
Friday, March 13, 2020
Intermediate Study Group 6:00pm-7:15pm
Program: Brussel Martin Juniper Demo 7:30pm
Brussel Martin, owner of Brussel’s
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Meetings take place at the Marine Corps League Hall, 2708 Delaware St., Kenner, LA. For more information, articles and everything 
bonsai, check us out on our website at www.gnobs.org

Attendees at our regular meetings will be required to wear a mask. Due to social 
distancing guidelines, we will not be able to conduct the study group at 6:00pm. With 
that activity being postponed for the time being, our regular meeting time will be 
moved up half an hour to 7:00pm.

Tuesday, September 8, 2020
Program: Preparing your Tree for Exhibition by Dawn Koetting and Randy Bennett 7:00pm
Dawn and Randy will do a presentation on preparing your tree over an extended time period 
for exhibit as well as matching trees with complementary pots, accent plants and stands for the 
best presentation. Bring in any trees for which you could use advice on future display, pots or 
development.

Louisiana Day of Bonsai CANCELLED
It was determined that, with the steady increase in Covid-19 cases, it was unwise to proceed with the 
conference. We hope that the other clubs around the state will understand and give the Greater New 
Orleans Bonsai Society the opportunity to host the event in October of 2021.

Tuesday, October 13, 2020
Program: How to Collect Bonsai Material by Randy Bennett 7:00pm
Randy will lecture on the proper way and times to collect material and how to care for it post-
collection as well as discussing the planning of future development. Members should bring in any 
collected trees for advice on further development.

Tuesday, November 10, 2020
Program: Black Pine Lecture by Randy Bennett 7:00pm
Black pine can be one of the more beautiful species - and also one of the more challenging. The 
presentation will cover basic care as well as the various procedures that need to be performed to 
develop a black pine and the yearly schedule of care and development.

Tuesday, December 8, 2020
Program: To be Announced 7:00pm



BONSAI Techniques

Bald Cypress:
Bud Pinching vs. Defoliation
By Randy Bennett

his is a topic on which I did not 
elaborate in the manual I wrote, Bald 
Cypress as Bonsai: Course Manual. I 
think now is a good time to talk about 
it, since I defoliated a large cypress a 
few weeks ago. I think it important to 
talk about the purpose of defoliation 
as well as the purpose of bud pinching 
as they relate to bald cypress. It is 

not my intent to provide an in-depth article on defoliation and/
or bud pinching. I will simply provide some basic guidelines 
and practices so that you have a clear understanding of the 
process. My reason for writing this is to help those who grow 
bald cypress as bonsai to understand when each technique is 
appropriate to use.
 Let’s talk first, in a general way, about defoliation or leaf-
stripping. I want to talk about several aspects of this process: on 
what trees we use with this technique, on what trees we do not, 
why we do it, when we do it and when we do not do it.
 So let’s start from the beginning. Leaf defoliation can be 
carried out on most deciduous trees and some of the broadleaf 
evergreens. It consists of the total or partial removal of leaves 
from the tree. Defoliation should only be carried out on young, 
healthy, vigorous-growing trees. It should not be conducted 
on trees that are in a weakened state of health or on trees that 
are inherently weak by their genetic nature, such as red-leaf 
Japanese maples.
 Why defoliate a tree? There are several reasons. First 
and foremost, we do it to reduce leaf size. This is the primary 
reason for doing it. Second, it is a way of renewing the leaves. 
It allows you to remove leaves that may be damaged by wind 
or dryness and produce a new crop of leaves that are more 
uniform in color. It can also help to produce better fall color, 
if done at the correct time. Another valid reason is to prevent 
transplant shock of a deciduous tree if you are repotting it 
during the active growing season.
 Many people are under the impression that defoliation is 
the technique we use to get better ramification of the branches. 
If that is your focus, then you are using the wrong technique. 
You may have some success at attaining better ramification if 
the defoliation is carried out early in the season, just after new 

