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Ryan Neil, Bonsai Mirai
By Stu Garrett, Chelsea Neil and Ryan Neil himself 

he art of bonsai in America has been on the upswing in the last 40 
years. Across the country, there are more practitioners with higher skill 
levels than ever before. Most large metropolitan areas have active bon-

sai clubs, and the availability of good pre-bonsai material is increasing. Most 
Americans live within a day’s drive or within air-travel of excellent courses 
where they can increase their knowledge and skills.

The ACS had an opportunity to visit the studio and garden of one of the 
leaders in American bonsai in August 2014 when we were graciously hosted 
by Ryan Neil and his family at Bonsai Mirai in St. Helens, Oregon. St. Helens 
is located in the Coast Range foothills in the Lower Columbia River Valley. 
This spot is tailor-made for growing trees. The temperatures are very moder-
ate with few hard freezes. Rainfall is consistent, and humidity promotes 
growth. It is within a 40 minute drive of the Portland metro area, which pro-
vides transportation access. Conveniently located nearby is Oregon Bonsai, 
a provider of high quality pre-bonsai stock. This business is the brainchild of 
one of the nation’s expert wild-tree-collectors, Randy Knight. 

Ryan might be perceived as a child prodigy, perhaps the “Mozart of Bonsai”. 
At an early age, he was attracted to the art and science of growing small, 
graceful trees in pots. He was raised on the western slope of the Rockies in 
Colorado, outside of Grand Junction. He became aware of a bonsai teacher, 
Harold Sasaki, in Denver and begged his folks for permission to become a 
student of Sasaki. The only trouble was that this meant a 4-hour drive east 
across the snowy and treacherous Rockies. They consented and Ryan under-
took monthly visits in order to learn this ancient art. 

T
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The growing of trees-in-pots as an 
art-form (the meaning of “bonsai” 
is “plant in a tray” as translated 
from Japanese) began in mainland 
China over 900 years ago. The prac-
tice spread to Korea and then into 
Japan with the spread of Chinese 
culture across Southeast Asia. 
The Japanese aristocracy took the 
creation of small potted trees to a 
high level of sophistication in both 
design and cultural techniques. The 
art is still practiced in many Asian 
cultures, with each country having 
its own styles and practices.

Ryan’s Colorado teacher, Harold 
Sasaki, was mentored in bonsai by 
members of his family and friends. 
Sasaki used nursery stock and native Colorado trees to develop his bonsai. 
Ryan took his lead and began to develop his own collection. Trees which are 
collected in the wild are referred to as yamadori in bonsai lingo, and Ryan 
diligently searched for and carefully collected his own yamadori pine and 
spruce from the surrounding mountains in western Colorado.

As the young practitioner became more skilled, it was obvious to Sensei 
Sasaki that his young friend had unusual skills and goals when it came to 
bonsai. Another mentor, Ben Oki, encouraged Ryan to apprentice himself 
to one of Japan’s master teachers. It was a bold suggestion as no American 
had ever successfully completed a full multi-year apprenticeship with one 
of Japan’s master teachers. Ryan began researching teachers in Japan and 
determined the style of the trees of Masahiko Kimura most appealed to his 
aesthetic sensibilities. Ryan then began the 3-year process of getting Kimura 
to accept him as an apprentice. 

Ryan offers the following observations about his motivation and goals in 
doing bonsai at the highest artistic level. “In the early years of my appren-
ticeship, many hours were spent doing menial tasks. Cleaning Mr. Kimura’s 
workshop and washing rags out in a low stone sink was one of those du-
ties. Day in and day out, I would scrub and clean and wring out rags, all the 
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while, wondering whether I could achieve this dream I’d been chasing since 
childhood, of becoming a bonsai professional. At eye level to where I stood 
before the sink, a piece of electrical conduit connected a light switch which 
illuminated the front garden. It snaked across the maroon composite panels 
of the workshop, and on the grey conduit was one word—Mirai.  
I noticed ‘Mirai’ the very first day I started my apprenticeship as I sat dili-
gently washing the rags, making sure not to miss a spot for fear of repri-
mand. My Japanese was limited at best, so though I looked at the word 
every day, I had no idea what it meant. It took me a couple of years before I 
looked up the word. As I flipped through my dictionary, my eyes scanned to 
‘Mirai’—the future. I couldn’t help but smile. For years, I had sought refuge 
at the sink where I’d replay my missteps of the day or relish in a rare success. 
I had washed thousands of rags, always staring at ‘Mirai.’ Every rag I washed, 
every reprimand I endured, was for my future. I persevered. The significance 
of Mirai is much deeper than just its temporal context. It refers not to the 
immediate future, but to a distant dream, a romantic thought, the future yet 
to come, ever out of reach, unobtainable, and continually evolving. The mirai 
propelled me to persevere through my apprenticeship, and it motivates me 
to continue working hard at my 
dream every day.”

