
Bonsai  Root  Grafting  and  Materials
Ma r t y  We i s e r  –  Inl a n d  Em p i r e  Bo n s a i  So c i e t y  1- 17- 20 1 0

Purpose  –  Ro o t  gr a f t i n g  is  no r m a l l y  us e d  to  im p r o v e  the  ro o t  di s p l a y  (neba r i) of  the  
bo n s a i  by  ad d i n g  roo t s  wh e r e  the y  ar e  ne e d e d .   It  is  co n s i d e r e d  an  ad v a n c e d  tec h n i q u e  
to  imp r o v e  the  ap p e a r a n c e  of  a  bo n s a i ,  bu t  on c e  the  bo n s a i  ar t i s t  ha s  a  so l i d  gr a s p  of  
rep o t t i n g  wo r k i n g  on  roo t s  it  is  ve r y  ac c e s s i b l e .   I en c o u r a g e  ar t i s t s  to  pra c t i c e  the  
tec h n i q u e  on  a  low  va l u e  bo n s a i  fai r l y  ea r l y  in  the i r  ca r e e r  so  tha t  the y  ar e  fam i l i a r  wi t h  
the  me t h o d  wh e n  it  com e s  tim e  to  ap p l y  it  to  a  mo r e  va l u a b l e  tre e .

Th e  te r m  ro o t  gra f t i n g  is  som e t i m e s  us e d  to  ref e r  to  gr a f t i n g  de s i r a b l e  fol i a g e  on  to  a  se t  
of  ro o t s  jus t  ab o v e  the  roo t s  so  tha t  the  gra f t  un i o n  me r g e s  int o  the  ne b a r i .   Th i s  is  a  
mo r e  di f f i c u l t  me t h o d  an d  is  no r m a l l y  on l y  us e d  by  tho s e  pro p a g a t i n g  tre e s  for  bo n s a i .

Timing  –  Ro o t  gra f t i n g  is  no r m a l l y  do n e  wh e n  the  tre e  is  re p o t t e d ,  bu t  can  be  do n e  
be t w e e n  rep o t t i n g s  if  the r e  is  a  pa r t i c u l a r l y  lar g e  ga p  to  be  fil l e d .   Fo r  mo s t  ha r d y  tre e s  
th i s  me a n s  du r i n g  the  sp r i n g  or  les s  of t e n  fa l l  rep o t t i n g  pe r i o d .   Ho w e v e r ,  in  tem p e r a t e  
cli m a t e s  tro p i c a l s  are  no r m a l l y  re p o t t e d  in  the  he a t  of  sum m e r  so  ro o t  gr a f t i n g  wo u l d  be  
do n e  at  th i s  tim e .

Material  for the  Grafts  –  Th e  ide a l  ma t e r i a l  for  ro o t  gra f t s  ar e  we l l  ro o t e d  cu t t i n g s  
fro m  the  sam e  tre e .   Ho w e v e r ,  si n c e  the  top  of  the  roo t  gra f t  wi l l  be  cu t  of f  on c e  it  ha s  
fu l l y  bo n d e d  to  the  ma i n  tre e  it  is  on l y  ne c e s s a r y  to  ma t c h  the  sp e c i e s  an d  ba r k  
ch a r a c t e r i s t i c s .   A  sm o o t h  ba r k e d  ro o t  mi x e d  in  wi t h  the  rou g h  ba r k e d  ro o t s  fro m  the  
ma i n  tre e  or  vic e- ve r s a  is  ve r y  ob v i o u s .   In  so m e  ca s e s  the  top  of  the  roo t  gra f t  is  kep t  
to  cre a t e  a  mu l t i p l e  tru n k  bo n s a i  so  it  is  al s o  cri t i c a l  to  ma t c h  the  fol i a g e  in  thi s  ca s e .

Tree  Species  –  Ro o t  gr a f t i n g  ca n  be  do n e  wi t h  jus t  ab o u t  an y  tre e  spe c i e s .   Sp e c i e s  
tha t  can  be  ba r e  roo t e d  for  tra n s p l a n t i n g  an d  gro w  fai r l y  ra p i d l y  are  the  ea s i e s t .   Ea s y  
sp e c i e s  inc l u d e  ma p l e s  (Ace r), el m  (Ulm u s),   an d  fic u s  (Ficu s);   wh i l e  ho r n b e a m  (Car p i n u s)  
an d  la r c h  (Lari x), ar e  mo d e r a t e ;  wi t h  jun i p e r  (Juni p e r u s)  an d   pi n e  (Pinu s)  be i n g  mo r e  
di f f i c u l t .