foliage has hardened off, but even then, your success will be 
limited. If you defoliate early in the growing season, like April 
or May, you should only remove about half the foliage. Then 
remove the other half about 10 days later.
 The reason for this is that the sap is still rising in the tree 
and pushing out new growth. Removing all the leaves at once 
creates pressure in the vascular tissues that can damage the tree. 
By defoliating a tree early in the growth season, there is still 
enough energy left to not only push out a second set of leaves, 
but also to cause some of the dormant buds to pop. However, 
this will only result in a relatively small number of new shoots 
developing. And if you timing is off, given the species of the 
tree, you will get no new shoots to develop.
 Remember, the main reason to defoliate is to attain 
reduction in the leaf size. And it should only be done on very 
healthy trees. You are, in effect, forcing the growth of next 
years’ leaves. Therefore, if you carry out this process on an old 
tree or one that is weak or in poor health, it may fail to sprout 
and eventually die. Or, at best, only portion of the tree will 
survive.
 The best time to defoliate is from June to the first of 
August. Do it any earlier, when the flow of sap is high and the 
leaves will not reduce in size. In fact, they may come out larger 
than the original leaves. Do it any later in the season and the 
tree may only sprout new leaves on some of the buds and at 
worst, may fail to sprout at all.
 Think of it like this: let’s say that a tree has 100 units 
of energy stored up over the winter. During a regular active 
growing season, the tree normally expends 60 units of energy 
to push out all the new growth for that year. By April, it has 
used 40 units of the 60 units of energy to push out new growth. 
But the sap is still rising and the tree is still wanting to push 
out new growth and use the other 20 units it has set aside for 
new growth. You remove half the leaves on April 1st and on 
April 10th you remove the other half. During the rest of the 
active growing season, the tree uses another 30 units of energy 
to replace all the leaves that were removed and an additional 
10 units of energy to produce new shoots from dormant buds. 
The tree used a total of 80 units of energy and held back 20 
units in case of disaster. The rest of the active growth season 
will be spent replacing the energy units that were consumed 

T

via photosynthesis. However, you run the risk of little leaf size 
reduction and may only get a few dormant buds to sprout. The 
thing to remember is that the tree will not be able to produce 
enough food to equal what it had before defoliation and you 
will start off next growing season with a tree that is weaker 
than it was the year before. This is why it is not advisable to 
defoliate every year.

Total units of energy 100
Energy used before defoliation 40
Energy used to replace foliage 40
Total units of energy depleted from tree 80

 Now let’s say that the same tree, with its 100 units of 
energy, has used 60 units by the first week of June to push 
out all the spring foliage, but by late July, the sap is no longer 
rising and the tree has had a chance to replace, through 
photosynthesis, 20 units of the 60 units used to push out this 
years’ growth. So now, the tree has effectively only used 40 
units of energy when you defoliate. The tree uses another 40 
units of energy to push out next years’ set of leaves. It pushes 
out the same number of leaves but with a lowered volume of 
energy, so the leaves are smaller. A tree will never use all of its 
energy to replace leaves. They are always in survival mode and 
they hold back a certain amount of energy in case of disaster, 
so that at least some portion of the tree can survive.
 While there is some back-budding after defoliating bald 
cypress, 9 times out of ten it occurs in the crotch of a branch.  
Now unless one of the shoots emanating from the crotch is 
dead, the new shoot is useless and will need to be removed. 
The exception to this is when you want to use such a shoot to 
create another layer of foliage on top of a branch. However, in 
my experience, you will wind up removing about 80-90% of 
such shoots.
 I hope my analogy made at least some sense. So now, 
let’s talk about bud pinching. Bud pinching has but one main 
purpose – increased ramification. A secondary purpose is 
to redirect growth to other parts of the tree. However, bud 
pinching on trees in the ‘Growth for Design Stage’ is only 
carried out on shoots that have already elongated and are 
competing with parts of the tree essential in the design.
 Let’s take the same tree talked about above. Over the 
winter, it has stored 100 units of energy for growth in the 
spring. The sap is rising and all the buds are opening and 
elongating. When you pinch the terminal tips of the buds, 
you are negating the auxins, or growth hormones, at those 
tips. Auxins are like suction cups, pulling energy to the tips 
for growth. When you pinch out the growth tips, auxins are 
diverted to other areas of the tree, including dormant buds. 
The effect is shorter internodes and back-budding. So our tree 
with the 100 units has only used 10 units of energy to activate 
buds for spring growth. The sap is rising strongly and when 
the message is sent that growth can no longer be elongated at 
the sites currently being used because you have pinched out 
the tips, the tree diverts the energy to other parts of the tree, 
including dormant buds. The tree is determined to use the 
requisite amount of energy needed to complete the current 
years’ growth. The main result is increased branching and 

