
Ficus virens is distributed widely 
from India, Malaysia and southeast 
Asia to northern Australia. F. virens
is a large, deciduous tree.   

There are 4 varieties in the world of 
which there are 3 varieties growing in 
Australia. These are F. virens Aiton 
var. virens, F virens var. dasycarpa 
Corner and F. virens var. sublanceo-
lata (Miq.) Corner. F. virens Aiton 
var. glabella is native to India, Thai-
land and South China.  

Among my Fig collection I have var. 
virens and var. sublanceolata. Those 
are the most common varieties in 
Australia. 

The “curtain fig” at Atherton Table-
land is var. sublanceolata. Aerial 
roots reach the ground to become 
trunks. By my observation, those ae-
rial roots grow also 20 m-25m high. 
The total tree height could be 30m or 
more. This fig has been recognized 
as one of the largest trees in North 
Queensland, and has been formed by 
a strangler habit. 

My bonsai, F. virens var. sublanceo-
lata does not produce aerial roots. I 
wonder if my restricting root area 
causes that? However some of my 

Morton Bay figs began to produce 
aerial roots in a pot when they are 
about 5 years from seedlings. 

F. virens is deciduous for a very short 
period of time. Sometimes new leaves 
come 3 to 7 days after the leaves fall. 
The leaves are alternate and slightly 

(Continued on page 2) 
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COMMENT : Barbara Bates, Victoria wrote: “It is noted 
that the same species grows differently in different 
soils, altitude, climate, location etc.  How then can we 
say how a particular species of eucalypt should look?  
Similarity might only be leaf shape, bark texture, high 
or low trunk before foliage, sparse or dense foliage—
maybe?  I believe it may take a considerable time be-
fore we can recognise our ‘eucalypts’ by style/species.  
However there is every reason to get started and to do 
our best.” [in response to articles on eucalypts in APAB-N 2] 
Study Group Leader’s thoughts: All of the forms found 
in nature, and those that we only see in dreams are po-
tential models for bonsai styles. We cur-
rently have only a few national iconic im-
ages of trees: the ghost gums with their 
smooth white bark set against burning red 
sand and rock and hard blue sky, and the 
massive, sometimes gnarled River Red Gums 
styled after Han Heisen’s paintings. These 
are iconic because they are attractive to people, and 
they have been widely used for a long time. What peo-
ple in the future see as a style for any particular Aus-
tralian species as bonsai will be what has come through 
the trials of discovery, presentation and use.  I see our 
immediate goal to be the discovery and use of a wide 
variety of styles so that time and other people’s usage 
can sort out what then will be considered standard. 

COMMENT : Lee Wright, NSW wrote: “Hard indeed… 
and I find the tree discouraging for an amateur.  I am 
challenged enough learning styling, care guidelines 
without being excessively challenged by a tree that 
plays by its rules, not mine.” [concerning a difficult species 
of Fig, although not an Oz species...]. 

[Study Group Leader’s thoughts:  The purpose of the 
Study Group is to document the known, identify gaps 
and explore the unknown in relation to Oz plants as 
bonsai.  It should not limit itself because of potential 
difficulties with certain species.  What is difficult now 
may become common place once appropriate techniques 
are found.  At the same time, the special needs of people 
new to bonsai, who may not be adventures and explor-
ers, should also be part of the work of the Study Group.  
I welcome anyone’s input that lays out information in a 
form that is clear and helpful to beginners.  I will per-
sonally try to include something focussed on their needs 

as often as possible.] 

COMMENT : Grant Bowie, NSW wrote: “Not 
second hand old info from Len Webber, Ko-
reschoff and Bonsai Society of Australia 
newsletters [as part of reply to questionnaire]. 
[Study Group Leader’s thoughts:  I agree 

wholeheartedly with Grant’s concerns.  But I add one 
caveat– where other information is currently not avail-
able, I may well dip into the ‘old’ literature to show 
what we currently know.  That information may still be 
‘correct’ or by highlighting it, may stimulate someone 
with more up-to-date information to put it on the record 
to the benefit of everyone.] 

In this column, I intend to publish pieces that members 
raise in correspondence.  Although I may proffer my 
‘thoughts’ after their comments, I greatly welcome oth-
ers’ points of view and will try to publish them!  I don’t 
know it all, nor have all the answers.  So please feel in-
vited to both contribute questions, comments, and 
‘answers’.                                                             Roger 

colour of the leaves to change, also the size of the 
leaves becomes bigger. The size of the larger 
leaves in a Bonsai pot is 6-10cm x 3-4cm. 

Lots of people do not make Bonsai using this spe-
cies. It is said this is because the leaves never get 
smaller. However larger bonsai specimen are very 
beautiful.  

I tried cuttings a few years back in summer. I cut 
the leaves in half and put them into sandy media. 
The cuttings went well. One day I left one of the 
new stems in a jar of water and the roots developed 
after 3 months, I transplanted it into a pot with 
bonsai soil mixture. They are now about 25 cm 

(Continued on page 3) 

leathery when matured. The shape of the leaves is 
oblong to ovate with a drip-tip. The terminal bud is 
very small. The fruits are small, about 1 cm in di-
ameter, and smooth and the colour is a greenish 
white to a purplish colour with red dots when ripe. 

We should mention that the new leaves of this spe-
cies come out in spring after the old leaves have 
dropped. They are the most spectacular colour. The 
pale pink leaves are protected with thin pale pink or 
transparent beige-coloured stipules. The two stip-
ules open up and shed, then the leaf bud opens. The 
colour of the leaves ranges from pale pink to a 
bronze-green colour and change to a paler green to 
a lime green. It only takes one or two days for the 

(Continued from page 1) 

...it may take time 
before we can recog-
nise our ‘eucalypts’ 

by style/species. 
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one has taken up the request.  I know that there 
are many splendid native plants as bonsai.  Some 
of the bonsai clubs run monthly displays and 
award prizes in various classes.  Often, native 
plants feature. 

Can members please consider this request and 
send via email or snail mail, photos that could be 
used in an article in ‘Australian Plants’? 

Roger 

long .It is an easy way to propagate.  
It is said that to propagate from seeds is easy.  

