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  To all practical gardeners who love roses:




  OMNE TULIT PUNCTUM QUI MIS CUIT UTILE DULCI...




  (“He has carried every vote who has combined the useful with the pleasing...”)
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  FOREWORD




  ELIZABETH RICE WINSTON




  Founder of The Organic Plant Institute




  IT’S A LUCKY THING we don’t know something’s impossible when we set out to do it. In 1970, having just moved here to the country, I first took sharpshooter shovel in hand to remove twenty-four inches of red clay from the area in front of the little farmhouse. My intention was to start a garden, but it was August, in the middle of a serious drought, and most of the land was hard to tell from the road due to overgrazing. I was very much on my own at the time. There wasn’t even telephone service during those early years and the road to the local barbecue, bar, and grocery (all one business) in Washington-on-the-Brazos, where the pay phone was, became impassable except by tractor when it rained.




  The whole art of gardening is experience. Already an organic gardener, I set out to bring back the land that cotton, cattle, and thoughtless management by previous owners had destroyed. Many hours were spent on the back of Teddie, the venerable tractor, pulling a disc and throwing seeds of vetch and winter rye over my shoulders. Of course, I made my share of mistakes, but some of those led to learning. When I discovered the hard way that everything edible had to be kept in airtight jars, I scattered a weevilinfested fifty pound sack of black-eyed peas in the orchard and found out they were also an excellent cover crop. The land responded and became fertile again, given time and rain. Four years later a local rancher told me, “If I’d known all that grass was here, I’d have bought it myself.” A lot has happened both in the world of agriculture and on these particular 152 acres since then.




  The “I” became “we” and finally “it,” as general interest in organic gardening and ecological preservation grew. In 1972, the Peaceable Kingdom Foundation was charted as a non-profit school, finally resulting in The Organic Plant Institute. By 1976, with the aid of the University of Texas Rare Plant Study Center, we had an herbarium containing 450 pressed blooming species of plants indigenous to the land. We also had rich, hand-dug organic gardens, both vegetable and ornamental. This was in spite of the fact that most people still thought growing organically was right up there with communism and seeing flying saucers, and continued to do so until the late 1980s, when state certification began. Texas now has the most powerful organic certification laws in the country.




  We always had a few roses around the grounds, mostly favorites remembered from my childhood, like ‘Yellow Lady Banks”, ‘Peace’, and the wonderful red Floribunda from our neighbor, Lillie Lathan, which turned out to be ‘Eutin’. My first real awakening to roses, however, was caused by another hand-me-down plant, this one from my friends, the Harpers. Mrs. Harper objects to roses because they are thorny. This particular one had survived as long as it had only because it was beneath notice and had come with the house. It was stuck in the ground under a fig tree at the side of a two-story tin building, not being worthy of garden space. I saw it bloom once, myself, and was not impressed by the rather measly specimen. I accepted it politely, however, when offered the chance to transplant it from Houston to The Organic Plant Institute.




  We planted it in good soil, of course, and it got rain run-off from the roof, but otherwise it was left to languish, which it didn’t. The next spring, it was two stories high, spread from eave to eave, and covered with beautiful, fragrant, pink-and-white flowers. Enter Liz Druitt, whom I had looked up as someone who knew about roses. She identified this enthusiastic plant as ‘Fun Jwan Lo’, a Shrub rose that had been imported into this country from China in the 1920S for use as a vigorous rootstock. Its vigor certainly impressed me, and so did the world of hardy roses that she introduced to me. Roses are in all of my gardens now, and have become a necessary part of my life. In Navasota, cardinals nest in the climbing Polyantha “Cécile Brünner” on the porch pillar of my house, and I’ve discovered some handsome Rugosas that tolerate our salty water. At my house on the school grounds, the Large-flowered Climbers ‘Silver Moon’ and ‘New Dawn’ ramble from the resting place of my beloved dog Lazlo, who was half coyote. What could be a more fitting tribute?




