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Arboreal Abstractions
 
I’ve mentioned before, I have a thing for large collections of diverse things. 
My bonsai garden is on the verge of being an unprofitable backyard nursery. 
(Perhaps I have already arrived.) I travel with a collecting kit in my truck and 
I hopelessly stick cuttings with future visions of root over rock and group 
plantings. Many new-to-me species of deciduous trees have entered my life in 
the last year. As my collection grows, so does the need to learn new techniques 
and optimize timing for new species. Yet, like any respectably quirky artist, 
I have a hard time focusing on just one thing. With so many different tasks 
to complete, I find myself careening around my yard like a pinball. Unwire 
here, prune there. One of the hardest disciplines for me is focus and yet bonsai 
demands focus like few other activities. Much like learning the techniques of 
bonsai is a lifelong commitment to practice, so is learning the techniques of 
focus. 

This is much the same category as mindfulness: identifying what is important, 
clearing distractions, and maintaining a meta-acknowledgement of the task at 
hand. It is aiming our awareness with as much intention as our current level of 
training allows. 

There are of course discrete techniques to aid in focus. Having a pleasant, 
dedicated workspace is at the top of the list. Calendars and lists help us more 
quickly arrive at what actions are most important at the moment. Experience 
and education help to choose which tree will be worked. Physically moving 
the tree most begging for work away from other distractions to a clean and 
organized workspace increases the amplitude of our attention.

We are left then with nothing but a tree, our tools, our hands, and our minds. 
It is from our minds that learned skills and creativity arise, and this is the crux 
of art. From here, we must commit to practice. The art of bonsai is the practice 
of bonsai. The practice of bonsai is the art of focusing our attention. Like 
other arts, it is a falsity to think anyone arrives at exceptional output without a 
commitment to practice. No one is born a great artist; the moss-covered secret is 
that great bonsai artists practice. Between learning from masters, they commit 
to creating. They commit to making mistakes. They commit to showing their 
work long before it is 100% complete or perfect. They disregard perfection as a 
distraction and instead aim for improvement. They commit to exercising where 
and how their attention flows. 

   --Ian Baker
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Development of Oak 
Bonsai
with John “JT” Thompson
Tuesday June 25

John “JT” Thompson is a bonsai lec-
turer, demonstrator and artist who 
lives in San Jose, CA.  Keen observa-
tions of nature and study with John 
Naka, Kathy Shaner, Harunobu Tokita, 
Peter Tea, Boon Manakativipart, and 
Ryan Neil have influenced his eye and 
passion for Bonsai. He has shown trees 
in such shows as the Artisan Cup, the 
US National Exhibition and the Pacif-
ic Bonsai Expo. He has served on the 
board of directors for both ABS and 
GSBF.  

He writes a monthly care column for 
several Bay Area clubs and has au-
thored articles for ABS, GSBF and oth-
er publications. In his workshops and 
demonstrations, he tries to utilize the 
unique characteristics or flaws in each 
tree that will set it apart from others of 
the same species. He is best known for 
his driving passion for oaks, junipers, 
boxwoods, cypress, pines, deciduous 
species, and other yamadori. 

The topic for the evening will be the 
development of oak bonsai using ref-
erence trees from his collection. He 
encourages members to bring in their 
oak trees either to ask questions about 
or to utilize to discuss ways to further 
their development. The raffle tree will 
be an old, large oak tree with great 
nebari.

 John “JT” Thompson

Above: Sierra Juniper @ Donna Summer.. I mean Donner Summit. Right: 
Sunset over un centrale nucléaire in France 2022
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Last Meeting - Lifetime Achievement with Timm Johnson

Last month’s meeting was a special ABAS Lifetime Achievement Award edition 
of our monthly meeting for Timm Johnson. The evening was spent primarily 
listening to Timm regale us with his bonsai journey and how his many deploy-
ments in Japan led to a lifelong commitment to bonsai and horticulture in gen-
eral. With family members in the audience, Timm entertained and informed 
the group of his journey with many unknown facts, surprises, and hilarious 
anecdotes along the way. During the presentation of the award, the show and 
tell portion, and a prerecorded video, many club members had the opportunity 
to add their own stories of learning from Timm, his boundless patience, passion 
for teaching, and devotion to bringing them into the fold as new practitioners of 
bonsai. 

