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  To the lovers of the rose, past and present, and to those Southerners who have given us this fragrant, gracious, and beautiful heritage. May we pass it on in the same spirit.
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  FOREWORD


  




  





  I’VE KNOWN Bill Welch since the early 1970s. In fact, I’d call him one of my close friends. I’m also a great admirer of everything he does. His books have become some of my most-used gardening references, and his gardens have been my favorite photographic experiences. He is a fine plantman, but he is also a highly skilled designer of landscapes. It’s a rare combination of talents.




  When I think of antique roses, Bill Welch’s name comes immediately to mind. He is one of America’s leading authorities. They have been a lifelong passion for him. He is the one who got many of us interested in them initially. To him, for that, we are immensely grateful.




  I had the pleasure of writing the foreword to Bill’s first edition, and I’m pleased to have a chance to write again for this revised edition of Antique Roses for the South. As I said before, I can say again: “You’ll find everything you’ll need to succeed with this fascinating group of flowering shrubs and vines.”




  So, turn the page and open the door to a new world of old plants, all brought to you through the grace and experience of my good friend Bill Welch!




  Neil Sperry
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  AMONG THE inheritances we Southerners have received from our ancestors, we value especially the graceful classic homes and furnishings, the cuisine, and the solid cultural traditions of generations past. Yet our legacy includes more than these artifacts; among the heirlooms for a Southern gardener are the horticultural treasures our great-grandparents loved. And above all other flowers, they loved roses. These survivors from lost gardens are special. For unlike the inanimate heirlooms preserved among old Southern families—and in antique shops—old roses are living reminders of our heritage. Every spring they create anew their colors and perfumes, and in their vigor and grace, they keep our past ever young. These flowers are not copies, not “restored,” not a re-creation. They are the real thing, and, in a world of synthesized, replicated material possessions, real beauty deserves to be cherished and lovingly preserved.




  Why Old Roses?


  




  BESIDES their charm and beauty, old roses are also tough. In the days before garden hoses, sprinkler systems, and pesticides, these older sorts flourished and, once established, survived on old homesites and cemeteries, sometimes for centuries, without any care. Decades of climatic extremes—droughts, heat waves, hurricanes, blizzards, and floods—and often the bulldozers of real estate developers have killed the weaklings, leaving a select group of survivors: strong shrubs that remain green in the face of adversity. And the majority of these antique shrubs simply sneer at the attacks of insects or diseases.




  But old roses have something else to offer the modern gardener—an exceptional, unique beauty. Even when not in bloom, old roses have a naturally attractive form and healthy foliage, and these, together with the fascinating diversity of their flowers, furnish endless opportunities for creative gardening.




  What Is an Old Rose?


  




  THE definition of an old rose is somewhat nebulous. The American Rose Society classes as “old” any rose introduced before 1867, but most collectors are more lenient, considering as eligible any rose seventy-five or more years old, if it exhibits typical old rose characteristics. One telltale sign is the unforgettable true rose perfume that lives on in undiluted form in many old roses. Unfortunately, the richness and diversity of these flowers’ fragrance is notably lacking in the majority of modern roses.




  In addition, old roses are, for the most part, superior as shrubs. Because the modern hybridizer breeds primarily for striking floral colors and an “ideal” blossom form, the shape of the plant itself is generally unremarkable, especially if the gardener is at all casual about pruning. By contrast, old roses have an inherent beauty of form, a quality that does not diminish over the years, and one that makes them particularly useful as landscape plants.




  Another characteristic feature of old roses lies in the blossoms’ colors. Old rose colors are more muted than those of modern hybrids, tending to pastels. Modern roses, with their brilliant reds and yellows, are more eye-catching than antique roses. Yet after exposure to the older types, many collectors develop a preference for their softer hues. What’s more, many old rose varieties also display handsome foliage, while others set attractive hips in the fall which can be harvested for their vitamin C content.
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  The Historical Perspective


  




  THROUGH the ages, the rose has been considered the queen of flowers. Just where did it originate? Some roses are native to the United States, but the majority come from Europe and the Orient. Rose species native to the temperate zone were long ago cross-pollinated in nature, and later in gardens, to bring about new varieties.




  In the late 1700s and early 1800s, European botanists explored the world, searching for new plants of garden value. The roses of their homelands bloomed only once a year, usually in late spring, but in China and other parts of the Far East they found roses that bloomed year-round. The plant explorers named these roses “China” and “Tea” Roses, and brought them back to the West. Enthusiasts crossed the newcomers with their European cousins, the once-blooming Gallicas, Musks, Centifolias, and Damasks. These crosses gave rise to many new classes of garden roses: the Noisettes, Bourbons, Portlands, Hybrid Perpetuals, Polyanthas, and Grandifloras. By the turn of this century, however, the popularity of one class, the Hybrid Teas, with their classic bud form and striking colors, had swept almost every other type off the market.




