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Monthly Meeting, Crepe Myrtles  

 The next meeting of the Houston Bonsai Society 
(HBS) will be held Wednesday, July 2, at 7:30 p.m. at the 
Houston Garden Center in Hermann Park, located at 1500 
Hermann Drive.  Refreshments will be served at 7:00. 
 Alex Leong will give a presentation on crepe myrtles.  
Bring your own crepe myrtles for show and tell, 
especially any that are in bloom.   
 
 

Saturday Study Group, July 19 
 Our study group meet will meet Saturday July 19, 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 all have a good time.  
 

 
Foster Care a Tree Program 

By Alisan Clarke, The Texas State Bonsai Exhibit 
 
 The collected cedar elms, Ulmus crassifolia, in the 
photographs at right and below, are part of an exciting 
new hands-on program from The Texas State Bonsai 
Exhibit.  These trees, along with others, are available for 
foster care!  To see photographs of more trees in the 
program contact your club’s TTSBE representative.  
 Foster care is a program where an individual can pick 
a tree — ranging from rough material to styled bonsai — 
and become its foster parent at the TTSBE development 
site.  Trees are available for bonsai skill levels ranging 
from basic through advanced.  Skilled bonsai artists will 
consult with each foster parent about their tree and help 
design a development program.  Foster parents are 
responsible for the maintenance and development of their 

trees for a renewable one-year commitment.  This 
includes pruning, pinching, weeding, spotting and 
addressing any problems with the tree and, as needed, 
wiring, repotting and styling.  Watering, insect/fungal 
control and feeding are taken care of by other volunteers. 
 Becoming a foster parent requires dedication and a 
commitment of time.  Bonsai enthusiasts who live outside 
the greater Austin area can work with TTSBE to set up 
their schedule.  Schedules must include a minimum of 
three to five timely, hands-on sessions per year with the 
tree.  Foster parents must adjust their time to meet the 
plants needs throughout the year.  A co-foster parent will 
look after the tree at other times. 
 

 
 

 Becoming a foster parent is a large responsibility. 
However, the rewards make it well worth it. . . .  Pride in 

con’t  page. 38, below. 
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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.  
 July and August are the two most stressful months for 
bonsai in our neck of the woods.  Most healthy trees can 
take the full sun on their foliage.  But the high ambient 
temperatures and the heating effect of the sun on the pots 
and soil create temperatures on the roots that they are not 
designed to cope with.  Trees with thin leaves like the 
Japanese maple, Acer palmatum, will probably scorch in 
full sun.  They can also suffer from chemical burn from 
some fertilizers and insecticides. 
 I cannot give you a precise to-do list because your 
backyard is different from mine, but you should be sure 
that the sun does not hit the pots directly.  If you use a 
cover of any kind be sure that the side of the pot is 
protected also.  A loose weave cover (Howard and Sylvia 
use some cheap bar towels) that allows air flow is 
preferable to solid paper or foil.  An article by Dr. Bill 
Cody suggests that his experiments show that an 
afternoon watering at 2 p.m. will go a long way to keep 
the soil temperature in a desirable range while a box close 
around the pot does little to protect it.  In my opinion, the 
reason for this is that the sun still heats the soil and there 
is no air flow to cool it.  A solid cover over the pot, like a 
box, would create an oven-type enclosure.  A 30% shade 
cloth over pines, elms, junipers and maybe 50% over 
maples would be ideal.  And don’t forget to provide 
protection on the west side from the mean afternoon sun. 
 Check your water practices.  I prefer to water heavily 
in the evening (in normal weather).  That gives the plant 
all night to renew itself without losing most of its water to 
evaporation.  Then in the early morning, they get a quick 
foliage spray and wetting the surface of the soil which 
may have dried out overnight.  Very porous soil may need 
more morning water.  This was what I did while working, 
since the morning task only took 10 minutes or so.  Now I 
still prefer to water heavily in the evening but the morning 
watering is more done more slowly and trees given a little 
more individual attention as some of them will not need 
water in the soil.  Be sure to do the double watering bit--
water thoroughly and then after a few minutes water again 
so that the dry soil particles will get moistened. 
 Also watch for signs of insect problems.  The spider 
mite will always be near.  Others to look for are scale of 
various forms, aphids, and mealy bugs.  Preventative 
medicine is best.  By the time you see signs, the damage is 
already done, especially spider mites.  I use the organic 
foliar feed (1 tablespoon each of fish emulsion, liquid 
kelp, molasses and 5% apple cider vinegar per gallon 
water) to control all these.  You can use some of the other 
organic controls or a chemical according to label 
directions.  Read the label directions carefully.  Do not 

