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Introduction: 
This project started in our first year at RHS Wisley, the idea to go on a funded trip to 

somewhere was first proposed very soon after we had first started. This got put off as there was 
some conflicting viewpoints within the student group at the time.  The idea was scurried away in the 
back of our minds. One day I was working with Jonathan in the Glass house at Wisley, we were 
reminiscing and lamenting the fact that our original plans had fallen through. This was until I had the 
thought that there was nothing to stop us.  We met that evening to strategize and focus our project, 
coming out of that meeting we were giddy with excitement, our project was finally getting some 
traction.  

 Japan had always captured our imagination; the plants, the landscape and the culture. The 
entire area a veritable Aladdin’s cave of wonder for two young Horticulturalists. We decided that the 
project needed an overarching theme, for us this was to view the world-famous cherry blossom in 
Japan; not only to view but to experience the cultural phenomenon known as Hanami. Hanami 
translates to the viewing of flowers, this is usually linked with cherry blossom; people gather in 
crowds to celebrate the coming of spring it is vastly culturally significant. Furthermore, we would be 
looking at many key aspects within Japanese Horticulture and gain further comprehension of the 
greater context in which the cherry blossom falls. We would do this by visiting gardens and 
horticultural establishments, whilst speaking to professionals within three different areas of Japan; 
Tokyo, Kyoto and Mt. Fuji.   

 In the first instance we sought out advice from prominent figures within horticulture, 
starting with Tim Upson, Director of Horticulture for the RHS. On his recommendation we spoke to 
Jim Gardiner, at the time vice president of the RHS and Jonathan Webster, curator at RHS Rosemoor. 
Both having had a lot of experience travelling in Japan, they each put us in contact with various 
people in Japan. We were beginning to understand some of the world wild networks in horticulture; 
we gained massive appreciation for the established network and continued to build our network as 
we progressed further into the planning stages.  
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Background:  
 The Japanese islands are steeped in horticultural interest, primarily due to the rich and 
diverse native flora. This flora is reported to play host to around 7000 plant species almost half of 
which are endemic to Japan, this unique flora has developed due to the varied regions within Japan.  
There is a lot of geographical difference from the northernmost points where, it could be classed as 
sub arctic conditions for a lot of the year. In contrast to the southernmost islands which have a much 
more mild climate. One should also mention the fact that Japan is very mountainous providing a vast 
amount of different climatic areas for plants to independently evolve. The fact that Japan is a chain 
of islands allows the evolution of the flora to be relatively unique. There is undoubtedly cross- over 
with mainland Asia.  

 The climatic conditions do tend to follow a seasonal pattern, with a lot of variance. For the 
purposes of our trip were looking at the main island, Honshu.  

 

We were based in 
central Honshu, 
Tokyo ,Osaka and 
the area around Mt 
Fuji .   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 For us the climate was  constant, however if we has extended our trip to further affield areas 
this would have changed dramatically. This was planned, to try and coincide with the sakura front, 
this is a predicatable weather front which makes its way down the country in early spring. This is 
studied to quite a high degree to accuratly predict when the cherry blossom will look its best,  there 
are various news websites and  apps which allow give you indication of the best time to view the 
blossom. The weather front starts in the north, causing a surge of warm moist air. This progesivly 
travels south and causes the sakura trees to blossom,  Sakura is a general term for the cherry trees. 

 

 

 

1Map of Japan 

https://www.google.co.uk/maps/place/Hakone,+Ashigarashimo+District,+Kanagawa+Prefecture,+Japan/@35.2064948,136.9541069,8z/data=!4m5!3m4!1s0x6019a
20c60b2dc7b:0x2605bd17ac977b26!8m2!3d35.2323553!4d139.1069375 
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 Not only is the flora influecend by the climatic condtions, it has been marginally influenced 
by  the constant land managment which can be seen throughout japanese history.  It is vastly 
culturally significant to understand and manipulate the landscape. As this is a historic viewpoint it 
will have influenced how the flora will have developed. On this note the Japanese often have very 
particular ways of managing the landscape as a whole.  When this is compared to the cultivation of 
plants in a garden context the managment requirements are even more intensive.   