As all figs are growing fast, we must work on them 
all the time. During the growing period pruning, 
pinching and cutting back stems are essential to 
good shaping. I do the same work to F. virens. 

 Megumi Bennett 
[Megumi notes that some people don’t grow this species 
because the leaves never get smaller.  My own experi-
ence is that leaf size reduces with the close attention to 
pruning back to two leaves as new growth occurs.  With 
application of much fertiliser and water during the grow-
ing season, which figs just love, growth is vigorous and 
can get away from you, with large leaves the result.  So 
keep an eye on them when they are being produced and 
small leaves should result.  Roger Hnatiuk] 

(Continued from page 2) 

Request for Photos Unanswered 

Ficus virens var. virens from the Kimberley, 26 
years from seed; Western Australia. Photo: R. Hna-

Thanks for the Dona-
Along with the renewals of subscriptions, came sev-
eral much appreciated donations, which are here 
gratefully acknowledged. 

ANPS Canberra Region $2; APS NSW $6; APS 
Victoria $2; Roger Hinnrichsen $22; Frank Kelly 
$2; Joe Mifsud $2; Veronica Rose $2; and Lee 
Wright $2. 

As noted elsewhere in the newsletter, I may use this 
to include a page of colour in a later issue, depend-
ing on the receipt of good quality photos of mature 
native plants as bonsai. 

APAB Web Site 
A couple of members have suggested that the 
Study Group needs a web presence.  I think 
this is a great idea. 

To make it happen, I need some help.  While 
I’d love to do the work setting it up, I know if 
I don’t get help from someone, it just won’t 
happen.  I’m willing to help with content, and 
advice on layout, but I need help with negoti-
ating a site (perhaps with ASGAP?), and lay-
out, construction and maintenance. 

If you are web-site-wise, please contact me 
and lets see what we can do.  I’m sure that a 
web site, properly set up and maintained, 
would be a good way to promulgate our work. 

Roger 

In the last newsletter, I noted a call for material 
from Cas Liber, acting editor of ‘Australian 
Plants’, the quality publication of ASGAP.  Cas 
asked if we would contribute an article.  It would 
be an excellent opportunity to showcase the grow-
ing of native plants as bonsai. 

To do justice to this opportunity, I need some pho-
tos of quality native plants trained as bonsai.  No 
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INTRODUCTION 

There are currently 76 known and identified species 
of Banksia, most of which are located in Western 
Australia.  Eighteen Banksias are found in the east-
ern half of Australia or in tropical Australia. 

Banksias are related to the Protea family of Africa, 
with which they share many similarities.  Banksias 
are an evergreen tree or shrub, although prostrate 
plants also exist.  They have usually either a single 
trunk with an irregular outline or a multi-trunk 
shrubby appearance. 

Banksias can have a variety of leaf 
shapes and sizes, but are usually 
tough and leathery.  The leaves may 
grow alternately or in whorls. 

Flowers are also variable but are usu-
ally numerous on a spike that be-
comes woody.  Flowers set at the end 
of new growth and take some time to 
mature.  Not all flowers become seed 
as there are just too many on each 
spike. 

Some 36 species are fire-tolerant: 
having thick bark and/or a woody 
base or lignotuber.  These Banksias 
take heavy pruning or defoliation 
quite well. 

The fire-sensitive Banksias are thin-barked and 
suitable only with lighter pruning. 

Banksias have evolved to thrive in poor soils but 
can survive in better soils if the drainage is good.  
They can survive in poor soils through the develop-
ment of special roots called proteoid roots.  These 
are described later in the article. 

HINTS FOR GROWING NURSERY STOCK 

First try whatever Banksias already grow in or near 
your area , and remember the large-leafed, tree-type 
Banksias will probably be best as bonsai.  The 

large-leafed (up to 6”/150 mm) varieties will be 
vigorous but with the correct techniques the leaf 
size will reduce dramatically. 

I have grown Banksia ericifolia (Heath Banksia), B.  
paludosa (Swamp Banksia), B. marginata (Silver 
Banksia), B. serrata (Old Man Banksia) and B. in-
tegrifolia (Coast Banksia).  All Western Australian 
Banksias, even those grafted, have died in my loca-
tion. 

Banksias can be grown easily from seed but must 
be potted up and on quickly; 
always pot up to the next size 
pot.  Do not over pot!  The 
soil should not be too fine or 
too course and should drain 
freely.  They will fill the pot 
quickly with very fine roots 
and need extra watering once 
well established. 

Fertilise generously with Na-
tive Osmocote in the potting 
mix and liquid feed every 
week or two (except winter) 
with a mild liquid fertiliser 
like Maxicrop, Nitrosol, 
Charlie Carp etc. 

Use fertilisers at full recom-
mended strength unless plants are sick or new to 
your collection.  You may need to build up to a 
heavy fertilising regime. 

Banksias are very hungry and thirsty as potted nurs-
ery stock, so please look after their needs. 

Do not pot-on a Banksia at any stage if it is wobbly 
in the pot.  If its looks skinny, weak and wobbly, 
then just lightly trim it and put it back. 

If the tree is fat, but unstable or wobbly, then check 
rootage and soil ball for root eating Curl Grubs. Re-
move grubs and root-prune hard, lightly trim foli-
age, pot back into same or larger pot and put in the 
shade for 3-4 weeks. 

The Banksia as Bonsai:  Banksia integrifolia
by Grant Bowie 
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Banksia integrifolia by Grant 
Bowie, Canberra Bonsai Society 
Show, Oct. 2002.           Photo: R. Hnatiuk 



At every stage, give your Banksia a light to me-
dium-hard foliage trim to encourage compact 
growth and smaller leaves.  Grow in full sun to help 
keep growth healthy and compact as well. 

Do not sit in water unless you are trying to grow a 
tree on quickly, and definitely not in winter.  Bank-
sias can be prone to root rot and die back. 

Banksia as Bonsai 
B. marginata, B. serrata and B. integrifolia all 
make good bonsai, but my experiences with B. in-
tegrifolia are the most extensive and it is my per-
sonal favourite.  I will write on B. marginata and B. 
serrata at a later time once I have experimented 
more with them. 

