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When spring
arrives, there’s a

rush on repotting,
and this seems to

start earlier and earlier
each year. It is not

necessary to repot the
same tree every year.

Only those that have roots
sticking through the

drainage holes, or which
water clog need repotting.

Using a maple as an example, we
show how it should be done and

give you some hints and 
tips on the way 
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Text and photography: Dave Brackett

A wire cutter —  yes,
even if you aren’t doing
any wiring

A root cutter for those thick
chunky roots growing at the
base of the root ball , or to
remove the tap-root

A root hook, used for untangling
a densely rooted root ball. Very
handy because it combs out the
fine and heavy roots easily with-
out too much damage

For the smaller trees, or for
more refined work on roots,
you need a root rake

Always handy, a chop-
stick; a simple multi-
functional tool for all
kinds of bonsai tasks

Root shears A potting knife to remove pot bound
trees easily. This tool also comes in
handy when you have a pot with an
inner lip. A root bound tree is almost
impossible to remove from such a pot
without a knife

Tools you need 
for the job
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1) Getting it out of the pot
Use the potting knife to cut the roots loose from the wall of the
pot

3) This maple was planted in this pot for almost three years. As
you can see, its roots have grown immense. Note how the roots
have grown into the drainage mesh

5) Turn the root base on its side and rake loose the vast carpet
of roots. Remove the portions of cut-off anchor wire

2) Cut loose the anchor wires and lift the tree from its pot

4) Untangling the roots Using the hook, I show the thick
root that circled  the pot — a clear indication that the tree need-
ed repotting

6) Trim the roots Using trimming
shears, prune a slice of at least
one third off the freshly
raked roots

Don’t repot a maple or any deciduous tree when its leaves have 
already budded. The same goes for larch

The best time to repot a deciduous tree is as soon as the buds 
start to swell

Disinfect your tools after any job, to prevent diseases 
spreading through your whole collection.

Sharpen your root shears before using them; sand
or soil mixes blunt shears in no time. Use a 
sharpening stone

Don’t use too fine a mesh size for covering the
pot’s drainage holes, because they can easily 
become clogged up with dust
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Cut paste
stops moisture loss

from wounds; it has a
Plasticene type of consis-

tency, which can be easily
moulded to the cut surface. 

Surface root wounds are best treat-
ed with it, but it isn’t necessary to

apply to wounds covered by soil. 

Rainbow liquid is a vitamin boost for weak-
ened trees after repotting. It helps the tree to

recover more quickly. 

Tonus ‘V’, a French product, is a vitamin treatment in
liquid form; a good alternative to the famous

Superthrive. It helps speed up the recovery of weakened
trees and stimulates root development after root pruning. 

Soil scoops
Handy for applying soil mix. The large
one at the right has a fine mesh sieve
to sift out dust from the Akadama —
you don’t want that in your pot

Example: how to repot

Tips

Cut paste

Rainbow liquid
Tonus ‘V’
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Soil sieves in several granule sizes are necessary to sieve
Akadama, grit or any other soil. The mix for a bonsai soil con-

tains layers of different sized granules. The larger granules are
placed at the bottom of the pot, medium-sized granules in the mid-
dle and a fine layer of small granules on top
This will promote optimum aeration and the retention of water 

(Below) There are sieves of varying sizes on the market,
like the middle-sized sieve (standing) and the small size below it
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7) Remove the top layer The root base is hidden under a
layer of soil and fibrous roots. Rake away from the trunk base
with a chopstick

13) See here how the tree is planted slightly off centre

10) The result is a flat, oval-shaped root ball, which can now
be planted in a flat bonsai pot. Note the exposed root base

14) Anchor the tree. Once you are certain you have the
tree in the right place, tighten the anchor wires with jin pliers

Torf, or sifted pine bark,
can be added to the mix
as organic matter

Kiryu is a volcanic sand used
for drainage

Akadama: use sifted so
dust is removed 

Y ou can use any suitable kind of soil mix so long as it provides
good aeration and drainage. But it is best to stick to the tried

and tested products like Akadama and Kiryu. They are easy to use
and many bonsai enthusiasts throughout the country have proved
their qualities. You can, if you wish, add some torf (sifted pine bark)
as an organic component. In recent research, the importance of clay
particles for the growth of fibrous roots was proven. Akadama has
this quality and will retain its granular structure

For the repotting example shown here, we used a soil mix of 6 parts
of Akadama - 4 parts Kiryu - 1 part torf (a common mix for decidu-
ous trees)

Soil mix

Example for repotting 
(continued)
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8) Adjust the root ball Some fibrous roots are clipped with
root shears

11) Plant the tree I take the prepared pot (see below for
details) and make a mound of soil 

9) I next rake some of the soil from the bottom of the root ball,
and then clip the protruding roots with the root shears

12) The root base of the tree is pressed into the mound and
slid into the correct position

15) Then fill up the pot with soil mix

2)Take a small piece of aluminium wire and
make double loops to anchor the mesh to
the pot. The loops keep the mesh in place

1) Drainage mesh is 
necessary to cover the
drainage holes of the pot.
This prevents soil falling
out and permits plenty of
water to drain from the
pot

3) This pot has special holes for anchor wires, but
you could lead the anchor wires through the drainage
holes instead

This is how a well-prepared pot
should look
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For extra protection
directly after repot-
ting, you can cover
parts of the surface

with sphagnum
moss to prevent it
from dehydrating. 