 

Aims and objectives of the project:  
• : Our key aim was to view and experience a culture fascinated with plant life. Within 

Japanese culture the cherry blossom has a vast amount of symbolic significance. 
Traditionally it signals the passing of winter and the coming of spring. We would look to view 
and explore this significance by viewing and taking part in Hanami(directly translated to 
‘flower viewing’). Hanami has vast cultural significance as crowds of people gather for this 
one specific reason and join together to experience the beauty and joy of flowers. Not only 
would we look to take part in the Hanami, we would look at the horticulture involved with 
the care of the trees, how they are managed in a public environment.  We would look to 
compare these to techniques for public tree management in establishments in the U.K. 
Further more we aim to visit an arboretum with a vast cherry collection , comparing some of 
the cultivars that are found in the gardens at Wisley with a broader selection of cultivars.  

 

• : Another Primary goal is to gain a better understanding of Japanese horticulture in general.  
We aim to view some of the key techniques , for instance tree manipulation (including 
niwaki and bonsai). We do not claim to have complete understanding of these techniques, 
nor will we after our time in Japan. This would give a much stronger concept of how these 
techniques are carried out; this would be experienced in many of the traditional temple 
gardens along with Omiya Bonsai Village. From the traditional horticultural techniques we 
would also look at some of the more modern techniques involved with protected 
environments.   Furthermore a lot of the gardens we aim to visit have extensive protected 
environments,  we would look to compare some of the protected environment practices 
with our own in the U.K. often the design of the glass houses is significantly different.  It 
would be invaluable to see some of  the challenges we face on a day to day basis.  

 

• : Primarily yes, we would like to observe the cherry blossom. We feel this would be very 
narrow minded  when there is a wealth of plants native to Japan, that we use in everyday 
horticulture. We would look to Study  some of native flora, such as Magnolia,Camellia,   
Cryptomeria, Epimedium, Primula, to name but a few.  The aim would be to see how some 
these common UK ornamentals thrive in the natural climate.  Primarily this would be 
through visiting some  of the botanical gardens and arboreta  around Japan. We would look 
to see how we could influence our cultural techniques, improving conditions or recalculating 
the idea of right plant right place.  
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• : Space is of critical importance in the Japanese garden. This being so, we would look at the 
use of space especially in some of the smaller temple gardens in Kyoto. The limited space 
means that the use of symbolism is of paramount importance. For instance within some of 
the temples the rocks symbolise the mountains and the gravel the sea. This is ingrained 
within Japanese culture and originates from Buddhist teachings. Much of this reflects 
peoples struggle with nature. Teaching that these features within the land are to be revered 
not abused.  These traditional teachings have a deep significance within a modern setting  
We feel that visiting gardens which are so heavily influenced by culture and religion  would 
be invaluable to gaining a broader perception of how horticulture has evolved in Japan.   

 

 

• : Our final and aim is to further and continue to build a horticultural network across the 
world.  There is already strong links between various botanical and horticultural institutions 
in the UK and Japan.  With establishments such as the RHS of Japan, whom we have 
contacted.  We look to build these contacts and continue to establish further networks.  To 
this point,  we aim to link up with some of the Triad students when we are in Japan.  Not to 
mention the other points of contact throughout Japanese Horticulture that we have started 
to build a  repertoire with  

 

• : One of our key aims is to share the information we have learnt and experienced ,  both 
within the RHS and beyond in our careers. I would aim to use as much of the information 
gathered in my work, letting it influence my decisions within my day to day horticulture. We 
strongly believe that sharing this information will not only benefit us, but benefit our 
contemporises.     
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Proposed Itinerary: 

• 28/03: Travel to Heathrow airport 
• 29/03: Flight lands in Tokyo 9pm.  
•            Travel to hotel and check in to hotel 
• 30/03: AM.Orientation of the local area. 

           Pm Ueno National Park, Chidorigafuchi National Park  and Sumida National Park 
• 31/03: Omiya Bonsai Village 

           AM: Omiya Bonsai Museum. 
           PM: Tour of the Bonsai Nurseries in the local area.  

• 01/04 Tama science garden: A institute for the research and preservation of cherry clutivars  
• 02/04  Am East Garden Palace: 
•             PM  Jindai Botanical Gardens: 
• 03/04  Shinjuki Gyoen  
• 04 /04 Travel to Kyoto  
•             Pm Check in and orientation 
• 05/04: Wild Flora Tour with Atsushi Kuyama  
• 06/04 Kyoto Prefectural Botanical garden  
• 07/04 AM Exploring Kyoto’s temple gardens.  
•           PM Kyoto Imperial palace  
• 08/04 Sakuya Konohana Kan 
• 09/04 Further exploration of Kyoto Temple gardens  
• 10/04 Travel to Yamanashi region, in preparation to hike up Mt Fuji  
• 11/04 Mt Fuji  
• 12/04 Hakone museum of art and Hakone botanical wetland garden  
• 13/04 Travel back to Tokyo , Fly from Narita airport. 
• 14/04 Arrive in Heathrow   