Timm has been an invaluable club member for decades and has supported the 
group from almost all angles, serving in just about every board role, as a teach-
er, presenter, advocate, and friend. It is without exaggeration to say that he has 
had an outsized impact on spreading and improving bonsai in Sacramento and 
beyond, all the while encouraging others to reach out and be the same model to 
newcomers as their own skill improves. 

Since we know Timm doesn’t prefer to work on pesky conifers, the remainder 
of the night was spent on a discussion and tutorial for post-bloom azalea care, 
being his favorite plant to work with. But if you do happen to bring a pine tree to 
the workshop, he will take the time to show you what needs to be done to it. 

What to Work on June

As we move into June and summer has 
arrived in Sacramento, it is time to get 
serious with conifers and, at the same 
time, keep a close eye on deciduous 
and broadleaf evergreens that have 
been defoliated, cut back and wired.  
Double flush pines (Japanese black 
pines and red pines) are traditionally 
de-candled and wired during June.  
However, as with all things bonsai, it 
is not as simple as just going into the 
garden and cutting off all candles on 
all black/red pines.  There are many 
variables to consider:  health, stage of 
development, goals for final design, 
balancing growth, your unique micro-
climate, etc.  

I will once again refer readers to Jonas 
Dupuich’s website, Bonsai Tonight, 
for in-depth posts on developing black 
and red pines.  Jonas is one of the most 
respected bonsai professionals on the 
west coast and is an expert on black 
pines.   Starting now through August, 
as junipers (both garden variety and 
yamadori), cedars, spruce, cypress, and 
redwoods push significant new growth, 
they must be cut back and wired if 
necessary. 
 
Checklist:
•	 Check to make sure wire is not 

cutting in on deciduous/broadleaf 
evergreens

•	 Stay vigilant monitoring for pests 
and disease

•	 Adjust watering as temperatures 
increase

•	 Fertilize as necessary, (see yearly 
care sheet on ABAS website)

•	 Provide shade for sensitive and deli-
cate species
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Yamadori hunters in action

2024 ABAS Yamadori Collecting Trip
Debbie Ballanti

In early June, a group of ABAS members and their helpers took off for the Inyo 
National Forest in the Eastern Sierra in search of Yamadori, the Japanese term 
for collected bonsai.  Paul Holtzen led the way accompanied by Steve and Deb-
bie Ballanti, Priscilla Guan and Grayson Leici, Enrique Lopez, Angel Niblock, 
Travis Hendrix, Jessica Nishida and Cerise Carmady, John Kim, Bob Ricker, and 
Gage Marchini. 

We were thrilled to know that the road to Mammoth Vista was open after the 
heavy snowfall of last year...until one of our cars became stuck in the snow 
and mud.  Thankfully, with our typical ABAS collaborative spirit, the group all 
pitched in to dig out snow, throw down branches, pull out 2x6’s, and stand in 
slush to push as hard as we could.  Luckily, Paul had his truck and winch and 
was eventually able to pull the car out of its predicament. The last hurdle was 
to untangle the rope from the axle and off we went. As a side note, Paul had to 
rescue another car on the road later that day.  

The weather in Mammoth was gorgeous and the views even better.  After Paul 
did a short discussion of technique and aftercare, he demonstrated how to dig 
a Lodgepole Pine from the pumice typical of the area.  People then scattered 
to find their perfect tree. It was exciting to see what they returned with and to 
admire their trees. That night, tired and happy, a group of us ate at the famous/
infamous Bishop Bowling Alley...full of atmosphere, food and drink.

