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THE LARZ ANDERSON COLLECTION
OF JAPANESE DWARF TREES

““The Larz Anderson collection of Japanese dwarf trees presented
to the Arnold Arboretum as a memorial to his friend, Charles Sprague
Sargent,’’ is an explanatory statement quoted from the carved inscip-
tion displayed with these intriguing plants. This group of dwart trees
is unique in this country and was received at the Arboretum last fall,
The plants have just been placed on public display in a newly erected
shade house. Brought to this country at a time when strict plant
quarantines were not in force, these plants were imported with soil
around the roots in their orginal Japanese containers. The Arboretum
welcomes the opportunity of being able to display these striking ex-
amples of Japanese horticulture to its visitors.

The Honorable Larz Anderson became interested in Japanese hor-
ticulture as early as 1907 and built a particularly attractive Japanese
garden on his estate in Brookline, Massachusetts. Somewhat later he
became interested in dwarf trees and in 1913 he brought back from
Japan a splendid collection of them, which he acquired while serving
as Ambassador Extraordinary from the United States to Japan (1912-
1913). These he placed on display in his own garden where they were
carefully tended for twenty-five years by different Japanese gardeners.
The collection has been displayed at several exhibitions in Boston
where it invariably won high honors.

This unique collection has just been placed on display at the Arnold
Arboretum in a new shade house erected for this purpose with funds
provided by Mrs. Anderson. This is situated between the old Bussey
Institution building and the greenhouses, fairly close to the hedge
collection. Around the shade house have been planted a few shrubs
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and trees native to Japan, and during the next few years it is planned
to augment this planting. The collection now installed in the shade
house consists of 29 specimens, all imported in 1918. They are well
labelled, but for those unable to visit the collection (the house is open
from 9:00 a.m. until 5:00 p.m. each day except Saturday, Sunday,
and holidays) the names of the individual plants and their respective
ages are given below.

Name of plant Age

Chamaecyparis obtusa 200 years

(13 & 1 50 6

13 <6 1 35 66

‘é €6 1 05 £

L i 75 (1]

€é 6 50 (13

Acer Buergerianum S

¢ palmatum 50 - ¢

£é (%1 50 (49

(13 (44 4 5 £

i€ (44 4 5 (%9

(%3 (43 40 €

(X9 £ 40 (41

i€ (X1 40 £

£é (13 3 5 (13

€ £ multifidum SO

Cryptomeria Japonica S

Larix leptolepis 2 SE

Photinia villosa laevis B

Prunus mume B

4 (11 7 5 &é

s subhirtella VSRS

(%1 (11 75 (13

(3 £é 65 (X1

Thujopsis dolobrata variegata W - 99

(11 (X3 (13 3 O (X3

Zelkova serrata i e

i€ i 50 &<

Chamaecyparis pisifera squarrosa
Cryptomeria japonica 30 5

Evonymus fortunei radicans

‘““Bon-sai’’, the art of training dwarf trees

Century old customs have been handed down by the Japanese re-
garding the training of the interesting dwarf trees so characteristic of
the gardens and homes of that country. There are several reasons for
their existence. In the first place, Japanese and Chinese gardens are
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usually small, for space is at a premium. This is particularly true in
Japan where the art of making gardens on a very small scale is cen-
turies old. Then, too, the oriental’s well known appreciation of the
aesthetic value of living plants has been a prime factor in their culti-
vation. It often takes fifty to one hundred years to grow a worthy
specimen dwarf tree, yet it is possible by twisting the trunk and re-
straining the growth of tops and roots to give a comparatively young
plant the appearance of great age. This treatment requires a thorough
knowledge of horticulture as well as painstaking patience, but many
Japanese are fascinated with ‘‘Bon-sai’’ and practice it as a pastime.
Training

Most woody plants can be dwarfed if given the proper training. If
the branches and roots of growing plants are vigorously restrained
from developing rapidly, the individuals soon become dwarfed and
this is the principle underlying all training. Then, too, great care is
given to the training of the trunk, the spread of the branches and
their shape, and the spread of the roots, since each can be so trained
as to give the impression of great age. Many methods have been de-
vised through the centuries for attaining these ends. Maples, bam-
boos, cherries, pines, hollies, oaks, azaleas, junipers, and many other
plants have been used. They are grown in comparatively small con-
tainers, kept pot bound throughout their existence, and carefully and
judiciously pruned to maintain the desired type of growth.

Whenever possible, the Japanese start with plants that have al-
ready been dwarfed by nature. These are searched for in the high
mountains, in regions often unfamiliar to the ordinary traveller. Such
plants are frequently found growing in high rocky crevices, just barely
existing for lack of sufficient nourishment. If these are dug immedi-
ately and removed, they might succumb at once for the delicate bal-
ance between the amount of root system and bare existence is easily
upset. The plant hunter may locate such plants several years before
he will venture to remove them from their rocky dwelling. At first
he will root prune a small portion of the plant and leave it in place
for a year; then he will return and root prune another small portion,
repeating this process until it is safe to move the plant. In this way
splendid specimens are obtained that have already been trained with
the assistance of mother nature herself.