 There was an alteration to the proposed itenary as Mt. Fuji was closed due to late winter snow 
showers, meaning we  went to Hakone on the 11th and traveled back to tokyo a day early where we 
visited the samuri gardens in the town of Narita  on the 12th.  
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Detalied account of gardens and areas visited.  
Ueno national park: 

Contry to the name of this park it is in fact in 
central tokyo, a park with large avenues of 
cherries,  nominally Prunus x yedonensis and 
Prunus serula. This is to ensure that they flower 
at similar times, a common theme in many of 
the municapal parks.  Ueno park is a reknowned 
spot for hanami, with thousands of visitors 
every year.  Unfortunatly however, we arrived  
a few days early to view the  avenues in their 
splendour.  This did not negate people 
gathering under the trees and taking part in 
hanami.  This opened our eyes to  how 
culturally important  Hanami is, yes the trees 
were not at there fullest but there was still a 
huge amount of celebrations.    

 Sumida National park: 

This is a similar type of set up, with no 
entrance fee, it is open for all to enjoy.  It is 
situated next to the river which provides a 

sense of calm in the hustle and bustle of 
Tokyo. This park was one of our favourite 
places in Tokyo. We enjoyed it so that we 

revisited a few days later, when the 
blossom was at its fullest. This was where 

we actually got to experience Hanami. We 
got a lot of strange looks when setting up 

our tarpaulin, however the spirit of the 
occasion soon took. This was when a very 

friendly couple invited us to sit and eat 
with them.  Yes there was a language 

barrier, but for us it really highlighted the 
power of plants to unite people across the 

world.   
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Chidorigafuchi National Park:  

This park again is a public acces area,  it is next to the tradtional imperial palace. There is a gradual 
walk way next to the old moat.  This was where we first experinced the grace and poise of the 
weeping cherry, these are planted on a very sharp slope allowing the branches to droop over the  
water, creating for wonderful reflections.  People can also hire  boats to gain a different perspective 
of the cherry blossum  from the water.  This trees in this area are roughly 80-90 years of age,  one 
can see where new trees have been planted to create a succession. This shows the government 
really value the cultural aspect of the trees, planning for the furture as cherry trees are relatively 
shortlived. Unfortunatly we could not speak to anyone representing the various parks. This was 
primarily as this was there busiest peroid, we did have some email communication; This park 
attracts crowds of up to 10,000 people in its busiest period.   
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Omiya Bonsai Village: 
Omiya Bonsai 
Village is a day trip 
from central Tokyo, 
having to use the 
train network to 
get really into the 
suburbs.  In this 
quite suburb of 
Tokyo there lies a 
bed of horticultural 
mastery with 
historic pieces of 
Japanese culture. 
This village was set 
up in the edo 
period  in 1926, 
after an earth 
quake  ruined 
houses.  It was 

decided that bonsai professionals would then be live and work in close proximity, Omiya was chosen 
due to the fresh air and fresh spring waters ideally suited to the growing of Bonsai. On this trip we 
were guided by Masahiro Owada from the saitima tourist board. This was very useful as he acted as 
a translator and a great host in general. We met at the museum where we had a guided tour from 
the curator Rumiko Ishida, who educated us on the culture of bonsai explaining that each Bonsai is 
considered a piece of art. These pieces of art are set by bonsai masters, it is very poorly regarded to 
manipulate old bonsai to ones taste.  It is defiantly a case of maintaining the bonsai in a fixed habit.  
The museum played host to over 70 historic bonsai, each hundreds of years old one being over 850 
years old.  The museum was heavily involved with setting up an international training scheme for 
bonsai; they asked our opinions as young professional horticulturalists  

 