apply oil based chemicals to buttonwoods.  A hose end 
sprayer does not work well; its droplets are too large and 
you have little control over where it goes.  Use a pump 
sprayer with a fine spray.  Cover top and bottom of leaves 
 When checking the results on your plants after 
spraying, remember that the spray usually will not remove 
the “evidence” of problems.  The webs will still be there 
after the mites are killed; the shells of the scale will be 
attached to the leaf or stem.  These will have to be 
removed by hand, by a jet of water, or some other way.  A 
soft toothbrush works well on the scale shells.  
 The humidity in summer varies quite a bit, but when 
it sticks around for a few days look for fungal problems to 
appear, mildew being the most prevalent.  Foliage 
spraying in the morning will usually not be a problem 
because it dries pretty quickly.  Treat with potassium 
carbonate which you can find at any nursery with a decent 
organic section. Several chemical sprays are available too. 
 As a rule we do not feed our trees enough.  Since the 
soil mix we use has very little nutrient value, we must 
make up with our fertilizer practice.  The best "rule" I 
have heard was given by Matt Ouwinga who primarily 
grows trident maples.  Matt’s rule: 
 A.  Apply organic fertilizer balls each 6 weeks.  
       Discard old balls. 

B.  Apply fish emulsion every two weeks. 
C.  Apply liquid plant food on alternate weeks. 

 Many spring flowering plants are setting buds for 
next year’s flowers.  Azaleas will set their buds toward the 
end of July.  If you prune after that, you remove the buds. 
 Now that night temperatures are staying above 60 
degrees you should think about repotting some of the 
tropicals.  Most tropicals do well with an annual repotting.  
I would emphasize to check the wires on your trees and 
also see that the drains are not blocked in any way.  
Especially check them after a rain to be sure that your pots 
have drained properly.  Keep the tropicals trimmed as 
they will be growing like crazy.  However, if you want 
flowers on those that produce on the end of the twigs, 
bougainvillea-pomegranate-crape myrtle, you will have to 
forgo the bonsai shape to let them flower.  These species 
should be pruned more drastically before the growing 
season starts so they can still be in a pretty good shape. 
 Some more words on protecting from the sun.  
Dappled shade would do nicely because the sun will not 
shine on one spot very long but partial shade (such as 
morning sun and afternoon shade) will not suffice when 
the morning sun is as hot as it is here in Texas.  When you 
put some kind of sun screen on remember to shade the 
sides of the pot as well as the soil.  A light mulch on top 
of the soil will work great.  Covering the pot with foil or 
putting it in a box made to fit is of doubtful help but if 
used, there should be room for air to flow around it.  Old 
rags work fine also if they do not blow off.  Try to find a 
cover that will let you monitor your watering easily. 

# 
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TTSBE Foster Care, con’t 
developing your foster tree, advancing your skills, 
learning new techniques, the camaraderie in sharing with 
other foster parents plus some special perks.  
 If you are interested in joining our foster care 
program or have questions, please contact your local 
bonsai club’s TTSBE representative or Elaine White at 
ewbonsai@austin.rr.com or 512-266-2655. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

# 
 
 
 

Mary Miller on Tropical Bonsai  
 Mary Miller, bonsai artist from Florida, was in Houston in 
June, 2002.  Following is a summary of the lecture and 
workshops she gave.  Reprinted from The Bonsai News of 
Houston, July – August 2002. 
 
