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Growing Acacia howittii – 
some observations from the 
NSW north coast 

By Steve Wise (with notes from Roger 
Hnatiuk) 

 

Steve sent in some observations on his lack of 

success in growing Acacia howittii in the 

mountains behind Port Macquarie on the NSW 

north coast.  Here is an edited text of an email 

exchange we had a few months ago. 

Steve: Both of my howittii’s are going / gone 

to god.  

I just took the dead one out of a big cascade 

pot thinking it would have root rot from too 

much rain in a deep pot, or curl grub.  Neither 

problem is evident. 

The other is just sick with browning leaves.  It 

is in a 30cm orchid pot; so drainage is not an 

issue.  The only other option is that they dried 

out . . . 

Others in the local club say they can’t get them 

to stay alive. 

What is the species reputation on the coast? I 

know it is from the hills in SW Victoria (so 

would prefer cooler weather). 

 

Roger: Your observations are the first I’ve 
received concerning the limits to A. howittii’s 
growth.  It is native to the hills of south 
Gippsland and is grown with apparent ease in 
Melbourne and Sydney.  The Sydney the plants 
are from close to the coast or in the west.  In 
the latter they are subject to a lot of heat and 
cold (rather like Canberra), while in the east it 
is a bit milder and a bit more humid.  You’re up 
in the hills a bit, but perhaps the humidity and 
warmth are just getting that much more, so 
that it is reaching its limits.  In Canberra, it is 
subject to frost damage when the temp falls to 
around -3oC or less.  Perhaps the insufficient 
periods of dry weather may not suit it!  
Remember you wear flippers on your feet for 
significant periods of time! 

 

Steve: My minimum temps for the past 2 winters 

were 3.5 and 4.5 degrees C. No frosts.  And this 

year was very wet (1.5m in 4 months!).  It has now 

been fairly dry (60mm) for the past two months. 

The locals (not on the hill) do have mild frosts 

(around the zero mark). 

 

Roger: The low temps are not a problem, including 
the light frosts in the lowlands.  The protracted 
wet period might have encouraged fungal attack, 
but that is guessing. 
 
If any Study Group members can add to our 

knowledge about where Acacia howittii grows well 

or does not grow so well, please send it in.  It 

would be good to learn about the limits to its 

effective growth as bonsai. 

 

A Case of a Eucalypt Lost in the 
Ether. 

By Roger Hnatiuk 
Someone sent me an email during Sep/Oct saying 

they did not reply to my query table sent out with 

the APAB 15 newsletter because they did not have 

any of the species listed.  They then proceeded to 

provide some most interesting details of other 

species.  They also said that some of their 

eucalypts might just get fired! 
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When I was checking my Spam folder before 

deleting, I found the email, scanned a bit of it 

to see if it was  ‘genuine’, then attempted to 

move it to the Inbox.  But it didn’t get there 

but disappeared from the Spam folder.  Thus I 

don’t have the email, nor the information that 

was in it.  If this story sounds like it is about an 

email you sent me, could you please send 

again and I will see if I can safely retrieve it 

from the ‘all-knowing’ but still not perfect 

ether.  I’m in suspense to read what you went 

on to say about your bonsai.  It would have 

made it into this newsletter, but hopefully will 

get in the next too. 

 

Using Mosses with Bonsai 
The following are some interesting 

observations about how different people use, 

or don’t use, mosses with their bonsai.  These 

notes come from correspondence received 

from some of the people who have sent in 

mosses as part of the project to document what 

mosses (and lichens) are being grown with our 

bonsai.  Thank you to each person who has 

contributed. 

 

Pam R, from Adelaide, wrote: In regard to 

mosses, I do not plant any in my bonsai.  I use 

small stones in most of my plants as mulch, 

they are more suited for my dry-land plants 

such as eremophilas.  Quite often I find some 

very interesting stones on our outback trips. 

 

Roger: Interesting idea to use only stones as 
mulch.  I do that on some of mine, but I also 
grow mosses and lichen on others. 
 
I collected some lovely mosses last year while 
crossing the Hay plain. They are certainly 
suited to the hot dry climate there.  They grow 
in winter and spring, then shut down for the 
summer, despite any watering they get, then 
spring back into growth when it cools down 
again.  A small clump of them amongst the 
stones can give a suitable ‘arid zone’ feel and 
look to a bonsai composition. 
 

Jorgen R. (early summer from Sydney) wrote: 

I have spoken to members of the Bonsai Study 

Group  and we will get some moss samples 

together and send early next week and I hope 

this is not too late. At this time of the year I mainly 

use pebbles as it is difficult to keep the moss in a 

good condition. 

