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Tiny trees with deep community roots 
FOR 60 YEARS, KUSAMURA BONSAI CLUB HAS CULTIVATED JAPANESE TRADITION IN BAY AREA BACKYARDS 

hy Laura Swenson 

or O bonsai tree, 60 yeors is on impressive lifespon 

but nat unheard of - the oid est known bonsai is 

1,000 yeors oid. For o hobbyist club like Kusomuro 

Bonsoi Club ol Polo Alto, however, thriving for six decodes 

merils recognition. This yeor marks the Polo Alto group's 

60th onniversary. 

Offlcially founded in 1960, 
rhe c1ub 's roots go back to 
1954, when Yuji Yoshimura, a 
renowned bonsai master from 
Japan, travcled to California to 

teach a class on rhe Japancse 
art form, which entails using 
sculpting techniques to culti
vate miniature container trees 

that mimic rhe appcarancc of 
regular-sized ones. 

Some of his pupils went on 
to form Kusarnura, and ulti
mately play a foie in catapulting 
rhe art of bonsai ima a popular 
garden hobby nationwide. Thc 
group generated several other 
clubs along 

Courlesy Getty tmages. 

rhe Pcninsula and produced onc 
of rhe country's g reatest bonsai 
mas ters, Toshio Saburomaru. 

Decades later, the club still 
has many trees that have been 
sustained by generations of 
club members since the group's 
founding. 

Michacl Greenstein, a club 
member since 1986 and current 
board member, is among rhose 
responsible for tending to some 
of these legacy club trees. 

"1 get to keep them in my 
yard and enjoy them for many 
yea rs, but there's also, you know, 
responsibi!ity. I f I were to lose 

anc of these trees because 
I didn't take care of it, 

that would be terri 
ble," Greenstein 

said. 

Some of 
the club's trees are 

notable because famed bonsai 
masters such as the c1ub's late 
co-founder and flrst "sensei" 
(teacher) Saburomaru - who 
hcIped generate severa! clubs 
on the Peninsula, organized the 
Golden State Bonsai Federation 
and later hclped found bonsai 
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clubs all over the world - have 
worked on them. 

Othcr trees carry significance 
because a member personally 
co1tected specimens from the 
wi ld during a trip to the Sierra 
Nevada, Mojave Desert or 
clsewhere. 

Rita Kurbow, a club member 
since 1997 and a two-time for
mer club president, sa id ¡t's not 
just the club trecs or trees with 
otherwise prestigious pcdi
g rees that are favored by their 
owners: Trees can be beloved 
for how much transformation 
they've gone through or simply 
for what they represento For 
Kurbow, an oak bonsai is her 
favorite. 

"!t kind of reminds me of this 

huge oak tree that was bchind 
my hou se when I was g row
ing up as a kid. l see that, but 
nobody cIse would," she said. 

Charlene Fi scher, a club 
member si nce the 1990s and the 
club's show chair, sa id bonsa i 

requires borh an understanding 
of horticulture and the sensi
bility of a sculptor: Achieving 
the beauty and splendor of a 
full -sized trec is no small feat. 

"!t's a living art," she sa id. 
Bonsai also demands devo

tion, according to Greenstein. 
H e said that the trees, 

some of which require con
stant sculpting and attention 
for more than a decade, have 
taught him patience. 

Som e people think that creat
ing a smaIler-scale version of a 
large tree must somehow tor
ture the trec, he explained. A 
tree naturally balances its top 
and bottom, however, so when 
a tree's roots arc constra ined 
in a pot, the tree 's overall size 
adjusts. 

Another co m mon mis-
conception is that only some 
types of trees can be made 
into bonsai. But a trec of any 

species and which lives in a 
pot, is a bonsai. Junipers are 
com mon and recommended for 
beg inners because they can be 
worked on throughout most of 
the year and they have dra
matic deadwood, which has the 
effect of making the trec look 
much older. Hypothetically, 
though, onc could collect any 
tree from the backyard and 
attempt to make a bonsai out 
of ¡t. Greenstcin, for example, 
tends to several bougainvillea 
bonsai; Fischcr styled aguava 

THE ART OF BONSAI 
• A bonsai is any minialurized 

Iree grown and cultivated 
in a conlainer lo mimic Ihe 
oppearance of a full-sized 
Iree. 

• Some bonsai Irees can sur
vive for hundreds of yeors. 

• Tradilionally, bonsai clubs 
in Jopon were only for men 
and slriclly adhered lo slyle 
guidelines, usuolly enjoyed 
only by those in Ihe upper 
class. 