Banksia integrifolia — Coast Banksia 
B. integrifolia grows in many locations in the wild 
from the coast to the mountains.  It can be 25 m 
high or a windswept specimen on an exposed head-
land. 

Its leaves are large, long and smooth edged, but as a 
bonsai, the leaves can be small, blunt and toothed.  
This is because the constant trimming forces the 
tree to put out a juvenile form of leaf that is most 
suitable for bonsai.  The leaf is still strong and vig-
orous and not deformed or delicate in any way. 

The frequent potting, fertilising and trimming gives 
us a very quick growing thick trunked tree that can 
bud-back on old wood very well. 

If you live in Sydney or further north, you may be 
able to pot–on nursery stock every six months or so 
to achieve quick growth.  If you live in Canberra or 
cold areas of Melbourne or Sydney, you may need 
to allow more time in each pot size.  Pot in early 
summer to avoid excessive new growth going into 
winter; its soft new foliage can be badly damaged 
by frost. 

My reason for avoiding potting in winter and early 
spring is that the tree just sits and sulks until the 
warmer weather arrives so there is no advantage; in 
fact by sitting in a larger pot in wet conditions for 
3-6 months may encourage root rot, die back etc. 

As a bonsai, the B. integrifolia is also very quick 
growing and is usually my ‘waterweed’.  That is, it 
is usually the first tree to droop if it is in a very 
fresh growth. 

I usually repot my bonsai Banksia about every 12-
18 months, but rather than doing a heavy prune on 
top and bottom, I often just slip-pot it into a larger 
pot.  This is very useful in mid summer as you can 
avoid excessive dry outs by just putting it into a lar-
ger pot after lightly tip pruning and teasing out the 
roots lightly.  Always fertilise well at each pot 
change, ie Osmocote and mild, liquid fertiliser. 

After 4-5 years, the tree will have grown larger, 
matured enormously. At this point you could do a 
heavy root prune and heavy top prune and move 
down into a much smaller 
pot.  This will emphasize 
its beautiful trunk, 
branches and leaves. 

Then, follow the process 
of moving to larger pots 
each year again. 

I mentioned proteoid roots 
earlier and will now add a 
few points.  In pot culture, 
if your Banksia is not pot-
ted and fertilised regu-
larly, it will of course become pot bound and hun-
gry and thirsty.  It may at this point put out roots 
that enable it to scavenge even the smallest amount 
of food etc through these super-fine roots.  If, how-
ever, at this stage you were to heavily fertilise the 
plant it may take up too much fertiliser and die. 

So I suggest at repot time you remove any proteoid 
roots you may see (they might look like a mycorrhi-
zal fungus, which they are not) and start with mild, 
but regular fertiliser including Native Osmocote in 
the potting mix and MaxiCrop as a liquid feed. 

My potting mix would include a course to large 
sand or fine gravel to aid drainage, but fine enough 
for the very fine Azalea-liek roots.  Typically 50% 
sand/gravel or more mixed with a standard potting 
mix (no peat). The mix doesn’t need to stay sopping 

(Continued on page 6) 

frequent potting, 
fertilising and 
trimming gives 
us a very quick-
growing, thick 
trunked tree that 
can bud back on 
old wood very 
well
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wet; its better to water more frequently than risk 
root rot etc. 

As a young bonsai, the B. integrifolia will have a 
smooth grey-green trunk but with age it will be 
grey but rough and furrowed.  One of my B. integri-
folia has always had a rough and now corky bark 
whereas all the ones I have raised from seed have 
been smooth bark.  This may be a function of age 
(approx. 33 years old) but I intend to strike cuttings 
off that tree this year. 

Branching and structure on the B. integrifolia hap-
pens very quickly and can also be lost quickly.  The 
tree is very apically dominant so it must be kept 
very short at the top.  A pointy apex is right out of 
the question.  You must develop a rounded, multi-
point apex that will help slow down growth.  Some-
times you may trim the top 2-3 times as often as 
lower down and it you don’t, you may lose ramifi-
cation or even entire branches. 

Luckily however, it buds back freely on old 
branches, trunk and around any removed branches. 
So if you lose structure, you can easily restore or 
dramatically 
change its ap-
pearance in a 
short time. 

Trim strong 
vertical growth 
back hard, but 
allow sideways 
growth to elon-
gate and 
thicken.  B. in-
tegrifolia will 
take light wir-
ing but I only ever wire heavily in an emergency 
(artistic emergency?).  If you wire downwards, the 
branch will immediately lose vigour whereas a 
branch nearby could double or triple its size if 
growing horizontally or lightly upwards. 

If you must, for artistic reasons, wire a branch 
down, then at least wire the tip up and allow it to 
grow freely and then cut back hard later.  Wire will 
also mark very quickly if your tree is growing 
quickly. 

(Continued from page 5) 

Keep lots of branches as this helps build up a quick 
canopy and diffuses the growth over more growing 
tips.  Keep pinching very frequently. 

Another trick to maintain an outline is to trim the 
apex back to a 2nd or 3rd leaf or leaf whorl and then, 
after it has re-budded and grown on, cut it back to 
the original 1st or 2nd bud; thereby making it do it all 
again. 

Also at the apex of dormant branches and near the 
base of new branches, there are a series of little ear-
like structures that can grow buds if trimmed back 
to this point.  They are in fact a false leaf that pro-
tects the bud while it grows.  This is useful as it al-
lows us to trim much more compactly than you 
would first imagine. 

Mature B. integrifolia grows mostly in a whorled 
structure of 4-5 leaves but this system breaks down 
under heavy pinching.  It can be alternate, opposite, 
alternate sets of 2 or 3, or whorled on 2+3 type 
structure.  It makes no difference to the trimming 
regime; just keep pinching frequently and to outside 
or downwards facing buds if you have the choice. 

Even if where you pinch, it throws out 4 
or 5 branches, we will eventually sim-
plify it to 2 or 3 branchlets. 

If you are trying to force lots of new buds 
on old wood, then do not repot at the 
same time.  It re-buds quicker if left 
alone.  Make sure it is well fertilised and 
in a sunny spot. Place on a turntable or 
turn each day to encourage growth all 
over. 

