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APRIL ROSE GROWING 

 Written by Henry Seiler, the 4th installment of 12 articles he wrote in 2008 

for The Pensacola Rose Newsletter.  Henry received the “Award of Merit” 
for Rose Growing Series from The American Rose Society for these 12 
articles. 

Well, Gulf Coast Rosarians, that cherished month of April is here again. Around the 

middle of April is when we usually get our first bloom here on the Gulf Coast. Now, 

that’s if you pruned on or around Valentine’s Day. And it is the middle of April that we 

usually get the largest, most spectacular blooms of the year. Some will argue that the 

October blooms are better. Maybe that is why most of the rose shows are in April and 

October. The considerably mild winter left us with good healthy bushes, which by now 

should be covered with lush green foliage and flower buds that seem to be growing right 

in front of your eyes. Now, I know I’m getting old because it seems like just yesterday 

that I was starting to prune. Some rosarians prune all their roses in one day and some 

prune in a weekend. It took me over two weeks to complete the process, but they are all 

budding out so fast that I can almost see them grow. The continuous warm, bright days 

has caused the soil temperature to warm faster than usual and the night temperatures 

are averaging 5 to 10 degrees above normal. This will most likely cause our first bloom 

cycle to come earlier this year and many of our bushes could be bloomed out by the 

time of the Mobile Rose Show on April 20th. It could also cause the blooms to be smaller 

and of lesser quality than when the temperatures are cooler and the buds take a longer 

period of time to develop. Besides temperature, the other factors that normally influence 

the size of the blooms in the first bloom cycle is how much fertilizer and how much 

rainfall the bushes received in the spring prior to blooming. And, I did say rainfall. That 

seems to make a world of difference. Bushes that receive a good amount of rainfall in 

the spring normally produce bigger, healthier looking blooms with better substance than 

those receiving the same amount of water from the hose. But the rain situation this 

spring is following the same trend as the last two years. After starting out with normal 

rainfall for the first two months we received only 2.3 inches the entire month of March 

and, as of April 5, we are already nearly three inches below normal for the year. Now, 

we don’t want a repeat of April 2005 when it rained continuously for several days and 

flooded many residents out of their homes. But, if you remember, that calamity was 

followed by near drought conditions for the rest of the year. Let’s just hope that a few of 

those pleasant April showers, that I can remember from my younger days, make it to 

Pensacola before they swing north as has been the pattern lately. 

We were fortunate this year that there were no late freezes to damage the new tender 

growth. Remember the Easter freeze of last year that devastated our rosarian friends to 



2 
 

the north. Pensacola narrowly escaped the wrath of that one as it penetrated as far 

south as Milton. 

I think that most Gulf Coast rosarians will agree that April is when we get our finest 

blooms of the year. This is when rosarians are rewarded for all the hard work of pruning, 

watering, fertilizing, and spraying. This is when we all like to slow down and smell the 

roses. But, as dedicated rosarians know well, the four major chores that got us to this 

point must be continued in order to keep quality blooms coming throughout the year. 

The only difference is that at this point pruning refers mostly to disbudding and 

deadheading. 

 Since April showers don’t always come our way, it is up to us rosarians to make sure 

our roses get sufficient water. Roses need at least two or three inches of water a week. 

If you haven’t applied mulch, yet try to get some down as soon as possible. I use a 

mixture of shredded pine bark and oak leaves, which together make fine mulch. 

Shredded pine needles are also good. Also, if you haven’t applied organics yet, this 

would be a good time to do it. I applied my organics this year in March. Some rosarians 

apply it in February after pruning and some wait ‘til April after the soil has warmed up 

and the microorganisms become active. 

I usually mix several types together and apply about a quart around each large bush in 

the rose bed. The roses in containers get 1 cup. This year I used alfalfa meal, 

fishmeal, soybean meal, blood meal and milorganite. Or you may want to purchase 

the Espoma Rose-Tone or Plant-Tone from Barns Feed Store that has most of the 

organics pre-mixed. If you haven’t applied Epsom salts and gypsum in March this 

would be a good time to do so. Apply Epsom salts (½ cup per large bush) and gypsum 

(one to two cups per large bush).  Around April 1st I will apply 1 cup of Red Fox (16-4-8) 

with slow release nitrogen, Lesco (17-3-11) professional slow release turf fertilizer 

or Lesco (13-3-13) Palm and Tropical Ornamental Horticultural Fertilizer and ½ cup 

of dolomite lime around each large bush in the rose bed. My liquid program got started 

around the middle of March and we hope to keep it going on a two-week schedule. 