In 2012, Ryan gained an excellent 
partner in his life and in his work 
at Mirai. Chelsea tells the story:

“Ryan and I grew up in the 
same small mountain town of 
Glenwood Springs, Colorado. My 
crush on Ryan began as a fresh-
man in high school, when I’d see 
that handsome basketball-playing 
senior in his letter jacket, walking 
down the school hall. When he 
left for college, he gave me his email address, and we became pen pals. We 
wrote each other sporadically for years, all through his time in Japan and my 
time in college. We saw each other on a few rare occasions when the stars 
aligned, and he was in the United States. We both went about our own lives, 
him pursuing his bonsai career, and me studying law and becoming an im-
migration attorney. We reconnected in summer 2012, when he was demon-
strating at the American Bonsai Society convention in Denver, Colorado, 
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where I lived and practiced law. We had dinner when he was in town and 
eloped six months later! I packed up and moved to Oregon, and only a few 
months into our marriage, we found out we were expecting a baby! Our 
son Taft was born in November 2013, just one month shy of our one-year 
anniversary.

Instead of resuming my legal career when I moved to Oregon, Ryan and I de-
cided to build Mirai together. I now work as Director of Operations at Mirai, 
handling everything from student and client communications, class schedul-
ing, and billing, to watering the garden, helping Ryan in the greenhouse and 
workshop, and preparing meals for students who come for class. I am also 
deeply involved in the aesthetic direction of Mirai, including the rebrand 
of our business and the relaunch of our website. My background in law has 
been helpful for implementing some organization and record-keeping for 
Mirai, as well as being able to issue spot areas where Mirai might need some 
legal protections, such as liability waivers, terms and conditions, and other 
contracts to govern our business. I miss practicing law some days, but not as 
much as I enjoy being my own boss and having a flexible schedule both to 
work on our business and take care of Taft.

Our hours aren’t your traditional 9–5 work days. Indeed, we rarely get a 
true day off, as there are almost a thousand living beings entrusted to our 
care. Our lifestyle is similar to that of farmers, in that there is work to be 
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done from sun-up to sun-down, and it’s tough to get away from our chores 
and responsibilities to the garden. But, I wouldn’t have it any other way. It 
is such a joy to be able to work alongside my partner and best friend every 
day, building our garden, our home, and our dream. I believe so fervently in 
Ryan’s artistic gifts and his vision for bonsai. In addition, it’s tremendously 
special for Taft, too, to have both parents at home. Several times through the 
day, Taft will grab my hand and pull me to the door, beckoning for us to go 
outside. We’ll take a walk through the garden, notice a bug or a smooth rock 
on the ground or an airplane overhead, and pop into the workshop or green-
house to give Dada a hug and kiss. It’s a magical, blessed life, to be sure.” 

Ryan and Chelsea have taken on another job in their desire to advance the 
art of bonsai in the United States. They will put on The Artisans Cup exhibi-
tion in September 25th–27th, 2015.

While historically most prevalent in Asia and Europe, American bonsai has 
come to light in recent years as a distinct subset of the time-honored tradition. 
Now, American bonsai has its rallying-point in The Artisans Cup, a premier 
exhibition of uniquely American bonsai examples. Led by Ryan Neil, The 
Artisans Cup will host its inaugural exhibition September 25th–27th, 2015 
at The Portland Art Museum in Portland, Oregon, USA. It promises to be an 
event like no other, featuring up to 100 trees and a wide assortment of artisan 
products such as ceramics, woodwork, tools, and more. Trees will be evaluated 
by a panel of five globally-recognized bonsai professionals, with a $10,000 prize 
going to the best tree.

Ryan, a lifelong bonsai devotee, feels the time has come for American bonsai to 
be recognized at the international level as the art form he believes it to be. For 
him, bonsai has always elegantly represented the balance and struggle of life: “I 
think once you start practicing bonsai, you never look at trees the same again. 
You start to see similarities between trees and people.” Ryan sees a new expres-
sion of that idea in the forms coming from American bonsai enthusiasts. 