The Banksia integrifolia will look good 
in any style of bonsai, from upright styes to cas-
cade, even in fairly formal Japanese mode. 

It is a most adaptable 
Banksia that I am 
sure you will get lots 
of pleasure from. 

[Photo above shows 
closeup of leaves and 
photo to right shows the 
base of the plant shown 
on page 4.]
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The following images of Banksia integrifolia are from Peb-
bly Beach just north of Bateman’s Bay on the NSW South 
Coast opposite Canberra, and from Umina, just north of 
Sydney, near the mouth of the Hawkesbury River.  They 
show some of the forms that mature trees take, some ‘group’ 
settings, natural dead limbs) (jins), trunk bases and bark, 
and foliage and flowers. Many of the trees are 50-75 or 
more cm in diameter at breast height—definitely ‘old’. 

These images might assist those wondering what a mature 
B. integrifolia looks like.  These are mostly forest-grown, 
rather than open grown or cliff-edge plants.

Roger Hnatiuk 

Oz Bonsai Images 

������!�APAB-N  ������ �



�����"�

Callistemon are found up and down the east coast 
of Australia, and there is even one spectacularly 
coloured one in WA.  Not as iconic as eucalypts or 
wattles, they are nonetheless much admired for 
their brilliant flowers, and they are grown exten-
sively in gardens and public areas.  

There are Callistemons for sale at the bonsai nurser-
ies, and plants turn up in various club shows and 
newsletters from time to time.  A variety of styles 
have been used, from pseudo Japanese triangles, 
imitating black pines, to broom styles.  I haven’t 
seen any that clearly evoke the feeling of a ‘natural’ 
bottlebrush shape, though I’d be surprised if they 
weren’t out there in someone’s collection.  I have 
seen a just-out-of-the-ground multiple-stemmed 
plant that was a good start on the shrubby bottle-
brushes that grow in river beds.  I am hoping that 
someone with much more experience of growing 
Callistemon as bonsai will send in an article.   

I have been growing bottlebrushes for 5-6 years and 
have also found an article by Byron Williams, of 
Melbourne, who grows Callistemons in pots, 
though not as bonsai.  You might find the combined 
notes below helpful in your own efforts.  My ex-
perience is limited to the climatic conditions of 
Canberra where summers are generally hot and dry, 
and winters are cool to cold, but not generally really 
‘wet’. 

Byron Williams published his information first in 
the May 1996 newsletter of the ‘Melaleuca and Al-
lied Genera Study Group Newsletter (a sister Study 
Group to our own, of the Association of Societies 
for Growing Australian Plants) and it was repub-
lished in ‘Australian Plants’ Vol 21 No. 168:172-
173.  I gratefully acknowledge the information I 
have extracted from Byron’s article and woven into 
the notes that follow. 

SOIL 
Callistemons appear to grow in a wide range of 
soils, as long as they are well drained.  Pure, course 

river sand will support healthy growth for several 
years, though occasional fertiliser will brighten the 
leaves and encourage better flowering.  A good, 
rich, natural, garden loam with lots of year-old leaf 
compost will also do. 

FERTIISER 
Like all members of the myrtle family (Myrtaceae 
or Eucalypt family), Callistemons will thrive on 
nitrogen-rich fertiliser.  Care needs to be taken not 
to overdo the nitrogen, as encourages the produc-
tion of lush leaves at the 
expense of good flower-
ing! 

Two applications of blood 
and bone, one in autumn 
and another in late winter 
before flowering appears 
to work for Byron.  He 
also notes that sulphate of 
potash (potassium sul-
phate, obtainable from 
nurseries) can be applied 
in early spring to ‘… give you the colour that only 
southern grown Callistemon can produce.’ 

PESTS 
Scale, and the attendant black fungus, can be a 
problem.  It often comes courtesy of your local 
ants, which carry young scale insects onto your 
plants and then ‘milk’ them for their sugary exu-
date.  The exudate is also what the black fungus 
grows on.  Byron suggests that use of a high-
pressure hose can get rid of scale, though I’m not 
too sure that this would be a good technique for a 
bonsaiist.  You could risk blasting your plant out of 
the pot or washing away soil, moss or decorative 
gravel.  I keep an eye open for signs of scale and 
remove them with my fingernails.  If an infestation 
gets away from you, you can control it with 
whiteoil – just follow the instructions on the label.  
Bryon suggests that if you live near the coast, sub-
ject to southerly winds, scale will not be a problem. 

Two applications 
of blood and 
bone, one in au-
tumn and another 
in late winter be-
fore flowering 
appears to work 
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NOTES ON CALLISTEMON -  
BOTTLEBRUSHES 

By Roger Hnatiuk



PRUNING 
For general shaping, prune just after flowering fin-
ishes.  Prune behind the flower brushes.  If you 
leave a few green leaves below your cut, new 
growth will come from the axils of those leaves. 

Callistemons can be very heavily pruned.  This 
might be done, for example if you are lifting a plant 
from your garden into a pot.  I have done this with a 
small tree, about 7 years old, with a trunk about 14 
cm diameter at the base and about 5 m tall.  I cut 
the trunk about 50 cm above ground, leaving no 
side branches.  New growth came from near the 
base and to about 2/3 of the way up the trunk, but 
not from near the cut end.  Knowing this now, if I 
were to do it again, I would try cutting higher up in 
hopes of encouraging new branches higher up, then 
cutting back the unproductive upper parts.  These 
upper parts do not appear to be dead, just not pro-
ducing shoots.   

Other species can respond otherwise.  I have had 
some, as yet un-identified plants, that, after heavy 
pruning and transplanting, have produced new 
growth from near the base all the way up to the cut 
upper ends.  These were 25 year old, shrubby 
plants.  So there is more to observe and learn here. 
[Does anyone have a key to species?  I have keys 
from individual States, but not for the whole lot in 
one place.] 

Some of my friends experiences with Callistemons 
is that they can be hard to shape because of the un-
predictability of how they will respond to pruning.  
An old branch, heavily pruned may just die and 
new shoots may come from the base of the branch – 
destroying that particular idea for style.  The good 
side is that you usually get a second and third and 
more chances to try again and again. 