The afternoon consisted of visiting the 
local bonsai nurseries: Toju-en, Fuyo-
en, Mansei-en, Seiko-en and Shosetsu-
en. Each nursery displaying different 
styles, but all showcasing the master 
bonsai. We got to interact with some 
of the Bonsai experts with the help of 
our guide. We were lucky enough to 
see the professionals at work we also 
got view one of the classes that the 
nurseries held, we unfortunately didn’t 
get a chance to get hands on.  The 
experience of watching these 
professionals at work was invaluable, 
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we started to understand the intricacy involved.  Everywhere in Omiya there was Bonsai on public 
display, it was clear that the people took this heritage item seriously.  
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Tama Science Garden : 
This involved another journey out of Tokyo into the suburbs. Tama is a research facility 

which focuses on the preservation and introduction of cherry cultivars, in essence this was a large 
arboretum playing host to countless local variants of Prunus species. This is a functioning research 
station, with live research projects with nursery stock. This gave us the opportunity to see different 
growth habits of different trees; however we were there too early as the microclimate in Tokyo did 
not reach out to the forest garden.   The main purpose of this garden was to provide genetic   
material, for the unravelling of various local species names, to see how genetically linked they are.  
Furthermore a large part of the research was geared towards Cherry conservation. This was a 
fasiniating place with a lot of interpretation explaining the research and reason for the facility.  

  

 Not only did the 
arboretum have cherries they 
had a vast amount of native 
flora  reserves.  Here in fact we 
saw more native flora than we 
were expecting.  As the cherry 
blossom wasn’t showing 
particularly well we focused on 
more native species. We saw 
our first Crptomeria japonica 
and Stewartia pseudocammelia 
and Corylopsis glabarascens. 
These are iconic plants, and to 
see them suddenly growing like 
weeds really surprised us.   
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Mt. Takao.: 
After the lack of blossom at Tama we 
changed our plan, and continued to 
search for native flora in situ.  As the 
base of the mountain was only two 
stops away from Tama, instead of 
heading back into Tokyo we decided 
that we would hike up the mountain.  
This was made infinitely easier 
through the use of a rickety old chair 
lift, this however did give a 
perspective of the canopy that we 
found ourselves plunged into.  This 
consisted of minute Acer leaves 
bursting through in spring, we also 
saw the tall imposing Cryptomeria 
Japonica from canopy level.  

This Chairlift only got us a third of the way up the mountain, we had to walk the rest.  As we climbed 
we noticed rare and interesting plants popping up the entire way up the mountain: 

Lagerstroemia subcostata                        Ariseama limbatum  
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Jindai Botanical Garden:  
The Imperial palace 
turned out to only be 
open on certain days, 
a fact they do not 
advertise on their 
website.   So we had 
planned to visit in the 
morning, instead we 
visited Jindai 
botanical gardens.  A 
large botanical 
garden with a large 
conservatory. This 
garden was entry 
paying, however at 
200 yen this is 
minimal. This is 
Tokyo’s main botanic 
garden with an a expansive woodland garden, a grass collection ,a small pinetum and formerly laid 
out rose garden, not to mention a large conservatory. We found the standards of horticulture to be 
in general very high. With remarkably pest free plants in the glass houses, this was a common theme 
throughout Japan.   We were drawn to the glass house complex, to compare and contrast our 
experience.  There was great variety of plants being grown , with different distinctive areas such 
tropical, temperate and arid, there was also pools for aquatics.  At the entrance there was plant 

sales area, we found it striking 
how similar it was to many U.K. 
gardens  
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Shinjuku Goyen national garden:  
This is considered as one of the foremost gardens in Japan, divided into four distinct areas a 
traditional Japanese garden, a English landscape and an interpretation of a French partare . The 
glasshouse complex could be considered an area its own right. Shinjuku Gyoen is home to a large 
number of cherry trees of more than a dozen different varieties. From late March to early April, 
more than 400 Prunus × yedoensis 'Somei-yoshino' trees, the commonest cultivar in Japan,  blossom 
around the English garden turning the lawns into one of Tokyo's most popular and pleasant hanami 
spots. In addition, the park has numerous early and late blooming cherry trees which provide an 
extended cherry blossom viewing season (mid March to late April) for those who miss the main 
season.   

This was our first 
real experience of 
seeing blossom on 
mass, this park is all 
about the 
appreciation of the 
cherries with 
mature and old 
specimens, with 
large crowds of 
families gathering 
around the 
blossom.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.japan-guide.com/e/e2011.html
https://www.japan-guide.com/e/e2011_species.html
https://www.japan-guide.com/e/e3050.html
https://www.japan-guide.com/e/e3050.html
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Wild Flora Tour with Atsushi Kuyama 
We had arranged to meet with Atsushi Kuyama, director of the Sakuya Konohanakan- a conservatory 
with a vast collection of plants which we visited later in the week.  Mr Kuyama knew of a local 
festival displaying Erythronium dens canis var Japonicum. This involved hiking to the top of Ojio-
Yama Moutain. The aim of the day was to see the Erythronium however along this hike ,Mr Kuyama -
-who we were beginning to realise was a true authority on Japanese natives- would stop and point 
out plants of interest. This really engaged both of us, we were trying to note down everything he 
said.  We did however see some fascinating plants many of which were endemic to Japan, some 
even to that region. At the end of the day Mr Kuyama invited us to look at his private collection at 
home which he had personally curated, this garden was rammed with rare plants and interesting 
species. As this was his home we respectfully did not take photos in the house. 