 

Heide B (from Clunes in central Victoria wrote: 

The 2 mosses die down in the hot and dry summer 

that I have here.  I do put them on my bonsais that 

I put in our exhibition which is on the first weekend 

in November.  They usually die down after the heat 

sets in.  The only bonsai they stay on is the juniper 

forest,  I guess because it is always in the shade. 

 

Roger: These notes, and others sent with mosses, 

have expanded considerably my understanding of 

how different bonsai growers use mosses with their 

bonsai.  I leave my mosses on my bonsai year 

round.  In some cases, where the tree growth is 

slow and repotting takes place at more than 5-year 

intervals, I leave the mixture of mosses and lichens 

to grow uninterrupted for many years.  This often 

allows the lichens a chance to develop into mature 

forms that are most attractive.  This procedure also 

comes with some constraints on my method of 

repotting, as I don’t want to disturb many of the 

mosses and lichens, so removing them requires 

great care, as does re-establishing them. 

 

Based on what others are saying, quite a number of 

people use mosses as a form of seasonal 

adornment, or only for the short period of an 

exhibition, or not at all. 

 

I’d like to hear from others about what they do 

with mosses and lichens, so that a better picture 

develops of how common the various practices are 

and to what extent these are governed by where 

you live.  You don’t need to send a moss in to add 

to this information – just send a quick email or 

regular letter.  I’ll be happy to receive mosses until 

the end of 2010. 

 

Award Winning Bonsai from 
Australia’s Mediterranean 

By Pam Russell 
[Pam sent in the following short note and images of 

her bonsai, which were displayed at the Gawler 

Country Show earlier this year.  It’s great to see 

people supporting country shows, as well as 

demonstrating what can be done with Australian 

species.  Editor] 

 

Recently I put some of my bonsai in the Gawler 

country show, where I won prizes.  Mind you there 
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wasn’t much opposition, but I was pleased to 

put them on show (Figs 1 & 2).  

  

In July we went on a 14 - day 4 - wheel drive 

bus trip of the Kimberleys from Broome, 

which was excellent.  The Boab trees were 

great to see.  Does anyone have a bonsai of a 

Boab?  In September we had a week in the 

Grampians, where the Thryptomene and the 

acacias were magnificent.   

  

 

 

Restyling Melaleuca alternifolia 
By Lee Wright 

 
Sometimes you just have to bite the bullet and 

totally restyle a good tree.  I got this Melaleuca 

alternifolia from an enthusiast in April 2004, 

sun-starved and growing willy-nilly (Fig. 1).  It 

had so few roots that I not only tied it in the 

pot but had to tie around the pot to keep the 

gentle breezes in my yard from knocking it 

out.  Within a month sitting in a water tray, the 

roots were filling the pot and rock solid.  From 

there on the tree grew with a will and it went to 

Canberra for the Native Show at the National 

Botanic Gardens, won at the Royal and Castle Hill 

and kept on growing.  March 2008 saw it at its 

peak (Fig. 2).    In September 2008, I trimmed it 

back for spring growth and was aware that the 

apical branch, which had always grown forward, 

was getting too heavy and becoming awkward 

(Fig. 3).  But it was a prize tree and I let it sit on 

the bench and basically ignored it rather than tackle 

the problem. 

 

By July 2009 I could no longer ignore what I saw 

as a growing problem, literally. I removed three, 

major, thick branches with one more slated to go 

when it started shooting and the back became the 

front. The tree was put back on the bench.  The 

cuts were drastic but I know this tree and I know 

how well it develops and I had a feeling better 

times were coming (Fig. 4). By October 2009 it 

was shooting everywhere and ready for the 

preliminary styling and wiring for its new look 

(Fig. 5).   

 

Fig. 1. Melaleuca elliptica 

Fig. 2. Eremophila maculata, Westringia 

fruticosa, Eremophila purpurascens. 

Fig. 3. September 2008. 

Fig. 1. April 2004. 
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The future direction of this tree is wonderful.  

It is lighter, more open, and far more in 

balance than it has ever been.  What I did was 

very drastic but, because I know how this tree  

 

develops, I was confident that it would turn out 

well and I am very pleased with its current 

stage.  Some more growth and fill-in and the 

tree will once again be worth showing (Fig. 6).  

 

Too many times we become so accustomed to our 

trees that we can see faults in others that are not so 

familiar but ignore those in our own.  I am glad 

that I took the time to study this tree and amend the 

styling as I now have a far better tree for it. 

 

Notes from ‘Tiny Trev’ 
By Steve Wise 

[The following is compiled from a number of emails sent in by 

Steve, at the end of December 2009. Editor] 

 

Here is my ‘Tiny Trev’ fresh from its summer haircut 

(Fig. 1). 