 Mary Miller began her lecture-demonstration Friday 
night with a brief discussion of buttonwoods--in response, 
she said, to requests to talk about the tree. 
 Buttonwoods.  "Everybody loves buttonwoods," she 
said, "but not everybody can grow them.  Success with 
buttonwoods is part art; part horticulture."    
 First, many people think they grow in the water.  
They do not.  Mangroves grow in the water, but 
buttonwoods grow near the water.  Although it is true 
buttonwoods tolerate salt water, they do not like salt 

water.  Those of you who may be adding sea salt to your 
buttonwoods are not helping the plant. 
 Not everything about the buttonwood is logical.  It 
can get fungus.  It can get root rot.  Keep them evenly 
moist, and distinguish between "watering to keep wet" 
and "watering to keep moist."  Buttonwoods do not want 
to be kept wet.  Be aware that a lot of buttonwoods are 
from South Florida and come to you in a nursery soil that 
is a wet mix. 
 This is the perfect time of year [mid-June] to repot 
buttonwoods.  Some people use a soilless mix.  Mary 
believes a coarse, fast draining mix is best.  She adds a 
little extra organic matter. 
 "Never pick a buttonwood up by the trunk," she 
warned. You may have what you think is a container full 
of roots, but there may really be only one or two roots.  If 
the soil has a lot of clay, it will fall off in a glob taking all 
the tree's roots with it.  Never break the roots on a 
buttonwood.   
 When you repot, tap the root ball and slip it out of the 
pot.  Lay the root ball down on the ground or on 
something for support and wash the soil off.  When you 
put it back into the pot and start putting soil around it, 
watch out for the chop sticks.  Roots on the button wood 
are easy to break, no matter how big or old the tree. 
 If you do break the roots, as a last resort, you can put 
the tree in a bucket of water.  The procedure is to first 
decide where you want the roots to break out.  Punch a 
line of holes around the circumference of the buck at that 
point.  Put the tree in the bucket and secure it with rocks 
or bricks.  Let water drip into the bucket so the level stays 
the same (because overflow will escape through the holes 
you punched).  At the line where air and water meet, new 
roots will develop.  This procedure will only work in 
June, July and August.   
 Buttonwoods do not like the cold and will not tolerate 
it.  They will sulk when the temperature gets below 50 
degrees.  They must be protected in winter.   
 Ficus retusa.  After brief discussion buttonwoods, 
Mary turned her attention to the demonstration  tree, Ficus 
retusa "Golden Gate," called Tiger Bark in Taiwan.  The 
Golden Gate is a good tree for quick rooting. 
 Styling.  "The first rule in styling is to start by taking 
off what you know you don't want," said Mary.  As the 
evening progressed, it became clear that there was quite a 
bit that Mary didn't want!  She also noted that in the 
summer, you can cut all the leaves and all the branches off 
a ficus without killing it. 
 The demo tree had a large aerial root.  Mary noted 
that if an aerial root comes from the trunk and develops 
like a root, then it is fine to keep it if it fits into your 
design, but if the aerial root looks like PCV pipe, cut it 
off.  If you want to keep a particular aerial root, do not 
touch it.  If you touch it, you kill it.  

Con’t next page. 
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 In styling a ficus, a literal apex is not necessary.  The 
ficus should have a soft top, but it should not look like a 
mushroom.  It should have soft and gentle clouds.  In fact, 
for many tropicals this is true.  We are not too quick to 
make the classical triangle in designing ficuses. 
 Ficus branches tend to go up to support that big 
canopy. 
 Root Mealy Bug.  Mary warned about root mealy 
bugs.  At first glance, they look like mychorriza, the good 
fungus found on the roots of some trees, especially pines, 
but if you notice something moving, what you have is not 
mychorriza--you have root mealy bugs. They will not kill 
a tree right away, but they will eventually kill it.  It may 
take six or seven years.  To get rid of the pest, drench the 
soil with some kind of chemical, for example Dursban.  
Follow the instructions on the label.   
 Brushing Trunks.  With regard to cleaning the 
trunks of the trees, Mary noted that she brushes her tree 
trunks, including the trunks of the buttonwood and ficus.   
Brushing removes dust, calcium deposits and such.  The 
tree will respond positively when it gets sun, water, and 
stimulation on the bark.   
 Pruning.  When pruning a ficus, make the cuts flush, 
she said.  Don't gouge into the trunk. 
 In answer to a question, Mary said she never uses 
wound sealer.  "Occasionally, I use Elmer's Glue to inhibit 
borers on a big cut.  If you do use wound sealer, don't 
leave it on.  It holds moisture, and the wood behind the 
sealer will rot."   
 Roots.  When cutting big gnarly roots, make the cut 
cut-side down.  That way the new roots will grow straight 
into the ground.  If you cut so the cut is face up, the new 
roots will go up and then down.  Go the dollar store for 
cheap saws for cutting roots in the soil.  The soil will ruin 
the saw, but you can throw it away. 
 Potting.  Ficus do not like to be soaking wet.  They 
should have a good, well-drained soil.  Mary does not use 
Superthrive.  "If you do use Superthrive," she warned, 
"realize, because of the vitamin B-1, the tree will stay 
wetter longer." 
 Shallow containers are ok for ficus.  Ficus are also 
good for slabs.  
 Workshops.  On Saturday, workshop participants 
brought a nice variety of trees:  natal plum (which Mary 
calls carissa boxwood), yaupon, Brazilian rain tree, 
jaboticaba, podocarpus, buttonwood, and several species 
of ficus including green island ficus, which Mary says is 
her favorite.  "The leaves on the green island ficus reduce 
very nicely; and so, this tree is excellent for shohin," Mary 
noted. 
 Brazilian Rain Tree.  Brazilian rain trees grow on 
the shore and therefore have gnarled, twisted, often 