. Erythronium dens canis var Japonicum 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Corylopsis glabrescens 
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Trillium smallii  

 

 

 

Asarum takaoi 
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Kyoto Botanical garden : 
Kyoto botanical garden is a large botanical institute, with large avenues of cherries and many 
different cultivars of cherries, here they are heavily involved in researching the genealogy of local 
trees local to Kyoto.  Furthermore they are very committed to the furthering the cultivation 
techniques involved with cherries. Here we had a tour with the gardens director Junichi Nagasawa 
and the onsite specialist for cherries. We were introduced to how complex the breeding of the 
various prunus cultivars was. We were also encouraged to ask questions about the various 
techniques used to prolong the life of the tree. This involved using air spades regularly, but not the 
entire tree, they were trying to use a the airspade on a third of the material. They also showed us 
the technique of grafting new stock material into older trees when the old material had failed.  
Furthermore a common practice for prolonging the life of the cherry is training adventitious roots to 
the ground using sphagnu m moss and a piece of pipe. 
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Kyoto Temple gardens:  
The luxury of Kyoto is the fact that there are many temple gardens within a small distance, they all 
have their own traditions and stories. We visited a great many of the temple gardens and shrines, 
we could never visit all of the variety. This is a list of temples and shrines we visited  Tofukuji, 
Chishakuin, Ryoanji, Nishi & Higashi Honganji, Kinkakuj ,Toji , Fushimi Inari, Sekizanzenin, Kiyomizu-
dera, Daitoku-ji.  There were a few more shrines that we couldn’t find the names of.  This seems  
alot for two days, but these temples and shrines are in such close proximity it is relatively easy to 
walk from one to other. Whilst exploring the temple gardens we met up with one of the triad 
students from USA who was working in Kobe at the time.   

We found the use of space and design very profound in these gardens. Every space added to the 
story the garden was emulating.  Be it a rock garden style with places to rest in mediation or the 
practical work involved in raking gravel used to further achieve one enlightenment.  The rocks 
reflecting aspects of the greater landscape, such as mountains, trees and sometimes animals  These 
utilised the every bit of space in dedication to mediation and reflection. This in large put a Buddhist 
teaching, nearly all of the temples are still run by Buddhist sects, who still practice.   

The plants used in these temples are all natives and are grown superbly. This reflects the Buddhist 
teachings of nature and respecting nature, being one with ones surroundings.  This was clear from 
the amount of symbolism employed throught the gardens,  

   

Rock garden at Tofukuji 
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Moss garden at Tofukuji 

Raked squares at Chishakuin  
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The shrine at toji temple 

 

 

 

Arashiyama bamboo grove 
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Kyoto Imperial palace  
 

We organised a tour with one of the palace officials, he was the equivilent of a garden manager. He 
toured us through the palace grounds, stopping to talk to us about how they managed the large 
trees, because it was the 
imperial palace the standards 
were of utmost paramount. To 
keep the trees in check they 
would use contractors once a 
year to pinch the buds out of 
the tip of the pine trees. This 
would be done by hand using 
platforms and ladders this is 
incredably labour instensive, 
but this being the ansestoral 
home of the royal family it is 
worth the effort   

 

 

 

 

 

 

We were only 
allowed to take 
limited photos of 
this palace, as it is 
still a residencey of 
the royal family.  
These were brilliant 
exemples of niwaki, 
the manipulation of 
trees.  
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Sakuya Konohana Kan: 
This is the conservatory that Atsushi Kuyama  is the director of. It was built in the 1990s to 
demonstrate to the world how advanced Japanese engineering was. This was built for the world 
expo, it was the main exhibiting space for the fair. This being so it is one of the largest conservatories 
in Japan, it has various zones displaying and growing  a vast range of plants. It is laid in the 
traditional botanical sense with plants of similar regions near each other, to a greater or lesser 
extent. There is a warm tropical area. Displaying tropical orchids, water lilies using large specimen 
plants to create a jungle feel. There is a section displaying mature tropical flowering trees and 
shrubs., this moves through to an arid section. The alpine display house was linked in within the 
complex.  The level of plantsmanship was phenomenal, all of the plants where very clean of pest and 
diseases.  We asked why this was and the director said they spray anything they see, a far cry from 
the European approach. Further more the range of plants on display was very impressive.   

