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Planting and Caring for Roses

By Mary Ellen Sherman, Master Gardener, Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardeners 

Whether you are planning to buy some new roses this spring or if you are just working on the rose bed you now have—soil management is where you start.

While gardeners agree that water is very important for growing roses, so is proper soil management. Part of this ‘management’ is conserving soil moisture for as long as possible. The best way of conserving moisture is to incorporate organics regularly, such as peat moss or compost, to build up a live healthy soil. This results in improved soil aeration as well as improving the workability of the soil. Good air infiltration makes for quicker decomposition of organic matter. This organic material feeds the soil’s active microorganisms as it decomposes, thereby building the soil structure and ensuring a constant supply of nutrients and humus that acts as a reservoir for storing soil moisture.

During our hot, dry periods, with a constant breeze, the loss of moisture will be greatly increased. Roses limited root system and large top growth during these hot dry periods causes some plants to dry out quickly. Plants sometimes lose more moisture through the leaves than the roots are able to absorb from the soil, causing temporary wilting of the leaves. 

Soil is the key to growing healthier roses. A garden soil is nothing more than a combination of rocks, worn down over the years by nature. There are basically 12 recognized types of soil structures that make up the physical structure of a soil, with the percentage of sand, silt and clay determining the class. These are light, medium, and heavy soils, depending on the degree of air infiltration, water and nutrients absorption. A good basic formula for roses is one- third coarse sand, one-third clay, and one-third decomposed organic matter.

A light soil is generally sandy. While providing excellent drainage and aeration, light soil also warms up quicker in spring. It is often on the acidic side and lacks the ability to retain moisture or nutrients. To overcome these problems, a large amount of organic matter must be worked into this kind of soil. It is best to add the organic matter in the fall to condition the soil, letting it mellow over the winter months, but adding organics anytime still works.

Since many of us have sandy soil, aeration is not a problem, but if you have clay or heavy soil, additional aeration is necessary for soil’s microorganisms to function properly. To correct the drainage problem, which you must do to get oxygen down into the root system, you must work in coarse sand (torpedo) and decomposed organic materials. Soil aeration is necessary for soil’s microorganisms to function properly. This is vital in the utilization of plant fertilizer as they feed on the organic matter. Over a period of time this organic matter is depleted and needs to be replenished. The more chemical fertilizer is used, the quicker the organic matter will be depleted. For this reason, it is good practice to incorporate some organic matter into the soil every year. 

You should have a professional soil test made at least every four years; sooner if you have problems with the roses. Even though there are indications that the soil is lacking in a certain element, the element may be present in the soil, but because it is locked up by a too high or too low pH, it is unavailable to the plant. Do you have healthy looking foliage, but no flower buds, and what about the color of the flowers? Are they washed out and faded looking; are leaves lime green or yellowish (chlorotic) color instead of dark green? Maybe something is missing or not being utilized in the soil.

In early spring, plants require a bit more of slow release nitrogen fertilizer such as 38-0-0 than during the growing season. Then go back to a balanced fertilizer. The bed location should receive at least six hours of sun each day, have good drainage and have no competition from trees or shrubs for either sunlight or root intrusion. To plant a rose, dig a hole several inches wider and deeper than the rose roots; add a mixture of one cup gypsum, a handful of super phosphate, or a cup of bone meal to the soil, mixing in well with the soil before you place the rose in the hole.  Keep it at the same level that it was growing in the container. Water well until the rose is established.

Remember; do not prune roses before February 15! 

Contact an Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardener at the Texas AgriLife Extension Service - Aransas County Office, by phone at 790-0103 or by email at aransas-tx@tamu.edu. AgriLife Extension education programs serve people of all ages, regardless of socioeconomic level, race, color, sex, religion, handicap or national origin.

Green Acres Demonstration Garden is located at the AgriLife Extension - Aransas County Office, 611 E. Mimosa, Rockport, Texas. Because of generous community support and the work of volunteer Master Gardeners, the gardens are free. Visit the gardens during daylight hours, seven days a week.

