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 At our April meeting, we learned to be fearless in taking a lush azalea plant in full flower, and 
developing it into a graceful, elegant and beautiful bonsai plant! We were guided on this 
fascinating journey by John Capobianco, who managed the perhaps equally fearless task of 
creating this bonsai while providing information, answering questions, and keeping his audience 
both fascinated and amused, while never losing his focus on the magic taking place under his 
hands, eyes, shears, and wire! 
 
    John's skill, confidence and ease of presentation were not really surprising considering his 
history and experience. He is a five-time recipient of the U.S. National Gold Medal for 
Chrysanthemum Bonsai, is currently President of the L.I. Mum Society, and is Past President of 
the National Mum Society. He is a Bonsai Instructor at the NY Botanical Garden, and devotes 
countless hours to his own creations. In fact, he admitted to being somewhat "grateful" for the 
enforced quarantine due to covid, only because it allowed him to focus on his bonsai work with 
fewer other responsibilities. 
 
    He began by displaying a variety of beautiful bonsai creations and then gave his audience a 
choice of azalea plants for the day's demonstration. A lovely coral-colored specimen won out, 
and after studying it's form John took his clippers and went searching for the plant's underlying 
structure and line. There were gasps as cluster after cluster of lovely blooms hit the table, but 
soon we saw what he was after - the elegant trunk and branches which would define the form of 
the bonsai.  
 



    As he worked, John kept up a lively stream of conversation, beginning with instruction on the 
proper way to pronounce "Bonsai". It should be said with a long "o", since when pronounced 
with a short "o" it is the war cry of a warrior willing to give up his life! So get it right!  

 
His technical advice included the importance of the plant being 
adaptable to the environment it will be growing in, and to the 
container it is placed in, both aesthetically and practically - i.e., 
can it be kept well-watered? 
 
The wire used is annealed copper or aluminum, and is used to 
gently guide the trunk and branches to grow in the desired form. 
Some plants bend easily while others are brittle and will snap if 
coaxed too far. 
 
Bonsai are sometimes grown as individual plants, perhaps using 
stones carefully placed, while others are grown in groups to 
mimic a forest. 
 
Larger Bonsai are classified according to how many men it takes 
to hold it - for example a "one hand bonsai". At the other extreme 
are bonsai so tiny that they can fit in the palm of your hand or 
even on a fingertip. 
 
Among Bonsai growers, there is much passionate dispute about 

soils. However, he takes the more flexible position that we should each find a soil mix that suits 
the plant's needs AND our individual needs, such as how often we can care for it. 
 
Bonsai has been called a four-dimensional art because not only does it exist in three 
dimensions, but it evolves and changes over time. 
 
    As he worked, John described his decision-making process and actions. Azaleas are shrubs, 
not trees, and send out multiple stems from the bottom. But the goal of Bonsai is to imitate a 
tree, so he searched for the best stem to create this effect and eliminated the others. He also 
selected which flower clusters to keep by searching for those that create a "landing pad effect'. 
As he worked he constantly turned the plant to view it from all sides and also to determine the 
"front" for display. He advised caution in wiring azalea branches since they have very thin bark. 
They should be pruned by the end of July for the next season of blooms, and one should avoid 
pruning too much from the top. They have fine, fibrous roots and are super-sensitive to dryness. 
They need acidic soil and have a symbiotic relationship with Mycorrhizae Fungi. 
 
    In developing a Bonsai, asymmetrical balance is preferred rather than full symmetry, and 
triangular form is favored over square. General principles of artistic design are followed. 
 
    Once John had completed his pruning and wiring of his azalea bonsai, he explained the 
importance of choosing the right container. For a curvy tree he would prefer a curved container, 
and a glazed container will help to retain water. Shape, size, and color are the main concerns, 
along with the reality of keeping it watered properly. For this azalea, he chose a cream-colored 
shallow container which might be a bit larger than ideal, but will need less frequent watering. All 
bonsai containers have drainage holes and the best way to water them is by submerging the 
whole container in a basin of water. 
 



    In planting the azalea, John first placed a drain screen in the container, and threaded a wire 
through the holes to anchor the plant as a last step. He placed some of his grow mix in the 
bottom, then gradually pruned the plant's bare roots until they fit properly into the container - 
and this involved rather drastic elimination of more than half of the root ball! He positioned it 
aesthetically in the pot, finished off with a little more soil, and anchored with the wires, mainly for 
transport. 
 
    John generously donated this newly-created Bonsai to our Raffle Table, and the lucky winner 
received detailed instructions on how to care for it. 
 
    Thank you John for a wonderful presentation - fascinating, entertaining, educational and just 
plain FUN! 

 
 

 

 

 

 


