the hot tropics to the colder temperate zones.  
Over 40 of these are native to Australia.   
They range in size from small creepers to very 
large trees.  Some are deciduous, while others 
remain evergreen.  Despite this diversity they 
share a number of very unique characteristics.   
Their flowers are very small and occur inside a 
syconium that is simply an inverted cluster of 
flowers.  All are pollinated by tiny fig wasps 
that climb inside the syconium to lay their 
eggs.  After fertilization the syconium swells to 
form a fruit which when ripe is readily eaten 
by fruit bats, birds and other animals. 

 
Some figs are able to form aerial roots if the 
conditions are humid enough.  With the aid of these 
roots as props, the trees can grow to an enormous 
diameter.  When damaged, all figs will excrete a 
white sticky sap or latex.  The latex from the rubber 
tree (Ficus elastica) is used to manufacture natural 

rubber and is an invaluable resource in the 
manufacture of many products including rubber 
tyres.  

Australian native figs as bonsai 

The two most popular native figs used for bonsai 
are Moreton Bay fig (Ficus macrophylla) and Port 
Jackson fig (Ficus rubiginosa).  A number of 
bonsai enthusiasts, including BSS club members, 
are now successfully experimenting with other 
native figs as bonsai.  Some of these include the 

The wonderful, spreading roots of a Port 
Jackson fig in the Royal Botanic Gardens, 

Sydney. 
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sandpaper fig (Ficus coronata), Ficus septica,       
F. superba, F. pleurocarpa, and F. adenosperma. 

Styles 

Figs are suitable for many different styles of bonsai.  
Australian native figs are often used in the root over 
rock style, which looks very natural, as they are 
often found naturally clinging to or growing out of 
rocks. 

 

Potting and re-potting 
Potting up is possible any time after the weather has 
warmed up from September until May.  The best 
time to create a root over rock design is in 
September just before the roots really begin to grow 
after winter. 

Note: In the summer when the sap is flowing well, 
figs have tendency to develop long leggy growth 
with leaves only on the top.  If this happens then: 

• fertilize the plant; 
• one week later re-pot into a larger pot with 

fresh soil; 
• trim all the branches back by only 1/3.  

Anymore than this at this stage could be too 
much of a shock, either killing the plant or 
setting it back until next year; and  

• place in an area where it will receive gentle 
morning sun until the new shoots appear, then 
return to its normal sunny position. 

Pruning 
Prune continuously to improve shape and 
ramification after the first flush of growth in spring 
and  until growth begins to slow in about April. 

Defoliation 
Defoliation is a very important technique to use 
with figs in order to reduce the leaf size and 
increase the ramification of the branches.  It is 
important to remember that this technique should 
only be used on healthy well-established trees. 
Prepare the tree in advance by applying fertiliser a 
week before you defoliate.  When defoliating 
remove only the leaf, leaving the leaf stalk or 
petiole.  The petiole will protect the immature bud 

in the leaf axial.  As the bud matures and swells the 
petioles will be pushed off. 
     At the same time, completely remove the 
terminal bud at the end of the branch.  If you don’t, 
this bud will continue to grow creating a long thin 
branch with little or no ramification. 

 

There are three methods that can be used to 
defoliate: 

Method A – Double defoliation 

This method should only be used in warmer areas 
of Sydney; or any area where the tree in actively 
growing in September.  As defoliation is a very 
stressful process for the tree, it should be  healthy 
and regularly given a good quality fertilizer. 
      The result should be more compact growth at a 
much faster rate than if you use method B. 
Completely defoliate the tree in September.  Shoots 
should reappear in three to four weeks.  Check the 
tree again in November and remove any over-sized 
leaves.  The second step is important as this will let 
sunlight down into the centre of the plant and 
encourage new inner growth.  Completely defoliate 
the tree again in January.  

Method B – Single defoliation 

Completely defoliate the tree in December.  Shoots 
should reappear in about two weeks.  Check the 
tree again in February and remove any over-sized 
leaves.  Leaves will gradually become smaller in 
size over time.   

Method C – Partial defoliation 

If you have missed defoliating the tree earlier in 
spring or summer you can do a partial defoliation in 
winter.  In this case, cut all the leaves in half.  This 
will protect the buds as they slowly swell over the 
winter and still allow the leaf to function for the 
plant.  The damaged leaves will fall off in spring as 
the new growth appears.   

 

A defoliated fig.  Note the petioles have been 
left on the tree and the terminal buds removed. 

Typical fruits of the Ficus genus 
 

Terminal 
bud 

removed 

Leaves 
removed 
leaving the 
petioles 
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Wiring and styling 
Wiring and styling are done in the warmer months 
of the year from September until about April.  The 
best time is at the same time as you defoliate, as 
you can see the overall shape of the branches, and it 
is easier to wire when there are no leaves. 
     At this time of the year the tree is growing very 
rapidly, so examine the wire at regular intervals and 
make sure you remove it before it cuts into the 
bark. 

Grafting 
Grafting is not a technique often used in figs.  The 
trees are very vigorous growers and a healthy tree 
will bud easily on its own from the trunk and along 
the branches. 
     Having said this however, a good technique is to 
graft two figs together trunk to trunk; this creates a 
twin trunk style with a very thick main trunk. 

 

 
Watering 

It is important to water your figs every day in the 
warmer weather from September to March.  After 
this, only water, to keep them moist but not wet; 
perhaps every two or three days would be enough. 

