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Editor’s ramblings….     
 
 Welcome to all our new members and thank you to 
all existing members who have decided to put up with me 
for another year. This year, for the first time in the 
Societies history, we didn’t have an annual show but 
instead decided to hold our A.G.M. at an informal 
gathering at Dai –Ichi. Strangely, I think we managed to set 
two records on the day. First we picked up more new 
members than usual and secondly it was probably the 
shortest A.G.M. in history. (Not only have we done away 
with voting we don’t even bother with accounts, minutes, 
matters arising etc) it was almost a case of “All those in 
favour of carrying on say aye” “motion carried”, “any 
coffee going?” Oh how I would have loved this in my days 
on main stream bonsai Society committees!  
It was suggested by Bob Thompson that I did a review on a 
relatively new book about Satsuki and suggested I contact 
the author to obtain permission to reproduce parts of it. 
Unfortunately I have not had a reply yet so maybe in the 
next issue. Regular readers will be thinking it’s unlike me 
to ask for permission! (Note to self – next time say will 
print unless permission denied instead of asking for 
permission.) 
   Ray Beddow. 
   Editor. 
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A Simple Place to Start 
 
It seemed easy when at the AGM Ray Beddow appealed for 
content for the old rag.  Sit down write a few words and he 
would be off my case.  Oh but if life were so simple.  First 
you try and forget that you volunteered, that takes care of a 
couple of weeks, then your To Do list pops up and reminds 
you.  With the reminder comes a frantic effort to find a 
subject, that’s good but Alex did it better, what about 
that… I don’t know enough, etc.  Then PANIC… 
 
It really isn’t that difficult though.  After great deliberation, 
deep thought and soul searching you just have to start.   
 
And the subject that I will start with is why we grow 
Satsuki Azaleas the way we do. 
 
Satsuki Azaleas grew originally as I understand it in the 
river gorges of Japan, here they had very little soil to grow 
in but survived in the full glare of the sun for a couple of 
simple reasons.  Firstly the sun light day was short; the 
valley sides shielded the plants from direct light for large 
parts of the day.   Secondly, in the valleys the rivers were 
flowing rapidly, tumbling through rocks etc and this led to 
a very high humidity.  Finally, the minerals and such like 
that were available tended to be of a limited range and in 
small quantities. 
 
This situation led to the evolution of plants which are able 
to take full light for short periods, cope with shade, like 
high humidity and scavenge minerals and nutrients very 
efficiently.  These provide Satsuki Azaleas with an 
excellent survival arsenal in their natural environment and 
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give us a number of significant challenges when we raise 
these plants in captivity. 
 
The most commonly understood point is the difficulty that 
the Rhododendron family have with calcium.  It is a widely 
held misconception that the family can not absorb calcium, 
the reality is that in their natural environment calcium is so 
rare and an essential element to the plants survival that they 
have developed into super efficient absorbers, therefore 
they absorb calcium to the point where it becomes toxic to 
the plant. 
 
In our care we need to establish the plants in a growing 
medium and three options are available to us as growers of 
Satsuki Azaleas. 
 
The most common and universal choice in Japan in kanuma 
a soil from open cast mines around Kanuma a city in the 
Tochigi prefecture, central on the island of Honshu, Japan.  
The medium is porous in nature, prone to reducing to dust 
and similar to pumice in its general structure.  However, 
unlike pumice kanuma is very acidic it also lacks any 
significant minerals or organic material and therefore is the 
soil of choice for ericaceous plants. 
 
In this country there is a school that has switched 
successfully to akadama another mined Japanese soil 
which we all know and is widely available.  In a similar 
vein it lacks any significant minerals or organic material; 
however, it can contain lime a freely available provider of 
calcium. 
 
Finally there is a school that uses European materials such 
as peat, grit and loam to mix an appropriate medium to 
support the Satsuki Azalea.  Often John Innes potting 
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composts are used as a basis for this mix, this in the same 
way as akadama has some lime content. 
 
With all of these growing mediums people have grown 
grow and will continue to grow Satsuki Azalea of the high 
quality required for exhibition and pleasure, nothing that I 
write should be taken as an absolute.  Growing Satsuki 
Azalea like so many things is not an absolute science, the 
recipe that works for each of us will be different, what is 
important is to explore and understand the nature of the 
why's and where for's implicated in the decision process. 
 