The next morning, after driving all night, John Kim and his wife joined us to 
caravan into the White Mountains.  The scenery was beautiful, the weather was 
warm and dry. Folks climbed up and down hillsides (mountains?) to find their 
yamadori.  The digging was more difficult here, but collectors returned with ju-
nipers and sage full of movement and character and lovingly prepared them for 
their journey home.  That night, those of us who weren’t too exhausted gathered 
at another restaurant, shared stories and celebrated the adventure.

Due to the fact that the size of the group had to be limited, we know that some 
people who wished to attend weren’t able to.  Scott Chadd and Bolet Salvador 
of Lotus Bonsai Nursery will be leading a group into the Sierra this November 
to collect a number of different trees including Sierra Juniper. You can reach 
them by email or their website lotusbonsai.com. Also, ABAS is hoping to have a 
demonstration next year on Yamadori collecting.  

If you’d like to obtain your own permit to collect in the Inyo National Forest, 
contact Debbie Ballanti.  I can help you with contact information.  

mailto:bolet%40lotusbonsai.com?subject=
mailto:juno%40pacbell.net?subject=Yamadori%20Permit%20Inquiry
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Events Calendar
2024

Tuesday, June 25, Developing Oak w/ 
JT In-person + Zoom

Saturday, July 13, Member Workshop 
In-person

Tuesday, July 23, Summer Splash 
In-person

Saturday, August 24, Member Work-
shop In-person

Tuesday, August 27, Shohin Devel-
opment w/ Adam Toth In-person + 
Zoom

Saturday - Sunday, August 31 - 
September 1, REBS Annual Show 
Rhonert Park

Saturday, September 14, Member 
Workshop In-person

Tuesday, September 24, ABAS Live 
Auction and Consignment Sale 
In-person & Zoom

Saturday - Sunday, October 5 - 6, 
SGAAC Fall Sale In-person

Saturday, October 12, Member Work-
shop In-person

Tuesday, October 22, Dueling Bonsai 
Demos w/ Yannick and Bjorn In-per-
son

Saturday - Sunday, October 26 - 27, 
Pacific Bonsai Expo Oakland

Saturday, November 9, Member 
Workshop In-person

Tuesday, November 26, Hands On 
Fall Care w/ Renee and Carmen 
In-person

Wednesday, December 11, ABAS 
Holiday Party In-person

Saturday, December 14, Member 
Workshop In-person

Welcome New Members: Kevin Vierra 
New members are connected with their area liaison and will receive a welcome 
letter with a free pass to one of our member workshops. The mentors are listed on 
our website under ‘Member Resources, Club Liaisons’, with contact information. 

Member Workshop The next workshop is Saturday, July 13. Contact Re-
nee Seely  or sign up via our website or in-person to reserve a spot. Remember 
to specify if you prefer morning, 8:30am - 12:30pm, or afternoon, 1:00pm to 
5:00pm. As always, the club provides wire for use; bring your own tools. Each 
workshop session is $10 payable to ABAS. 

Wire Recycling Program Debbie Ballanti has spearheaded a wire recycling 
program to make it easier for members to properly dispose of their used wire. 
The wire will be recycled and any money received will benefit ABAS. Wire will 
only be accepted if it is clean and sorted by aluminum or copper.

Bring Your Own Tree with Bjorn Bjorholm OR Yannick Kiggen - each bon-
sai artist will hold a separate 4 hour workshop for 6 participants on Tuesday, 
October 22. Each participant will bring their own tree(s) to work with and gain 
professional input to further their tree’s development. Sign ups will be taken at 
the July ABAS meeting. Prepayment is required to secure your spot in the work-
shop. No refunds. 

Dueling Demos Also make sure to mark your calendar to attend the October 
22 meeting where Bjorn and Yannick will simultaneously style separate trees, 
then half way through the meeting, they will switch trees and complete the styl-
ing of each other’s tree. These demo trees will be won by lucky club members / 
attendees with the purchase of raffle tickets. Mention the words convivial com-
paign for a chance for a free raffle ticket at the next meeting.