Aspect 
The majority of figs need good sunlight.  To 
determine the amount of light required, you need to 
consider their natural habitat.  For example, the 
Port Jackson fig grows along the coast in full strong 
sunlight.  So as a bonsai it prefers full sun all day.   
     In contrast the Moreton Bay fig grows within a 
sub-tropical rainforest, where as a young tree on the 
forest floor, light is somewhat restricted.  So as a 
young bonsai it only needs full sun during the 
morning.  As a mature tree it prefers full sun all 
day.  
     Most figs are very sensitive to the cold and are 
very frost tender.  In colder areas in Sydney our fig 
bonsai may need to be protected by moving them 

inside or to a warmer aspect in the garden during 
the winter.   

Fertilizer 
Fertilize with any good quality high nitrogen (N) 
fertilizer during the spring, summer and into 
autumn.  Apply once a fortnight if using a liquid 
fertilizer or every two to three months if using slow 
release pellets such as Osmocote.  Make sure the 
slow release pellets are suitable for native plants. 

Pests and diseases 
There are a number of pests and diseases that can 
affect your figs: 
Scale – looks like black, white or brown spots on 
the leaves and young branches.  Usually occurs if 
the tree is in too much shade.  Spray with Pestoil 
and give the tree more sun. 
Thrips – are small insects that attack small-fruited 
figs, both native and exotic.  They are particularly 
fond of Ficus microcarpa.  The leaves of an 
infected tree will be thick, distorted and brown 
underneath.  The only control it is to remove and 
destroy all infected leaves as soon as you notice 
them. 
Fungus – occurs as a black spot on the leaves.  
Control by regularly spraying with lime sulphur in 
the winter.  Use a lime sulphur solution of 1 part 
sulphur : 30 part water.  Spray monthly in June, 
July and August. 
     NOTE: Fig leaves have a structure called a 
hydathode that is part of the moisture control 
mechanism of the plant.  These can be seen as tiny 
whitish spots on the leaves, generally in a 
characteristic pattern.  Many people mistake these 
for insects or disease.  They are just a natural part 
of the fig plant. 

Propagation 
There are three mains ways of propagating new fig 
trees: 
By air layering - can be done in summer.  Select a 
branch, which is at least 5cm thick; remove the 
bark for about 3cm and then about half the wood to 
create an hourglass shape. Pack this with sphagnum 
moss, cover with clear plastic and secure with tape 
such as masking or packing tape. 
     Wait until you can see the roots appear under the 
plastic before carefully removing the packing and 
sphagnum moss.  Then cut through the stem below 
the roots and plant into bonsai mixture.  
From seeds – This is particularly suitable for 
native figs such as Port Jackson and Moreton Bay 
figs as they produce viable seed in the Sydney area.  
The easiest method is to fill a pot or seed tray with 
bonsai potting mix, break the fruit into pieces and 

A Moreton Bay fig as a Bonsai 
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spread on the top.   
     Cover with weed matting, keep moist and place 
the tray in a moist shaded area to assist the 
germination.  Prick out the seedlings into small pots 
when they have reached the two-leaf stage.  
By cuttings – take hardwood cuttings; remove all 
but the top two leaves.  It is a good idea to cut these 
remaining leaves in half as well.  Push the cuttings 
into bonsai potting mix, cover with a plastic cloche 
or plastic bag, particularly in the winter.  Leave in 
dappled light where they will pick up some 
morning sun.  Keep them moist but not wet. 
 
 

Australian Bonsai? 
By Peter Hanrahan 

Bonsai is a relatively new art in Australia compared 
with Asia, more accurately Japan and China. Being 
new to this art has its advantages, in that most of 
the structural and horticultural problems have been 
solved over many centuries of trial, error and 
observation. Since the 1950’s, these techniques 
have been extensively documented. 
     In Japan and China, observations were made of 
the structure of the trunks and branches of local 
trees and applied to bonsai in various ways to make 
a potted plant look like a tree.  These miniature 
trees took many shapes as they do in nature, which 
led to the Japanese formalising the styles with 
which we are familiar today. The Chinese, on the 
other hand, had schools of Penjing which varied in 
style from North to South with the same basic result 
of recreating nature in a pot. 
     As an art form these styles have been interpreted 
in many ways over the centuries and have become 
more abstract than actually representing miniature 
versions of trees in nature, but they are still as an 
art form pleasing to the eye. 

     The product of any art is a reflection of the 
artist’s environment, culture and personal 
experience. This is reflected in the bonsais and 
Penjing of Asia. 
     As a western bonsai artist, I started by learning 
the basic horticultural and structural techniques 
from a teacher.  I read many books and practiced on 
many different plants from various nurseries. Over 
15 years I have created and am still creating bonsai 
in the traditional form. 
 
BUT  
 
I feel that to be true Australian bonsai artists we 
need to use the vast resources available to us in our 
own backyards and interpret, then recreate, what we 
actually see with our own eyes: Eucalyptus, 
Callitris, Banksia, Acacia and on and on. 
     As the great landscape artists of Australia 
painted local content, we should create living 
Australian landscapes and trees with native 
material.  The only drawback is the lack of correct 
horticultural knowledge of native material which is 
partly being addressed by this national study group 
and by many people like myself, who are working 
with particular species and learning by trial and 
error, then needing to put pen to paper. 
     I feel this is an exciting time in Australian 
bonsai as more and more people are working with 
Australian natives and developing distinctive 
Australian styles. 
 