ATTRACTIONS OF CALLISTEMONS 
First and foremost must be the brilliant to subtlely 
coloured bottlebrushes, produced en masse in 
spring or in autumn or at nearly any other time of 
year.  Byron notes that flowering can be variable 
due to growing conditions: too much fertiliser 
(nitrogen), pruning too hard or not enough, varia-
tions in watering or the season.  Some plants are 
regular bloomers, whereas others can be fickle. 

More subtle attractions can be found in the beauti-

ful bark, which varies between species.  It can be  
fibrous, rough, hard, though finely textured, or it 
can be papery with soft changes of colour. 

Many Callistemons have beautifully coloured new 
leaves.  These vary from pale pink through to dark 
rusty greens.  Though not as spectacular as the 
flowers, these colours add greatly to the visual en-
joyment of seeing these plants grow through the 
seasons. 

STYLING 
I don’t feel that I 
know as much as I 
would like to com-
ment on styling of 
Callistemons.  I 
have seen a photo-
graph of a prize-
winning specimen 
that was in a re-
laxed broom style 
that beautifully dis-
played its flowers.  
I have seen smaller 
plants with 
branches that 
seemed stiff and uncomfortable, though they ap-
peared to have been styled after Japanese Black 
Pines. 

Naturally growing specimens vary from multi-
stemmed shrubs to erect small trees with weeping 
branches.  Replicating the essence of these natural 
shapes would be rewarding. 

I hope that these preliminary notes on Callistemons 
will stimulate people to try them if you haven’t al-
ready.  Also, I hope that those with more experi-
ence in growing them as bonsai will rise to the chal-
lenge and pass on your ‘corrections’ and new ad-
vice so that it can be published in the newsletter. 

Roger Hnatiuk 
PS 
I’d appreciate receiving photos of mature Callistemons so that 
we can see what shape the crown is as well as how the trunk 
curves.  Look out for street trees that have not been pruned in 
the canopy.  They don’t need to be in flower, though a ‘name’ 
would be most useful.  Also give the location.  If you find any 
while you are on holiday, or visiting the botanic gardens, do 
take pictures.  Try to get the crown so that it is clear in the  
photo.
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Callistemon viminalis ‘Captn Cook’
From photo by Bob Cliff 
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While professional photographers using specialised 
lighting and cameras can obtain the best photos, the 
amateur can achieve adequate photographs if they 
are aware of a few guidelines and simple tech-
niques.  I’ve compiled the following notes from a 
number of sources and a little experience as a very 
amateur photographer. Any additions or corrections 
are welcome! 

You can achieve excellent results with simple, auto-
matic cameras.  Those who know more about pho-
tography and like to make 
their own adjustments to 
shutter speed and aperture 
opening, can build on 
these guidelines, but they 
are being presented 
mostly to those who have not been exposed to ideas 
on how to improve the quality of their photos. 

BACKGROUND 
1. To show your plant most clearly, a plain back-

ground is best.  The colour should contrast well 
with the foliage and pot.  Compare the left 
photo below, with its patterned background, to 
the on the right below with a plain background.   
The plant in the right-hand image is certainly 
easier to see, even though the exposure needs 
improving.  A large piece of paper, such as can 
be purchased for a couple dollars at a stationers 
or art supply shop will do fine for small to me-
dium size bonsai.  The most common colour is 
an off white, either light grey or cream.  Some 

people prefer black backgrounds.  These can be 
achieved by using a large piece of velveteen 
cloth. 

If you use a cloth background, it is best if the 
cloth is not creased or folded.  These markings 
can prove very distracting to viewing the tree.  
You can avoid this by using a soft, supple cloth 
like velveteen, which hangs well.  I sewed a 
loop across the top of the cloth and slid a piece 
of doweling through it.  A piece of string was 

attached to the ends of the 
doweling and allows the 
cloth to be hung up, thus 
making a very serviceable 
background that is easily 
stored as well as set up.  I 

generally drape the cloth so that it goes under 
the pot then upwards behind it.  This avoids 
some of the awkwardness that results from the 
juncture of the table and the background. 

SHADOWS 
2. Try to avoid the situation where your plant casts 

a shadow onto the background.  This commonly 
occurs when a flash is used that points directly 
at the tree, or sunlight is coming from the front 
or slightly left or right of front..  The shadow 
usually then shows on the background as a dark 
area on one or both sides of the tree and can be 
seen between the branches.  It obscures the view 
of the tree, especially the trunk and makes it 
look larger in an unwelcome manner. 

You can avoid 
the shadows by 
arranging to 
take the picture 
with side light-
ing.  That is, let 
the light come 
from either the 
left or the right.  
If it is from the 
side, the shad-
ows will not be 
(Continued on page 11) 

You can avoid shadows by arrang-
ing to take the picture with side 

lighting 
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PHOTOGRAPHING BONSAI 
By Roger Hnatiuk 



on the background.  Indoors, near a window that 
provides good side light can work.  Some peo-
ple take their pictures outdoors, but in a place 
with overhead shade, and with good, strong side 
or diffuse lighting.  This can make your pictures 
a bit bluish, as it is generally bluish light from 
the sky that gets into shadows.  Direct Austra-
lian sunlight in the midday period can be ex-
tremely harsh in its brilliance.  It casts very dark 
shadows, even within the canopy, and this may 
be distracting from the beauty of the tree, or it 
may cause over exposure or under exposure of 
key areas. 

If you have a detachable flash unit that allows 
you to point the flash at the ceiling, if working 
indoors, this will provide diffuse light without 
needing the elaborate systems that professional 
photographers use.   

Placing your plant on the lawn, or on a table 
with a garden scene behind provides a very 
complex background that usually obscures the 
branches and leaves of the tree.  Some fences 
and walls also are too complex in pattern or 
close in colour or tone to the tree to allow it to 
be seen at all clearly and should also be 
avoided. 