bizarre trunks.  With a rain tree, you can't worry about 
reverse taper, Mary said; just let the tree do its thing.  The 
flowers are not impressive--the rain tree is not grown for 
its flowers.   The particular workshop tree, Mary felt, 
should be given a weeping style. 

con’t  page 41 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
spirit of bonsai, convention location, joy of bonsai, 2009, 
etc.  Some examples might be our Theme, 
 
 
 
  

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. 

July 2 Monthly meeting of the HBS, crepe myrtles 
 
July 19 Saturday Study Group, Bayland Park 
 
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. 
 
Nov. 5 Monthly meeting of the HBS, nominations of 

officers and directors 
 
Dec. 3 Monthly meeting of the HBS, elections of officers 

and directors; pot luck supper; holiday party, gift 
exchange. 

 
2009 
 
State LSBF bonsai convention in Houston, Marriott Hotel--
Westchase . 
 
July 7-13   6th World Bonsai Convention, San Juan, PR,
 Condado Plaza Hotel & Casino
 www.worldbonsaiconvention2009.com  

PERSIMMON HILL BONSAI  
          STUDIO & NURSERY�

Terry & Sheila Ward          Austin, Texas 
512-280-5575 - phbonsai@sbcglobal.net - By Appointment 
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Brussel’s Bonsai 2008 Rendezvous 2008, Olive Branch, Mississippi 
The Houston area was well represented 

Photographs by HBS member Hurley Johnson. 
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Tropical Bonsai, con’t. 
 The rain tree's horticulture is tricky.  
It is given to die back; therefore do not 
cut branches too close to the trunk.  
Sometimes a branch will die for no 
apparent reason.   
 In terms of training the workshop 
rain tree, Mary recommended putting 
chicken wire around the whole tree and 
securing the branches to the wire.  Such a 
method would be easier and, given the 
tree's tendency to die back, safer than 
traditional wiring. 
 The Brazilian rain tree does not root 
easily like the ficus.  It is possible to root 
tips, but not easy.  She did, however, 
recommend air layering the top of the 
workshop tree. The rain tree has hard 
dense wood for a tropical; therefore, it 
will take longer to develop roots.  It could 
take a year.  
 Air Layering.   In air layering, when 
you cut through the cambium, there is a 
thin layer, almost microscopic.  Some 
people remove the cambium but do no 
scrape to hard wood.  This is a mistake.  
The idea is to kill the area between the 
top and bottom of the tree. It is a good 
idea to sand the area. 
 Fertilizer .  Tropicals need to be 
fertilized every week during summer.  
Use what's on sale, Mary said.  There's no 
magic formula, but it is most important to 
understand the numbers on package.  The 
first number is nitrogen content.  If the 
first number is highest, the fertilizer will 
be a pusher--you'll be pruning all the 
time.  The middle number is the 
phosphate content.  A high middle 
number promotes fruit and flowers, but is 
also good for roots.  If you use a liquid 
fertilizer, you will flush it out the next 
time you water.  
 In winter, fertilize tropicals once a 
month with a low-nitrogen fertilizer.  If 
you use high nitrogen in winter, you may 
get new growth which may not be able to 
tolerate cold or freezing weather. 

# 