ramification.
 But you must remember… bud pinching for ramification 
should only be done on trees that are in the ‘Refinement Stage 
of Development’, not during the ‘Growth for Design Stage’ 
and certainly not for the ‘Growth for Size Stage.’ The only time 
you pinch terminal buds in the ‘Growth for Design Stage’ is 
to redirect energy to other parts of the tree and only on shoots 
that have already elongated and are in competition against other 
needed design elements.
 Now let’s talk about the bald cypress pictured below. It has 
never been defoliated. Only after the primary, secondary and 
tertiary branching was developed, was bud pinching begun. 
Bud pinching has only been carried out for the past two years. 
I know bonsai artists who tell me they defoliate their bald 
cypress every year. I do not understand why they do that, but 
I will never be so rude as to ask. If they ask my opinion, I will 
give them an answer, but I don’t tell other people what to do 
unless they genuinely want to know. Defoliating any tree every 
year is never a good idea, as it continually weakens the tree 
over time. And if their goal is to increase ramification, they are 
using the wrong technique. Bud pinching, on the other had does 
not weaken a tree that has completed the ‘Growth for Design 
Stage’.
 Even with relentless bud-pinching on a bald cypress, you 
will still have some leaves that will elongate over the course 
of the active growing season. You can go through the tree and 
remove oversized leaves, or you can defoliate it. Personally, I 
am less concerned about oversized leaves and more concerned 
about getting the ramification I desire through bud pinching and 
keeping the tree strong. The only reason I defoliated the cypress 
pictured below was that I was planning
on exhibiting it in the fall and wanted to have foliage that was 
uniform in color and of a consistently reduced size. In the 
spring, I carried out relentless bud pinching and then I let the 
tree grow at will. As you can see, it is rather bushy, but very 
healthy. As it appears in the photo below, the tree is 49 inches 
tall and 34 inches across at the widest point.
 Some bonsai 
artists make the 
mistake of trying 
to ensure that 
their tree looks 
‘show ready’ all 
the time and are 
constantly pinching 
or pruning new 
growth. What a 
mistake! You must 
let a tree grow and 
get “out of bounds” 
to retain its health 
and vigor.

June 15th 2020

Bald Cypress cont. pg 4



Bald Cypress cont. from pg 3

Bald Cypress cont. pg 6

 I will first defoliate the tree completely. Second, I will 
prune unnecessary shoots and wire this years’ growth into 
position. The tree will get morning sun. On most other 
deciduous trees, you would water sparingly after defoliating. I 
will not change my watering habits with my bald cypress. The 
soil will be kept wet throughout the rest of the growing season.
 The photo below shows the tree after defoliation. Now 
will begin the process of removing unwanted branches and 
shoots and trimming back shoots that will be kept. Shoots that 
are growing on the bottom of primary, secondary and tertiary 
branches will be removed. Where more than two shoots 
emanate from the same point, the more vigorous shoot will 
be kept and the weaker one(s) removed. In some cases, I have 
older shoots whose growth has slowed dramatically, but where 
a new and vigorous shoot has emerged at its base. In such 
cases I will remove the old branch that is no longer producing 
and wire the new vigorous shoot in its place. Shoots that have 
grown too thick in specific areas will be shortened greatly.

The photo below shows the tree after trimming was completed, 
but before wiring. The photo shows the tree after pruning away 
unwanted branches and shortening branches that will be kept. 
Some of the shoots have been left a little long prior to wiring. 
Branches will receive movement with the wiring process and 
this will require a little extra length. So it is best to leave shoots 
a little long until the wiring is complete. If they need to be 
pruned after wire is applied, it will be a simple process. Wiring 
can now begin.

July 16th 2020

The photo below shows the first primary branch before and 
after pruning this years’ growth.