Types  of Root  Grafts  –  Ap p r o a c h  an d  th r e a d  gra f t s  ar e  the  mo s t  com m o n  an d  
ea s i e s t  typ e s  of  roo t  gr a f t s .   An  ap p r o a c h  gr a f t  is  do n e  by  rem o v i n g  a  se c t i o n  of  ba r k  
fro m  the  ma i n  tre e  wh e r e  the  ne w  roo t s  ar e  to  joi n  the  ne b a r i  an d  fro m  the  
se e d l i n g/c u t t i n g  wi t h  the  ne w  roo t s  jus t  ab o v e  the  ro o t s .   Th e  cam b i a l  lay e r s  of  the s e  
ba r e  se c t i o n s  al i g n e d  an d  fa s t e n e d  tog e t h e r  –  pu s h p i n s  or  sim i l a r  thi n ,  la r g e  he a d e d  
na i l s  are  of t e n  us e d .   A  thr e a d  gr a f t  is  do n e  by  dr i l l i n g  a  ho l e  th r o u g h  the  tru n k  or  la r g e r  
roo t  wi t h  the  bo t t o m  of  the  ho l e  in  the  loc a t i o n  of  the  ne w  roo t s .   Th e  se e d l i n g  or  cu t t i n g  
is  the n  th r e a d e d  th r o u g h  the  ho l e  an d  pin n e d  in  pl a c e  wi t h  a  we d g e  at  the  bo t t o m  of  the  
ho l e  so  it  fus e s  tog e t h e r  at  th i s  po i n t .   Th e  top  of  the  ho l e  is  no r m a l l y  sea l e d  wi t h  wo u n d  
pu t t y  to  ke e p  the  ho l e  fro m  fill i n g  wi t h  wa t e r  an d  ro t t i n g .   Th e  se e d l i n g/c u t t i n g  for  th r e a d  
gra f t s  mu s t  be  fre e  of  sid e  bra n c h e s  an d  ha v e  sm a l l  bu d s  so  it  wi l l  fi t  th r o u g h  the  ho l e .



Sources  –  Th e  ma t e r i a l  for  roo t  gra f t s  sho u l d  be  fai r l y  we l l  roo t e d  an d  he a l t h y  to  
ins u r e  it  su r v i v e s  the  pr o c e s s .   In  ge n e r a l  ne w l y  pu r c h a s e d  ba r e  ro o t  pla n t s  are  no t  the  
be s t  be c a u s e  the y  we r e  no r m a l l y  he l d  ov e r  the  wi n t e r  for  sh i p m e n t  –  the y  sho u l d  be  
po t t e d  up  in  sm a l l  po t s  fo r  a  yea r  fir s t .   

Liners, Plugs, and Bare Root –  On e  of  the  ea s i e s t  so u r c e s  is  to  or d e r  sm a l l  se e d l i n g s  
or  cu t t i n g s  fro m  com m e r c i a l  nu r s e r i e s .   Li n e r s  (2 –  4” po t s)  an d  plu g s  can  be  pl a n t e d  
int o  a  gro u p  imm e d i a t e l y  wh i l e  ba r e  ro o t  sto c k  is  of t e n  be t t e r  if  it  is  gro w n  in  a  po t  for  a  
ye a r  or  two.   A  co u p l e  of  sug g e s t i o n s  ar e:

• Ev e r g r e e n  Ga r d e n W o r k s  - ht t p ://www. e v e r g r e e n g a r d e n w o r k s . c o m/  - La r g e  
se l e c t i o n  of  2” to  ga l l o n  si z e d  po t s .   Br e n t  is  ve r y  kn o w l e d g e a b l e  an d  foc u s e s  on  
bo n s a i .

• He r i t a g e  Se e d l i n g s  –  ht t p ://www. h e r i t a g e s e e d l i n g s . c o m/ i n d e x . h t m  - Wh o l e s a l e  
se e d l i n g  sup p l i e r  tha t  ha s  wa i v e d  the i r  $500  mi n  for  the  IEB S  (still  ne e d  to  ord e r  
at  lea s t  $250  an d  me e t  qu a n t i t y  mi n i m u m s).

• Sp o k a n e  Co u n t y  Co n s e r v a t i o n  Di s t r i c t  - ht t p ://www. s c c d . o r g/t r e e s a l e/i n d e x . s h t m l  
Mo s t l y  na t i v e  ba r e r o o t  sp e c i e s  at  go o d  pr i c e s ,  ty p i c a l l y  in  gro u p s  of  10.

Seeds  –  Se e d s  ca n  be  on e  of  the  ch e a p e s t  ro u t e s ,  pa r t i c u l a r l y  if  yo u  co l l e c t  yo u r  ow n ,  
bu t  it  ca n  tak e  se v e r a l  ye a r s  to  de v e l o p  st o c k  tha t  is  su i t a b l e  fo r  pl a n t i n g .   In  ad d i t i o n ,  
ma n y  co m m o n  see d  so u r c e s  ar e  hig h l y  va r i a b l e  so  yo u  wi l l  ne e d  to  sta r t  wi t h  fa r  mo r e  
tha n  yo u  ne e d  fo r  the  pla n t i n g .

• Co l l e c t  yo u r  ow n  –  fin d  a  tre e  wi t h  de s i r a b l e  tra i t s  an d  as k  the  ow n e r  if  yo u  can  
co l l e c t  se e d .

• Sh e f f i e l d ’ s  Se e d  Co m p a n y  - ht t p ://she f f i e l d s . c o m/ s e e d _ c a t e g o r y/  - Br o a d  
se l e c t i o n  an d  go o d  pr i c e s .

Cuttings and Airlayers –  Th e s e  me t h o d s  ins u r e  tha t  the  fol i a g e  of  al l  of  the  pl a n t s  is  
ide n t i c a l .   Th e y  ar e  al s o  the  low e s t  co s t s  sin c e  the y  ar e  fro m  a  tre e  yo u  al r e a d y  ha v e .  
Cu t t i n g s  ge n e r a l l y  tak e  1  –  2  yea r s  be f o r e  the y  ca n  be  pl a n t e d  as  a  gro u p .   Se v e r a l  
ai r l a y e r s  ca n  be  do n e  on  the  sa m e  tre e  to  ob t a i n  al l  of  the  ma t e r i a l  ne e d e d  fo r  the  
pl a n t i n g .
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