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OCTOBER ROSE GROWING 

Written by HENRY SEILER, the 10th 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 magical month has finally arrived, and hopefully the 

cooler temps we’ve been experiencing the past two weeks are here to stay. October is 

traditionally a very unpredictable month. Some years the temperatures are more 

characteristic of August than October. But let’s be positive as we begin that month of 

rose magic. So, why is October called the month of rose magic? Because the roses 

snap out of the summer doldrums and begin to put on strong new growth as they did in 

the spring. And abracadabra, we see things that weren’t visible just a month ago. We 

see large buds that magically burst into large beautiful blooms, the type we experienced 

in April and May. The secret to October’s magic is the drop in the night temperature. 

That’s the trigger mechanism that gets things moving. And yes, we can get blooms that 

surpass the quality of the ones we got in the spring. Looking at September in review, 

the first two weeks seemed to be rather typical. The day temperatures averaged 87.8 

(87 is normal), but the night temperatures averaged 77.5 (72 is normal). What made us 

feel so uncomfortable those first two weeks was the unforgiving heat index that 

averaged 100 degrees. But the second half of September was a completely different 

story. On September 16th, like magic, the weather changed. The jet stream bulldozed its 

way to the gulf coast bringing with it a cool front which has been hanging around since. 

During that time, the day temperatures averaged 84.4 and the night temperatures 

averaged 66.4. Now that’s real fall weather. Rainfall for September was 4.90 inches 

(5.75 is normal). But all the rainfall came in the first 10 days. We haven’t had a drop 

since then and we are at present 10 inches below normal for the year (Last year at this 

time we were 22 inches below normal). We could surly use some rain but we don’t need 

17 inches like we got last year on October 22nd. And we don’t need a hurricane. So you 

may see an increase in your water bill as the hose becomes your best friend during this 

traditionally dry month. The only advantage to having so little rainfall at this time of year 

is that it gives us a chance to get the black spot under control and accumulate some 

foliage on our bushes. This has always been the hardest time of the year to control 

black spot. 

So, what is the formula for rose magic? The formula for rose magic is cool temperatures 

plus the right amount of fertilizer plus lots and lots of water. And keeping our roses free 

of pests and diseases will bring out the magic in each and every one of them. If you 

pruned during the first two weeks of September and followed the fertilization program, 

you should be seeing some vigorous new growth by now which should be producing 

some quality blooms by the 15th and the 21st, the dates of the two flower shows at the 

fair. Now, if you haven’t pruned yet you better get busy. You don’t want to prune too late 
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in the year. But the first week of October is not too late. Some of my finest blooms of the 

year have come in the month of November. The threat of hurricanes Jean and Gustav 

forced some of us to prune a week to ten days earlier than schedule, which, of course, 

results in them blooming earlier than we would have liked. Just another day in the life of 

a Gulf Coast rosarian. 

As the new vigorous growth continues, water becomes increasingly more and more 

important. At least three good soakings a week or even more may be necessary. 

Successful rosarians differ considerably on many cultural practices, but one thing on 

which they all agree is that roses are heavy drinkers and the single most important 

factor in growing good roses is supplying them with all the water they need. Roses are 

also heavy feeders, but it is really the water that makes the fertilizers work. The fall 

fertilization program should have begun in August or early September with applications 

of alfalfa meal and other organic goodies like Espoma Rose-Tone and milorganite, 1 

cup of dry granular fertilizer like Lesco (17-3-11), 1 cup of lime, 1 cup of gypsum, and 

½ cup of Epsom salts. I also like to apply ½ cup of trace minerals in early fall. In the 

past, we have always used Perk but I haven’t been able to find Perk lately as it may 

have been discontinued. Southern Ag bags a similar product called Essential Minor 

Elements. This product can now be purchased in 5 lb. bags at Barnes Feed Store. 

Now the rest depends on whether you want average roses or super roses. For 

average roses apply ½ cup of dry granular fertilizer like Red Fox (16-4-8) in the first 

week of October and then again in the third week and your fall fertilization program is 

finished. The rest is just watering. For super roses, we should supplement the dry 

fertilizer with biweekly applications of the liquid concoction mentioned last month. 

Some rosarians started the biweekly liquid applications around the 1st of September but 

it’s never too late to start. For best results, the two October applications should include 

our super-whamo bloom booster formula guaranteed to produce blooms that’ll knock 

your socks off. In a 32 gallon garbage can, mix the following: 1 ½ cups of Peters (20-

20-20) or Miracle Gro or K Gro (15-30-15);1½ cups of one of the following: 

Superbloom high phosphate, Peters plant starter (9-45-15), Peters variegated 

African Violet special (5- 50-17) or Fertilome Rooting and Blooming formula (9-59-

8) or any other water soluble, high phosphate formula which has the second number 

(which represents phosphorous) being 45 or higher. If these high phosphate formulas 

are not available simply use 3 cups of 15-30-15;1 cup of Epsom salts;1 cup of 

Sequestrene or Sprint 330 chelated iron;2 cups of fish emulsion; and 1 or 2 cups of 

liquid kelp. 

Fill garbage can with water, stir well and apply 1 gallon around each large bush and 

about 1 quart around each mini. Apply less to potted roses. Make sure beds and pots 

have been well watered before applying the fertilizer and be sure to water regularly 
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afterwards (at least every other day). Insufficient water could cause root burn. NEVER 

apply fertilizers to dry soil. 

Another requirement to growing super roses is disbudding and finger pruning as 

described in last month’s newsletter. Some varieties send out vegetative buds from 

every node. The ideal thing to do is to rub out all of the non-desirable buds as they 

begin to grow, especially the ones growing to the inside, leaving only 2 or 3 of the 

strongest buds directed to the outside of the bush. That is referred to as “disbudding”. 