A growing medium for bonsai in general and Satsuki 
Azalea in particular needs to be free draining, enhance the 
plants health and stable enough to promote growth.  With 
kanuma, akadama and/or a home grown mix drainage is 
achieved with the open spaces in the mix.  In the Japanese 
soils this is achieved by grain size (hence the need for 
sifting) and in the home grown recipe this is achieved with 
the addition of grit in various grades.  This space is also 
important when the medium is “dry” as it allows the plant’s 
roots to breathe one of the essential and neglected functions 
of a trees roots. 
 
If we are to avoid continuous watering, or do they call that 
hydroponics, the soil needs to retain moisture.  In the home 
grown mix this is achieved with the absorption of water 
into peat or into the structure of the loams clay content.  In 
the Japanese soils this is achieved by the individual grains 
of soil which act as sponges absorbing water and then 
releasing this as the plant draws on it. 
 
The most obvious requirement for a growing medium is 
that it supports the Satsuki Azalea and provides the 
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foundations for the flowering image which is at the centre 
of our reason for growing these plants. 
 
Where a medium is deficient in a requirement we need to 
understand this and take measures to manage the 
consequences.  For example we wire trees into pots when 
newly re-potted to provide a physical anchor while they re-
establish their root structure.  In example calcium blocking 
of mineral absorption caused by hard water can be 
compensated for by periodic watering with Miracid and 
ericaceous feeds which will then effectively act as an 
antidote. 
 
The balance in my mind has led me like several of you to 
use kanuma and it is then important to understand the 
required watering technique.  Kanuma, unlike akadama and 
home grown mixtures does not have any real tendency to 
support capillary distribution of water in its volume.  
Satsuki Azalea are lazy plants if they have their feet in 
water they will not explore and this therefore requires the 
medium to be allowed to dry significantly before re-
watering.  Also the natural plant likes a high humidity. 
 
Remembering, that the core of a pot will be at the extremes 
of pot environments it is important that a cycle of heavy 
waterings are followed by periods of drought.  This 
encourages the lazy roots to seek out water and thus 
establish a strong network.  Keeping the edge of the pot 
damp and the core dry will reinforce this and the Satsuki 
Azalea will forgive a multitude of sins if their heads are in 
a high humidity environment, therefore misting and water 
trays are the order of the day. 
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Oh and feeding is a whole new area of contradiction and 
confusion for another day. 
 
Looking back at these words they probably ramble more 
than I would like but if they provoke thought then the time 
to write them has been worthwhile.  If Ray will allow and 
you give an indication of points of interest that the above 
has triggered then in the future maybe exploring an area in 
more detail will develop more robust conclusions.  Today, 
however, I would like to have some challenges for more 
detail and a clear understanding with you all that there is 
not one right way but a variety of ways and from these you 
must choose a path that leads you to your right way.  The 
most important way though, is to enjoy your Satsuki 
Azaleas. 
 
    Paul Eslinger. 
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Pruning Case Studies. 
 
This piece is to provide an overview as to my feelings re: 
pruning/shaping/styling, (Which is it?) but before I go into 
that, a question. 
 
“How many of you feel intimidated by your Satsuki’s?” 
 
I ask this because since Dai-Ichi opened their Nursery here 
in the Midlands, the popularity of these trees has slowly 
spread throughout the region, much as it did in the South 
West thanks to Alex’s influence. Because bonsai growers 
in the area know of my association with Satsuki I am often 
asked questions by this new breed of enthusiasts. One of 
the most common questions is “How do I prune it?” or 
more often than that “I’m afraid to touch it!” 
It seems Satsuki have got a reputation in the bonsai world 
for being difficult to keep and train. In some ways this 
reputation is deserved because it is relatively easy to kill 
large specimens with lack of care and attention. In my 
experience, Satsuki appear to be less forgiving than other 
bonsai subjects. 
They are assumed to be temperamental & delicate, maybe 
brought about by their so called semi-hardy nature. Perhaps 
it’s because some aspects of Satsuki culture are opposite to 
the bonsai norm. Here I refer to re-potting & pruning in 
what is virtually mid-summer. I know when I first started 
collecting Satsuki I felt the same trepidation but through 
perseverance and learning from mistakes I believe I am 
now beginning to understand these plants. Like all tree 
species used for bonsai, once you get to know their 
individual needs & requirements they will reward you with 
strong healthy growth. 
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In my experience, 99% of Satsuki problems are caused by 
something wrong at or below soil level. Wrong planting 
medium, (See Paul’s article, page 2) incorrect watering 
and/or incorrect feeding being the most obvious errors. In 
my case it was the watering regime that took a bit of time 
to get right but maybe that’s a future article because I’ve 
just realised I’m wandering right off track! 
 