  In exchange, I was able to show Liz the organic growing techniques that helped her avoid the toxic sprays she so disliked. She came and managed the ornamental gardens for The Organic Plant Institute for three years, trying out many combinations of roses with other plants in various successful designs. As far as we can tell, it’s a myth that roses can’t be grown organically. Roses are now everywhere on the Institute’s grounds, almost 300 specimens chosen for their ability to adapt without chemical aid to our soils and growing conditions. The color, fragrance, and flavor of roses is enhanced by organic culture, and how nice to be able to stroll through a safe garden, grazing on fat, tart rose hips as you go.




  There are so many sensible advantages to growing roses this way. The available chemicals are expensive, unpleasant to use, and toxic to the life in and above the soil. Without them there’s no worry that you, your children, or your dog will track poison from the rose garden into the house, onto the rug where the baby is playing. An organic garden is an education in the wisdom of nature, and this education is easily obtained by enjoyable observation—as has always been true, “the best fertilizer is the gardener’S shadow.” There are may ways—very possible ways—to feed, nurture, and protect roses in a healthy garden. That is what this book is about.
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  ROSES IN
PERSPECTIVE










  Flashes of color on a green bush catch your eye from a distance. As an addicted rose hunter, you’re drawn to the site immediately, whether on foot or in your vehicle. A little closer and you can tell if the flowers just belong to a camellia, or if you’ve really found a rose. By the time you reach the bush you’ll often know which cultivar it’s likely to be. There are a certain number of roses that turn up everywhere, in every nook and garden cranny, all over the South. Maybe this one will be something new—to you—and you’ll get that extra excitement, but it really doesn’t matter. Every time you see one of these lovely creatures in a new situation you add to your store of information about them and how they grow in all sorts of circumstances. Above all, you learn what remarkable performers they are when treated like regular plants, because these gardens—or cemeteries, or abandoned home sites—are rarely the epitome of suburban perfection. The chemical lawn fertilizer, the clinically pruned shrubs, and, above all, the supporting arsenal of rose sprays are conspicuously absent.




  These commonly found roses survive in an imperfect world, managing on a diet of dirt and water, with maybe some tossed-out coffee grounds and the thoughtful donations of a passing cat or dog. As long as choking weeds are kept back and sunlight is available, they seem to be willing to fight like berserkers to live and bloom. You can’t avoid wondering if all the help we feel compelled to give them is really necessary, especially when the names of these ubiquitous varieties are noted. Perhaps sixty percent of the time the rugged rose will be an Old Garden Rose as defined by the American Rose Society, belonging to one of the many rose classes developed before the introduction of the first Hybrid Tea in 1867. Certainly these cultivars would seem to have an excuse, by arriving before modern technology, for being so sturdy. The rest of the group, however, are “modern” roses: Floribundas such as ‘Valentine’ and ‘Eutin’, Hybrid Musks like ‘Belinda’, uncountable Polyanthas from ‘Clotilde Soupert’ to ‘The Fairy’, lots of Large-flowered Climbers like ‘New Dawn’, and Shrub roses like the foundling study-named “Katy Road Pink,” Miniatures (‘Red Cascade’ is everywhere) and Rosa rugosa rubra, even Hybrid Teas such as ‘Radiance’ or ‘Tropicana’. These roses have some years on them and they’ve been around a lot of gardens, but they are by no means ancient history.




  To understand why the roses do so well in natural conditions it’s helpful to know a little bit about the actual history of roses and humans and what has happened in gardens in the last two hundred years. Roses are much older than that and the effect of their beauty on people has been recorded for at least three millennia, but the number of them available and their accessibility for every type of gardening are fairly recent phenomena. Plant breeding in general didn’t take off until after Linnaeus’ studies of plants’ sexual reproduction startled so many narrow-minded botanists and stimulated deliberate hybridization programs in the mid-1700s.