August Program Change: Adam Toth 
Adam Toth, professional bonsai artist, is our speaker for the August meeting.  He 
has been studying bonsai seriously for over seven years now and spent three years 
studying at Taisho-en with Taiga Urushibata San, and received an official shohin 
certificate from the Japanese Shohin Bonsai Association.

Adam previously studied with Jonas Dupuich at Bonsai Tonight and currently 
spends a few days a week working at his nursery. During his time in Japan, he 
spent a lot of time studying and thinking about growing and producing better 
shohin and small sized trees. Adam’s presentation at our August meeting will 
focus on Shohin Development. Expect a shohin raffle prize and shohin themed 
show and tell.

If anyone is interested in working 1:1 with Adam for a half-day workshop on 
Tuesday, June 22, please contact him directly at adam.jp.bon@gmail.com.  His 
rate is $350 for this 4 hour one-on-one workshop.

Board Elections 2024/25 Board elections are in progress! Please check your 
email and vote before the Tuesday meeting. If you prefer, a paper ballot will be 
available at the Tuesday meeting as well. One vote per household please.

Raffle winner Charles Hildebrand and Timm Johnson

mailto:breadcrust%40comcast.net?subject=June%20Member%20Workshop
mailto:breadcrust%40comcast.net?subject=June%20Member%20Workshop
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2024 ABAS Bus Trip

On Saturday, May 25, ABAS held its annual bus bonsai shopping trip. The crew of about 50 folks met at the Power Inn 
Park and Ride at 8:00 AM to set off to the east for a day of exploring, purchasing, and camaraderie. As is the tradition, 
copious amounts of donuts and coffee were enjoyed in the morning as brave volunteers provided airplane-like service 
despite the turbulence. 

The first stop was Scott Chad’s Lotus Bonsai nursery on scenic property in the foothills. Folks browsed his selection of 
finished bonsai, nursery stock, pots and tools. We then set off towards Moonshine Ranch to see Phil Richardson’s equally 
lovely property and browse his selection. Some people even left with duck eggs. The next stop was Peter Tea’s nursery in 
Auburn where the most developed bonsai selection was to be found, as well as lunch. 

After shopping (and for some people, simply seeing Peter’s amazing collection for the first time) we proceeded to Redbud 
Wholesale Nursery in Loomis. This was not a bonsai focused nursery, but because of the nature of the business, many 
very large and interesting specimens were available for excellent prices. Trees were so large in fact, that the trip coordina-
tor and others made a few trips back to the bus to confirm the capacity and height of the cargo area, and also warn the bus 
driver. As the checkout line moved from a standstill to a slow trickle, a branch lopping station was set up on the other side 
to remove height from the 3 and 5 gallon potted trees to fit them under the bus. 

After a longer than expected stop at Redbud, the last stop was Golden Pond Aquatic Nursery. The owners graciously ac-
cepted our large and tardy group to their nursery, which was also something of a backyard aquatic plant eden. Many dif-
ferent species and types of aquatic and riparian plants were for sale, all arranged around beautiful water sculptures in a 
carefully maintained space. It was truly a special place. 

On the return trip, libations were enjoyed by some while raffle prize winners were selected. We arrived back at the Park 
and Ride later than planned, but with many excellent acquisitions and memories. A great time was had by all.

Bus Trip 2024
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DOING OUR PART AND 
FUNDRAISING TOO! 

 

 

 

WIRE RECYCLING  
PROGRAM 

Sponsored by ABAS 

 

BRING YOUR CLEAN, SEPARATED AND 
USED ALUMINUM & COPPER WIRE TO THE 
MONTHLY GENERAL MEETING.  THERE 
WILL BE LABLED COLLECTION BOXES 
AVAILABLE.   

Email Debbie Ballanti at juno@pacbell.net with 
questions. 


