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Subtropical Bonsai Care Guide

Bonsai (Japanese: 盆栽,  lit. 'tray planting', pronounced [boɰ̃ sai] )

Welcome to the ancient art of Bonsai.  
It is said that Bonsai has been practiced in Japan for over 1000 
years, originating from the Chinese practice of penjing.  The term 
“Bonsai“ is used in modern English as an umbrella term for many 
forms of potted plants, and even on occasion for other living or 
non-living things. We agree with Stephen Orr of the New York Times: 
“the term should be reserved for plants that are grown in shallow 
containers following the precise tenets of Bonsai pruning and 
training, resulting in an artful miniature replica of a full-grown tree 
in nature.“

This ancient pastime is known and admired for teaching patience, 
balance, harmony, restraint, responsibility, creativity, and 
awareness. We truly hope that your new Bonsai will bring you 
years of joy, and we are honoured to be included in your journey.  

Happy Bonsai!
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Subtropical - There are many varieties
of Subtropical Bonsai which may produce 
colourful fruits, leaves, and flowers. Popular 
species include Olive, Brush Cherry, and Chinese 
Elm. What most have in common is the fact that 
they make excellent indoor trees, though it's 
best to keep them outdoors during the summer.

It is impossible to instruct on a watering schedule, given that so many 
environmental factors have an effect on how the soil dries. 

Noticing how your specific environment affects your Bonsai soil is key. For this 
there are a few popular methods that can help you decide whether or not 
your tree needs watering. The most popular method is just to stick your
finger in the soil in different places to about half an inch into the soil. 
If you cannot feel moisture, it’s time to water. 

The second method is called the chopstick method: stick a wooden chopstick 
(bare wood) into the soil and leave it there for ten minutes. If when pulled out 
the chopstick shows no signs of moisture, it’s time to water. Always test the 
moisture in the soil close to the root ball and at the ends of your Bonsai or training pot. 

The final method would be to purchase a moisture meter, as this is the most accurate way of knowing when 
the soil is dry. When getting to know your Bonsai, check the soil regularly to recognize the watering cycles 
your Bonsai will need. Also keep in mind that depending on location and season these needs will change.  

Water



 

Page 3

Light

Subtropical Bonsai typically enjoy a lot of sun due to their 
natural climates. When indoors, place it by a bright window. 
Make sure you allow the Bonsai to acclimatize when switching 
its placement from indoors to outdoors. Too much sun 
exposure all at once can burn the leaves.

When watering your Bonsai, the preferred method is soaking the pot in a container. Find 
a container that is large enough to fit your bonsai pot into. Fill it with water (although tap 
water is acceptable, we recommend letting it sit overnight before proceeding to water 
your Bonsai, evaporating any chlorine that may be in the water). Ideally collecting rain 
water is best for watering your Bonsai. Either way, fill the water level in your container 
until just under the lip of your Bonsai pot. Place the Bonsai in its pot into the water-filled 
container and let it sit for at least ten minutes and no longer than thirty minutes. After, 
take out your Bonsai and leave it in a sink or an area where it can drain freely. Let the 
Bonsai completely stop draining before returning it to its resting place if indoors . For 
Bonsai that are outdoors, you can just return them to their resting place, if draining water 
will not affect the area where the Bonsai is placed.    

The second method to water your Bonsai is using a garden wand or watering can. When 
using this method make sure to use a wand or can that has a very gentle flow. This will 
keep the water from disturbing the roots and moving the soil around. Make sure to 
properly soak your Bonsai. Continue to water the Bonsai until the water starts draining. 
Then pause the flow, wait a minute and repeat the watering. Do this at least three to four 
times. 

The many varieties of Subtropical Bonsai as well as your home's specific weather 
conditions means that you may find yourself watering multiple times a day or once every 
few days. However, coming from hotter climates means your Subtropical Bonsai 
appreciates humidity. It will enjoy a daily misting; this will help the foliage breathe. This 
can be done with any mister on a very gentle setting, just ensure the mister is clean and 
not used with any chemicals previously. Misting is not a replacement for watering. 
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肥料
Fertilizer

Fertilizing your Bonsai should only happen when the 
tree is happy, healthy, and starts pushing out new 
growth. Never fertilize a Bonsai that has just been 
moved, repotted, or is not showing signs of growth. 
Use normal organic pellet fertilizer  or a balanced 
liquid fertilizer. Depending on your fertilizer, how 
often you need to feed your Bonsai might change. In 
general a good liquid fertilizer can be applied once 
every two weeks after signs of new growth emerge. A 
pellet or ball fertilizer should be applied once a 
month. When the growth starts slowing down in the 
fall, cut back the fertilizer to once a month for liquid 
and once every two months for pellets.  