  By the end of that century the number of roses available had expanded significantly for the first time in human experience. At the same time, many European nations were expanding both their territories and their trade boundaries, in a contest for economic dominion. The opening of China for trade—though against her will—made the most difference to the roses. There were a remarkable number both of species (wild roses) and cultivars (garden hybrids) in China, and plant hunters brought a representative selection back to Europe during the early 1800s. These roses were adapted to a warm climate where long periods of dormancy served no purpose and constantly repeated flowering cycles increased the possibility of reproduction and survival. When the Chinese roses were crossed with the cold hardy, once-blooming European varieties, on the second cross their recessive gene for remontancy came to the fore. Suddenly (in historic terms) roses were everywhere, blooming repeatedly with varying degrees of cold or heat tolerance, remarkably different types of flowers and wonderful combinations of fragrance.




  This is where the sorting-out process had to start. Early rose breeders were no more or less conscientious than those of our time. As a result there were a lot of excellent varieties produced—and even more failures. Thousands and thousands of roses from the nineteenth century didn’t make it into the twentieth, through various combinations of poor luck and poor health. The ones that did make it, numbering in the mere hundreds, had to have the gift of physical sturdiness—at least for their particular location—supplemented by an ability to inspire human affection. A handful, like ‘Old Blush’, the main China rose parent, would have made it anyway because of wide adaptability, easy fertility and heavy planting on several continents. For most of the roses, however, survival included piggyback rides from place to place under the care of some human who was fond of them.
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  The understated beauty of roses. Here, Rosa rugosa rubra.




  Roses are tough, but they’re not without needs. As new young cuttings they require a constant supply of moisture and a little protection from direct sun in order to start a new set of roots. When those roots reach planting size the baby bushes need adequate water when it doesn’t rain, plenty of sun and rich soil to feed their eager appetites. To reach their personal best and maintain it they will continue to need these things all their lives, which can be very, very long. (There’s at least one rose specimen on record that’s already 500 years old. A well-maintained rose bush should be around to give pleasure to your great grandchildren, if nobody paves over it in the meantime.) Whether they can make it on their own or not, all roses will benefit from some tending by humans, particularly as immature plants, if they’re going to thrive. The most fascinating aspect of rose gardening, to me, is that humans have always been so willing to give them this care. Our species is plain addicted to their species, and that’s the main reason we have so many of the old varieties of roses lingering in our gardens today.




  Even before the technological advances of the nineteenth century, devoted gardeners were hand carrying their little cuttings of this and that wherever humans migrated and settled. Fragrance has a powerful hold on us, evoking strong memories more efficiently than any other of the five senses, and the scent of a favorite rose can thus be used as a doorway through time and distance. For long voyages, or oxcart trips across the North American continent, rose cuttings were packed away in any moisture holding material such as Spanish moss or sawdust in hopes that a percentage of them would survive. Some cut tings, already rooted into an available receptacle, would actually be hand-watered and nursed over several thousand hardscrabble miles. (My favorite method of rose transportation has always been the cutting stuck into the potato. I read about this and immediately saw the value of this neatly portable moisture source, so I set out to try and reproduce the method. I purchased several potatoes from the grocery, sliced them in half and inserted cuttings of ‘Old Blush’, with the idea that it would root if any rose could. By the next morning all of the cuttings were deader than if I’d left them drying on the kitchen counter. I’d forgotten that commercial potatoes are treated with a growth retardant to keep them from sprouting inconveniently. A little old lady subsequently told me that she’d done it often and it worked well—if you use homegrown potatoes.)
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  Formal gardens to casual backyard decor, roses make any setting beautiful.




