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MELALEUCA ERICIFOLIA 
- Coast Paperbark  

By Will Fletcher 

 

This paperbark occurs in northern Tasmania, 

Victoria and NSW in wet coastal areas and 

along wet drainage lines. As young to 

medium-aged trees it grows in dense dark 

green, multi-treed thickets with strongly 

upwardly growing foliage. However, like 

many mature trees, as the coast paperbarks 

age the strong upward growth slows down, 

lower foliage is lost and remnant foliage is 

concentrated in dense pads. 

 

Figure 1. Remnant mature Melaleuca 

ericifolia, NW Tas. 

You can see the foliage pads developing 

(Figure 2) in this photo of a maturing 

paperbark forest. 

 
Figure 2. Melaleuca ericifolia - maturing 

forest. 

Having seen these trees in the wild (well, 

paddocks anyway, Figure 1)), I have since 

started to work more seriously on two 

paperbark bonsai's I had in training, and so far 

the results are pleasing (Figures 3 and 4).  I 

find Melaleuca ericifolia very reliable as a 

bonsai, and I'm looking forward to continuing 

to work on these specimens, one as a two-

trunked tree and the other as a group. These 

trees shoot readily from the roots, and in the 

group you can see that I'm leaving some of 

the suckers to form part of the landscape. 

With these plants I have been developing the 

foliage pads over this last year, and now I 

plan to round off the tops a bit more and 

flatten out the bases a bit. 
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The tree in Figure 3 is 75cm tall and is 

10 years old.  I have had it in a bonsai 

pot for 4 years. 

 

Figure 3. 10 year old M. ericifolia. 

This group planting is 13 years old 

(70cm tall) and has been trained as a 

bonsai group for 10 years now. 

 

 

Figure 4. Group planting with root-

shoots,    M. ericifolia. 

 

Tasmanian Exhibition 
Trees 

By Will Fletcher 

I took some photos yesterday (10 

October 2013) of some plants I’m taking 

in to our exhibition. I’ve attached two ... 

my favourites from my show selection.  

You’re welcome to use these images also 

if you wish anytime. 

The Banksia marginata (Figure 1) is my 

small leaved, small flowered form 

(“Coles Bay Compact”) only 12 years 

old, and 6 yrs as a bonsai, but with great 

character and about 60cm high.  The 

trunk curves back, then forward. (Pat 

Kennedy pot). 

 
Figure 1. Banksia marginata ’Coles Bay 

Compact, 12 years old. 

The Eucalyptus delegatensis is 10 yrs 

old and styled for just one year (which 

involved mainly the breaking of the 

trunk!) Love the foliage, the character on 

the bark, and the pot/foliage colour 

match!  It was always my  
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Figure 2. eucalyptus delegatensis, 10 

years old. 

favourite Tassy Euc as a nursery plant, 

due to its distinctive juvenile foliage.  I 

was not confident E. delegatensis would 

be good for bonsai, it being a forest tree 

to 90m(!) but you can never tell. 

 

Ancient Australian Trees 
By Roger Hnatiuk 

Really old trees are pretty rare in the 

Australian landscape.  Many things have 

cut short the lives of most of our trees, 

and other woody plants.  Foremost 

amongst these are fire and land clearing. 

Fire has been part of the landscape for a 

very long time.  Those who study the 

ancient past say for many tens of 

millions of years.  As the Australian land 

mass drifted slowly northwards, into 

ever warmer regions, the landscape dried 

and with that dryness came fires.  Much 

more recently, in only the past 40 

millennia or so, people contributed to 

that firing of the landscape.  The way 

that plants adapt to a fiery home are 

diverse, but in the end, fire limits the 

lifetime of most woody plants. 

More recently, like the past couple of 

centuries, and especially in the last one, 

land clearing for agriculture and 

‘development’ has removed vast areas of 

once woody vegetation, including ‘old 

trees’. 

In the tropics, things like cyclones limit 

the age of trees in the areas with higher 

rainfall.  Very tall woody things just 

don’t stand up to twisting, driving storms 

– they split, break or topple, leaving the 

landscape to recover with younger 

individuals. 