Regular readers will know that for some time now I have 
been experimenting with ways of pruning Satsuki. (I’ll use 
the word “pruning” for the sake of this article) 
 
I must just state here at the beginning that this article is 
about pruning styled trees for shape, not styling from 
scratch. 
 
Like everything in life there is a correct way and a wrong 
way to do everything. (Or should I say a perceived right & 
wrong!) In the case of Satsuki the “correct” way of 
pruning, in general, is to thin growth to two shoots and then 
reduce these to two leaves. All branches/twigs are then 
wired and positioned to form “pads” 
 
Case Study 1 follows this procedure.  
 
Case Study 2 is, in the words of Monty Python 
“Something completely different”. 
 
 
Read on…….. 
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Case Study 1. 
 
Variety: Kinsai 
Style: Informal upright. (Moyogi) 
Age: Unknown. 
Owner: FoBBs 
 
As mentioned in the last newsletter I am now charged with 
the upkeep of the National Collection Satsuki at the 
Botanical Gardens in Birmingham. 
If you look at the picture below, (Pic.1) you will see it is 
more of a bush than a styled tree. 
 

 
Pic. 1 

9 

For those of you who are new to the Society I should 
perhaps explain that the tree in question was one of the 
demo trees worked on by a Japanese Master at the Satsuki 
Society/FoBBs joint show held in Plymouth in 1998 
The tree was later potted and presented to FoBBs for 
inclusion in the National Collection. 
In the time it has been there I understand it has been re-
potted once but looking at it, the foliage has not been 
touched since the initial styling. This lack of attention was 
probably due to the fact that for the first couple of years in 
the collection it put on very little growth with sparse 
flowering. I put this slow start down to the far from ideal 
conditions at the collection site. 
Anyway, last year things picked up with a good spurt of 
growth and a fair show of flowers, albeit three weeks later 
than mine just a few miles down the road. 
I had intended to take the tree down to Plymouth to solicit 
the help of Alex in attacking this brute so I could take 
pictures of the Master at work but as things worked out I 
just couldn’t manage to get there. 
In the end I carried out the work myself over a couple of 
weekends at the Gardens. (This was a mistake. I spent most 
of the time giving impromptu lectures and even featured in 
a wedding video!)  
Because this tree has been neglected for 7 years it is going 
to take a few seasons to get it back to anything like 
reasonable. Although the main branch positions are still as 
the original styling the twiggy growth on each that form the 
pads has been left unchecked. Not obvious from the 
photographs, these twigs are between 2”- 3” long with a bit 
of foliage at the ends. The aim is to get these back to a 
manageable size over time, but how? If I just chop them all 
back to the required length I would be left with a little 
forest of brown, dead looking twigs on each branch – not  
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something you would expect to see in the National 
collection! On the other hand, if I just wire them all down I 
would end up with pads the size of dustbin lids! 
 

Pic. 2. 
View on bottom left pad. The twig length from this photo is 
not obvious but you do get some idea of the size. 
 
The answer, although not ideal, is a compromise. Remove 
up to 50% of the foliage/twigs to allow in light and air, and 
then wire in the remaining twigs to reduce the pad size as 
best as possible. This thinning and wiring process will 
encourage back budding closer to the main branch.  
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Pic. 3. 
Bottom left pad after thinning and placing of twigs 
although it looks very sparse light and air circulation will 
soon encourage new growth on the bare twigs. 
 
This procedure was carried out on all of the branches in 
turn. You can see from Pic 3. that this pad looks very 
sparse and is still rather large. Now that light and air can 
get into the bare twigs back budding will occur. 
 
Picture 4. shows the finished tree. Because of the problems 
I mentioned earlier I have to admit that the end result does 
look a bit sad but I am confided that with a lot of T.L.C. it 
will soon be back in shape. Over the next Months/Years 
new growth will be trained and old removed to bring the 
profile in to create a more balanced appearance. 
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Pic. 4 

Almost finished. Somewhere between 10 – 12 hours after 
starting. Some people will say I took too much off, others 
not enough! Oh well you can’t please every one. I am 
happy with the result and I believe time will prove me right. 
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Case Study 2. 
 