  By the mid 1800s it was much easier to transport large quantities of plants, both overseas and across the continent. Wardian glass cases, which were essentially portable greenhouses, had been developed in England to protect consignments of plants on board sailing ships from salt water and drying wind. This allowed the nursery business to expand profitably to any major port city—Charleston, Mobile and New Orleans are just some of the locations that were served by nationally known nurserymen. From seaports plants were transported up rivers on barges or steamboats, perhaps the most uncertain leg of the journey. In spite of their romantic history, steamboats were often poorly built and on the verge of blowing up or dropping apart. Thomas Affleck, a horticulturist who expanded his Mississippi nursery into Central Texas, lost an entire shipment of plants in a steamboat disaster. Nonetheless he made a public boast that any rose introduced in France one year could be in his nursery only a year later. Sadly for romance, but with good results for safe transportation, the railroad lines had crossed the continent by the end of the 1850s. This opened up the interior cities to the nursery trade and gave gardening a huge boost, bringing significant numbers of roses and other plants into all parts of the country.




  Just when gardening reached twin peaks of popularity and plant availability, the Civil War brought everything to a crashing halt. If you wonder why there are so many plants from antebellum days lingering in the South, you can thank the warm climate, but also keep some gratitude for the Northern blockade that cut off trade with the outside world for several years. The war that devastated human fortunes and lives was actually quite useful for those of us who are interested in the survival of hardy roses. What there was when the war started was all there was for a long time, and the habit of conservation and self-sufficiency developed in desperation at that time has never completely died out. The rural South in particular has never caught up financially with its early days of wealth, and as a result plant-sharing is as widely practiced now as it ever was. The date and name on a rose bush are not as important here as is the need to have it grow okay without store-bought extras and propagate easily to pass on to the neighbors.




  There is balance in all things, so the admirable trait of conservation of existing resources has an opposite side. Another Southern quirk that supports the presence of many hand-me-down roses is the result of the former richness of the soil. The combination of warm climates and unending acres of virgin land to the West allowed shortsighted plantation owners to drag crop after crop from their fields without ever doing anything to maintain fertility. The information was available—The American Cotton Planter was a regularly published periodical in the mid-1800s that strongly supported the most intensive organic farming methods. The publisher of that journal called for use of various green manures, lime, ground bones, compost and other familiar materials to replenish the land used for cotton and other crops. Thomas Affleck, in his almanac from 1860, commands that gardeners “accumulate manure, bones, lime-rubbish or marl, oyster shells, ashes, soot, etc., all of which are excellent ... “ He also describes mulching “with dung or coarse litter, straw or leaves, half-rotten bagasse or saw-dust, to restrain evaporation and preserve moisture ... first stirring the surface after applying a dressing of rich compost, and ... giving a thorough soaking of weak liquid manure, such as table-yard drainings or soap suds ... “ His almanac offers bone dust for manure at two cents the pound, ditto on super-phosphate of lime, with phosphate of Peruvian guano going at two and ¾ cents. He obviously knew what he was doing, but as with any useful advice some people followed it and the majority didn’t: our fertile topsoil is pretty well gone with the wind and the rain, or trampled to concrete by the compacting hooves of livestock.




  [image: These ‘Old Blush’ roses have been growing at this plantation home for more than sixty years.]




  These ‘Old Blush’ roses have been growing at this plantation home for more than sixty years.




  The abundance of artificial fertilizers that do nothing for the living soil is a fairly recent occurrence, the outgrowth of industrial development from the world wars. Both this and the widespread use of broad-spectrum pesticides that badly alter the natural insect pest/predator relationship are showing signs of falling from commercial favor as it becomes obvious that they have uncertain long-term value: pests mutate so rapidly to accommodate poisons. It’s even possible now to find environmentally sound cockroach killers at Wal-Mart, so it seems that the organic future, revived from the ghost of the organic past, is just around the corner.