The behind the scenes facilities enabled were very exstenisive with a large collection plants. They 
also had the facilities to hold of plants for a extended peroids by putting them through a series of 
fridges. This enabled them to flower Meconopsis betonicifolia year round, they also used this 
technique for flowering other alpines year round. This is very intensive horticuluture, yet the effect 
in the display houses was rather profound. This is a real plantspersons playground. We were also 

invited to go to a viola show which 
was being hosted there . 
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Hakone muesuem of art  
This was a moss garden on the mountain of hakone, a very moist climate. This garden displayed over 
300 species of moss, as the climate was particularlarly conduciev of this, there was also a ceremics 
muesuem connected to the garden. With ancient japanes ceremics. The main way to access this 
garden was via a train whiich very slowly zigzage up the mountain, very charming in it own right. The 
town of Hakone was relativly small and isolated which was very peaceful. The garden was in the 
middle of the town but was kept immaculate with signs identifying the mosses, these were 

unfortunatly in Japanese.  
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Hakone botanical garden:  
Unfortunately the bus to take us to the wetland botanical garden had broken down so we could not 
visit, however we were delighted to find a small botanical garden in the town , this was very 
unexpected to find an establishment growing a variety of plants  from around the world, in honesty 
this seemed like a private collection which was open to the public. They had a  small glasshouse 
range, even growing things like Strelitzia reginii  and Colocasia esculenta and many other subtropical 
plants, this struck us as very challenging at 1200 meters high with very hard winters. The gaden did 
have a very impressive collection of rare alpine Japanese alpines, growing very well in the ideal 
environment. This included Hepatica japonica, Epimedium grandiflorum ,Primula sieboldii and 
Primula auricular to name  a few. 
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Narita san park  
This was a spur of the moment trip, to distract from spending half of the day in the airport, we 
looked up what was nearby and this park was relatively close, about 10 minutes on the train. So we 
locked up our luggage and went to explore this ancient samurai garden. The style of this park was of 
traditional Japanese design, utilising symbolic use of water with two large lakes. This par was 
combination of cherry trees and formalised topiary both embracing the wild and the control, it 
provided interesting juxtaposition 
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Problems we came across:  
 

Primarily our first problem was the fact that we had arrived slightly too early for the cherry 
blossom season in Tokyo. Luckily we had put quite alot of research into the most likely time of 
cherry blossom, this meant that we were only a half a week early, and as we had other things 
planned apart from viewing the cherries this worked quite well. The only place where it held us back 
was Tama forest garden, however we reacted to this and changed our plan to explore more of the 
native mountainous flora as we hadn’t planned on going up Mt. Takeo. But it turned out to be one of 
the best days.  

We had originally planned on doing some of the self guided trails around MT. Fuji but due to 
late snowfall this wasn’t an option, meaning we had to spend the last day in Narita. In hindsight this 
wasn’t such a bad thing as after having had quite an intense two and a half weeks, we were weary.    

 The language barrier was slightly difficult at first, however we soon learned some important 
phrases like, please and thank you and excuse me. This did mean that it was sometimes difficult to 
converse with the guides whose English wasn’t so good. The main challenge was asking if food was 
vegetarian, as Jonathan is vegetarian, In Japan they cook with a lot of fish products. This was easier 
in Kyoto due to the high presence of Buddhist monks who often don’t use any animal products, but 
still presented quite a large problem.  We did find ways around this though. 

 Beyond these the trip was very smooth, and went to plan. It was good to use maps rather 
than the internet during the day. In general our days were planned but the practicalities of getting to 
x,y and z often had to be researched .  This was the virtue of having self catered accommodation we 
could have a base from which to branch out which we could access at any time.   