A simple way to help reduce stark shadows 
within the tree canopy is to hold a piece of 
white reflecting material below and to one side 
of the tree and angle it until the reflected light 
shines on the underside of the branches.  This is 
a bit more complex and may require more 
‘hands’ or stands to manipulate it and the cam-
era’s shutter release button.  You can use a 
piece of white cardboard or the lid from a styro-
foam vegetable box from the green grocers. 

Well, give these ideas a try when next you pho-
tograph your bonsai and I’m sure you will be 
pleasantly surprised how much better and useful 
your photos are.  Good luck and good photo-
graphing. 

Roger 

(Continued from page 10) 

Fifty questionnaires were sent out and 26 were returned with 
comments.  None of the ‘club’ or ‘corporate/library returns 
filled in the questionnaire. Not all questions were answered, 
so the sums noted below do not always appear to add up. 

Question 1a: your assessment of the newsletter to date:  
 ‘poor’ = 0;   OK = 4;    Great = 21. 
Question 1b: More articles on: 

�� maintenance techniques (pruning tops and roots: 
when – in practice, not theory); fertilising, soils, mixes, 
pH, pot bound plant to bonsai pot

�� peoples efforts 
�� species used (figs, banksias, eucs) 
�� getting started for 

beginners (seed, nurs-
ery plant to bonsai 
pot, pruning) 

Question 1c: more photos 
of: 

�� bonsaied natives of 
any species, estab-
lished plants showing 
styles 

�� inspirational trees, 
natural trees 

Question 1d/e: liking colour in newsletter: 
Yes = 7;   No = 13;   uncertain = 2 
Some who voted ‘no’ added notes saying OK if not 
too expensive; one indicated ‘not yet’.  Two who 
voted ‘yes’ indicated willingness to pay $3 and   
$10-12 respectively. 

Question 2a: Top priorities: 
�� styling (8) 
�� which species are good / easy, for beginners, others  

(4) 
�� peoples experiences (3), quirks with natives, successes 
�� maintenance : soils, fertilising, nutrients, proce-

dures, aerial layering, grafting, pruning ) tops and 
roots (actual not theory); transplanting to pots 

�� experimental growing results (no examples) 
�� longevity of species. 

Contributing to APAB : nearly everyone responded with 
‘YES’.  This is great support.  It is also good food for a genu-
ine new year’s resolution.  A wonderful few have already 
taken up their promises and sent in their first contributions – 
see this newsletter.  Many more can contribute their promised 
bits, by just sending in a list of what species they currently 
grow. [For security reasons,  unless requested, I will not pub-
lish names from now on, only the State where the plants are 

(Continued on page 12) 

...lets feel good, 
those who have 
contributed, and 
lets keep your ex-
periences coming 
in. 

������$$

RESULTS of the 
QUESTIONAIRE June 
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grown.] 

Conclusions 
The newsletter’s form and content are pretty good and head-
ing in the right direction.  This is good to hear, but is not a 
basis for relaxing and resting on our laurels.  I will continue 
to try for a valuable and interesting newsletter.  For high qual-
ity content though, I do need contributions from you, the 
members of the Group.  So let’s feel good, and let’s keep your 
experiences coming in.  No one’s experiences are too insig-
nificant to be worth reporting.  Knowing that you can keep a 
particular species alive in a pot at a particular location is valu-
able information, 
if only you will 
let us know.  If 
you succeeded or 
failed in pruning 
or repotting a 
species at a par-
ticular time, that 
is valuable to know,  but only if you let us know.  

Peoples interests in more articles on maintenance, other’s 
efforts, species especially banksias and figs, are all addressed 
in this issue.  That’s not the end of it.  We need to hear other 
peoples experiences – have you found your experiences dif-
ferent than what is presented here?  Have you information on 
other species of Banksia or Ficus?  It does not have to be 
complete at this stage.  Let us know what you know, and you 
or others can fill in the blanks later.  Sometimes the greatest 
stimulus can be to report on ‘different’ information or to fill 
in a blank. 

Photos.  Study Group members want to see what other people 
are achieving.  In this newsletter there are some more exam-
ples, but I have a paucity of photos being contributed.  If 
nothing is contributed, then little can be published.  Don’t be 
shy!  Just get that camera out, follow the guidelines elsewhere 
in this letter, and send in those examples of what you’ve 
done. 

If you are emailing photos to me, try not to send massive 
files.  Images over about 400kb take too long to download.  
JPEG format is usually best. I’m not yet on a wide-band sys-
tem, and I do have limits on download size per month. 

I am constantly on the lookout for mature trees in nature, in 
parks and along streets.  I ask that all of you open your eyes 
to what is around you.  If you don’t know the name, see if you 
can collect some leaves / flowers / fruits and send them with 
the photos and I will see if I can get a name. Or you can take 
them to your local nursery, horticultural school, herbarium 
and see if you can get a name. 

Colour in the newsletter.  About one third of respondents 
would like some colour.  Costs are clearly the most limiting 
factor.  I plan to include some colour from time to time, using 
some of the donations that the Study Group has received.  I 
will try to find the most cost effective method of reproduc-
tion, without trying to produce a quality of a coffee table art 
book.  At this stage, we are primarily a study group seeking 

(Continued from page 11) 

In this issue I am pleased to include two images of 
trees from the drylands of the interior of Australia.  
Pam Russell, South Australia, sent me these images 
that she took while attending the Australian Plants 
Society conference in Alice Springs earlier this 
year. 

The trees of 
the interior of-
fer many at-
tractions as 
bonsai.  The 
shapes are 
characteristic of the Australian arid zone, and bon-
sai that use them as their reference point can evoke 
powerful images and feelings that we associate with 
the red centre.  These plants are often slow grow-
ing, though not always.  They have attractive bark 
that can be corky, fibrous, smooth, colourful, char-
acters that are all expressed in the potted plant.  
Flowers can also be attractive, as are the leaves 
themselves.  In many ways, they are to the Austra-
lian ethos, what the mountain plants of Japan and 

(Continued on page 13) 

If nothing is contrib-
uted, then little can be 

published.   
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Tree Profiles 

In many ways, they are to 
the Australian ethos, what 

the mountain plants of  
Japan and China are to 

those cultures.   

information, as well as stimulation.  I’m sure you will let 
me know if I’m getting the balance wrong.  I will need good 
photos contributed, worthy of colour, before I can consider 
publishing in colour though. 