If dwarf plants are to be trained from the seedling stage, the small-
est and weakest seedlings are selected. Conifers are considerably easier
to train, for they do not form adventitious buds as readily as do the
broad leaved plants. The seedling is placed in a very small pot. If
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there is a tap root, it is pruned considerably, and if a central leader
is present, it too is cut back. In order to obtain the desired effect,
only certain branches are allowed to develop. As an example, Cham-
aecyparis obtusa is ordinarily a very bushy plant, yet the illustration
(Plate VIII) shows only a few picturesque branches. These few
branches have been carefully selected and trained, while the others
have been entirely removed. If one of these branches should die,
eventually a new bud would be allowed to develop a branch to suffi-
cient size to take the place of the deceased one.

To give the correct appearance of wind-contorted shape, the main
stem is often twisted around an upright, and after a formative period
the upright is removed. This twisting in itself is a dwarfing process,
since trequently it breaks a large number of the conducting vessels
in the stem. Branches are twisted in like manner. They may all be
trained on one side of the plant, or arranged to droop on one side of
the pot, or trained in any one of a dozen different ways. The Japan-
ese gardener usually has a model in mind when he trains his plant,
some wind-twisted tree which he is trving to reproduce in miniature
form, and it is surprising to the uninitiated to observe how accurate
these reproductions can be.

Often in nature one observes old gnarled trees the larger roots of
which are exposed, especially when growing in rocky places where
there is still soil. This effect is reproduced by the ‘‘Bon-sai’’ artist
by growing his seedling in charcoal and moss for a period sufficiently
long to induce long roots. When the plant is removed to its perma-
nent container, a part of these roots are left to develop above the soil
level, eventually aiding materially in giving the plant the appearance
of great age.

Pruning, Repotting, and Watering

Not all branches are entirely removed. Some of these century old
plants have numerous picturesque stubs, certain gardeners believing
that these add to the beauty of the plant. Any diseased tissue on
such stubs is carefully scraped, disinfected, and painted. Sometimes
in order to gain the appearance of stubby old age rapidly, taller plants
that have been growing normally are used. The basal branches are
cut back to give the stubby appearance. The top is entirely cut off.
The plant is dug and after many of the roots have been removed it is
placed in a small pot. Then certain of the adventitious buds are al-
lowed to develop, or else scions are grafted at the desired places.

Grafting is also resorted to when certain shoots die. It a very im-

portant branch has died, it may take many years for a new one to
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grow to a sufficient size from an adventitious bud, so that grafting is
often resorted to. The Japanese are particularly adept at this and
take great pains in training an individual branch by pinching the buds
back here, or twisting the branch there, and so forcing the latter to
grow in the desired fashion. The pruning and pinching operations are
done during the active growing period, since the development of
branches from adventitious buds is then more frequent.

Dwarf trees are repotted every four or five years for two reasons.
In the first place it is necessary to remove some of the newly developed
fibrous roots so that the tree will remain dwarfed. Secondly, it is neces-
sary to mix a small amount of fertilizer with the soil, since as these
trees are forced to grow in very small containers, there is not suffi-
cient room for enough soil to allow new root development unless the
plant be artificially stimulated with nutrients.

It is also advisable to keep a fresh layer of green moss on the sur-
face of the soil. This not only adds the impression of age, but keeps
the soil from drying out. The containers are usually provided with a
hole in the base for proper drainage. In the hot summer days there
is some danger of the soil becoming too dry, and at such times the
plants need special attention. Spraying the foliage with water once
or twice a day during the hottest spells of summer is advisable in order
to keep the plant in good condition.

Dwarf trees cannot be considered primarily as indoor plants. They
may be used indoors for short periods, but must be grown in the open
a greater part of the time. Because of their very small root system,
and the small containers in which they are grown, these dwarf trees
cannot lose much water through transpiration and still survive, Con-
sequently they must be grown in a shaded location. The shade house
in which this location is being maintained at the Arboretum was de-
signed and erected especially for this purpose. Constructed of eypress
wood, the top and sides of the house are covered with strips 1% inches
wide with similar spaces left between each strip. This supplies plenty
of shade and at the same time keeps the atmosphere considerably
cooler and reasonably moist.