In cooler, damp places like parts of 

Tasmania and south eastern Victoria and 

south western Western Australia, there 

are places where the climate is less 

catastrophic, and trees can live for 

centuries, which allows them time to 

develop great character.  One only needs 

to think of tingles and mountain ashes to 

conjure up images of elderly trees.  And 

then there are the mystical pencil pines 

of Tasmania too. 

Not to be left out, the arid interior and 

cold sub-alpine harbour ancient life as 

well.  Here, severe winds and 

catastrophic fires are rare.  For species 

that have adapted to dry or cold 

conditions, massive and ancient trees can 

be found. 

Thus, whereas in ancient China and 

Japan, monks would venture to the tops 

of high mountains to find spiritual 

strength and enlightenment, and where 

they found specimens of ancient trees 

that survived the harsh conditions, we 

can think to make our own pilgrimages 

to the strange and unusual places of this 

Australian continent to search for signs 

of ancient trees.  It is these rare 

specimens that can give us inspiration, 

both personally and artistically.  We can 

use these in our daily lives and 

inspiration in shaping bonsai with 

Australian native species.  In doing so, 

we will be ‘seeking what the masters of 

old sought’, not just ‘seeking to follow 

them’. 
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Very Old Banksia 
marginata 

By Roger Hnatiuk 

Here are a couple of pics of 

some very old Banksia 

marginata.  They come 

from a variety of places in 

south eastern Australia. 

Perhaps you can look 

closely at the overall shape 

of the crowns.  Notice the 

angles that the major 

branches show from where 

they leave the trunk out to 

their tips.  Notice the line 

of the trunk. 

Having looked at the trees 

this way, look in your 

‘bonsai tool kit’ of styles 

and see if what you’ve just 

seen matches any.  If not, 

what are you going to do?  

Maybe look to see where you could 

prune and wire to bring the errant  

branch lines into line.  Maybe you might 

consider some of the other tools buried a 

bit deeper in your tool kit.  For example, 

do the trees look balanced?  Do they tell 

a story?  What might that story be?  

Does the shape look beautiful?  If not, 

why not?  Does that matter?  Does that 

suggest you might not understand where 

this species fits into the cosmos, or into 

your life?  What can you do about it?  

Can you continue to use the species as 

bonsai?  Are you excited by what you 

see and feel driven to express those 

feelings in the form of your next B. 

marginata bonsai? 

 

I found the image in Figure 1 on the web 

(http://ianluntecology.com/2013/09/29/d

rought-dieback-and-insect-attack/  

Accessed 29/9/2013). 

 

Figure 1.  A monster silver banksia (Banksia 

marginata), 4.1 m in girth, in western Victoria.  

Many old trees like this died last summer. 

Original photo by Anna Foley. 

 

The article by Ian Lunt, to whom I am 

indebted for access to this image and 

story) was about the effects of drought-

dieback and insect attack on old trees in 

Victoria.  These old trees have very 

special places in the functioning of the 

ecosystems of which they are a part.  

They also can be a source of great 

inspiration to the artistic development of 

this species as a bonsai. 

The following words from the article 

may help you form a creative sense of 

the life-trials that these trees face: 

Trees didn’t only die in the hills: across 

western Victoria there has been 

considerable dieback of Banksia marginata 

stands, many of truly veteran status…. the 

phenomena appears to be widespread and 

apparently associated with dry conditions.  

http://ianluntecology.com/2013/09/29/drought-dieback-and-insect-attack/
http://ianluntecology.com/2013/09/29/drought-dieback-and-insect-attack/
http://ianluntresearch.files.wordpress.com/2013/09/silver-banksia-w-vic-2.jpg
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The next image (Figure 2) is courtesy of 

former Study Group member and Leader 

of the Banksia Study Group, Cas Liber.  

Look at the great size of the lower trunk.  

Look at how its first branches arise.  

Look at the silhouette of the crown and  

the branches that supports it. 