 We had to stay in Osaka because the cost of staying Kyoto in blossom season was infinitely 
more expensive, this was ok in the end as the train to Kyoto was around 25 minutes.    
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Personal reflections:  
Callum Munro-Faure: 

 
For me the trip was a great success, not only did we experience horticulture in japan, we 

immersed ourselves in Japanese culture as a whole. I learnt a great deal from the whole experience. 
Starting with the application process, using and engaging with a establish horticultural network. 
Even just talking to people for ideas of where to go and who to contact. I think that my main 
takeaway from the planning process was the tenacity required to get contacts, often emailing 
multiple people and establishments to gain one contact. It was crucial for us to use multiple 
platforms to contact people, even using some social media to connect with people in Japan. I also 
learnt a lot about Japanese etiquette for approaching people you don’t know this can be applied 
further in my career further.  

I found the most beneficial parts of the trip were when we spoke to professionals in the 
field, showing us how they cultivated plants. This enabled us to start to understand some of the 
techniques involved with tree manipulation, not just in regards to bonsai and Niwaki but the 
manipulation if street trees and trees in public parks. This was not the only horticultural techniques 
we saw. For instance at Kyoto Botanical garden the specialist showed us how they cared for the 
trees on an annual basis. By carefully managing the soil around the trees by annually air-spaiding a 
third of the soil around established trees, further more the staking methods used to support limbs 
and branches, instead of wounding the cherry tree. It was fascinating to gain insight to the genetic 
heritage of specific cultivars, producing different effects on the blossom. The efforts to preserve old 
cultivars reminded me of conservation techniques used in the U.K. 
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I have a particular interest in Alpine plants, so seeing these plants in the wild and studying 
the cultural practices involved with growing in Japan was incredibly beneficial.   To talk with an 
expert in the field of alpines, Atsushi Kuyama was eye opening. Seeing the level of horticulture 
within the alpine section was very impressive, I will defiantly taking some of the process on board, 
like the ability to manipulate the flowering times of plants using hot and cold techniques could be 
very useful when displaying. They grew plants in various mixed media, each specific to the type of 
plant, this is done in the uk but to a lesser extent. Furthermore, seeing the natural environment of 
many species made me rethink how one might grow these plants. With long periods of rainfall and 
high humidity could be better emulated in some growing.   

Experiencing Hanami was another key highlight for me, understanding just how culturally 
significant it is. It was a really awesome sight to see not only the amazing trees but peoples 
interactions because of the trees, it was a very friendly atmosphere, everyone was eating and 
drinking and celebrating.  

 Understanding the sense of perspective within the Gardens of Kyoto was something that 
really struck me. The use of harmony and tranquillity utilised within the temples, is something that I 
would like to further understand and research more how i could use this within my career, not 
copying, gaining inspiration.  For instance I was completly inspired by the bamboo grove at  
Arashiyama. With this very simple concept it woukld be great to emulate something simialar  

 I now feel that I have gained understanding of some of the key aspects of Japanese 
horticulture, utilising the techniques I have learned in my career. On the other hand I also feel that 
we have barely scraped the iceberg of Japanese horticulture.  There are many avenues to further 
explore, a  truly fascinating place and very valuable professional experience. This trip inspired me 
personally to further explore the world of horticulture by planning more trips abroad to see as many 
different and varied floras as possible. The trip opened my eyes to the warmness of the industry as a 
whole, people are prepared to share professional information, usually because of a love for plants.   
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 Jonathan Dakic: 

 

 

The experience that I had gained from my time in Japan was invaluable for the future of my career 
with learning various Japanese skills (nawaki, bonsai, etc), the horticultural relevance to Japanese 
culture and seeking many plants in the wild. 

1. Learning various Japanese skills:  
 

Bonsai: the first week of being in Japan we visited a village on the outskirts of Tokyo called ‘Omiya’, 
this village is also known as the bonsai village, the village consists of six bonsai nurseries (with bonsai 
masters) and one bonsai museum. 

The bonsai village offers an international student course, which runs for six years, the first few years 
of the course does not allow the students to do any bonsai work, the students have to learn how to 
water the plants before allowing any training. 

Tree training/pruning: majority of work in gardens in japan are contracted out rather than done in 
house, when visiting the Kyoto Imperial Palace, the head gardener explained the relationship 
between him and the contractors, where that he ask for specific tasks to be under-taken and the 
contractors do them tasks (the head gardener is the only member of staff employed by the imperil 
family in Japan), and explains that the small tress are trained by pinching the tips of the plant rather 
than using cutting tools to do so (secateurs), also all needles of the pine trees are removed using 
tweezers (whilst on the tree). 