  While those modern hybrids won the praise of the multitude, there always remained a few rosarians who preferred the older varieties. Eighty years ago, the renowned English gardener Gertrude Jekyll extolled the beauty and landscape value inherent in many of the old cultivars. A generation later, another Englishwoman, Vita Sackville-West, featured many of the once-blooming and prized old varieties in her famous garden at Sissinghurst Castle. In the United States, Georgia Torrey Drennan, a Southern woman about whom little is known, wrote a wonderful book about rose culture in the Gulf South. Published in 1912, and no longer in print, it has the cumbersome title: EVERBLOOMING ROSES For the Out-door Garden of the Amateur, Their Culture, Habits, Description, Care, Nativity, Parentage. But the text reveals a wealth of firsthand experience and the skill of a knowledgeable horticulturist.
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  The movement to preserve old garden roses began in America in the late 1930s with Ethelyn E. Keays. Chatelaine of a Maryland plantation, she began with her sister’s help to identify the roses that she found on her own property, afterwards setting out to collect others from her immediate neighborhood. The book she subsequently published provides a distillation of her horticultural archeology, but to taste the excitement of her collecting adventures the reader should turn to the series of reports she wrote for the American Rose Society Annuals during the 1920s and 1930s. Another old rose pioneer of this country was Roy Shephard, whose History of the Rose (Simpkin, Marshall and Hamilton, Kent & Co., 1903) clarified the distinctions between various rose classes as well as simplifying old rose identification.




  As early as the 1930s, nursery operators like Francis Lester of Watsonville, California, had begun to propagate their “found” roses. In 1975, Carl Cato of Lynchburg, Virginia, and Miriam Wilkins, who lives near San Francisco, helped to found the national Heritage Roses Group, and many interested old rose aficionados found information and inspiration for their own collections. Among the pioneers in the South were Mrs. Cleo Barnwell of Shreveport, Louisiana; Peggy Martin, Vicki Jackson and Maureen Detweiler of New Orleans; Charles Walker of Raleigh, North Carolina; Dr. Malcolm Manners, Lakeland, Florida; and Ruth Knopf of Sullivan’s Island, South Carolina.
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  The beauty of antique roses is part of the reason for their growing popularity.




  Interest in old roses is increasing today, as Americans seek out these flowers in historic cemeteries, old gardens, and abandoned homesites, where the plants have endured in spite of years of neglect. Rose books written during the nineteenth century are being republished, public gardens established, and organizations formed to provide educational information on this fascinating and diverse group of flowers. Interest has been further stimulated by the naming of the rose as the national flower by Congress in 1986.




  The motive for this old rose revival is more than patriotism or nostalgia, however. As old rose collectors know, theirs is a practical passion. In their recovery of the genus Rosa’s forgotten treasures, the men and women of this horticultural renaissance are also rediscovering the source of this flower’s fame. They are, quite simply, discovering a very exciting, varied, and adaptable group of shrubs, one that deserves far more extensive use in American gardens.
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  ‘Old Blush’
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  A SMALL GROUP of old rose collectors (“rustlers,” as they style themselves) gathered in a yard in Anderson, Texas. They stood around a rosebush, admiring its blossoms—luxurious swirls of heavy, pink petals—in awestruck silence as the group’s leader, Pam Puryear, went to knock on the door of the modest house. A diminutive, elderly woman answered, and Pam asked, “Could you tell us about your wonderful rose, and could we have some pieces to root?” Mary Minor, the owner of the home, smiled—she knew the rose was beautiful—and told us that a woman in the neighborhood had given her cuttings many years before. All she had ever done by way of caring for it was to scatter some “improvement” (manure) around the bush in wintertime.




  Mary Minor’s rose proved to be an 1843 Bourbon, ‘Souvenir de la Malmaison.’ Its flower form is unusual: each cup of spiralling petals divides into quarters like a heraldic coat of arms. Besides their visual appeal, its blossoms number among the most fragrant in all of rosedom. It’s a survivor, too. As Mary Minor testified, this is a bush that will flourish with little or no care through a central Texas summer. If given an open, sunny site and an occasional feeding, this rose will also remain nearly disease-free, which is impressive for a rose of the Bourbon class, a group known for a tendency to black spot. In sum, ‘Souvenir de la Malmaison’ is an individual, a rose which, once experienced, will never be mistaken for another. Making such discoveries is what rose rustling is all about.