An Update on bonsai 

and bush fire 
By Maureen Mulvogue 3 April 2007  

Roger, 
As promised, this is the follow-up to my little 
article about my bonsai's in the bush fire [APAB-N 
No. 11]. 
     Well it is smiles all around! After the initial 
treatment of my bonsai natives following the fire, I 
am extremely pleased to announce that only three 
months after that devastating day, my plants have 
come through with flying colours. I treated them 
exactly the same as my burnt out native plantations, 
with the exception that the bonsais received regular 
watering. 
     New buds began to appear, slowly bursting into 
leaf within eight weeks, and believe me... it was a 
sight that filled me with joy.  
     The new growth was so vigorous that I had to 
re-prune the gum trees last week, and they are 
shaping up very nicely. 
     Mother Nature, although she tried her hardest, 
has not claimed one of my bonsai trees, and my 
initial feeling of gloom has been restored to one of 
joy. I can continue training my "babies" and 
enjoying the immense satisfaction they give me. 

Roots appearing beneath the plastic in an air-
layered fig 
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 [In the last newsletter, there was an article on 
growing melaleucas as bonsai.  It gave some very 
useful pointers.  Below is another article that 
greatly extends the general information on 
melaleucas and on how to grow several species as 
bonsai.  Please keep the articles coming in for this 
group as it has great potential, many species and a 
growing number of people wanting to grow them.  
Photos in this article are from APAB members.  
Study Group Leader] 

MELALEUCAS 

(PAPERBARKS) FOR 

BONSAI   
By Jan Briggs 

Melaleuca is a genus of around 170 species in the 
Myrtle family (Myrtaceae).  However, there are 
many unnamed and incorrectly named species and 
the true number is probably well in excess of 200.  
The majority of species are endemic to Australia 
but several occur to the north (e.g. in Indonesia, 
New Guinea, New Caledonia, Malaysia).  
Melaleucas are commonly known as "Paperbarks" 
in the tree forms and "Honey Myrtles" in the 
smaller forms.  These names refer to the flaky bark 
of many species and the nectar produced in the 
flowers.  The botanical name for the genus means 
"black and white" and presumably refers to the 
blackened lower bark and white upper bark of some 
species, resulting from fire. 
     In nature, melaleucas are often found along 
watercourses or along the edges of swamps.  They 
are generally plants of open forest, woodland or 
shrubland and are popular for gardens and 
landscaping both in Australia and overseas.  With 
one exception, melaleucas have not become weeds 
outside of their natural habitat.  M. quinquenervia, 
however, a large tree from eastern Australia, has 
become a serious pest in the Florida everglades in 
the USA.  This particular species is widely used as 
a landscaping plant in many parts of Australia. 
     Melaleuca is closely related to Callistemon 
("Bottlebrushes") and differs from that genus in the 
way that the stamens are connected to the floral 
tube.  The stamens are generally free from each 
other in Callistemon but united into bundles in 
Melaleuca.  The showy parts of the flowers of 
Melaleuca are the stamens, the petals being small 
and inconspicuous.  The stamens are often brightly 
coloured with red, pink, mauve, purple and yellow 
being common.  The Melaleuca "flower" is really 
an inflorescence formed by a cluster of small 
flowers. 
     Peak flowering for most species is spring 
(September to November in Australia), however, a 
spasmodic flowering at other times is not unusual. 
The flower clusters may occur terminally at the 
ends of branches or in short spikes along the 

branches.  Following flowering, three-celled woody 
seed-capsules develop with each capsule containing 
many small seeds.  The seed pods usually remain 
tightly closed unless stimulated to open by fire or 
by the death of the plant. 
     Most melaleucas are small to medium shrubs but 
a few can become medium to large sized trees. 
     Very few species of Melaleuca have commercial 
uses. The timber of M. leucadendra and 
M. quinquenervia have been used for fairly minor 
applications such as railway sleepers, fence posts 
and mine props and these species are also useful in 
honey production.  The most significant use of the 
genus is in the production of Tea Tree Oil.  The oil 
of the humble tea tree (Melaleuca alternifolia), one 
of the great survivors in Australia's harsh climate, is 
widely used as a medication, although there have 
been few proper clinical trials to confirm its 
efficacy.  The only place M. alternifolia occurs 
naturally is in a relatively small area of northern 
New South Wales.  But there are already a number 
of plantations producing about 100 tonnes of tea 
tree oil annually, which is sold to companies that 
include it in a wide range of products - shampoos, 
hair conditioners, soap, cream, gel, lotions, even 
toothpaste.  It is also included in liniments, foot 
balms, insect repellents and germicides 
     With so many species and such a wide natural 
distribution, a Melaleuca can be found that is suited 
to just about any garden.  However, the wide 
distribution also means that the species cover a 
wide range of climatic zones and problems may be 
experienced when trying to grow a species in a 
different climate to that of its natural habitat.  As a 
general guide: 
• Species native to south western Australia, 

where dry summers and wet winters are 
experienced, may prove unreliable in tropical 
and sub tropical areas and areas of wet, humid 
summers. 

• Tropical species may be difficult to maintain in 
cold districts. 