 

It lives in a saucer filled with gravel and water to keep it 

moist.  It had a drought about this time last year and lost 

all its leaves!  It is much happier with its bowl.   

 

Being frost free here, it grows well all year and needs a 

couple of radical thinnings out each year, otherwise it 

would just be a topiary shrub.  It probably took me       

4-6 hours to clean it up - each branch / set of  

leaves has to be individually dealt with.  Bit like 

junipers - lots of work. 

 

The other bit of info about Trev, is that I got it from 

Cumberland forest nursery in Sydney.  It was the second 

largest one in the nursery (time is too short to grow 

things up, quicker to buy a trunk and fix the branches). 

 

 

Fig. 4. July 2009. 

Fig. 5. October 2009. 

Fig. 6. November 2009. 

Fig. 1.  ‘Tiny Trev’ after 4-6 hours work. 
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Notes from the NSW-Vic inland 
border country 

By Neil Padbury 
[This is an extract of a report provided by Neil. 

Editor] 

 

Roger, 

Just getting back with some news, notes and 

feedback as requested in the last APAB newsletter. 

 

Some notes from Albury/ Wodonga Bonsai Society. 

Our April 2009 meeting was themed Australian 

natives as bonsai.  Three growers presented native 

bonsai for display and quite a bit of information. 

 

Bonsai on display: Leptospermum (probably 

scoparium var.); Banksia marginata, B. ericifolia; 

Ficus ; Callistemon paludosus, Melaleuca ‘Copper 

tops’; M. violacea. 

 

Two growers report finding Banksia marginata 

liable to drop dead if they get dry at any time.       

B. marginata seems to appreciate a deeper pot. 

 

Some general thoughts on natives for bonsai. Try 

species that grow easily as cuttings. They are more 

likely to recover from root-pruning and may shoot 

better than other species. 

Look for species and cultivars that exhibit good 

bonsai characteristics: attractive bark, small leaves, 

dense branching, flowers on older wood, smaller, 

compact shapes. 

 

This summer I bare rooted a pair of callistemons 

that had been growing as twins in a seed tray for 

several years. The pot had been invaded by a weed 

that had resisted all efforts to remove it so I decided 

to bare root the trees and repot them. 

 

As can be seen in the photos (Fig. 1) the larger of 

the trees has not survived the treatment while the 

smaller plant recovered.  Based on this experience I  

 

would not recommend repotting callistemon in this 

area in summer.  

 

While on the subject, have any growers specified 

whether the data they supply relates to young plants or 

older, established bonsai? My experience is that I can do 

pretty much anything at any time of the year with young 

plants with new roots but the same treatment will kill a 

more established plant of the same species……  Just my 

idle thoughts. 

 

B. marginata. Some specimens have produced attractive 

bark and trunks in a relatively short time. Very prone to 

sudden death, apparently as a result of being dry, even 

for a short while. By the time the plant shows symptoms 

it is too late. Has been difficult to achieve good branch 

ramification. 

 

Eucalypts: I have tried eucs a few times in the past with 

little success. Branches that are wired and lowered 

produce shoots from the base which grow strongly 

vertical resulting in death of the remainder of the 

branch. Death after repotting was also discouraging. 

 

Current trials with: Coffin Bay mallee (3 years); 

Corymbia citriodora (possibly citriodora X as the 

seedlings produced two distinct leaf and growth 

variants) (1 year trial only). Angophora costata (?) 

seedlings from dwarfed specimens growing on rock 

slabs near Smoky Cape, NSW. These have proved to be 

frost tender in recent cold snap. 

 

I have selected a number of Banksia seedlings of the 

species mentioned above to be planted into the growing 

beds for trials on response to field growing methods. 

Earlier last spring a few Kunzea parvifolia, Melaleuca 

‘Copper Tops’ and several Leptopermum laevigatum 

were planted in the beds. These have produced up to 60 

cm long shoots but trunks are still relatively thin. 

 

 

 
[[This space vacant: YOUR article or photo could have 

been here!!!]]

Fig. 1. Callistemons after bare-rooting in summer. 
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Wanted. Newsletter Editor 
Unfortunately I didn’t succeed in getting an Editor.  

I almost had one, but personal things loomed too 

large for one very kind person who offered.  I did 

get an offer from another incredibly kind person 

who isn’t a member of the Study Group but has run 

other Study Groups in the past.  As she is very 

busy, I just couldn’t come at asking her to take on 

the task. 

 

So, if there is someone who can reconsider and lend 

a hand, your help will still be most welcome. 

Roger  

Update: Linking to AusBonsai 
By Roger Hnatiuk 

 

Steve and I have discussed how the two groups 

could work together to advance the common 

interests of encouraging people to grow Australian 

native species as bonsai.  We noted that each of us 

has a large collection of observations from across 

the country and from many different people.  In this 

there is much to allow us to build a strong story for 

many species. 