  Why Collect Old Roses?


  




  THERE have always been a few people who collected old roses, but this activity has rapidly gained in popularity over the past ten years. One reason that rustlers give to explain their interest in collecting is the impossibility of obtaining from commercial sources many rose varieties introduced in the past 150 years. The availability of some varieties was affected by shifts in taste as to color and flower shape. In addition, quite often varieties that were useful and especially well adapted to specific areas of the nation were dropped by nurseries because they were not generally adaptable or popular for the whole nation.




  Cold hardiness is probably the main reason that many of the fine old roses in the Tea and Noisette classes were dropped from widescale nursery production. Disease resistance, longevity, landscape display, shrub form, and flower fragrance were not as important as bud shape and color to rose breeders in the past hundred years. The excitement of discovering varieties no longer commercially available still flourishing in old gardens, cemeteries, or abandoned homesites has made rose collecting a passion for gardeners all over the world.




  Another reason for the increasing popularity of old rose collecting is that it can be a very inexpensive pursuit and one to which gardeners can devote as much or as little time as they desire. The names and addresses of several organizations devoted to collecting and growing old roses are listed, along with the sources for plants, at the back of this book. Some of these organizations plan collecting trips and exchanges of plants and cuttings that can be a great help to the inexperienced collector. Although revival of interest in collecting and growing old roses is international in scope, during the past ten years collectors in Texas and California have led the way in organizing groups to offer collectors some support and to further this important and fascinating activity.




  [image: Ink Mendelsohn, a writer for the Smithsonian Institution, attended the 1987 “Rose Rustle” at Weimar, Texas. Her husband, Bob, and S. J. Derby, a Houston collector of old garden roses, examine and take cuttings from an old Tea Rose.]




  The group with which I came upon Mary Minor’s ‘Souvenir de la Malmaison,’ for example, is a Houston-based body organized by Pam Puryear. Originally called the Brazos Symposium on Old Roses, it has come to be known more commonly as the Texas Rose Rustlers because of annual spring and fall forays into the Texas countryside to collect roses. It has grown from a core of about ten people to a mailing list of some two hundred. Groups such as this one include beginners as well as experienced gardeners. Some join because they enjoy the detective and research work relating to the roses they find, while others participate to share information on the culture of old roses.




  Membership in these organizations usually costs between five and fifteen dollars annually and includes newsletters detailing members’ activities and research relating to the correct naming of collected roses. Collectors never remove plants from the original site, but instead ask for permission to take cuttings. Instructions on rooting cuttings are included in this text (see chapter six) and will be helpful for the beginner.




  The Making of a Rose Rustler


  




  WHAT follows is the progression of my experiences with collecting old roses. I hope it will encourage you to join one of these groups or start one of your own, and thus help preserve the past and make the future a little richer for generations to come—while adding beauty, fragrance, and living history to your own garden.




  My interest in antique roses began innocently enough when, as a child, I enjoyed the small pink blossoms known in my mother’s family as the “Fisher Rose.” Mr. and Mrs. Fisher lived next door to my Aunt Edna in Rosenberg, maintaining both home and garden immaculately in the German tradition. They were generous in dispensing the interesting plants and vegetables they grew in a landscape that today would be described as a cottage garden. When my aunt admired one of their roses, the Fishers, as a matter of course, gave her cuttings.




  Aunt Edna made a hedge of those infant rosebushes, alternating them with bridal wreath (Spiraea cantoniensis) down one edge of her property. The spring bouquet the plants provided, the almost azalea-like color mass of the roses combining with the white bridal wreath, was a traffic stopper for many years. But unlike the bridal wreath, the roses didn’t quit blooming with the onset of summer. Their display lasted right through the year, except when a hard freeze forced a brief rest; Aunt Edna found that it wasn’t unusual for those rosebushes to flower eleven months out of twelve.




  I now know those “Fisher Roses” to be specimens of the famous China Rose, ‘Old Blush.’ This is an ancient variety; portrayal in Chinese art and literature prove it to be more than a thousand years old. When first imported into Europe, in the late 1700s, it caused as much of a stir there with its free-blooming habits as it did in the Rosenberg of my childhood, for it was the first everblooming rose Europeans had seen.