     Despite this caution many species have proven 
to be adaptable in seemingly unsuitable climates. 
For example, the western species M. fulgens, 
M. nesophila, M. lateritia, M. diosmifolia and 
M. huegelii are grown very successfully in coastal 
areas of New South Wales and Queensland while 
the tropical species M. viridiflora will grow 
successfully in colder districts if it is protected from 
frost when young. 
     Given that melaleucas are often found on moist 
sites, it should be no surprise to find that they enjoy 
a reasonable amount of moisture under garden 
conditions.  This does not mean that they require 
anything like daily watering.  Once established, 
they will grow happily with just the occasional 
watering to help them through dry periods.  A 
sunny position will usually produce the best 
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flowering but plants will tolerate anything except 
total shade. 
     Most species respond favourably to pruning, 
particularly a light annual trim to promote bushy 
growth.  Some will withstand severe pruning if they 
have outgrown their allocated space, even tolerating 
being cut back to near ground level.  Two species 
which have been observed growing away 
vigorously from such treatment are M. decussata 
and M. nodosa. 
     There are several pests which can attack 
melaleucas although healthy plants can usually 
cope without human intervention.  The most serious 
pest is probably webbing caterpillar.  These grubs 
encase themselves in a web-like structure 
comprised of foliage and droppings and can cause 
severe defoliation. They also attack related genera 
such as Leptospermum and Callistemon. Physical 
removal or the use of a strong jet of water is 
effective treatment in many cases. The use of 
general insecticides is possible if effective contact 
with the caterpillars can be achieved. This is often 
difficult. Webbing caterpillar attack is most severe 
with fine leafed species. 
     Melaleucas are fairly tolerant of fertilisers, 
unlike some other genera of Australian plants. The 
use of a slow release fertiliser after flowering will 
usually be sufficient.  
Reference:  
http://farrer.csu.edu.au/ASGAP/melaleu1.html 
 
My Experience With Melaleucas 

I have been growing melaleucas for bonsai for over 
ten years.  The varieties I grow include the 
following: 
     M. linariifolia is a beautiful bushy small tree to 
8m with cream coloured papery bark and attractive 
soft fine foliage.  Masses of fragrant, fluffy white 
brushes cover the plant in summer, attracting a 
variety of honeyeaters and insectivorous birds.  It 
grows in a sunny, moist position.  It is moderately 
frost-tolerant.  This is a very versatile tree, quick 
growing, responds well to pruning, produces aged 
bark when relatively young and is a great subject 
for root-over-rock style.  As a bonus, it produces 
lovely creamy flowers. 
     M. linariifolia “Claret Tops” is a dwarf form of 
this well-known tree species.  It grows to about 
1.5m by 1.5m.  It is a profuse flowerer.  This is my 
favourite melaleuca, with its wonderful pinky, 
bronze new growth.  When grown by the clip and 
grow method it produces an abundance of fine 
twiggy growth and resembles a miniature version of 
the gum tree.  It is particularly suitable for using in 
groups or saikei. 
     M. linariifolia “Snow Storm” is a bushy shrub to 
3m with light green foliage and prolific white brush 
flowers in spring and summer.  I am growing a 
number of these as rather tall slender trees which 
someday I intend to plant as a group or saikei.   

     M. hypericifolia is a dense shrub to 3m high and 
2.5m across, with attractive oval foliage on slightly 
weeping branches.  The leaves may turn reddish 
bronze during winter.  The abundant orange-red 
brushes appear from late spring to midsummer and 
provide a good source of nectar for a variety of 
honeyeaters.  It is hardy shrub and is adaptable to a 
wide range of conditions.  It will grow in 
permanently wet to very dry soil and will withstand 
coastal exposure.  It is moderately frost-resistant.  
Flowers are produced on old wood and are often 
hidden among the foliage.  Judicious pruning may 
display flowers to better advantage and pruning 
should also be carried out immediately after 
flowering.  I first saw this tree growing in the wild 
on the cliffs above the beach at Durras Lakes, 
where I have holidayed since a small child.  I 
mistakenly assumed it was a bottlebrush, because 
of its bottlebrush-like flowers, and it wasn’t until 
years later I found out it was a melaleuca.  I am 
growing two M. hypericifolia as bonsai.  One is an 
informal upright tree, the other is a semi cascade in 
a half moon pot.  The semi weeping foliage, with 
pinky bronze growth, greatly enhances both these 
bonsai.  The informal upright tree has the most 
magical old seedpods remaining after flowering and 
I have decided to retain them as a feature of the 
trunk and branches, contrary to what we normally 
recommend with Australian natives, i.e. to prune 
back behind the flowers after flowering has 
finished. 

     M. thymifolia (Fig 1) is a low spreading compact 
shrub to about 1m high and 1m across.  The small 
branches are numerous and are densely crowded 
with blue-green foliage which is aromatic when 
crushed.  The deep mauve, fringed flowers are 
produced along the stems over a long period in 
spring and summer.  This hardy species will adapt 
to most soils and conditions.  It prefers moist 
situations but will also tolerate periods of dryness 
and frost.  Light trimming will maintain compact 
growth.  There is also a pink variety of this species.  
I have one that I purchased several years ago, but I 

Fig 1. M. thymifolia, by R Nesci, Nov. Exhibition 
2006. Photo M. Wooley. 
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can’t comment on its performance as a bonsai as it 
is still in its original black plastic pot.  Ray Nesci 
exhibited a beautiful specimen in the recent 
Australian native show in Canberra. 
     M. incana is a graceful, woolly shrub to 2.5m 
high and a similar width, with weeping branches 
and feathery grey-green leaves.  Numerous small 
pastel yellow brushes are produced in spring.  
Flowers are attractive to a variety of birds.  This 
hardy species prefers a sunny, moist position, but 
will tolerate periods of dryness.  It is moderately 
frost-resistant when mature.  I am training this 
species, which has beautiful soft grey weeping 
foliage and lovely yellow flowers, as a tall slender 
tree with a rather literati feel about it. 
     M. bracteata “Golden Gem” (Fig. 2) is a low 
spreading cultivar to around 2m high and 1.5m 
across, with fine yellow foliage and white flowers 
in spring and summer.  It is a very hardy shrub for 
wet, humid conditions, and is frost-resistant.  It 
responds readily to pruning.  Prune lightly to shape.  
This tree has lovely limey yellow new growth, and 
striated bark at a young age.  .  . 

