Ask a Lyon County Master Gardener

Growing Beautiful Roses (Pruning and Fertilization)
DONNA STEWARD, Gardener Extraordinaire

Q. With all the bad weather we have been having, it is almost springtime and I have not done anything for my roses. Can you give me some tips for what should be done to care for my roses this spring and summer?
A. In Western Kentucky, adequate rose care includes watering, pruning, fertilizing, mulching, and dead heading.  Now, that spring is around the corner, spend some time with your rose bushes to insure a beautiful season in your yard. 

Most of the roses found in the residential landscape can be classified as bush roses. These roses are self-supporting and grow upright. They bear flowers primarily at the top of the plant. The four types of bush roses are hybrid teas, floribundas, grandifloras, and miniatures. Many residential landscapes also have climbing roses. These roses produce long flowing canes that can vary from 6 to 20 feet in length. Climbing roses bloom on last year’s canes.
Now is the time for spring pruning of your rose bushes. Take a good look at the ones in your yard and remove all dead wood and any canes that are diseased, broken, or injured in any way. Then stand back and really check out the plant and plan a strategy for pruning to improve the shape of the plant. Remember to prune some of the canes so that the plant is opened up to permit air movement through it. If you see any branches that cross through the center of the plant or rub other branches, prune them out. For the most part, be aggressive with your pruning. Generally, pruning back to one or two outward-facing buds or branches per cane encourages growth to the outside and creates an open, vase-shaped bush. It also allows good air circulation to reduce fungal diseases.
Summer pruning is as important as the initial spring pruning. Therefore, continue pruning during the growing season to remove spindly shoots, suckers, diseased and insect-ridden stems, and other types of worthless wood. 
For climbing roses, only prune dead or damaged canes now. Healthy shoots should not be pruned until after flowering. When pruning climbing roses after flowering, remove one or two old canes, thin dense growth, and cut back remaining canes to keep the plant shaped.
All pruning cuts should be clean and smooth, so make sure the pruning shears are sharp. Here’s a tip: Place a drop of white glue (e.g., Elmer’s) on top of each cut stem that is larger than ¼ inch. Glue helps reduce borer infestation into the cane.
Our West Kentucky roses are getting much need watering from the rain and snow right now. Remember, later this spring or summer when the rainfall is not so plentiful, that roses perform best when they are well-watered. The rose gardener may need to add water when the upper 1 to 2 inches of soil is dry.  Overhead sprinkling is the most convenient, but wet foliage may promote disease. If you use overhead watering, water in the morning or early afternoon so foliage will be dry by evening.
Any well balanced fertilizer may be used for roses. While fertilizers with an analysis such as 5-10-5 or 4-12-4 are commonly packaged as rose fertilizers, those with analyses like 8-8-8, 10-10-10, 12-12-12, or other garden fertilizers may be used. Never fertilize roses with high-nitrogen fertilizers like 25-10-10 or 33-0-0.
Early next month (April) apply about ¼ cup of 12-12-12 (or any of the above mentioned fertilizers) per bush. Spread fertilizer evenly and scratch it into the soil surface. It is best to apply fertilizer to moist soil.  However, don’t fertilize until pruning is completed. Then fertilize once every month until early August. If the rose bush blooms only once a year, then don’t feed again after the spring feedings.
Consider mulching your roses to control weeds and keep roots cool. Applying 2 to 3 inches of mulch will also reduce the need for watering and make the planting area more attractive. I am a big user of newspaper in my garden, and this is a good opportunity to give you another tip: Placing a few sheets of newspaper under the mulch increases the effects of mulching. Remember not to place mulch against the stem; keep it about 6 inches away.
Dead heading is the process whereby spent blooms are removed from the plant. Promptly deadheading your roses will allow the energy to go into new blooms and not into the rose seed that would otherwise be produced. Try to dead head twice a week. Remember to cut to an outside-facing, five-leaflet leaf from the top of the plant. You want to deadhead sufficient to keep the bush at a height where flowers can be appreciated. Stop dead heading in mid September to allow bushes to store energy for winter.
Some rose shrubs, old-fashioned roses, and climbing roses bloom only once. Since flower removal will not encourage new flowers to form, spent blooms need not be removed. Red to orange rose hips form after flowers fade, and can be left for birds to enjoy.
Many rose experts recommend not allowing newly planted roses to flower profusely early in the season. Be brave enough to remove flower buds along with the stem down to the first or second five-leaflet leaf when the bud is less than the size of a pea until the fall of the first season. By sacrificing a few blossoms the first year, you will have a much healthier rose shrub in years to come.
More information on roses is available in the online University of Kentucky publication ID-118 http://www.ca.uky.edu/agc/pubs/id/id118/id118.htm 

Information is also available online from the American Rose Society at http://www.ars.org/About_Roses/rose_care_articles.html
If you have gardening questions you would like to have answered by a local Master Gardener, e-mail your question to lyoncomg@bellsouth.net.  You may also call, mail or fax them to Susan Fox, Lyon County Extension Agent for Agriculture/Natural Resources, 231 Main St., PO Box 36, Eddyville, KY 42038, Phone: 270-388-2341, Fax: 270-388-4627.  