 

To achieve those branch lines, would 

you need to wire or pinch and grow the 

branches, or a bit of both? 

Figure 2. Old B marginata in coastal 

shrubby woodland, courtesy C Liber. 

 

Perhaps now you should race out to your 

local nursery and acquire a silver 

banksia.  Or if you have one in your 

collection, invite it to your table.  Sit 

down with a drink of your liking and 

study it.  Either bask in how ‘banksia’ 

you have made it in its miniature form, 

or contemplate what you might be able 

to do to let it ‘tell its own banksia story. 

 

Naturally Inspired 

The Third Symposium on 
Australian Plants as Bonsai 

Australian National Botanic Gardens,  
15-16 March 2014 

In conjunction with:  

The 10th National 
exhibition of 

Australian Plants 
as Bonsai 

This year’s symposium 

continues to explore how 

we can use trees in the 

Australian landscape and 

their natural growth forms 

as inspiration for how we 

shape Australian plants as 

bonsai. The 10th National 

Exhibition of Australian 

Native Plants as Bonsai is 

held concurrently, in 

partnership with the 

Australian National 

Botanic Gardens (ANBG).   

The symposium includes: 

 a presentation on 

Eucalypts as bonsai, 

bringing together 

information from a range 

of bonsai growers and 

including superb photos, 

 a presentation on developing a group 

setting of Tasmanian pencil pines, 

using advanced stock and inspired by 

‘wild’ photos, 

 workshops and demonstrations each 

day, featuring Podocarpus lawrencei 

and Leptospermum horizontalis, and 

including one ‘bring or buy’ 

workshop.  
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 a guided walk in the Australian 

National Botanic Gardens to observe 

eucalypts and podocarps growing in 

their more natural style and to 

consider this form as a bonsai, and 

 a ‘Show, Tell, Ask’ segment: we 

hope you will share your experiences 

and/or problems with us. Registrants 

are invited to submit photos or 

questions in advance. Organisers will 

prepare a slide show and owners will 

be able to discuss their tree or 

question with the group and seek 

information or advice. Depending on 

numbers, we may not be able to 

include all trees submitted for this 

segment.  

 A small display of bonsai Grevillea 

and ‘works in progress’ will be 

presented on Sunday, with 

opportunity for questions. 

 There is a $55 registration fee for the 

event. There is an additional fee of $35 

to participate in each of Workshops 1 

and 3; this fee includes a workshop 

‘theme plant’ in a 20cm pot. There is an 

additional fee of $15 to participate in 

Workshop 2, with the option to buy a 

plant in a 20cm pot for $20, from a 

selection chosen by the committee.    

 Registrations and in particular 

workshops places, will be limited – so 

register early to ensure a place. 

 You may register on line by following 

this link: [At time of writing, the link 

wasn’t up, but check out the Canberra 

Bonsai website for details: 

www.cbs.org.au ] 

 

Ultra miniaturisation of 
leaves– pros & cons 

By Roger Hnatiuk 

Small leaves on bonsai are one of the 

goals growers and artists both look for 

and aim for.  For many species there are 

horticultural techniques that result in the 

production of leaves that are smaller than 

would otherwise be the case.  For 

example, by pruning actively growing 

figs after the second or third leaf 

produces ‘mature’ age leaves on that 

branchlet that are smaller than the fourth 

or subsequent leaves would have grown 

to.  Those first few leaves are genetically 

predisposed to be small and removing 

the bud just beyond them also removes 

the potential, on that branchlet, for full 

sized leaves to be produced beyond those 

first few. 

Intense pruning, can on occasions result 

in the massive reduction of leaf size, to 

the point that the resulting leaves are so 

small that they cease to be attractive.  

They no longer help create the illusion of 

a large tree.  In these circumstances, the 

pruning regime needs to be altered to get 

a better balance between too big and too 

small leaves. 

Here is an example of over 

miniaturisation of leaves due to a 

pruning regime that was too intense 

(Figure 1).  

Eucalyptus crenulata showing leaf 

reduction.   

