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Monthly Meeting–Mike Hansen
The next meeting of the Houston Bonsai Society

(HBS) will be Wednesday, February 6, at 7:30 p.m. at the
Houston Garden Center in Hermann Park, 1500 Hermann
Drive.  Refreshments will be served at 7:00.

Mike Hansen will present a program on trident maples
and share his method for healing large scars.

–Hurley Johnson

Saturday Study Group
Our study group will meet Saturday, February 16, at 9

a.m. at Bayland Center in Bayland Park, 6400 Bissonet
(Bissonet at Hillcroft--south of 59 and east of Fondren). 
Everyone is welcome-- beginners and seasoned veterans
alike.  We always have a great time.

–Anthony Cutola, Buddy Allen

2nd Annual Central Texas Bonsai Tour
Saturday, February 16

Houston Bonsai Society members interested in joining
this year’s Hill Country tour, should meet at the Sam’s
Wholesale Club (intersection of Highway 6 and Interstate
10).  Everyone should arrive by 5:45 a.m. and meet in front
of Sam’s in the lot facing Highway 6.  Departure time is 6
a.m.  Please be punctual.

Car pooling is encouraged in order to minimize the
number of vehicles in the convoy.

Our first stop will be MBP Bonsai Studio (black pine,
trident maples, copper wire, etc.).  Mike Hansen will escort
the group to the site of the future Texas State Bonsai
Exhibit so everyone will be able to see the location.
From there, the group will decide where to eat lunch

 together.  After lunch, the group’s next stop will be
Persimmon Hill Bonsai (shohin and supplies). 

There will be ample time at both locations for
shopping and browsing.  An effort is being made this year
to make the stops “less hurried.”  Both MBP Bonsai and
Persimmon Hill Bonsai are offering a 10% discount on
purchases by club members on any items.

Anyone interested is welcome to join those who have
already indicated they will be participating.  Just be at
Sam’s parking lot by 5:45 on February 16.

For more information, contact Ken Credeur.         
 –Ken Credeur

Public Bonsai Lecture Demonstration by 
Mr. Hiroyoshi Yamaji, February 24

On Sunday February 24, Mr. Hiroyoshi Yamaji from
Kokobunji-ku, Japan, will conduct a lecture-demonstration
on the art and horticulture of bonsai at the MBP Bonsai
Studio.  His presentation is free of charge and will begin at
12:30 p.m. with breaks during the afternoon.  The
presentation will be instructive and will give everyone
from beginner to advanced bonsai enthusiast new
perspectives to add to their own practices.  (Con’d page 13.)

Hans Van Meer Workshop, May 7
Hans Van Meer, bonsai artist from the Netherlands,

will conduct a workshop (limit, 15 people) on Wednesday,
May 7–no observers.  Cost is $100 per person.  Location
will be announced.  Drinks will be provided. 

Bring your tree for an all day workshop!  For
information, Irene Britton.  Sign up early to reserve a spot!
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Monthly Bonsai Care
by John Miller

John Miller, who writes a monthly column for the Bonsai
Society of Dallas and the Fort Worth Bonsai Society, has agreed
to share his column with us.  We need to make adjustments for
our warmer, damper climate, with its early springs, long
summers, late falls and erratic winters. 
 

The big event we are looking forward to is coming
up--repotting season.  Normally the “best” time to repot is
when the sap starts to flow and buds swell.  Practically, we
usually need to fudge this a little due to constraints on our
time, so we need to do it earlier--never after buds open.  

Preparing a group of basic soil mixes can save time at
the actual repotting.  Mix your favorite recipes in three
sizes, for small, medium and large pots.  Then modify the
mixes by adding some extra of one material for the
particular tree you are repotting.  No one mix is perfect,
but you must decide what mix is best for you based on
your backyard.  

The basics of good mixes:
Permit free drainage.  Use granular material such
as decomposed granite, lava gravel, pumice,
Haydite, Turface, etc.
Provide water retention material--akadama,
ground or decomposed bark (organic, should not
break down too quickly).
Provide air space--Use appropriately sized
particles.