• The major Irick of ma king the 
minia Iure version of a Iree, 
which would olherwise grow 
lo be 20, 50 or 100 feelloll 
in nalure, is lo grow il in a 
small, weH-drained pol and 
lo prune ils branches every 
year lo prevenl overgrowlh. 

• Mony Irees require al leos! 
10 yeors of grow!h and con
slanl sculpting to become a 
remorkable specimen of rhe 
ancient orI of bonsai. 

• Bonsai Irees ore on ouldoor 
f'lanl and musI be kepl oul
side lo grow properly. 

• Gorden variely ¡unipers 
from your local nursery, vari
ous Iypes of elm wilh smoll 
lea ves and some cedar spe
cies ore among Ihe besi Iree 
choices for beginners. 

-/nformation courtesy ol 
the Kusamura Bonsai Club 



trec from her yard inro a bon
sai; Kurbow loves rhe seent 
of her Monrerey cypress; and 
Greenstcin has approximatcly 
100 trees that he tracks wirh 
a digita l database. There arc 
rcally no límits. 

Acquiring trees "becomes 
kind of addicting," said 
Fischer, who has becn rrring 
to pare clown her 140 tfces 
to focus on her favorites and 
really notice how they change 
ovcr rime. John and Sandy 
Planting, beloved club mem
bers since almost rhe very 
bcginning when they joined 
in 1961, arc said to have had at 
onc point 2,500 trecs at their 
Menlo Park home. 

Regardlcss of skilllevel, rhe 
club is a venue for memhers 
to seck a frcsh perspcctive on 
thcir trecs. 

"A bonsai is never finished, 
and so rhe club, I fcel, hclps 
you have other opinions and 
other eyes looking at what 
you'rc doing and suggcst ing 
things you might nat think 
of on your own," said Fischer. 

Greenstein has adopted 
the role of "Dr. Bonsai" in 
thc club. A t the start of each 
monthly meeting, people can 
bring their trees to him to 
troubleshoot how to achieve 
their particular visiono Evcry 
so often, all he might sug
gest is 100king at the tree 
from anothcr angle, which 
can sometimes be all it takes 
to make the trec into what 
rhey' d hoped. 

Access to club veterans can 
be particularly comforting 
when cari ng for a celebrat
cd club trec, which can feel 
intimidating. When Kurbow 
was a new member, she won 
a club tree crcatcd by Sandy 
Planting during a demonstra
tion. She only felt comfortable 
further styling the trec when 
she was in a workshop under 
the guidance of other club 
mcmbcrs. 

Kusamura welcomes begin
ners and is unique in its focus 

on teaching. Traditionally, 
bonsai clubs in Japan were 
onIy for men and strictly 
adhercd to style guidelines, 
usual1y enjoyed only by 
those in the upper c1ass. But 
someone who has never done 
bonsai before can attend a 
Kusamura meeting and learn 
the art form from square one. 

The c1ub's openness to 
beginners may contribute to its 
thriving for so long. The club's 
current president, Richard 
Philips, and his wifc, Barbara, 
have made significant efforts to 
recruit new members through 
their "Bonsai Demystified" 
presentations, which they've 
shown at local libraries in 
an effort ro get more youth 
involved in the club. 

Bonsai trees figure largely 
in the lives of their caretak
crs. Greenstein contemplates 
what rhey have endured. "lt's 
vcry humbling to walk by 
trees that arc 150 years oId 
and think of all the struggles 
that they have gone through," 
he said. One of his bonsai 
came from a specimen col
¡ectcd from a rree in the wild 
that he estimated was 150 
yea rs oId, based on counting 
its rings. 

The trees can also hclp us 
cope," said Greenstein, who 
has conrinued to care for the 
trees while most other daily 
activi ties have been haltcd by 
stay-at-home orders. "When 
l'm tending my trees, l don 't 
worry about the coronavirus 
or finances or anything else." 

For more information about 
the Ku samura Bonsai Club 
or how to cultivare a bonsai 
tree, go to kusamurabonsai. 
org. The club, locared at St 
Mark's Episcopal Church, 
600 Colorado Ave., Palo Alto, 
is holding monthly mcetings 
via Zoom. cm 

Freelance writer Laura 

SwellSotl can he emailed al 

laurajswem@gmail.com. 
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Over the past 60 years, the Kusamura Bonsai Club in Palo Alto hos cultivoted 
miniaturized trees, including this Joponese mople, top, ond juniper, above, using 
sculpting lechniques thaI renowned Joponese bonsai mosler Yuji Yoshimura 
toughtthe group's founders in 1954. Photo by Sobrino Huong/courtesy 
Kusomuro Bonsoi Club. 
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