The species is Eucalyptus crenulata, a 

species from eastern Victoria.  The 

usual, mature leaf size is up to4x2 cm.  

Although not all that large, on a tree that 

is less than 50 cm tall, it looks better if 

the leaves are smaller.  I paid particular 

attention to this tree as it was growing, 

something that it does several times 

during the warm/hot months. With each 

tip prune that left two to four leaves, a 

set of new branchlets appeared.  On each 

of these, the leaves were progressively 

smaller until finally they did not mature 

to anything above 2-4mm in length.  

http://www.cbs.org.au/
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Additionally, the branchlet itself 

increased a little in diameter, giving the 

whole a very stubby and truly stunted 

appearance.  It could not be said to be 

beautiful or helping with the illusion of a 

miniature tree. 

 

Victorian Native Bonsai 
Club 

 

 

 

 

Wonderful news from Victoria!  A new 

bonsai club, focussing on Australian 

native species has been formed in 

Melbourne.  The club has attracted a 

healthy membership already and hold 

vibrant monthly meetings. 

Check out their second newsletter here 

(http://yarravalleybonsai.org.au/yabb/Att

achments/Vic_Native_Bonsai_01_newsl

etter_Oct2013.pdf ) and join to share 

your experiences and learn from theirs.  

Interstate members are encouraged too. 

Membership Fees for June 2013 to July 

2014: Single Membership $15   

Please make cheques payable to Quentin 

Valentine 

Post to 10 Elizabeth St Coburg Vic. 3058 

For further information email the 

Secretary at: secnativeclub@gmail.com  

 

Melaleucas: Their Botany, 
Essential Oils and Uses 

New Book Notice 

JJ Brophy, LA Craven & JC Doran 

This is the title of a recently released 

book covering the whole of the genus 

Melaleuca.  It was written by experts in 

the fields of taxonomy, the chemistry of 

their essential oils as well as the growing 

of these many and diverse species.  The 

book is published by ACIAR, the 

Australian Centre for International 

Agricultural Research together with 

RIRDC, the Rural Industries Research 

and Development Corporation. [These 

publishers are small but vital Australian 

Government bodies that support 

important research in Australia and 

overseas.  They need recognition for 

their great work.] 

The summary from the website says: 

There are nearly 300 species of Melaleuca 
in Australia and South-East Asia. This 
book is the first attempt to compile a 
comprehensive account of their taxonomy, 
essential oils, silvicultural characteristics 
and uses. Detailed descriptions and 
natural distribution maps are provided for 
each species. A companion database 
(“Melaleuca oil profiles”) contains more 
detailed analyses of the leaf oils, which 
will be of use to people interested in 
developing cottage industry or commercial 
productions of oil. 

There are colour photos of the flowers 

and leaves of each species, a distribution 

map, plus detailed descriptions and 

additional information for each species.  

A wonderful resource for anyone 

interested in this genus. 

Note, this book, Melaleuca  includes 

Callistemon.  This new treatment of 

these two genera is not yet accepted by a 

majority of State and Territory Herbaria, 

but it is early days.  If you are interested 

in the ‘bottle brushes’(Callistemon), you 

will find them covered in this book also.  

Most callistemon names simply replace 

Callistemon with Melaleuca and change 

the ending.  Unfortunately the book 

doesn’t give a list of the name changes, 

so you might have to search for your 

favourite bottlebrush. 

The printed version costs $85, or it can 

be downloaded from 

http://aciar.gov.au/publication/mn156 .

http://yarravalleybonsai.org.au/yabb/Attachments/Vic_Native_Bonsai_01_newsletter_Oct2013.pdf
http://yarravalleybonsai.org.au/yabb/Attachments/Vic_Native_Bonsai_01_newsletter_Oct2013.pdf
http://yarravalleybonsai.org.au/yabb/Attachments/Vic_Native_Bonsai_01_newsletter_Oct2013.pdf
mailto:secnativeclub@gmail.com
http://aciar.gov.au/publication/mn156
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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 $14 (Aus.$20 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. INCLUDE YOUR NAME IN TRANSFER 

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