Moisture retention is controlled by the type of material
(e.g., akadama [good water retention] vs. granite [poor] )
and by particle size (finer particles retain more residual
water).

A good mix for this part of the world is equal parts of
akadama, lava gravel, and pumice.

In my view, akadama is not magic.  It is merely the
soil native to Japan, which is a volcanic island.  After lava
has broken down, Japanese growers dig it and low fire it to
dry it, break it up and sieve it into uniform sizes to use as
one part of their bonsai soil.  

We do not have anything native comparable on the
market in the U.S.A.  The advantage of akadama is that it
holds water uniformly throughout the particle and is soft
enough for roots to penetrate easily.  Having this source of
moisture close to the trunk results in short fibrous roots. 
So I have started using it in my bonsai mix.  I feel the
pinch of dollars too much to utilize it on the developing
stuff, even though I am sure it would speed up their
development.

Check wire applied last year.  During dormancy the
woody portions tend to lignify and swell.  Severe wire
marks can occur.  Remove any tight wire.

Early February is the end of the season for major
pruning.  You may be able to continue for a while on some
late sprouting species such as the oaks.  After the onset of
sap flow, you should not try to make big cuts  Cut paste or
pruning sealer cannot withstand the hydraulic pressure
created by the urge to grow.

One of the ways to enjoy January and February is to
have a greenhouse.  I have a small lean-to type on the east
side of the garage.  A small electric heater keeps it fine
(45-50 degrees).  This keeps my few tropicals and
pomegranates.  I also let my small elms get three to five
weeks of cold and then bring them into the greenhouse. 
They start greening up in about two weeks.  Helps fight the
winter blahs.

If there is a significant warm streak, you could get
some activity from over-wintering pests.  A dormant spray
(horticultural oil or a very weak lime sulphur) should be
used on outside plants.  The lime sulphur should not be
used on any tree which has green growth or swelling buds. 
Lime sulphur will also kill fungal spores and help control
bacterial diseases.  For the greenhouse, I use my original
organic spray.  I get good control of mites, aphids, and
even scale with it.  It should be used regularly.

My original organic spray is one tablespoon each of
fish emulsion, liquid kelp, molasses, and apple cider
vinegar to a gallon of water.  This may be used as a foliar
spray or an organic soil fertilizer.  I prefer to go easy on
the soil application until the new growth slows down. 
Using organic fertilizer cakes on top of the soil is a better
way to fertilize.  You may make your own or buy one of
the commercial versions from your local bonsai vendor.  I
do not advocate adding potassium bicarbonate or baking
soda (sodium bicarbonate) to the organic spray for control
of fungal problems.  They will chemically interact with the
vinegar.  Use them separately if you have mildew or other
fungal problems. 

#

PERSIMMON HILL BONSAI
          STUDIO & NURSERY

Terry & Sheila Ward          Austin, Texas
512-280-5575 - phbonsai@sbcglobal.net - By Appointment
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Crepe Myrtles as Bonsai:1

An Interview with Ning Kih (“Alex”) Leong
by Dolores Plaisted

Copyright 2008.  All rights reserved.
Alex, a long-time member of the HBS, gave this interview on March

25, 2007.  All photographs show Alex’s trees.  I took the photographs of
the trees without blooms on March 25 and the tree with fall color on
November 7, 2007.  The year 2007 was perhaps the wettest year on
record for the Houston area.  Because of the rain, the summer was also
cooler than normal.  The crepe myrtles did not care for the weather, and
so there was not a large selection of trees in bloom.  Alex took the
photographs of the trees in flower in September 2007.  --DP

Did you learn the art of bonsai in China?
No, in fact, I was

born in Malaysia, in a
Chinese village.   I did not
study bonsai there, but I
loved Chinese painting
and taught myself to paint
by studying thousands of
examples, especially
examples of trees and tree
branches.  I copied what I
saw and eventually
developed my own
original drawings.  I
didn’t come to the United
States until 1992, to New
Orleans.  