Because I had to
change the planting

angle of the tree
slightly towards the

front, the section
of the root ball at

the righthand back
corner was too near the surface. As soon as the
roots have found their way in the new soil, you

can remove the layer of moss. 
I used sphagnum moss — also suitable for air

layering — because it is neutral.

c) A round unglazed pot
(Walsall Studio
Ceramics) shows a com-
pletely different aspect
of the tree. It will look
more like a literati. and
if that’s what you want,
why not?

d) A green shiny glazed
baroque formed pot
looks very attractive
when you see it without
the tree, but with tree in
place it looks all wrong.
The pot’s too bulky for
this tree

a) This pot (Bryan Albright)
has a baroque form, suitable
for elegant trees with nice
curving trunks like this. The
colour of the glaze blends in
harmoniously

b) A tokoname unglazed rec-
tangular container does not
complement the elegant trunk
lines aesthetically, but for
training purposes it is suitable
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Choose a pot with enough drainage holes. Some cheaper pots
have only a single drainage hole, which prevents good drainage 
Check that your pot has a flat surface base; if it has 
concave areas at the edges, water will remain there, 
causing possible root rot
Choose your pot according to the tree’s stage of 
development. A tree that still needs to fatten its trunk 
will not do so if planted in a shallow pot. A well 
developed tree can be planted in a smaller or 
shallow pot
The inside surface should not 
be glazed. A slightly rough surface is best for roots.
Glazed pots, or the colour of non glazed pots, 
will enhance a tree, so take yours along with 
you when you are on the hunt for a pot.
There are no specific rules on colour 
choice, but if the glaze takes the 
attention away from the tree, there
might be something wrong with 
your choice.
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During the growing season,
it is best to water your trees in
the morning. After the sun has heat-
ed the pot and roots during the day, a
sudden dousing with cool water can set back
growth. However, if the tree needs a drink, you
should go ahead and water anyway. 

Don’t water all in one go, but  pause occasionally while
you are doing it to let the water soak in until it flows
through the drainage holes. In this example, the pot is quite
shallow and will dry faster than a deeper pot. Check daily and
water if the top layer has become a lighter colour or feels dry.

e) Finally, this pot with its light
green/blue glaze best suits the
size of the bonsai and colour of
its bark. The outer lip enhances
the tree’s elegant style 

Watering from a hose can be okay so long
as you don’t  have chlorinated water. This
spout has a tap and a fine nozzle and can
be easily fitted to a hose

It’s best to water with rain or well water.
If you haven’t got that available, a bowl
like this can be used to store tap water.
After 24 hours it will be suitable for bon-
sai. Such a bowl is handy anyway, and an
attractive item in your bonsai garden

How to water
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Instead, hold the can high up,
almost vertically. The nozzle will
give a fine spray, which won’t
wash away the soil. Water all
sides of the pot

Don’t hold the watering can
like this because it won’t
give a fine spray of water
and might wash off the soil 

A watering can with a fine nozzle
gives the best result. The secret lies
in the long spout which, when held
correctly, builds up good water pres-
sure resulting in a fine spray

51



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.00
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /Description <<
    /ENU (Use these settings to create PDF documents with higher image resolution for high quality pre-press printing. The PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Reader 5.0 and later. These settings require font embedding.)
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f30019ad889e350cf5ea6753b50cf3092542b308030d730ea30d730ec30b9537052377528306e00200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /FRA <>
    /DEU <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
    /KOR <>
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe7f6e521b5efa76840020005000440046002065876863ff0c5c065305542b66f49ad8768456fe50cf52068fa87387ff0c4ee575284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d6253537030028be5002000500044004600206587686353ef4ee54f7f752800200020004100630072006f00620061007400204e0e002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020548c66f49ad87248672c62535f0030028fd94e9b8bbe7f6e89816c425d4c51655b574f533002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d5b9a5efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef65305542b8f039ad876845f7150cf89e367905ea6ff0c9069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d521753703002005000440046002065874ef653ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000520065006100640065007200200035002e0030002053ca66f465b07248672c4f86958b555f300290194e9b8a2d5b9a89816c425d4c51655b57578b3002>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [595.000 842.000]
>> setpagedevice