Top priorities for the Study Group.  Clearly the most 
wanted information is about styling: what shape do I aim 
for with my Banksia / Callitris / eucalypt / Kunzea / Callis-
temon etc.  I will continue to present images of what mature 
trees / shrubs look like, but I need a great deal of help from 
you.  Also, if members will share images of what they have 
done to date, that will help develop understanding.  Re-
member, your contribution does not need to be a fully 
styled plant, though a seedling with first wiring will not 
really show any style as yet. 

You also want to hear about what other people are doing.  
You are endlessly hearing about what I am doing and think-
ing, but only you can help this priority issue by contributing 
your own experiences.  So over to you. 

Thanks for taking the time to provide the frank and helpful 
feedback.  Now lets all who haven’t try to contribute a least 
one item before the next newsletter.  Closing date for 
material will be the end of March 2003.
 Roger



China are to those cultures.  Wild collecting in the 
arid zone virtually guarantees the death of the 
plants, as they are adapted to periodically very dry 
conditions, which most of them survive by having a 
long tap root that accesses deep water.  Cutting this 
root in collecting, usually kills the plant.  It is much 
better to start from seed or cuttings. 

To evoke the feelings of the centre, you must study 
the shapes, textures and colours of the plants and 
landscape.  The shapes of the trees are various, but 
usually different from those of the more well wa-
tered periphery of the continent.  Most have rela-
tively slender trunks, at least in comparison with 
trees closer to the coasts, and they are all much 
shorter in stature.  The crowns can be somewhat 
flattened, as in the Hakea lorea shown here, or they 
can be cylindrical as in the wadi wadi (Acacia 
peuce). [Note, Hakea lorea has also been known as 
Hakea suberea.] 

Browsing, fire and drought are often the major fac-
tors that shape these trees.  Browsing these days is 
caused by sheep, donkeys, camels and kangaroos, 
rather than by Diprotodonts and Giant Kangaroos, 
plus of course the ubiquitous but diverse assem-
blage of insects.  Drought shapes the trees that are 
not killed, by causing the death of individual 
branches, thus in the terms of Japanese bonsai, jins 
are produced.  Lightning also can be the cause of 
jins and sharis. 

(Continued from page 12) 

Fire as a factor in styling these trees, causes some 

trunks to remain black, that is, for those that do not 
have bark that peels off.  Fire can also kill off the 
leaves and small branches that are then replaced by 
an explosion of new growth from epicormic shoots 
on the thicker branches and stems. 

Corkwood, Hakea lorea, is widespread naturally 
over the northern and central arid and subtropical 

parts of Australia in WA, NT, SA and Qld 
(from ’Flora of Australia’ Vol 17B p 39).  
It grows as a tree to 10m, but can occur as 
a shrub to 5m.  It has a lignotuber, so can 
resprout after fire or drought.  This is also 
relevant to bonsai, where resprouting from 
a lignotuber may or may not be useful.  
Typically it is seen as a single-stemmed 
plant, rather than as a mallee. 

My own experience with growing it is lim-
ited.  I have germinated seeds, obtained 
from commercial sellers.  Germination has 
been good, and growth excellent, but the 
repeated frosts of a Canberra winter pro-
gressively wear the plant down and it suc-
cumbs to pests and diseases before new 
growth in spring can resuscitate it.  With a 
changed regime, it could be successfully 

grown here. 

One of the attractions of this species is the long, 
cylindrical leaves that hang down like so many shoe 
laces.  It is called the bootlace hakea in some 
places.  The corky bark, which is also the reference 
in its common name, is also very attractive in a 
bonsai. 

Thanks Pam for the photos.                           Roger 
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Hakea lorea, group setting.  Photo by Pam Russell. 

Hakea lorea, small group setting.  Note clear trunks and slanting oval-
shaped crown.  Photo by Pam Russell. 
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ITEM COMMENT 1 COMMENT 2 COMMENT 3 

Significant plant qualities 
as bonsai 

Rough texture of bark when 
mature 

Leaves can be greatly 
reduced by pruning 

Flowering depends on 
pruning regime 

Natural range of occur-
rence 

Within Australia: from 
Proserpine Qld to Port Philip 
Bay Vic. 

Outside Australia: none 

Light levels:  Full sun Semi shade 

Temperature range Tolerates frost to at least –5 
C 

Requires warm tempera-
tures to grow 

Soil Special needs: avoid wet 
soils; not too fine nor too 
course 

50% sand/gravel plus 
50% normal potting mix 

Watering  Normal Can use extra water dur-
ing growing season if 
growth is vigorous 

Fertilising Light: yes Normal: yes Heavy: yes, but may 
need to build up to this 
level. 

Pruning shoots  Timing: throughout active 
growing period; major re-
styling just prior to growing 
season (ie early mid spring) 

Severity: when mature 
can tolerate very heavy 
pruning 

Special regime needed if 
flowering desired—this 
will affect ‘style’. 

Pruning roots Timing: just before growth 
period in late spring to early 
summer; avoid mid to late 
summer to avoid too much 
soft new growth going into 
winter.  Frequency: pot on 
into larger pots with mini-
mum root pruning every 6-
12 months when young and 
rapidly growing; after 4-5 
years yearly to every 4-5 
years, depending on vigour 
of growth desired. 

Severity: only lightly or 
not at all while young 
and potting into larger 
pots; heavy pruning once 
‘mature’ at 4-5 years, but 
then only heavy every 
few years.  Between 
times only moderate 
pruning around outer 
edges of soil mass. 

If plant is ‘wobbly’ in 
pot, weak above soil 
parts, check roots for 
grubs – the plant is 
clearly not in good con-
dition and root pruning 
not advised, but curative 
action required. 

Pests and diseases Kinds: scale on under sur-
face can build up quickly if 
not attended to. 

Controls: remove manu-
ally or use an insecticide 
such as white oil – check 
with your nursery. 

Acquiring a plant: where to 
get one 

Nursery or from seed. 