32 
 

 

Many trees in japan are trained with three stakes up the trunk of the tree in a tripod shape, this is to 
ensure the straightness of the tree, also all the street trees and cherry trees are covered in hessian. 

2. Horticultural relevance to Japanese culture 
 

Of course, the main focus of the bursary trip was to experience and seek the cherry blossom, the 
cultural relevance of the cherry blossom is that it symbolises the passing of winter and the coming of 
spring, to celebrate this people do ‘Hanami’ (the literal translation is flower viewing), the public do 
this with friends and family, by sitting on a blanket, eating and drinking while viewing the blossom; 
throughout the cherry blossom season, part of the weather forecast, there is a blossom forecast (for 
when the cherries are in flower) but also showing the nation the trees that are in flower at this time. 

 

3. Seeking plants in the wild 
 

Throughout the trip of Japan we were seeking plants in the wild, but there were two main days that 
we ventured up mountains, one being in Tokyo, the other in Kyoto, mount Takao was the first 
mountain we ventured (this one by ourselves), the mountain being 600m in elevation, to name some 
out of many plants while climbing this mountain were Cryptomeria japonica, Hydrangea, Viola, etc. 

The other mountain in Kyoto that we climbed was just under 800m tall, some of the plants that we 
saw up this mountain was Trillium smallii, Erythronium japonicum, Camellia japonica. 

All this will help me in the future of horticulture in various ways, the first is understanding the 
various plants seen in the wild and knowing how to cultivate them in a garden setting, next being the 
various techniques used in Japan and using thin back in the U.K, finally being the understanding of 
how Japanese culture is closely linked with horticulture and how this could be used in the U.K. 
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Future plans and recommendations: 
  If you are going for the cherry blossom, it is crucial to go in the most likely weeks. In general 
it is advisable to go for at least 2 weeks, it is better to be early than late, as then you can see the 
blossom coming into fruition.  Use local weather apps and research the best recommended time 
that year, it changes from year to year but usually the last week of March up to mid April is the best 
time to view cherries.   

 In Tokyo i would recommend Shinjuki Goen for cherry blossom but also because of the 
impressive glasshouse complex. If you are prepared to leave the hustle and bustle of central Tokyo, 
Omiya was a fantastic experience with very knowledgeable people willing to help. Even if you don’t 
have much time in Tokyo be sure to check out some of the many national parks, Sumida was our 
favourite but more difficult to get too.  

 Be sure to visit Sakuya Konohana Kan, this is truly a plantspersons paradise. It is in osaka but 
it is fascinating to see the variety of plants being grown to a very high level.   In Kyoto the bamboo 
grove in Arashiyama was one of my highlights, however in Kyoto it is so easy to explore viewing 
many different types and styles of garden.  There is interest around every corner!  

Furthermore alot of the gardens we visited are also geared towards autumn interest,  along 
with the landscape.  Japan has an astounding amount plants for autumn interest, if I were to revisit 
it would be in the autumn, i would also look to explore further afield.  Yes Tokyo and Kyoto have a 
huge amount to offer alot of which we didn’t see I would look to explore more of the islands such as 
Okinawa and Yakishamanun.  

 

Tips for Japan as  a whole:  

• Invest in the Japan rail pas, it makes the trip infinitely cheaper,  the trip from Tokyo 
to Kyoto, balanced out the cost of the rail pass. This could also be used on a lot of 
the suburban trains, aswell as the Shinkasen (the bullet train).  This does not work 
on the metro system, for the metro we bought a Succia card which is a top up card, 
by far the cheapest way to see the city. This also works across the country so one 
could use succia in Osaka, Tokyo and Kyoto. You could even use it on the more 
isolated areas.  

• Eating out is relatively inexpensive if you avoid eating in tourist areas, this may seem 
obvious but we noticed that away from the tourist areas the prices were up to half 
as much.  

• Research the customs, if you are invited to meet with somebody present them with 
a small gift. This doesn’t have to be big generally the gift is received better if it is 
related to you in some way, for instance Jonathan an I  gave an Wisley guidebook  
with our names signed in the front with a message saying thank you. A small gesture 
but greatly appreciated.  Also in Japan it is considered very rude to not take your 
shoes of at the threshold of a house.   

• Do as the locals do, for instance on the public transport or in the street.  
• Go of the beaten track, the best days we had were where we  went to less busy 

areas and did less touristy areas like Mt. Takao. Also be prepared to walk, bring a 
good pair of boots, there are lots of trails one can follow.  
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Budget: 
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