  Obviously, gardening is subject to wide fluctuations in the application of common sense, and just as obviously, not everything from the past is automatically good. There was a time when Londoners didn’t have too much trouble with blackspot because smog from coal fumes was so heavy it smothered fungus spores. Rose sprays of the last century often featured lead or arsenic as a main ingredient. The commonly advertised Bordeaux mixture, in use since 1878 for controlling fungus and some insect pests, is based on copper compounds which irritate eyes and skin and can be toxic to plant tissue if not precisely applied. Not everything natural is necessarily good, either. Garlic is a fine pest-repelling and anti-fungal companion plant for roses in the garden, but the highly-touted organic garlic spray is so potent it can decimate populations of beneficial insects along with pests, leaving the environment further out of balance. You still see tobacco spray offered as a natural replacement for those “bad” modern chemicals, but it outdoes many new formulas in being dangerously toxic to gardeners as well as pests. I saw a TV mystery not long ago where the murder was done with just a few drops of concentrate of tobacco applied to the victim’s unprotected skin. Not something you really want to handle—I’d rather play with fire ants!




  You don’t need to be either an environmental fanatic or a technological wizard to successfully grow roses—just a gardener. Growing them organically is a matter of taste and practicality. If you don’t like the smell, touch, or impact of the available chemicals, and if you want to make your garden a rich and vital place, going organic is a sound solution. You don’t even have to be thorough about it. If you mix and match chemical and natural means (a method called Integrated Pest Management or IPM), you’ll still be better off than you were—just don’t eat your roses yet. Most roses can handle fairly passive organic care as well as the intensely active kind, and a remarkable number are already doing it. (In my garden they get both and like it.) A little hoeing and weeding, the sorts of things that might take time but won’t cost money, are still the basic cultural practices of the Southern rural gardener. Stamp a few canes into the clay to start some new stock and there you are—a rose garden. Those roses that can’t take it will disappear, just as they did in the nineteenth century, and we won’t have to worry about them.




  [image: ‘Paul Neyron’ and ‘Blue Mist’]




  ‘Paul Neyron’ and ‘Blue Mist’




  Roses in general are strong and wonderful plants, and there are colors, shapes and sizes available to suit every gardener’s taste. If, like the majority of gardeners, you’d enjoy sharing your life with some roses, I hope you can use the information in this book to select varieties that both please you and suit your needs—and that you make yourself a beautiful rose garden where you and they will thrive in good health.




2


  PREPARING
THE WAY










  If there were commandments associated with organic gardening, the first and greatest of these would be “Honor thy soil!” Care of the roses themselves must take second place to care of the soil in which they grow if you want a healthy garden. Most of us are not gifted with perfect garden soil, which would be equal parts sand, topsoil, and organic material. But good soil is, literally, the basis of all good gardening and an absolute requirement for good organic gardening. You can scrounge your plants, scavenge your building materials, even forget to fertilize now and then, but the one part of gardening to which everyone should sincerely pay attention is in the development and maintenance of the soil.




  I spent eight years gardening in solid red clay that went down about three feet before it struck a layer of sand. I’ve spent the last several years gardening in pure sugar sand that goes about three feet down and then hits clay. As a result I’m in the habit of mixing my own garden soil because I’ve never had any alternative, and like any gardener I’ve developed favorite recipes. In clay, I added to the existing “soil” equal portions of builder’s sand (not home-dug river sand—that’s full of silt and inclined to compacting) and composted pine bark. It’s important to use the dirt that you’ve got as part of the recipe—especially in clay—otherwise, when the rose roots grow out of the perfect little bed and hit reality they can go into a kind of shock, losing vitality until they learn to adjust. I also sprinkled in a leavening of gypsum in the initial preparation to loosen the particles of the clay itself over time. Well-mixed with a shovel or hoe, the resulting garden beds were mounded about six to eight inches above the surrounding pathways—a crucial necessity for drainage in clay or limestone country. A freshly prepared bed will subside at least twenty percent during the first year, but constant mulching with organic materials will keep it both balanced in texture and raised to a proper level.




  [image: These ‘Sally Holmes’ and ‘Tropicana’ roses bloom exquisitely in mulched raised beds.]