Then, as the vegetative buds grow and mature into flower buds many varieties will 

produce three or more terminal flower buds and sometimes even lateral flower buds. As 

soon as these flower buds become visible, the sooner the better, you need to remove all 

side buds, leaving only the largest, strongest terminal bud. Most use their fingers, thus 

the name “finger pruning”. Some rosarians that are all thumbs use a toothpick or a 

small, sharp knife. This is sometimes referred to as secondary pruning but it is 

absolutely necessary and vital to producing exhibition blooms. Now, some of 

the categories in rose shows call for a hybrid tea, floribunda or miniature 

“spray”. To produce a spray, remove the primary terminal bud as soon as 

possible to allow all the strength to go into the secondary buds and they will 

grow uniformly, producing a spray of blooms, thus the name “spray”. 

Probably the most difficult task in having exhibition roses for a show is protecting them 

from diseases that might disfigure the foliage and insects that might ruin the blooms. 

Black spot is always a threat as long as a rose bush has leaves. As the nights get 

longer and cooler, we may begin to see powdery mildew once again and the dreaded 

botrytis. The key to controlling these other fungus infections is protection, the same as 

for controlling black spot. Banner Maxx at 1/3 to ½ tsp. per gal. combined with 

Manzate, Pentathlon or Dithane at 1 tbs. per gal. sprayed weekly should offer good 

protection. Funginex (1 Tbsp. per gal.), Cleary’s 3336F (1 tsp. per gal.) or Compass  

(¼ tsp. per gal.) can be used in place of the Banner Maxx. The combination of a 

systemic fungicide and a contact fungicide, if sprayed weekly, should be sufficient 

for controlling both powdery mildew and black spot. The secret is weekly applications. 

Keeping the beds clean and removing spent blooms also helps in the control of 

botrytis. 

One of the most destructive insect pests to be watching for this fall is the rose 

budworm, alias Corn earworm. This tiny worm has the ability to ruin a potential queen 

before it gets started. Misting the young buds twice a week with liquid Sevin, Orthene, 

Cygon, or Mavrik should keep these pests from destroying your buds. To that list of 

insecticides we can now add Merit, Talstar and Conserve. Some rosarians still use 

10% Sevin dust. 
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Some of the same chemicals that are recommended for controlling rose budworms like 

the synthetic pyrethroids, Mavrik and Talstar are also recommended for control of 

spotted cucumber beetles. They sometimes come in swarms in October and eat 

everything in sight and then in other years we rarely see them at all. I’ve never been 

able to figure it out. If we’re lucky, they’ll stay away this year. I haven’t seen any 

Japanese beetles yet. I guess it’s only a matter of time. I did discover a new flower 

beetle, at least for me, in August. I didn’t count the total number of beetles in the garden 

but I did count 10 or more in one single bloom. They were brown in color, larger than 

cucumber beetles but not as large as Asiatic beetles. They were totally nocturnal and 

seemed to prefer the lighter colored blooms. They hung around until I finished pruning 

in early September and there were no more blooms to inhabit. Hopefully, they’ll wait till 

next August to pay me another visit. 

Be on the alert for spider mites. I know I say this every month but spider mites pose a 

potential threat every month of the year. Don’t wait for the dull gray leaves to appear 

before taking action. Check frequently under the leaves and you’ll notice a salt and 

pepper appearance if spider mites are present. The creatures themselves are too small 

to see but the rosarian learns to detect their presence by the abnormal appearance of 

the bottoms of the leaves. This is why frequent checking is so important. Wash the 

undersides of the leaves with a water wand. Spider mites hate water. This knocks 

many of them off. The magic bullets for spider mites is Avid, used at ¼ tsp. per gal. and 

Floramite used at ½ tsp. per gal. Lesco now carries Floramite in the smaller 8 oz. 

size. 

I haven’t talked much about aphids since last March because that’s the last time I 

actually saw them on my roses. But it looks like they may want a piece of 

the action this fall. It’s not uncommon to see them resurface in the fall but 

they never present the same potential threat that they do in the spring. My 

ladies normally have no problem taking care of them at this time of year, 

but I always keep the Merit close by just in case they lose their appetite for 

aphids. The greatest threat to our potential queens as we approach show 

time during this magical month of October is thrips. They are tiny, bloom-

dwelling insects that are very difficult to see and even more difficult to control. Misting 

both buds and open blooms every other day with Orthene, Conserve, Merit or Talstar 

at recommended strength is required to keep them out of our blooms. Using a pistil type 

mister, and mixing a new batch every other day, gives the best protection against these 

most undesirable varmints. It’s like a kick in the face to see a huge bud on a nice long 

stem with beautiful dark green foliage, that you have been watching and otherwise 

successfully protecting, unfurl and find it freckled and ruined by thrips. Most successful 

exhibitors mist their potential queens daily starting a week before the show. Hard work? 

Maybe. But as my mentor of the 1980’s, the late Elsie Melton of Corpus Christi, Texas 
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would put it: “Our October roses are going to do their thing. It’s up to us whether we 

want average roses or super roses. And with a little extra effort, those average roses 

we grow for the kitchen table could be super roses that make it to the exhibition 

table”. Don’t forget to enter your roses in the flower shows at the fair. We need to show 

the public that you can grow nice roses in Pensacola. And who knows how many 

potential rosarians are out there just waiting to be discovered. Enjoy your October roses 

and don’t forget to share them with others. Happy Rose Growing in October!  