  Like most China Roses, however, ‘Old Blush’ is sensitive to cold, performing best in hot weather. It sulked in the cold, wet climate of northern Europe, and though it served as an important source of breeding stock (it sired many of our modern everblooming garden roses), ‘Old Blush’ itself did not long remain in Old World gardens. When it arrived in the New World with European immigrants sometime in the early 1800s, however, the rose found in the American South and in Texas a nearly ideal environment. Indeed, it and other China Roses are so well adapted to our area that abandoned plants a hundred years old or older can be found growing wild. I know that some of Aunt Edna’s original plants, dating from the 1940s, are still flourishing in Rosenberg.
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  “Mary Minor,” the original plant in Anderson, Texas. This rose was later identified as ‘Souvenir de la Malmaison’ a Bourbon Rose introduced in 1843




  [image: “Maggie” growing at the gate of Don and Karen Lehto’s turn-of-the-century farmhouse near Burton, Texas. “Maggie” is a rose of unknown origin first propagated by the author in 1980.]




  My next encounter with an old rose came at Christmas in 1980, when my wife, Diane, and I visited her grandparents’ place in northern Louisiana. Theirs was a real family home: some of the property has been in the family since before the Civil War. I never knew Diane’s grandmother, Maggie Traweek—she died the year Diane and I met. But I knew the garden had been a major part of her life. By the time of my visit, shade from overhanging pecan trees and ten years’ absence on the part of the gardener had begun to take their toll, but some of the perennials, flowering shrubs, and roses still remained. I admired a red rose that on previous visits had always seemed to have a few blossoms; it was bearing this time, too, even in late December. The flowers were very full and fragrant, and their stems scented the hand of the holder with a distinctly pepper-like odor. I decided to take a few cuttings to see if they would root.




  Several of the cuttings did strike root, and they grew vigorously; by early summer they had even borne a few flowers. Late the following fall, I transplanted one, together with a healthy young plant of ‘Old Blush’ given to me by Aunt Edna, along the front fence of our turn-of-the-century farmhouse in rural Washington County. Both plants thrived in the clay soil and sunny location.




  In the years since, our Texas Rose Rustler group has found the rose I collected in Louisiana on numerous sites in Texas, but we have never been able to identify it positively. Until an old rose is identified, tradition rules that it be named for the person from whom it was collected; hence we call this one “Maggie.” The name of this rose is in double quotation marks because it is the study name for the rose; single quotation marks are used for names of flowers that have been positively identified.




  My experiences with these two hand-me-downs made me realize that not all roses are high-maintenance plants like the Hybrid Teas I had grown previously. I love Hybrid Tea Roses for the beauty of their bloom, but have always felt that their foliage and growth were rather sparse. I’ve found them susceptible to disease, too. Therefore, I had always kept my roses segregated in a separate bed and had thought them useful only as a source of cut flowers. Now, however, I began to suspect that roses, at least these remarkable foundlings, could playa much broader role in the landscape.




  How Old Is Old?


  




  As I dug deeper into this subject, I learned that not all of my finds qualified officially as old roses. The final authority on this matter, at least within the United States, is the American Rose Society, and it defines old roses as those bred before 1867, the year in which ‘La France,’ the first of the Hybrid Tea class, was released. This does not bother me unduly, since, like most old rose aficionados, I’m not as concerned about dates or definitions as I am about the horticultural value of a plant. If a found rose proves to be hardy and a reliable bloomer, and if the flowers are similar to those of other antiques, then it is welcome to a spot in my garden.




  While the history of a rose’s lineage is important to collectors, most (like myself) are equally concerned with fragrance, landscape value, and disease resistance. This last, a natural resistance to bacterial and fungal infections, is one of the greatest virtues of the old roses, but it does not automatically come with age. Many of the roses sold a century ago were as prone to disease as any modern hybrid. But it has been my experience that roses found flourishing on neglected or abandoned sites do prove trouble-free—any that could not survive without sprays have long since died.




  About this time, I was given a catalog from a nursery in California that for many years had been one of the few commercial suppliers of old roses. I ordered eagerly from that beautiful catalog, but found that their roses are budded onto understocks and not grown from cuttings, and so lacked the durability of my homegrown heirloom roses. Budded roses are actually two varieties growing together, a hybrid top (or scion) grafted onto the roots of an understock, a rose of some other tough but unspectacular variety. If a hard winter should kill a budded rose back to the ground, the shoots that emerge from the roots the following spring will be those of the understock; the hybrid flowers for which the gardener bought the bush are gone forever. An own-root rose, by contrast, a rose grown from a cutting like my collected bushes, is all of a piece and so returns with the same flowers it has always borne. Some of the Californian plants did well anyway, though. As our Washington County garden filled with old roses, I began to realize the exceptional landscape potential of these plants: they blended easily, I found, with perennials in mixed borders.
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