  
     M. quinquenervia (the broad-leaved paperbark) 
is a shapely tree 10m high in cultivation, with 
beautiful, thick, papery bark and dull green leaves 
forming a shapely crown. It bears numerous cream 
bottlebrush flowers in late summer and autumn, 
providing food for many species of birds.  This 
species inhabits swampy coastal areas and will 
thrive better than most trees in wet and saline 
conditions.  It is frost sensitive.  I have a couple of 
these swamp paperbarks which were purchased as 
old nursery stock.  Unfortunately their root systems 
aren’t very attractive, obviously because of the way 
they were grown and repotted for the nursery trade, 
and will probably take a lot of work to bring them 

up to the bonsai ideal.  One particularly has one 
large root, nearly as thick as the trunk.  They do 
however respond readily to heavy pruning and will 
send out an abundance of shoots when you “lop off 
their heads”.  The leaves will reduce readily with 
the usual defoliation techniques. 
     M. armillaris (bracelet honey myrtle) is a fast-
growing, bushy shrub or small tree to around 5m 
with fine, crowded dark green leaves.  Numerous 
small white brush flowers appear in late spring and 
often again in late autumn, providing food for 
nectar-eating and insectivorous birds.  This is a 
hardy shrub and is adaptable to a wide range of 
conditions.  It will tolerate coastal exposure and 
will grow in poorly drained soils.  I purchased this 
tree about 10 years ago and it has developed into a 
very pleasing bonsai; it responds readily to regular 
pruning, has been trained with wire and has not 
been repotted for about five years. 
     M. raphiophylla (swamp paperbark, Fig 3) is a 
bushy crowned tree with greyish white papery bark 
and showy profuse white to cream blossoms in 
November.  It is widely distributed in the south-
west of WA along river banks and swamps.  I 
purchased this tree from Derek Oakley at the 
AABC Seminar in Perth where Derek had several 
of his magnificent paperbarks in the seminar 
exhibition.  I fell in love with them because they 
looked just like real Australian trees, and I just had 
to have one, even though several people warned me 
it wouldn’t survive in the humidity of the east 
coast.  That was about 7 years or more ago, and it 
has survived although I still have a lot of branch 
development to do.  I sit it permanently in a water 
tray, as I figure that if it grows in swampy areas it 
must be used to humidity. 
     (Note:  Derek specialises (I think) in melaleucas, 
having dug all his trees from a swampy area in 
south west Western Australia.  He has had an 
article on his melaleucas published in Bonsai Today 
and is a regular contributor to the Internet Bonsai 
Club where you can see several of his great trees, 
one of which has a hollowed out, blackened trunk, 
which just looks like it has been through a bushfire.  
One of his melaleuca bonsai won the BCI 
President’s Award at the seminar in Perth and he 
also won an award in the 2006 BCI photographic 
competition.) 
     In addition, I am growing a couple of 
melaleucas that Ric Roberts brought back from 
WA.  To date I haven’t done any bonsai training on 
them but they appear to have settled into our east 
coast climate.   
     I find the growth habit of melaleucas to be most 
attractive, particularly M. linariifolia and               
M. linariifolia “Claret Tops” and M. linariifolia 
“Snow Storm” which can be easily trained by the 
clip and grow method to resemble our 
quintessential Aussie gum tree, with its up thrusting 
branches and tufts of foliage pads on the ends.  

Fig 2. M. bracteata by D. Oakley. 
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These varieties are particularly effective when used 
in saikei.  Most melaleucas have an abundant 
supply of small, fine leaves (a couple of exceptions 
would b M. quinquenervia and M. hypericifolia 
which have larger leaves, but they reduce 
considerably with defoliation).  Melaleucas respond 
readily to our usual bonsai techniques of pruning 
and wiring.  As a bonus they readily produce 
rugged furrowed cream paperbark (hence their 
common name) and they also produce beautiful 
fluffy cream, pink, mauve, yellow or red flowers.   
     In recent years the bonsai community has 
become almost obsessed with producing bonsai 
with large, fat trunks.  Whilst there is nothing 
wrong with fat trunks, I think we often overlook the 
beauty and elegance of a tall, slender tree, 
particularly when it has aged-looking bark and an 
interesting trunkline, such as can be seen in 
melaleuca bonsai. 
 

Watering 
In my opinion the most important aspect of success 
in growing most Australian natives is water, and 
this applies equally to the Melaleuca.  I have learnt 
this lesson the hard way, having lost two large 
groups of M. linariifolia “Claret Tops” a couple of 
years ago during the winter, when I was leaving 
home at 6am and returning after 6pm and only 
watering at the weekend.  I have always been 
reluctant to stand any of my trees in water trays 
(except my wisterias), as a lot of growers do, 
because I water daily (in the 
summer) I don’t consider it 
necessary, but obviously 
they can’t cope with 5+ days 
without water.  Ever the 
optimist, and because I love 
Claret Tops so much, I am 
about to create another 
saikei.  My only exception 
to the practice of using water 
trays is the Melaleuca that I 
brought back from WA, 
which I stand in a water tray 
all year round, as I found it 
would wilt in summer even 
when watered daily.  Derek 
told me he had dug it from 
an estuarine area south of 
Perth, so obviously it is used 
to having wet feet. 
     It has been my 
experience that even though 
a lot of Australian natives 
survive long periods of dryness in their natural 
habitat, when grown as bonsai and confined in a 
pot, constant moisture is a major requirement. 
 