Each large bush gets roughly 1 Tbsp of Peters (24-8-16) Miracle Grow water soluble, 1 

Tbsp of fish emulsion, ½ Tbsp of Epsom salts and ½ Tbsp of sequestrene-chelated 

iron in a gallon of water. The minis get about one quart or less depending on the size of 

the container. In my second application, I switched to Miracle Gro (18-24-16) and in the 

third application, I will switch to Peters Super Blossom Booster (10- 50-10). As you 

can see in the three applications, I have gradually decreased the nitrogen while 

increasing the phosphate. This switches the emphasis from vegetative growth to flower 

production. It need not be that complicated as all applications could be with KGro (15-

30-15) which can be purchased at KMart for about half the price of Peters and Miracle 

Gro. Be sure to water well before applying the liquid fertilizer. If you have never tried the 

liquid feeding, try it, your roses will love it. But, be careful, it could be quite addictive. 
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You may also want to treat your bushes to some alfalfa tea. Put 10 to 12 cups of alfalfa 

meal or pellets in a 32 gal. garbage can. Fill with water, cover, and let it steep for a few 

days. The smell will let you know when it is ready. Serve about 1 gallon to each large 

bush and about a quart to each mini. 

 

Establish a weekly spray program for control of diseases such as blackspot and mildew. 

In the past local rosarians have had good success with either 1 Tbsp of Funginex or 1 

tsp of Triforine per gallon of water if sprayed on a weekly basis. Although Funginex and 

Triforine can still be purchased, today, most local rosarians are having great success 

using Banner Maxx (1/3 - 2/3 tsp per gal.) combined with Manzate or Dithane (1tbs. 

per gal.). Blackspot and mildew are diseases that must be prevented. They cannot be 

cured. Once a leaf is infected, it is too late to save that leaf. The purpose of spraying is 

to protect healthy, uninfected leaves. We DO NOT add insecticides to our weekly spray 

program. We use insecticides only when specific insects are detected and they cannot 

be controlled by natural means. The insect pest is first identified and then the proper 

course of action is taken. Aphids have made an early appearance in my rose bed this 

year. After searching the entire yard I found only one lady beetle and it didn’t seem to 

be eating aphids. Aphids reproduce rapidly and can do tremendous damage in a short 

period of time. So, action must be taken quickly or they will destroy the new growth. For 

those who don’t like to use insecticides, Safer’s Soap can be used. Some claim to keep 

aphids under control by using a high pressure spray of 

water. I sprayed with Merit 75% WP (1/8 tsp. per gal.) 

and got rid of them. One or two sprayings is usually all 

that is necessary to eliminate aphids for the rest of the 

year. Sometimes they reappear in the fall but I don’t 

remember seeing them in the fall of last year. I wish all 

such critters were that easy to control. This year we 

noticed that many of our older bushes had rose scale 

on the canes so we sprayed with Ortho Volck dormant 

oil spray and Merit twice in February after pruning. We 

will spray again using All Seasons Spray oil in late 

May when the larvae emerge in what is called the 

crawler stage in an effort to kill them before they settle 

down and secrete the resistant shell. 

As for controlling the insect pests that attack only the 

buds and blooms, the best way to spray the insecticides is with a small pistol grip hand 

sprayer or even a spritzer bottle. Direct the spray material to the buds and blooms only, 

not the foliage. The two types of insects that cause the most trouble are western flower 

thrips and rose bud worms (corn earworms). They play havoc with the blooms and 

young buds, but they don’t usually affect the foliage. Spraying the foliage continuously 
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and indiscriminately with insecticides kills the natural predators and encourages spider 

mites. On the other hand, if you have an infestation of the new Chili thrips, which 

attack the entire plant, it will be necessary 

to spray the entire bush with Merit. 

Damage done by Chili thrips resembles 

foliar damage due to spray burn from the 

overzealous use of pesticide. And, 

speaking of spider mites, it seems that 

they arrive early the years we have little 

spring precipitation. They usually make 

their unwelcome appearance around the 

last week in April and, like blackspot, they 

must be controlled. Their natural predators help keep them under control but we must 

be vigilant. Washing the undersides of the leaves once a week with a high pressure 

spray of water as with a water wand helps to control them. If the natural predators slack 

off and the water wand doesn’t work, you may need to invest in a good miticide like 

Avid or Floramite (¼ tsp. per gal.). Miticides are more effective when used alone and 

not in combination with other chemicals. Avid is also effective in controlling thrips. 

Effective thrips control requires misting buds and blooms every three days as soon as 

the buds start showing color. Many rosarians use Orthene (75% or 97%) wettable 

powder, Merit 75% WP or Talstar (bifenthrin), but the insecticide of choice now among 

local rosarians is Conserve SC (1/3 tsp. per gal) which is easier on the beneficial 

insects. We don’t want to kill off the beneficial insects. The enemy of my enemy is my 

friend. We need all the help we can get. 

 

Continue to disbud as new flower buds develop. Remove all unwanted buds, leaving 

only the strongest ones to mature. Continue to remove blind growth. If the blind shoot is 

over 7 inches long cut it back to the first 5-leaflet leaf. Remove deadheads before the 

petals fall. This encourages new growth and gets the next bloom cycle off to a quick 

start. When deadheading, cut back to the second 5-leaflet to encourage stronger stems. 

 

In summary, our chores for April are: water; fertilize; water; spray; water; check for 

spider mites; water; watch them grow and bloom; and remove spent blooms: and, I 

almost forgot, WATER. To the April rosarian: enjoy your first roses of spring, and 

remember, share them with others. Happy Rose Growing in April.  