My boss in New Orleans was in a cancer support
group that happened to include Vaughn Banting,
internationally known bonsai master.  At the urging of my
boss, I made a bonsai stand for Vaughn.  He loved it and
was impressed with the fine craftsmanship. He encouraged
me to study bonsai, and soon I became one of his students. 
His group met every Thursday evening.  Once I joined, I
never missed a meeting.  Vaughn Banting was impressed
with how fast I learned.  I attribute my progress to the
hours I had spent studying Chinese paintings and painting
the trees and branches typical in that art.

What attracted you to crepe myrtles for bonsai?
New Orleans has a climate like Houston’s.  Crepe

myrtles are popular there, like they are here.  In the heat of
summer, when everything else has burned up, they’re in
full bloom.  In fall, the leaves are as beautiful and colorful 

as the summer flowers.  My boss had two old, old crepe
myrtles.  The huge branches were twisted like the muscles
of a man’s arm.  They had strength but also grace.  I
studied those trees–and others in the area–just as I had
studied the Chinese paintings. 

Is there any particular variety you recommend for
bonsai?

No, any variety will work.  I don’t use the dwarf
varieties too much, but they are probably good for shohin. 
I prefer the regular, full-sized crepe myrtles.  They seem to
develop the beautiful branch structure I like.  And they
have excellent leaf reduction.  I get all my crepe myrtles
from a regular nursery.  I cut them back to start training for
bonsai.  I personally prefer trees with red, white or dark
purple flowers–sharp colors that show up well.

What about the care of crepe myrtles – watering,
fertilizer, pest control, and such?

Crepe myrtles are healthy and hardy in this area.  They
grow fast and so make great bonsai material.  Of course,
they don’t like the cold, so they go dormant in the winter
and you need to be careful not to overwater them, as with
any other dormant tree.  They love the sun, but, even
though in nature they grow in full sun, when they’re in a
bonsai pot, you have to protect them from the afternoon
sun in summer.  

I fertilize with bone meal or fish emulsion.  The
nurseries have a crepe
myrtle fertilizer now that
probably works ok.  I
never use high
phosphorous fertilizers
like Super Bloom.  I don’t
like to push the trees too
hard.  I want them to grow
naturally.  Crepe myrtles
are subject to mildew, so
you may have to treat them
with a fungicide.  If a tree
gets too stressed in the
summer, it may also get
little insects, probably aphids, but if you have the tree in
good soil, with proper light, watering and fertilizer, you
won’t have big problems with disease. 

 What soil mix do you use and when do you repot?
Because crepe myrtles don’t like the cold, it’s better to

repot when the weather starts to warm up and they are
beginning to become active.  I repot when the buds begin
to swell, usually in early March.  The roots are easy to 

1 Lagerstroemia indica.  The United States also has
Lagerstroemia faurei.  http://www.clemson.edu/crepemyrtle/ . 
See also, http://dallas.tamu.edu/woody/cmyrtle/ , and
http://plantanswers.tamu.edu/trees/crapemyrtle/index.html. There
are many spellings of the name.  The most common, I think, is
“crape myrtle.”  Nevertheless, I have used “crepe myrtle” because
I think the tree’s common name is taken from crepe paper.   --DP
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work with.  If the tree is being taken out of a nursery pot
and just beginning its bonsai training, cut all of the roots
growing straight down but leave the roots growing out to 
the sides.  I use a bonsai potting mix of about half sifted
pine bark and half aggregate, then I add a little garden soil. 
Our clay soil is good because it holds moisture.  Crepe
myrtle bonsai use a lot of water in the summer.  If you
don’t put the tree in a slightly heavier soil and protect it
from afternoon sun, you can water it in the morning and in
the evening when you get home from work, the tree will be
wilted.  Trees that get stressed in this manner over and
over again will develop problems with mildew and insects. 
They may even die eventually.

Are there any styles that
work better with crepe
myrtles?

Crepe myrtles can be
styled any way you like, but
remember that flower buds
form on older wood.  If you
continually prune it to keep
it in a traditional bonsai
style, the tree will never
flower.  You have to choose
between keeping the tree
clipped regularly for good
ramification but no flowers
or letting the branches
lengthen and flower.