 

Pruning 
My approach to pruning is not to be prescriptive 
and advise definite times for carrying out this task, 
particularly since our weather patterns have become 
so erratic that it has become difficult to predict our 
trees’ growth patterns.  With all my trees I allow 
the tree to dictate the timing.  You need to watch 
your tree for a new growth spurt, which it often 
produces after rain or after fertilising.  I then prune 
when the growth has hardened off. 
     The technique I have developed with my fine 
leaved natives (not only melaleucas, but some gum 
trees and ti-trees as well) is to gather up a handful 
of little branchlets with the foliage extending past 
my fingertips, then trim the foliage back in a semi-
circle (similar to what the hairdresser does when 
cutting your hair – they gather together clumps of 
your hair before trimming it).  Don’t worry about 
cutting through leaves, when the new growth comes 
they won’t be noticed.  This produces a slightly 
topiary effect (which I don’t like to see on 
exhibition trees, but it is fine for the development 
stage).  I allow the foliage to grow out again and 
then selectively prune back individual little 
branchlets to achieve a more “ragged”, uneven, or 
natural effect.  It does, however, achieve the look I 
am aiming for – tufts of foliage at the ends of 
branches, as you would see in the natural growth of 
some gum trees. 
     With coarser leaved natives such as                  
M. quinquenervia, I employ the usual pruning 

method of cutting above a 
leaf pointing in the direction 
I wish the branch or 
branchlet to take. 

Wiring 
I generally use a combination 
of wiring to place the 
branches where I want them, 
together with the clip and 
grow method.  Some people 
have problems with branch 
dieback when they have 
wired branches below the 
horizontal, but I haven’t 
experienced such problems. 

Fertiliser 
I use native specific 
granulated fertilizer such as 
Osmocote ® and usually feed 
my trees quite heavily.  Any 
fertilizer is okay, except for 
something that has a high 

phosphorous content, which is not recommended 
for any natives.  I usually apply fertilizer in spring, 
summer and autumn. 
 
 

Fig. 3. M. rhaphiophylla by D. Oakley 
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Fig 1. River she-oak as formal 
upright 

Fig. 2. Variation on formal upright.  

Potting 
I repot my trees when necessary, any time from 
spring (which I consider to be the optimum time), 
through summer and into autumn.  The only time I 
would not pot (except for an emergency), is in 
winter, as you generally find the tree will sit and 
sulk until the weather warms up and the roots start 
to grow again, so there is really no point in potting 
earlier.  Summer potting is fine for natives, as 
Sydney receives (or is supposed to receive) the 
majority of its rain in summer.  The theory is that 
we should repot as the new buds start to swell, but 
often this happens so quickly we are unable to 
comply with this ideal.  
     Reference:  “The Australian Gardener’s 
Wildflower Catalogue”, Denise Greig 

Bonsai at the Yarra 

Yarra Flower Show 
I received the following email with a request for 
help from Study Group members living within 
striking distance of Yarra Yarra.  Please respond 
directly to the organisers noted below if you can 
help. [Study Group Leader] 
 
APS Yarra Yarra is holding its annual flower show 
…, NE Melbourne …. We will have a huge display 
of flowers from our members' gardens … 
     We would very much like the various study 
groups to put on displays of their own. 
     Do you have Melbourne members who would be 
willing and able to do this for bonsai? The venue is 
a basketball stadium so we have lock-up security. 
     Date: 13-14 October 2007 (set up on the 12th) 
     Venue: Templestowe College, Cypress Avenue 
Templestowe 
     Time: 9 am - 5 pm Sat, 9 am - 4 pm Sun 
     For further information, please contact: 
Mike Williams 0418 372 262 / (03) 9439 2427 [or 
Noel Gaskett (03) 9434 7414 or (03) 9429 2427 or 
Elaine Cochrane, Secretary, APS Yarra Yarra 
(03) 9435 7786 email: gandc@mira.net 
     Noel does some bonsai work and will probably 
have one of his banksias or Eugenia smithii on 
display so he might be the better contact in this 
case: 
 

Models for Styling Models for Styling Models for Styling Models for Styling 

Casuarina Casuarina Casuarina Casuarina 

cunninghamianacunninghamianacunninghamianacunninghamiana    

(river she(river she(river she(river she----oak)oak)oak)oak)    
By Roger HnatiukBy Roger HnatiukBy Roger HnatiukBy Roger Hnatiuk    

River she-oak trunks may be straight, as in formal 
uprights, especially if growing within a forest or on 

river banks (Fig 1 & 2.).  Figure 1 shows a very 
narrow crown, with arc-shaped branches from low 
to mid height.  Figure 2 shows a very wide-
spreading crown with a complex of arc and stick 
branches.   
     It is not uncommon to find leaning trees, 
especially out over water as the ground on which 
they grow collapses into the waterway (Fig 3; this 
figure has 
been edited 
to remove a 
tree 
immediately 
behind the 
leaning one).   
     The angle 
of the major 
branches as 
they come 
off the trunk 
is most 
commonly 
fairly 
steeply  
upwards.  
The growth 
is often 
vigorous, so 
long 
branches are 
common.  
The weight 
of these long 
thin 
branches 
tends to 
bend them 
into arc-
shapes that 
bend down at each end.  They often, but not always 
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turn up just at the free tips.  Another common form 
is a series of connected arcs, but in these cases the 
arcs may turn up at both ends.  Finally, river she-
oak branching often produces bizarre branching 
(Fig. 4), with long, straight sections (I’m calling 
these ‘sticks’) coming off an arc, or a series of wild 
bends combined with the arcs and straight sections.  
These unusual lines of branches seem to be a 
characteristic of the oldest trees that I have seen.  
That these are old trees can be judged from the 
great thickness of the trunk, secondary and tertiary 
branches. 
     In younger she-oaks, you can find a classical 
array of branch angles.  Starting at the lowest 
branches, they rise upwards near the trunk but 
quickly bend in long arcs downwards, with slightly  