Winter Protection

Although many of these trees are hardy, they cannot survive our
northern winters because of their shallow root system, unless given
some winter protection. A Japanese maple, for instance, growing nor-
mally in the ground may survive a winter during which the temper-
ature goes to 20° below zero although the top of the plant may be
killed to the ground. However, in these small pots the roots of dwart
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trees would be subjected to temperatures almost as low as those of the
surrounding atmosphere, and consequently the whole plant would be
killed. During the winter in the north,they are best put in cold frames
or pits which are well protected with glass and even with boards and
mats during the most severe weather. In our pit where these plants
were stored last winter the temperature did not go below freezing,
although the temperatures outside the pit dropped to zero on several
occasions. Another danger from freezing temperatures is that with the
expansion of freezing soil the containers may break. Although these
are seldom ornate, since the Japanese believe that the plant itself
should be the point of interest, nevertheless their simplicity alone is
beautiful and makes them important adjuncts to any such collection
and thus worthy of full protection.

Thus with an exacting knowledge of the numerous rigid require-
ments of the art of ‘‘Bon-sai’’ the painstaking Japanese gardener is
able to reproduce dwarf trees that are exact replicas in everything but
size, of century old specimens as they occur in nature. The Japanese
have developed other forms of dish gardening, but to the American
horticulturist perhaps none is so interesting as ‘‘Bon-sai’’.

DovarLp Wyman

[39]



Bibliography

Anderson, Isabel. Spell of Japan. pp. 826-349. The Page Company,
Boston. 1914.

Anonymous. How the Chinese make dwarf trees. Technologist 4: 333.
1864.—Pharm. Jour. II. 5: 584. 1864.—Amer. Gard. III. 2:
42. 1881.

Bockel, Godwin. Ueber die Zucht der Liliputpflanzen. Oester. Bot.
Wochenbl. 5: 101-102. 1855.—Culture des plantes nains ou
lilliputiennes. Jour. Soc. Hort. France. 5: 491-493. 1859.—
How to grow lilliputian plants. Gard. Chron. 1859: 773-774.
1859.—Pharm. Jour. II. 1: 338-339. 1860.

Brick, C. Ueber japanische Zwergbiume. Verh. Naturw. Ver. Ham-
burg I1I. 14: lv-lviii. 1907.

Carriere,E.A. Essai sur ’horticulture japonaise. Rev. Hort. (Paris)
1878: 271-275. f. H56-61. 1878.

——————— Japonaiseries. Rev. Hort. (Paris) 1889: 374-378. f.
94-99. 1889.

Fortune, Robert. Three years’ wanderings in the northern provinces
of China. ed 2: 85-87. 1847.

Henkel, F. Les arbres nains des Japonais. Journ. Hort. Vitic. Suisse
6: 145-148. 1909.

I., W. Chinese method of dwarfing trees. Gard. Chron. 1846: 771-
772. 1846.

Izawa, Henry. Dwarfing plants in Japan. Gard. & For. 6: 373. 1893.

Lindley, J. Dwarfed plants. Bot. Reg. 31: Misc. 45-48. 1845.

Livingstone, J. Account of the method of dwarfing trees and shrubs,
as practised by the Chinese, including their plan of propagating
from branches. Trans. Hort. Soc. London 4: 224-231. 1821.

Matsuki, B. Japanese potted trees (Hachinoki). Brooklyn Bot.Gard.
Rec. 20: 279-289. f. 1-11. 1931. Reprinted in Nat. Hort. Mag.
1 LIS GG EeXOR e 10 it TR0

Maumene, A. Les arbres nains Japonais. Leur formation au Japon.
Leur utilization et leur traitement en Furope. 1-59,f.1-76.1902.

Maury, P. Sur les procédés employées par les Japonais pour obtenir
des arbres nains. Bull. Soc. Bot. France 36: 290-294. f.7-4.1889.

McClure, F.A. Methods and materials of Chinese table plant culture.
Lingnan Sci. Jour. 12: Suppl. 119-149. pl. 4-13. 1933.

[ 40 ]



ImEE BHL

Biodiversity Heritage Library

Wyman, Donald. 1938. "The Larz Anderson Collection of Japanese Dwarf
Trees." Bulletin of popular information - Arnold Arboretum, Harvard University
6(7), 31-41. https://doi.org/10.5962/p.250012.

View This Item Online: https://www.biodiversitylibrary.org/item/239192
DOI: https://doi.org/10.5962/p.250012
Permalink: https://www.biodiversitylibrary.org/partpdf/250012

Holding Institution
Smithsonian Libraries and Archives

Sponsored by
Biodiversity Heritage Library

Copyright & Reuse

Copyright Status: In Copyright. Digitized with the permission of the rights holder
Rights Holder: Arnold Arboretum of Harvard University

License: https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/

Rights: http://www.biodiversitylibrary.org/permissions/

This document was created from content at the Biodiversity Heritage Library, the world's
largest open access digital library for biodiversity literature and archives. Visit BHL at
https://www.biodiversitylibrary.org.

This file was generated 21 September 2023 at 23:12 UTC


https://doi.org/10.5962/p.250012
https://www.biodiversitylibrary.org/item/239192
https://doi.org/10.5962/p.250012
https://www.biodiversitylibrary.org/partpdf/250012
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
http://www.biodiversitylibrary.org/permissions/
https://www.biodiversitylibrary.org