Crepe myrtles usually
break dormancy and begin to grow in early March.  I let a
branch grow until it has five or six leaves (the leaves will
turn dark green and the wood will begin to harden), then I
cut it back.    I continue to let it grow to five or six leaves
and cut it back until mid-May.  Then, in mid-May, I stop
cutting and let the branches grow, keeping energy to create
flower buds.

How do you keep the flowers in proportion to the size of
the tree?

The flower clusters on a crepe myrtle are very large,
too big to be in proportion on any bonsai, even a very large
one.  For this reason, as flower clusters develop, you have
to watch closely.  When a cluster gets about as big as it can
and still be in proportion for your tree, cut the growing tip
of the cluster, just as you would cut a branch to stop the
branch’s growth.  The flower cluster will not grow any
longer.  Sometimes, with a strong cluster, some of the side
flower buds will continue to grow, and so you may have to
trim some of them, too.

Another great thing about crepe myrtles: you can get a
second bloom from most of them.  Just cut the flower 

cluster off when it finishes blooming and before it goes to
seed.  Usually, the tree will produce a second bloom. 
Since most of the tree’s energy was expended producing
the first bloom, the second will be naturally smaller, and
you probably won’t have to cut its growing tip.

Because of the size
of the flower clusters, I
personally like to grow
the trees a little tall with
an open canopy, for
example, the tree in the
two photos at left and
right.  This tree is about
three feet tall and in a
free style.   Because of
its size, you can easily
keep the flowers in
proportion to the tree,
and, because of the open
canopy, when it blooms,
the flowers have space
and show -well.  The size and free style also make the
length of its branches less obvious when the branches are
left to grow in mid-May.

What about training and wiring to achieve the style you
want?

I personally use very little wire on any of my trees.  I
practice what is called the lingnan style of Chinese
penjing.  The lingnan style developed in southern China,
where the climate is warmer and the growing season longer
than in northern China.  Much of southern China has
growing seasons similar to our own.  In northern China,
conifers, fairly slow-growing trees, predominate.  In
southern China, broadleaf, relatively fast-growing species
predominate– trees and shrubs such as orange jasmine,
Fukien tea, elm.

The combination of long growing seasons and
broadleaf trees lends itself to a method that relies mainly
on pruning and pinching with little wiring.  The result is a
tree with strong, angular movement but very little of the
soft, rounded movement that results from wiring.  

Lingnan is only about 80 to 100 years old.  The
penjing artists 
learned it from the lychee farmers.  Every year, after the
harvest, the farmers cut the lychee trees back.  Over time,
the trees developed the angular movement we associate
with lingnan.

I like the angular movement.  I use the lingnan method
with my crepe myrtles.  As I said earlier, crepe myrtles are
fast growing.  This makes them good candidates for
lingnan.  Crepe myrtles also bud on old wood
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easily–something else that is important for the practice of
lingnan.

Trees developed using lingnan resemble the trees and
branches in the Chinese
paintings I love so much.

Do the wounds heal well?
Yes, you don’t even

need to seal them.  They
heal naturally and quickly. 
Should you make a flat cut
or a concave cut?

It depends on what
kind of movement you want
for the tree.  I prefer a
concave cut because I get
more angular movement,
but if you want a gentle
curve, use a flat cut.

At a club meeting, you told
me an astonishing story about rooting crepe myrtles.  Do
you remember it?

Oh, yes.  One time a neighbor was taking a crepe
myrtle tree out of his landscape.  I took a large cutting
from the tree–a branch a
good two or three inches in
diameter.  The cutting was
going to die anyway, so I
stuck it in the ground.  To
my amazement, it rooted! 
And not only did it root, it
BLOOMED that very
summer!  

I’ve tried rooting crepe
myrtles since then and have
had great success.  They
root very easily.  I’ve found
the best time to take
cuttings is in late February. 
If you get a crepe myrtle
from a nursery for bonsai
and cut out the top, use the
top as a cutting to root.  I put the cutting in potting soil
with root hormone and bury the cutting about 2/3 of the
way (I leave about 1/3 exposed on top of the soil).  The
rate of success is amazing.