What to look for when ac-
quiring plant 

Positive qualities: trunk 
shape, general health. 

What to watch out for 
when acquiring plant 

Negative qualities: plant is 
not wobbly in pot; not in-
fected with insects on leaves. 

Difficulty to produce/
maintain 

Ordinary 

Notes ???? 

Sources of information G. Bowie, APAB-N no. 3; 
R. Hnatiuk, personal com-
munication 
Flora of Australia Vol 17B: 
186.

Draft Guide-sheet: 1-Banksia integrifolia 
I have produced 
a draft guide-
sheet for native 
bonsai.  I would 
like comments 
on whether it 
covers what you 
find essential.  
Would you de-
lete any informa-
tion?  This is not 
meant to be a 
comprehensive 
report on how to 
grow a species, 
but rather a re-
minder of key 
things you 
should know. 

I intend to call 
these ‘drafts’ for 
two reasons.  
Firstly, we need 
to work out a 
satisfactory for-
mat for report-
ing.  Secondly, 
we need to allow 
people to check 
what information 
is presented for a 
species and to 
suggest modifi-
cation or 
changes. 

Once the format 
is fairly stable, 
and for a particu-
lar species, there 
are no more 
comments com-
ing in, I will re-

move ‘draft’ from the report.  This does not 
mean that everything is known, and can’t be 
changed.  Rather, it signifies that most of the 
cells in the table are filled in and no one is 

suggesting the information is wrong for them. 

Lets give it a go, and I do want to hear from you! 
Roger 



sai, at what I believe will be the first such show in 
Australia. 

I welcome reasonable offers of plants for the 
whole or part of this display.  I know that distance 
will limit some from taking part, but others from 
outside the immediate region may be able and 
willing to bring a plant to the display for a day or 
longer, depending on what arrangements they can 
make.   

More details will be in the next newsletter, but 
please contact me now if you think you might be 
able to offer a plant.  It’s a fantastic opportunity to 
present our art to the public, and what excitement 
to be involved in this first in Australia! 

I like this paragraph from Barbara Bates, Victo-
ria; although I don’t agree with the possibilities for 
the long term: 

“One of the features of Australian life is that we 
are not very ‘generational’ people.  Maybe it is 
the era in which we live, maybe it is our culture, 
perhaps our unpredictable but wonderful climate 
or our background, but I find it hard to visualise 
an Australian species bonsai lasting 200 years.  
We are in a hurry—and some people are very 
good at making young trees look old—perhaps 
this will be our skill and become our expertise.” 

I have a request for photos of Blue Berry Ash 
(Elaeocarpus reticulatus).  I have only recently dis-
covered this species myself and find that even in 
Canberra it grows acceptably well.  It’s magnificent 
flowers, fragrance, rich dark bark and colourful 
leaves make it wonderful to work with.  I too would 
like to see what it looks like as a mature tree, in na-
ture or even in a garden.  So, if you live where this 
tree grows on the margins of rainforests in NSW, 
please photograph it and send it in. 

Megumi Bennett writes that she hopes to see an all 
Australian natives bonsai show at some time.  I, and 
others share her vision for the future. 

I have been working for some time with the man-
agement of the Australian National Botanic Gar-
dens about the possibilities of displaying native 
bonsai at their Gardens.  As their goal is the dis-

play, enjoy-
ment of and 
education 
about native 
plants, a bonsai 
display seems 
a logical exten-
sion to their 
activities. 

The Director has agreed to hold a display of native 
plants as bonsai from 15-24 November, 2003.  
Plans are to show about 20 mature native plant bon-

Thanks to everyone who renewed their membership 
for 2002-03.  The Study Group still looks healthy.  
Do pass the word around about the existence of the 
Study Group.  Many still don’t know it’s there.  I’m 
still contacting bonsai groups, as I know there are 
still areas of expertise that aren’t tapped. 

Last year’s members who haven’t renewed will re-
ceive this newsletter as a last reminder of overdue 
subscriptions.  I know a number have just been too 
busy and have 
forgotten, so 
take this op-
portunity to get 
that cheque ($8 
Aust, $10 o/s) 
into the snail-
mail!  It’s the 
cost of postage 
and photocopying that consume most of our funds, 
so overdue subs can’t be carried for very long. 

A few people have paid, using the old subscription 
rate.  This is mostly due to the mis-matching of 
publication dates of APAB-N and the various 
SGAP/APS society newsletters.  I have marked the 
shortfall on your receipt.  If you are able, I would 
appreciate it if you would add it onto next year’s 
subscription.  You don’t need to waste another 
cheque and postage this year!  Your support is most 
welcome. 

Australia’s first all native-
plant bonsai show! 

15-24 November, 2003 
Australian National  
Botanic Gardens,  

Canberra 

����� $�$�$�$�

Membership Renewal 

If you haven’t renewed, 
now is certainly the best 

time to do it, otherwise this 
is your last newsletter. If not 

renewing, I’d appreciate 
knowing why. 
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Miscellaneous Notes 

Oz Native Bonsai 



Back Page Musings 
course, a book of the Groups findings is planned.  
Using the information privately is OK.  However, 
the information is covered by copyright to both the 
author and the Study Group.  Thus full acknowl-
edgement of the sources is expected for using the 
information.  Also, if ‘income’ is expected from 
using the information, then some repayment ar-
rangements should be negotiated up front.   Roger. 

I have received some comment about the potential 
uses of the information that the Study Group is 
gathering.  For example, could it be used by mem-
bers, or non-members for that matter, in some arti-
cle, talk or book they produce?  Basically, the SG 
aims to gather what is known about the use and 
styling of Australian native species as bonsai, and 
to make that information widely available.  In due 

If undelivered, please return to  

PO Box 450 Jamison Post Office, 

Macquarie ACT 2614 

Australia 
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Australian Plants 
as Bonsai 

To: 

Adansonia gregorii 

All material in this Newsletter is copyright, but may be freely reproduced for non-commercial purposes as long a acknowledge-
ment is made to the Newsletter and the author.  For further information contact the Editor at hnatiuk1@cyberone.com.au, or at 
PO Box 450, Jamison Post Office, Macquarie, ACT 2614 