upturned tips.  By mid trunk the branches are fairly 
horizontal and in the crown they are steeply rising.  
This pattern doesn’t seem to hold as the trees get 
old. 
     In the river she-oak, the outline shape of old 

crowns can be either cylindrical on the sides with a 
rounded top or clear of branching below and a wide 
spreading, rounded canopy. 

     The 
nebari of the 
river she-
oak is one of 
its strong 
points.  
They can be 
fairly 
traditional      
(Fig. 5), 
with a 
slightly and 
smoothly 
expanding 
base leading 
outwards to 
an array of 
thick surface 
roots.  They 
can also 
become a 
major 
display of exposed roots that rivals the vigour and 
exuberance of any fig you’ve seen (Fig 6). 
     The crowns of mature trees are composed of 
many individual foliage-branch units, similar to 
most trees in nature.  They are not a set of three or 
five geometrically precise ‘hands’ of green.  So if 
you are aiming to evoke a tree in the wild, your 
detailed working will include canopy complexity.  
However, you might be one who prefers highly 
stylised and simplified structures; I’d just suggest 
not using a ‘pine’ as your model.  Think ‘she-oak’ 
and you will create something exciting and not 
derivative. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

APAB – UPDATES! 

Fig 3. River she-oak leaning over water. 

Fig 4. An old crown with bizarre branching based 
on arcs and straight sticks. 

Fig 5. A classical nebari on 
river she-oak. 

Fig 6. A very impressive nebari of flood-exposed 
roots of river she-oak. 
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1.1.1.1. There were two offers of assistance to help 
with the compilation and writing of the first 
APAB publication.  Thank you very much to 
Georgina and Steve.  I haven’t taken the 
production to the next stage, but will by year’s 
end I hope.  Any further offers of assistance 
will still be welcome. 

2.2.2.2. The response to the request for potting and 
pruning data was substantial.  To all 22 
members who took the time, many thanks 
indeed.  We could still use more replies to 
flesh-out the variability and consistency of 
advice about when to carry out these essential 
horticultural activities. 

 

5th November 

Exhibition of Australian 

Species as Bonsai 
The 5th Exhibition of Australian species as bonsai 
will be held at the Australian National Botanic 
Gardens (ANBG) from Friday (noon) through 
Sunday, 16-18 November 2007.  The previous four 
exhibitions have drawn strong, positive responses 

from attendees.  The location at ANBG means that 

we attract bonsai club members, others who grow 
bonsai and a wide diversity of people who know 
about bonsai but are not closely connected with it.  
This includes a diversity of people from across the 
country and overseas as well who were ‘just 
visiting the gardens or Canberra’ and saw the signs. 
 
     Please would all members of APAB give 
consideration about how you might contribute.  
Those within striking distance of Canberra can 
contribute trees.  We have had many significant 
trees from many parts of NSW and even as far a 
field as Hobart.  For those living too far away to 

carry trees here, we have a display of photographs 
of trees.  These have always been popular and 
allow a greater diversity of trees to be shown to the 
public.  So if you have a photo, please send it to me 
(Study Group Leader).  I’d prefer a good quality 
digital image (we’ll print it here at A4 size), sent by 
broadband or CD.  A good quality photo can be 
scanned here, or you can send a good quality A4 
print yourself.  Please let me know as soon as 
possible whether you will have a tree coming or 
whether you will be sending a photo.  Photos need 
to be here by 1 November.  Trees need to arrive on 
Friday morning 16 November. 
     This is an excellent opportunity to showcase the 
quality and diversity possible in using native 
Australian species as bonsai.   

Ficus ‘Little Ruby’ by Noel 

Richea pandanifolia (pandani), Tasmanian iconic 
species exhibited as photograph in 2006. 
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Native Trees in the 

National Collection 
By Roger Hnatiuk 

The Bonsai Management Committee of the 
National Bonsai and Penjing Collection of 
Australia met in April to consider offers of trees for 
donation and loan to the National Collection, which 
is due to open in spring 2008.  I’m delighted to 
report that eight bonsai using Australian native 
species have been accepted either as donations or as 
loans.  While I can’t tell you which ones as yet, you 
will be able to see them when the collection opens 
in spring 2008, which isn’t all that far away. 
     If you know of excellent examples of trees, or 
even own such a tree, please let me know as soon 
as possible so that we can talk with the owner about 
the possibility of including it in the National 
Collection.  This is certainly one of the most 
prestigious places that anyone in Australia can have 
their trees on display to a very wide array of people.  
We know that we can produce wonderful trees; we 
only need people to take the initiative and make 
them available. 
 

