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Kusida Matsuo began growing bonsai in 1964. Like many western growers and enthusiasts,
he started from scratch — first with collected seedlings and finally with collected seeds. In
Japan most bonsai artists start with collected stock or nursery grown stock that is already
quite developed. They leave the early stages to Mother Nature or to other growers. In this
regard, Mr. Matsuo’s methods are unique — and very useful. If you carefully follow the steps
he presents, in a few short years you can have very impressive black pine bonsai (many of the
techniques can be used for other varieties as well) that cost little more than the labor of love.



trunk diameter: 5 1/2

Yatsubusa black pine. Twelve years from seed. Height: 10 1/4",
trunk diameter: 3 3/8”

Yatsubusa black gine. Eleven years from seed. Height: 11",
trunk diameter: 3"
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Yatsubuga black pin/e. Twenty years from seed. Height: 24",

Black pine. Eight years from seed. Height: 7 1/2",
trunk diameter: 1°5/8"

Kusida Matsuo, a pioneer black pi
good reason to smile.

A good parent tree. The
best parent trees are
those that are growing
alone, have abundant
low compact branching,
and dense needles that
completely cover their
shoots.

ne grower, has

When I began growing bonsai professionally,
everybody laughed at me. I wanted to start
with the smallest investment possible and
obtain high yield, quality bonsai material in a
very short span of time. People thought I was
joking, but I wasn’t, and I succeeded.

Since I had no money, I decided I would have
to grow my own trees from seed that I would
collect myself. This required nothing more than
a walk in the mountains with a sack and a keen
eye for pine cones on parent trees that had the
right characteristics.

Once I decided on collected seeds as the best
way to start, I needed to figure out how to
obtain rapid results with the seeds. After
investigating and testing various ideas, I finally
arrived at the method that is shown in these
pages. This method effectively doubles the
apparent age of trees, so that ten-year-old pines
appear to be about twenty years old.

First, you need to carefully select the parent
trees. Always choose mature trees so you can
tell if they have desirable traits, like thick
trunks and low compact branching. The best
are those that are growing alone, rather than
tall ones with all their branches in the crown
that you find in thick forests. The best cones are
those that grow on the dense south-facing
branches.

It is important to look at a potential parent
tree’s shoots. If the bases of the shoots are bare,
look somewhere else for pinecones. If the bases
of the shoots have plenty of short, straight
needles, you have come to the right place.

Always pick pinecones from the tree, not from
the ground. Mid to late fall is the best time to do
this. Collect only large cones with tight scales.

When you get the cones home, soak them for a
day in a pail of water with some lime-sulphur
added to clean up any fungi. Next dry the cones
in the sun on screen or wire benches. When
they are dry, open them and remove the seeds.
Then separate the seeds from their little wings
by rubbing some together between your hands.



Let the pine cones soak for a day.

Good cone.

Sort the seeds into
three sizes.

Separate the wings
from the seeds.

Rejected. @

Reserved. «»

Accepted. «

Keep in a dry, dark
place.

Poor cone.

Next, select the largest healthiest
looking seeds and put them in 2
brown paper bag (Mr. Matsuo
separates the seeds into three
groups: the largest, which he sows
first, medium sized which he holds
in reserve, and the smallest, which
he throws away). Store the bag in 2
cool dry place that is protected
from insects and critters.

Sow the seeds in early spring. First
soak them for three days. Any that
float are dead, so throw them away.

Use a plastic or wooden flat with
good drainage. The soil you use
should have excellent drainage. !
use 80% river sand and 20% sterile
sphagnum moss. Use a matchstick
to make holes about 3/4” apart at a
depth of about twice the thickness
of a seed. Drop one seed in each
hole, cover them with soil, and
then move the flat to a sheltered
spot out of direct sun and wind.
Water thoroughly, then check the
soil daily and water as soon as it
becomes dry (no sooner, no later!).
In ten or fifteen days you should
see new plants peaking through
the soil. A week or so later, most of
them will begin to open out their
needles.

Now alternate fungicide and
vitamin B1 with each watering. As
before, water only when the soil is
dry. If the soil stays wet too long,
you can tilt the tray by shimming
one side. This should improve
drainage.

Here are some of Mr. Masuo's black pines that
were grown from seeds. As you can see, the
results are astounding, considering the time
from seed. You'll notice that some are called
yatsubusa. Loosely translated, yatsubusa means
dwarf. At the time of the original article (1991),
Mr. Matsuo was working on developing a
consistent and sustainable supply of this
dwarf variety. Though the original Japanese
article doesn't say, our guess is the yatsubusa
variety is Mikawa (named after a region in Japan,).

Black pine. Six years from seed. Height: 4", trunk diameter: 1"

Black pine. Seven years from seed. Height: 6 1/2", trunk

diameter: 2 1/8"

Black pine. Nine years from seed. Height: 10 1/2”, trunk 2

diameter: 2 3/4"
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éon?e trunks may turn out
In June or July of year five, straight.
pinch back the lateral growth.

The trunk is thickening nicely.

Now that it's in a bonsai pot,
it's time to cut off the leader.

Now you can wire the
lateral branches.

Mr. Matsuo decided to pot this sweet
little shohin in a bonsai pot after only
seven years. Many of his pines stay in
training pots much longer. Height 4,”

diameter 1."

By the fifth year, some of your little trees will be getting ready for regular bonsai
styling. In July, cut the leader back just as before, to just above a branch that will
become the new leader. At the same time, pinch back the lowest branches to begin

to create more density.

In April of the following year, remove the trees from their colanders. Remove all
the soil and cut the roots back to where the walls of the smaller colander were.
Then prune the remaining roots just as you would for any bonsai and place the
trees in bonsai pots (or bonsai training pots) of your choice. Now protect your

freshly potted bonsai from the sun and wind and wait for budding.

When fresh buds appear, cut the long leader off completely and wire the lateral
branches. This is also the time to begin the annual process of balancing energy

throughout the tree (see pages 109 & 111-117).
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Now comes the fun part. The little
seedlings will have green stems
when they first germinate. When
the needles open, the stem color
changes to a rosy color and then to
a violet color. When the stems are
violet, it is time to cut the roots.

Choose the seedlings that have the
thickest straightest needles. With a
gentle tug, pull the baby plants out
of the soil. Take a razor blade and
cut straight across the stems about
1” below the needles. As soon as
you cut one, place it into a pail of
water and move on to the next one.
For a second optional cutting, see the
accompanying diagram.

Choose small plastic pots with
excellent drainage to plant your
seedlings. For the bottom layer of
soil I use small stones, about 1/4”
to 3/8.” I use the same mix I used
before for the rest of the soil. If you
like, you can use three grades of
soil rather than two (see diagram).

Take the plants out of the water
and powder each stem with a
rooting compound (if you prefer, you
can use a liquid rooting compound
when you water). Plant one seedling
in each pot. Leave 1/8” to 1/4” of
each exposed above the soil line.
Move the pots to a sheltered spot
out of direct sun and wind and
water thoroughly.

Make small holes, spaced
about 3/4 inch apart, with a
matchstick. -

from direct sun
and wind.

A good seedling.

SELECTION
Pull out the poor seedlings

before they grow very large.
CUTTING ROOTS

A poor seedling.

Watch for the stem to
change color to violet.

Expose
1/2 inch.
Bury.

Before.