Indoor Bonsai grow year-round and should be 
fertilized year-round when they meet the conditions 
above.

Your Subtropical Bonsai can be kept outside any time 
temperatures are consistently above 10° Celsius. While they 
can be grown inside year-round, they prefer to be outside 
during the summer where they can get plenty of warmth, 
humidity, and sunlight.  

When your Subtropical Bonsai is indoors be sure to keep it in 
a well-ventilated area away from any heat sources. In drier 
months, it's a good idea to use a humidity tray (drip tray) and 
mist often. Keeping it close to a bright window is ideal, as 
weak sunlight will cause growth too slow and weaken the 
plant.

Once you've chosen an appropriate spot for your Bonsai, 
avoid moving it around. Don’t forget to check the soil during the winter, as your Bonsai will still 
need watering, but probably much less. When the soil does become dry, follow the same 
watering procedures we recommended before. 

場所
Location



Repotting should never be done when bringing a Bonsai or Pre-
Bonsai home for the first time. Whenever acquiring a new Bonsai,

                                always let it rest for 3-4 weeks before any attempt at repotting. 
          During this time, make sure your Bonsai receives plenty of 

sunshine and the soil is kept moist. The size of your Bonsai pot, along with the limited 
amount of nutrients in the soil ,requires you to repot your Bonsai every 1-2 years 
when a tree is young and is soaking up the nutrients in the soil. Then when the 
Bonsai matures, repotting can be done every 3-5 years. Repotting is an important 
part of keeping your Bonsai happy and healthy.  

The best time to repot a Subtropical Bonsai is in the springtime or early summer, 
when they're at their strongest. 

Bonsai

Repotting

Shaping & 
Pruning

The best time to prune is when your Bonsai is growing vigorously and 
there is lots of new growth. Pruning must be a balance of shaping 
your Bonsai to achieve your desired design, while at the same time 
keep enough foliage on the tree so as to not weaken it. 
Regular maintenance of your Bonsai is also recommended. Removing 
dead leaves off the branches or even off the soil is important.

The amount of pruning you'll do depends on the rate of your Bonsai's growth, but 
regular maintenance will encourage new growth and help keep your tree's desired 
shape. Keep more major pruning to when the tree is at its strongest in the spring 
and summer. As Subtropical Bonsai often don't go dormant, heavy structural 
pruning should be avoided.

Page 5



Page 6

Although there are traditional guidelines for styling Bonsai, it 
is our belief that unless you're planning on competing in 
international styling competitions, you should let your inner 
artist loose. Abiding by traditional principles to ensure a 
happy and healthy Bonsai is one thing; letting those principles 
determine how you should style your tree is another.  
Mr Miyagi from the Karate Kid (1984), said it best: 
“Close eye,…… trust. Concentrate, think only tree, make a 

perfect picture, down to last pine needle. Wipe your mind clean everything but tree. … 
Nothing exists in the whole world, but tree. … You got it? … Open eye … remember picture? 
Make like picture”. 
That’s all you really need to know - your Bonsai is your living canvas. 

To achieve your perfect tree, use wires to train and manipulate the branches to go into 
their desired direction. When wiring it is always easier to wire younger branches, then to 
try and change the direction of more established, thicker branches. The younger you 
start, the easier it will be to achieve your desired outcome. Make sure the wire you’re 
using is Bonsai wire. Regular metal or steel wires will damage the tree. wrap the wire 
tight enough to manipulate the branch, but not so tight as to tear into the branch or 
damage it. Be very careful when bending branches - slow and steady is the best approach. If 
the branch cannot entirely bend in the direction you desire, bend it gently as far as it will 
go and let it rest. Sometimes it will take a few weeks, other times it might take a year. 
Gently try the wired branch to see if it will move, do not force it.  

Mature trees in nature have a weathered look, with long branches slanting downwards 
from years of winds and snow loads. The bark on the trunk is thick and scarred, but 
strong. The best looking Bonsai are miniature versions of their fully grown trees in 
nature. 

Styling & 
Training

楽しい
Enjoy!