Root pruning and 

repotting of Native 

Plants 

By Grant Bowie 
I have been thinking for a while about whether it is 
possible to give some more general outlines as to 
when and how to handle the timing of root pruning, 
repotting and the trimming of foliage around 
repotting time. 
     It depends on what you are setting out to 
achieve, and of course where you live and the 
climate in your area. 
     Why do we trim the roots of bonsai in the first 
place?  We trim the roots to enable us to fit the root 
ball into a smaller pot or to compact a root system 
after it has been dug up.  This is the most dangerous 
time for a bonsai and it should be done at the 
optimal time given the condition of the material and 
the state of the weather, if the tree is going to have 
a good chance of survival. We do our best to pick 
these times but don’t always succeed. 
     Why do we trim the roots of a bonsai after a few 
years in a pot?  We trim the roots to allow space for 
new potting mix to refresh the tree and to allow and 
encourage new roots to grow for the health of the 
tree, and to support the increasing mass of foliage 
on the top of the tree. 
     Why have we been taught to, and mostly 
continue to, repot trees while the tree is dormant or 
at the end of dormancy?  This goes back mostly to 
the use of northern hemisphere trees and the 

literature that was written for the trees in their much 
colder climate. 
     Let’s consider a maple.  You certainly can repot 
in August or September just before bud break. You 
can also repot, if you choose, after the flush of 
spring growth has hardened off and by trimming off 
some of the foliage and then doing a light root trim 
and repot.  We used to think you had to defoliate 
the tree to imitate the winter dormancy, but we 
have since found out this is not necessary.  It is also 
quite safe to repot at the end of autumn when the 
leaves have all dropped off or even before all the 
leaves have dropped off. 
     Let’s consider pines.  You can safely repot pines 
in August or September before bud swell or under 
certain circumstances you can repot in November, 
December, January and right up to May or June.  
It’s a case of knowing what to do and when to do it 
to achieve a desired outcome. 
     Let’s consider a broad range of Australian 
natives.  I feel that we can handle trees in our 
climate in a number of different ways and 
especially our Australian natives.  The natives grow 
in so huge a variety of climatic conditions and soil 
types that it is hard to generalize.  For instance, the 
dormant period can vary from mid winter to mid 
summer; trees can put on new growth while 
covered in snow in the alpine areas or go 
completely dormant in mid summer in the heat of 
Hay. 
     When you put an Australian native into a pot it 
also completely changes the relationship between 
the roots and the soil.  The roots have evolved to 
cope with wet or dry conditions with different 
mechanisms and in a pot they behave differently.  
For example, some natives, given adequate water 
and fertilizer, will grow almost all year round, 
whereas in the ground they may only grow after a 
flush of rain. 
     How do you tell when a native tree is about to 
break dormancy and is it important to try and time 
repotting for this period anyhow?  Should you repot 
in mid-winter-dormancy at all?  Should you trim 
the tree hard and repot at the same time?  
     After experimenting with a few natives in my 
climate (500 m altitude with cool winters and warm 
to hot summers) , I have come to the conclusion 
that it is best to root prune and repot when the 
weather is warm to hot (but not excessively hot); 
definitely not during late autumn, winter or early 
spring.  My reasoning is as follows. 
     Not late autumn, because I don’t want to 
stimulate new foliage going into winter as it may be 
damaged by frost and I don’t want the tree to sit in 
new, wet soil for the whole winter with an in-
complete root system that may be prone to root rot. 
     Not winter, because, although we will not 
stimulate new growth at this time of year, we still 
face the problem of wet, cold soil with a 
compromised root system. 
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     Not early spring, because it can still set back the 
tree unnecessarily in colder climates. 
     I don’t feel it is necessary to try and time 
repotting or root pruning to just before dormancy 
breaks, in fact I prefer to allow the tree to grow 
vigorously for a whil,e then trim back the foliage 
ready for root pruning and repotting, but wait one 
or two weeks after foliage trimming before I cut the 
roots.  This allows the buds to start forming before 
trimming the roots and allows the tree to continue 
growing seamlessly in a vigorous manner.  There is 
no chance for the tree to be set back or sit too long 
in a wet mix without a good root system. 
     I avoid cutting back to a stump and digging up at 
the same time as there is a possibility of the tree 
doing poorly or dying.  If possible, cut back during 
an active time of year and allow new foliage to 
extend vigorously, then cut back leaving plenty of 
foliage and dig up shortly after.   
     In very hot areas or those that have mild winters 
you may vary dramatically from the above method 
as suits your climate.  Let us know your 
experiences and repotting times to try and build up 
a model for various climatic regions. 
     Since I first started writing this article I have 
moved to Canberra, and I will be more conservative 
with my repotting and root pruning practices until I 
am more conversant with the climate here 

Some Pics of Bonsai 
 

 
 

Leptospermum rupestre by Will from Tasmania 

Microcachrys tetragona by Ambrose from 
Tasmania (from photo in Nov 06 

Exhibition) 

Melaleuca ‘Claret Tops’ by Roger 

Melaleuca incana subsp. tenella by 
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Study Group InfoStudy Group InfoStudy Group InfoStudy Group Informationrmationrmationrmation    
The Australian Plants as Bonsai Study Group was formed in mid 2001.  Its aims are: 
� to determine which species of native Australian plants are grown as bonsai; 
� to determine the horticultural characteristics and requirements of each species; 
� to determine the artistic and aesthetic qualities of species; and 
� to publish information to help people grow and enjoy Australian plants as bonsai. 
To become a member, please send a cheque for $13 (Aus.$17 overseas) or postal money order to: 
‘Australian Plants as Bonsai’, PO Box 450, Jamison Post Office, Macquarie ACT 2614, Australia.   
Direct credit transfers can be made to Community CPS, BSB 805-022, acct no. 03276718.  
The Study Group Leader is Roger Hnatiuk.  Contact him at the above postal address or at  
Email: rjhnatiuk@yahoo.com.au 
 

 


