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SUCCESS WITH ROSES IN THE COASTAL BEND

By Suzie Cook, Master Gardener, Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardeners 

Valentine’s Day is a red-letter day on the calendar for many reasons (cards, candy and dinners out come immediately to mind), but for gardeners in the Coastal Bend, it marks the earliest date in spring to prune roses. If you are tempted by mild weather to prune your roses before mid-February, your reward may be a flush of new growth that is killed by a late cold snap.   

When you do prune, remove dead, damaged and diseased wood first. Then eliminate stems that are crossing or tangling other stems. The object of pruning is to stimulate new growth and give the plant an open shape that lets in light and air. Easy-care shrub roses, such as Knockout or other Earth Kind roses, usually require only the lightest touch with the pruners. When you’ve finished the pruning chore, top-dress the soil around your roses with high-quality compost.

However, if you’d prefer to spend Valentine’s Day hovering over a heart-shaped candy box, instead of battling thorns and spreading compost, consider planting a rugosa rose. Rosa rugosa is native to the salty, dry, windy and infertile sand beaches of Japan, Korea and China, so it comes naturally equipped to meet at least four of the challenges to survival in the climate of the Coastal Bend. Hybridizers have worked on a fifth characteristic, the ability to tolerate high heat and humidity, and one delightful result is Rosa rugosa ‘Sarah Van Fleet.’   

Rugosa means wrinkled, and the pale green leaves of ‘Sarah Van Fleet’ are deeply lined. The stems that bear the leaves carry stout thorns every inch or so, except at the base of the plant, where the thorns form such a dense cover that this rose might be worth trying in cut ant territory. The mature size of ‘Sarah Van Fleet’ is 6-8’ x 6-8’, and it can be kept in a rough fountain shape with only an occasional light pruning.    

Flowering begins in early spring and continues through the summer into late fall. The roses are a soft pink, double, cupped and very fragrant. When the flowering season is over, large hips (seed pods) provide fall color. ‘Sarah’ does not seem to be susceptible to black spot or insect pests of any kind and never needs spraying.

But fragrant, beautiful flowers over a long season of bloom and low maintenance are only half the story of this fabulous rose. Thanks to the attributes of its forbears, ‘Sarah Van Fleet’ is a rose that can be grown very close to salt water.  

Seaside gardeners know that wind-driven salt water in the absence of rainfall does the most damage to plants. ‘Sarah Van Fleet’ will suffer damage from a direct saltwater lashing, but it recovers quickly, putting out new growth in short order. Most roses require some shelter from strong winds, but a rugosa will thrive in a completely exposed position. Ordinary salt spray and constant wind do no harm.  

If you decide to try ‘Stella Van Fleet,’ ‘Sir Thomas Lipton,’ ‘Therese Bugnet,’ or another of the heat-tolerant hybrid rugosas, plant it in a well-drained, airy location in full sun. Dig the hole deep enough to include some well-rotted cow manure or compost at the bottom, then fill in with existing soil or good-quality landscaper’s mix and water well.  Keep the plant watered until it is well established, then water it only in periods of extended drought.  

And on Valentine’s Day or thereafter, wave your pruners at it, skip the feeding and call for someone to peel you a grape. Rugosas can be pampered to death, but not you!

The Texas AgriLife Extension Service - Aransas County Office can be reached by phone at 361 790-0103 or by email at aransas-tx@tamu.edu and is located at 611 E Mimosa, Rockport, TX.
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