The next photo shows the first primary branch after wiring. 
Some of the branches are still being developed and need to 
thicken in relation to their position as you move from trunk to 
branch tip. Others are now being restrained.

The next series of photos show the entire tree after wiring has 
been completed.

Front of the tree July 20th 2020



Bald Cypress cont. from pg 5

Right side of the tree

Back side of the tree

Left side of the tree

The tree now stands at 37.5 inches above the rim of the 
pot and 27 inches across at the widest point.

The photo at right shows the same bald cypress with the 
new growth after defoliation in July.

August 21, 2020

The photo below was taken on August 14th. If 
you look closely, you will note that, in addition 
to replacing all the leaves, new shoots have 
sprouted. However, the new shoots primarily 
occur at the tip of existing shoots. This does not 
aid in ramification. You can also see that two 
new shoots have sprouted in the crotch of other 
branches. These can be useful if you are trying to 
develop layers of foliage closer to the trunk. In 
this case, I already have branches forming layers 
is both locations, so the new shoots will have to 
be removed. In fact, if you look at the new shoot 
in the very center of the photo, you can see that 
there are already three shoots at that location and 
the new shoot actually makes four. This is very 
typical of the way bald cypress back-bud after 
defoliation and is the reason why you do not use 
this technique for developing ramification of 
branches. 
 I hope you find this article beneficial in the 
development of your bald cypress bonsai.
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SPECIES Spotlight

SCIENTIFIC NAME: Desmodium Unifoliatium
COMMON NAME: Desmodium (Vietnamese Blue Bell Tree)

This species have recently become available at Wigert’s. Currently, 
after searching the web, there is not a lot of information available.

Native to Vietnam, Desmodium produces a beautiful fragrant pur-
ple flower that smells like grapes and large thorns. Gnarly bark and 
great nebari! Desmodium likes full sun and moderate water and 
fertilizer. Tropical 
tree, please keep 
away from freez-
ing temperatures.

I purchased the 
smallest $8 size 
just to try. I do 
know Dawn is 
working on a large 
one and I believe 
Rober Reed also 
has one. If you 
are interested 
you may want to 
discuss with them 
their experiences 
so far. I can tell 
you from my very 
small one that 
large thorns is not 
an exaggeration!

Desmodium

BONSAI News

Due to the COVID epidemic, many of the bonsai masters and 
nurseries have had to cancel their usual classes and demonstrations. 
Some classes have been offered online before this. Others (many 
reasonably priced) are being offered now for the first time, many 
as Zoom classes. There are also considerably more free demon-
strations. Below is a smattering of what is available. Check your 
favorite sites for others. 

Classes and Demos

Wigert’s Bonsai (wigertsbonsai.com)
(Zoom Classes)

Beginner Bonsai Class
September 19 (12pm-2pm EST) - $35 (Powerpoint/Lecture w/ 
Q&A, Disscusion)

Exposed Root Premna Bonsai
September 20 (12pm-2pm EST) - $35 (Powerpoint/Lecture w/ 
Q&A, Disscusion)

African Flat Top Style/Pierneef
September 27 (12pm-2pm EST) - $35 (Powerpoint/Lecture w/ 
Q&A, Disscusion)

Shohin ‘Miniature’ Class
October 4 (12pm-2pm EST) - $35 (Powerpoint/Lecture w/ Q&A, 
Disscusion)

Bonsai Empire (bonsaiempire.com)
(Multipart online courses by various instructors 
including Bjorn Bjorholm, Masahiko Kimura and Mi-
chael Hagedorn). These are available with unlimited 
access anytime. They are, however, video lectures 
and demonstrations so there is no Zoom question 
and answer component. 
Classes range from 8 to 26 lectures. Most have at 
least one FREE preview. Prices range from $14.99 to 
$79.99 
Beginner, Intermediate and Advanced courses as well as spe-
cialty classes on deciduous bonsai and coniferous bonsai.

Bonsai Mirai (bonsaimirai.com)
Weekly live streaming demos and lectures by Ryan 
Neil and other masters available in a monthly sub-
scription plan. Standard $17.99 a month. Pro $29.99 a 
month. (Pro allows for Q & A chats as well as unlimited access 
to the video library exclusive pro videos etc)