  These ‘Sally Holmes’ and ‘Tropicana’ roses bloom exquisitely in mulched raised beds.




  I chose composted pine bark as the organic ingredient not because of the word “composted”—the piles from which it comes are pretty well leached of live microbes and most nutrients, and also of the turpines that might hinder plant growth. Timbering and pulp-making for paper were nearby industries, so the pine bark was not prohibitively expensive. In a rice growing area I probably would use rice hulls, or cottonseed meal where cotton is grown—whatever was available in bulk. I like the dark color and slight anti-fungal properties of the bark, but it makes more sense to work with economical and renewable local supplies than to fuss over anyone type of organic ingredient—they all add vital tilth and nutrient-holding texture to the soil. If you have doubts about what’s available or how safe it is to use, contact your agricultural extension agent and your gardening neighbors. They can advise about things like mushroom compost, for example, which is often too “hot” and salty to use until it’s been recomposted, then makes a great amendment.




  In the sandy soil I’ve tried to borrow judicious amounts of loamy top-soil from the surrounding woods—without depleting anyone area of its vital covering—and relied on mass quantities of bark, leaves, and pine needles that have been shredded by the lawn mower to make up a largely organic mixture. Pine trees are not just a regional resource here, they loom over my garden on every side. In exchange for the sunlight they block, the least they can do, as I see it, is donate materials to my beds. Even though this is cheaper than my previous preparation recipe, it has the drawbacks of requiring more intensive labor and of stealing a lot of nitrogen from the beds as the uncomposted materials break down. Every gardener can work out the pros and cons of various local materials for themself, as long as they stick to the basic three-part balance of ingredients.




  [image: Well-prepared soil will give you the best returns. (The Organic Plant Institute)]




  Well-prepared soil will give you the best returns. (The Organic Plant Institute)




  Both clay and sand appear to eat organic material, but sand eats it faster, like a shark in a feeding frenzy. If you don’t mix in plenty at the start and keep it well topped-off with mulch, your garden beds may appear innocent of amendments by the end of four or five months. It’s almost scary in the beginning, but over a few years’ time this ravenous appetite will slow down to a slight but constant case of the munchies.




  Roses like richly organic soil. They are necessarily heavy feeders to support growing and blooming on such an energetic scale over such a long season. Given a choice, they seem to prefer clay-based soils that hold nutrients longer and give firm support to their rather shallow root systems. They will thrive in most situations, however, if given an adequate selection of favorite foods and the right pH so that the microbes on their roots are able to break down the required nutrients and absorb them for use. A pH of 6.0, slightly acidic, is probably ideal, but most roses are comfortable anywhere from 5.5 up to neutral 7.0. Tea roses and particularly China roses seem able to thrive even in rather alkaline soils, as do individuals of many classes. If you live in a notably alkaline situation (water quality can matter almost as much as soil conditions), ask your rose-growing neighbors which varieties have proven successful for them. There are soil-testing kits available at many nurseries to help determine pH on a regular basis, but if your soil is well prepared in the beginning and well maintained over time, you’ll probably find that it stays within the acceptable range. Regular additions of live compost and occasional watering with compost tea are additionally helpful in balancing the pH to the most comfortable level for your roses.