Variety: Goyoten. 
Style: Informal upright. (Moyogi) 
Age: Unknown. 
Owner: Ray Beddow. 
 
This tree has been in my possession now for about 4 years 
and is extremely healthy, fast growing and flowers 
profusely every year. 
As you will have just read, the “correct” way to prune/ style 
took the best part of 2 days on the Kinsai. Fine if you only 
have one or two specimens to do or plenty of free time – I 
have neither. 
Some years ago it occurred to me that you can be over 
protective with Satsuki’s. It was with this thought in mind 
that I decided to adopt the “cruel to be kind” method of 
pruning based on the following observations:-  
Point 1. – In Japan Satsuki are used in park and roadside 
planting schemes much as Spirea and the like are used in 
municipal schemes here. I doubt very much that the 
Japanese equivalent of the Council parks gardener goes 
around trimming to two shoots, two leaves! No, he’ll give it 
a good hair cut with shears much like we treat privet. 
Point 2. – In Japan Satsuki growers grow the trunk they 
want first and worry about the branches later. I have seen 
photo’s of old a trees where every branch has been 
removed in order to grow a new set. 
Point 3. – Not Satsuki related I know but some 10-15 years 
ago Rose growers found that pruning their plants with a 
hedge trimmer gave the same, if not a better result than the 
accepted method! 
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With these thoughts in mind I decided to set too with a 
lesser bonsai specimen first, just in case it went horribly 
wrong. 
A trained, karume azalea was the guinea pig. You may 
recall the article in issue 23 well, that plant survived and 
flourished so this year I decided ”what the hell” and let rip 
on my biggest Satsuki. 
 

Pic. 5. The tree before pruning. 
 

The procedure is really quite simple; first remove any dead 
flower or foliage as per Case 1. Next, support the pad with 
the palm of one hand whilst shearing off all the growth to 
form a uniform pad approximately 1” thick. (Next time I 
might take it down to half this depending on what happens) 
See Pic. 6. 
Trim the periphery of the pad to the shape you require and 
that’s it. Move on to the next pad. 
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Pic. 6. 
 Supporting the pad really is necessary but 
 watch out for the thick, pink twigs!!!! 

Pic. 7. 
The same pad after shearing. (All fingers intact) 
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The finished tree. 
Conclusions. 
 
Case 2, although crude will, I believe give the same results 
as Case 1 come next flowering season. Only time will tell 
and you will be kept informed either way. I fully expect to 
see an explosion of shoots from all the cut ends and accept 
that a lot will have to be removed. Whether these shoots 
have time to mature and flower next year is debatable as I 
did perform this work rather late in the season. 
Obviously the pruning method you adopt is down to 
personal choice. Case 2 is an experiment in pruning 
techniques and will take several years yet before I can draw  
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a conclusion and/or recommendation. It could be an 
expensive, egg-on-face experiment but that’s what testing 
different techniques is all about surely!  
Anyway, to conclude – Case 1 took approximately 10 - 12 
hours over 2 days and a hell of a lot of wire. 
Case 2 took approximately 10 – 15 minutes and no wire! 
The choice is yours. I will keep you updated on each trees 
progress over the next year – watch this space. 
P.S. 
After performing all of the above I was given a book to 
review. (See page 1) The review will be in a later issue but 
one thing I have to mention now is the book author’s 
method of pruning. He advocates shearing pads to shape 
prior to fine tune trimming and twig placement – a 
combination of the two studies. Almost a vindication of my 
heretic actions! 

And finally…..  
 

I would like to thank Paul for his contribution. I know from 
experience that it is difficult to sit down and put fingers to 
keyboard but once you start it really is quite easy. Yes, 
you’re right; this is a not so subtle hint to get more of you 
contributing. Go on have a go. 
 

How’s the weather been for you? 
 
 I only ask because I can’t remember another July like the 
one we’ve just had. It started off with drought conditions 
and threats of hose pipe bans moving to heavy rainfall and 
finishing off with a tornado & floods! (4 miles further 
Northeast and I would have been searching neighbours 
gardens for trees.) 
Never before can I remember going for over a week in July 
without having to water a single tree! 
     Ed. 
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