 

The APAB data has had a degree of vetting by me, 

while the AusBonsai site has not had that kind of 

checking.  We are thus going to start by sorting 

through the diverse information on AusBonsai, 

sorting it into a useful format, and then examine for 

‘unusual records’, which will be further checked to 

see why they seem different.  We will then 

summarise information for species and in some 

cases genera, and send this out for wider checking.  

We will then combine the two data sets. 

 

Once combined, we will aim to have reports written 

for each species, in a standard format and style.  

The exact form in which this final product (or 

products) will be made widely available is yet to be 

finalised.  The two big forms are ‘on paper’ and ‘on 

the web’.  These are not mutually exclusive, but do 

require a certain amount of planning and much 

work. 

 

The door is wide open for people who are willing to 

pitch in and help with the above tasks.  Please 

contact me soon to let me know what you would 

like to do and when you are available. [I haven’t 

forgotten the offers of Georgina and Steve either.] 

 

 

 

 

National Exhibition of Australian 
Plants as Bonsai 
Just a reminder.  The 7

th
 Exhibition will be held on 13-

14 March 2010.  This was mentioned in the last 

newsletter, but I’m just reminding you so that you don’t 

forget. 

 

There is an excellent opportunity to display your trees 

(either live or as photos) to a diverse audience of local, 

interstate and international visitors. 

 

For details: contact Mike on mwoolgen@bigpond.com  

He can provide you with the details. 

 

The APAB Study Group has had excellent input from 

members in the past, with live trees from Sydney and 

twice from Hobart.  Photos have come from across the 

country and have been well received.  So, please give it 

a go this year. 

Report on mosses! 
By Roger Hnatiuk 

A wonderful thanks to all who have contributed.  We 

have received a great array that I will soon have 

completed documenting prior to taking them for 

identification. 

 

Interestingly, the best response has come from regional 

bonsaiists.  With only two exceptions, there was almost 

nothing from the big cities where most people growing 

bonsai live.  Something to ponder there, I’m sure. 

 

Once it cools down and gets moist again in the southern 

part of the country, please do collect some specimens 

from your pots and send them in.  It won’t be too late. 

 

If you are reading this from up north, I’d greatly 

appreciate learning if you grow mosses with your bonsai 

or not.  If you do, some specimens for identification 

would be greatly appreciated. 

 

Bonsai Competition 
AusBonsai have just announced a new and valuable 

competition for the best Australian plants as bonsai.  

Check out their website: 

http://www.ausbonsai.com/forum/viewtopic.php?f=3&t

=3308 for details.  Splendid set of bonsai tools, pots and 

more are on offer as prizes.  There are categories for the 

best bonsai, bonsai with very young trees, and bonsai 

from beginners.  The competition closes 31 March 2010. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:mwoolgen@bigpond.com
http://www.ausbonsai.com/forum/viewtopic.php?f=3&t=3308
http://www.ausbonsai.com/forum/viewtopic.php?f=3&t=3308
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Evocative Trees in the Wild 
The search for mature trees that inspire us to strive 

for similar forms in our bonsai is ever ongoing.  

Fortunately, some of us carry cameras and point 

and click when we are out and about.  Sometimes it 

will be a tree that was planted in a park or along a 

road that catches our attention.  At other times it is 

trees truly in the wild.  And at other times it is an 

in-between place where people have heavily 

changed the landscape but left a few remnants, 

including trees that have continued to age and grow 

in character. 

 

One of the aims of the Study Group is to find and 

share images of these kinds of trees.  On this last 

page of this issue, I’ve included a few that I’ve 

found, including a splendid Leptosperumum by 

‘Hutch’ from the AusBonsai website (many thanks 

‘Hutch’). 

 

Please continue to click and send in your favourite 

trees or wonderful finds as you travel. 

Editor 

 

 
Cascading 

Leptospermum. 

Photo taken by 

Ben Hutchison. 

 

Here are some 

Eucalyptus 

macrorhyncha on 

the Southern 

Highlands of 

NSW.  See what 

can happen to an 

old tree when it 

leans back or lies 

down. Photos 

taken by Roger 

Hnatiuk 

 

 
Eucalypt raft.  

 

The photo below shows great crown characteristics 

(ramification, foliage clustering, dynamic lines of main 

branches).  Is the right hand one a ‘formal upright? 
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Study Group Information 
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, account no. 03276718; 

 account name: ASGAP.  

The Study Group Leader is Roger Hnatiuk.  Contact him at the above postal address or at  

Email: rjhnatiuk@yahoo.com.au 

mailto:rjhnatiuk@yahoo.com.au