Alex, thank you for giving your time to share this
information with us. 

It’s my pleasure.
#

Calendar of Events
The HBS meets the first Wednesday of every month at 7:30

p.m. in the Houston Garden Center in Hermann Park, 1500
Hermann Drive, next to the rose garden.

Feb. 6 Monthly meeting of the HBS, Hansen, trident maple

Feb. 16 Central Texas bonsai vendor tour.  See p. 8, above.

Feb. 16 Saturday Study Group, 9 a.m., Bayland Park

Feb. 23 Shohin Society of Texas (SSOT) Workshop. 
Continued preparation of trees for state convention. 
10:30, Persimmon Hill, Austin, Terry, Sheila Ward
texshohin@sbcglobal.net or 512-280-5575

Feb. 24 Mr. Hiroyoshi Yamaji, Lecture-demo MBP Bonsai
Studio, Pflugerville.  No charge.  See p. 8, above.

Mar 5 Deadline, the theme & logo contests, 2009 convention

Apr. 5-6 Spring Bonsai Show

Apr. 12 SSOT.  Critique—Shohin bonsai and rough  material
critique by a 3-person panel.  Austin

May 7  Hans Van Meer all day workshop.  See p. 8, above.

May 23-25  Brussel's Bonsai Rendezvous '08, Olive Branch, MS.
http://www.brusselsbonsai.com/about_us/special_events.shtml 

June 7 SSOT, Austin.  Display selection & workshop.

June 19-22  Convention hosted jointly by San Antonio, Austin,
and the American Bonsai Society at the Tropicana
Hotel on the river walk.   For information,
http://absbonsai.org/seminars/ABS2008/main2008.html 

Sept. 24-28  BCI-IBS Congress.  Saint Vincent, Italy.  
http://www.bci-ibs2008.it/home-en.asp 

Sept. 27 SSOT, Austin.  Business meeting & workshop, slabs
from slate.

2009
State LSBF bonsai convention in Houston. 

July 7-13  6th World Bonsai Convention, San Juan, Puerto Rico,
Condado Plaza Hotel & Casino.  For information,
www.worldbonsaiconvention2009.com  
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Mr. Hiroyoshi Yamaji  (cont’d from page 8.)
There will be ample time for questions and answers both during and

following the presentation. The tree
Mr. Yamaji creates will be raffled at
the end of his presentation. 
Proceeds of the raffle will be
donated to The Texas State Bonsai
Exhibit.

This lecture-demonstration is
open to everyone without charge.
Please do not hesitate to come.

For directions go to
www.mbpbonsai.com See the "Maps
& Directions" tab for travel info.
--Mike Hansen,  MBP Bonsai Studio

601 Kay Lane, Pflugerville TX
78660

 

Contests for 2009 Convention:
Logo Design and Theme

The HBS will host the Lone Star Bonsai Federation (LSBF) 2009 state
convention at the Marriott Hotel--Westchase in Houston.  To prepare for the
convention, HBS will sponsor two contests.  Be creative; enter your suggestions
for the convention theme or the convention logo or both.  All submissions
should be given or sent to Buddy Allen on or before our March 5, 2008, club
meeting.  Contest winners will receive a $50 gift certificate for use at any of the
convention vendors.
1. Theme/Slogan should be a short phrase that evokes any one or

combination of bonsai ideas, for example, our theme “Bonsai on the Bayou
in 2004,” Corpus Christi’s “Wind, Waves, Bonsai LSBF 2006” or “The
Best of Bonsai in 2009.”  Feel free to submit as many theme suggestions as
you like.

2. The selected Logo Design will be the graphic or symbol that represents the
convention on its letterhead, flyers, posters, pin, etc.  The graphic should
be submitted on a 4” by  6” card and should contain any combination of
bonsai, LSBF, HBS, 2009, etc. 

--Buddy Allen, Convention Chair,
LSBF Delegate

Membership Fees Are Due
Membership fees are due,  $25 for an individual, $35 for a family.   
A membership form is attached at the end of this newsletter.
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HOUSTON BONSAI SOCIETY MEMBERSHIP APPLICATION
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