  
HOW TO TAKE A SOIL TEST




  To prepare a soil sample, you’ll want a plastic bucket (to avoid contamination with zinc or lead), a shovel, a trowel and some extra strength zip-type plastic bags that hold up to a pint. If your garden is more or less uniform in its behavior, one soil test will serve for the whole area. If, on the other hand, you have special problems in specific areas, you’ll want to test that soil separately and not mix it in with the rest of the sample. To get the sample you first dig a tidy hole about twelve inches deep in the chosen location—this depth is to ensure you get material from the area where the majority of your roots will be growing. (Some labs suggest only a six-inch depth, but that’s not really adequate for good information if you’re growing roses, other flowering shrubs, bulbs or woody perennials.) Once you have a hole slightly wider than your shovel, use the blade to slice off a clean slab about one inch thick from one side, all the way down. Use the trowel to scrape away both edges of this slab from the shovel blade, until you’re left with a “core” in the center about one inch thick by one inch wide. Dump this in your plastic bucket, and move on to the next site. Take a minimum of four “cores” this way, though a large garden will be better tested by taking more—roughly eight per acre. Deposit them all in your bucket and mix them up thoroughly with your trowel, removing any foreign objects such as roots, leaves, rocks, etc. From this mixture, take out between one half and one whole pint (labs vary in their requirements—check first) and package this composite representative sample in the plastic bag, carefully labeled with your name and address. That’s part one of your soil test.




  Part two consists of either filling out a form, if you’ve been sent one, or writing a note that explains what your test area is used for (i.e. garden, orchard), whether you grow organically, what sort of plants you are growing now, any problems you may be having, what you hope to do with the area in the future, and where you live—what county, nearby cities, etc. The more thorough this information, the better job the lab can do of interpreting the numbers in your analysis.




  A routine soil test takes about five working days and will include information about pH, salinity and the three major nutrients: nitrogen, potassium, and phosphorus. Organic gardeners will probably want to ask for micronutrients to be tested as well, to get a more complete range of information. Then the lab will send you the test results, plus any recommendations they may care to make about fertilizers or specific problem-solving. Test costs currently range from ten dollars for the base analysis, up to about twenty-five dollars for a complete study, depending also upon whether you use a private company or a university laboratory. If you’re not familiar with a lab already, your county extension agent can send you all the information you need for just a phone call.




  
HOW TO MAKE COMPOST




  Compost is not a plain heap of horse manure, or an old leaf pile. It’s a living soil: a moist, dark, nutrient-rich product with a fine earthy odor and a load of fully active beneficial bacteria. Even a small amount added as you plant, or worked into the surface of the garden bed, will help fix a problem in soil texture by aiding the breakdown of heavy clay soils, and by adding nutrient and water retention to sandy soils. A wonderful aspect of compost is that its live organisms spread into the surrounding soil to improve it, sort of like sourdough starter. Live compost helps balance the pH of your existing soil, and it’s full of nutrients that improve plant vigor, cutting down on the need for supplementary fertilizers and substantially increasing resistance to insects and diseases. Compost tea, made from a scoop of fresh compost soaked in water overnight (ratios of compost to water can vary with your preference, as can the amount of time you let it soak), is a quick pick-me-up for ailing roses. It also has a reputation for slowing down the development of fungal diseases. The benefits of live compost more than outweigh the effort involved in making it.




  To make a compost pile, you’ll need a shovel or hoe and a hose or other water source. It’s also useful to have a compost thermometer, available at many nurseries or through gardening catalogs, to monitor the rising and falling temperatures of the pile. You don’t have to have a bin of any kind, though using one makes a tidier looking pile and can help protect your work from animals digging for choice decaying “treats” or kitties burrowing into a warm place for a snooze.




  Choose a level spot near a water source, preferably in the shade, and clear it of grass and weed cover by scraping them off with a sharp shovel so that your pile will contact the micro-organisms in the ground. Put down a three inch layer of carbon, this is brown, dry, coarse stuff like dead leaves, straw, chipped-up branches and twigs. Then add a one-inch layer of nitrogen, moist organic material like fresh grass clippings, dried or fresh manure, and kitchen vegetable scraps. Try not to add meat or fat because those will attract predators to the pile, from raccoons to houseflies. Also, watch out for large quantities of weed seeds—most will be sterilized by the heat of the composting process, but it’s better not to count on it. Scatter a dusting of regular soil and a little organic fertilizer like blood and bone meal over the top of each layer and then moisten it with the hose. Once you’ve got the basic proportions adjusted, you can stir the layers you’ve just created together and start on the next level. It’s important that all the ingredients end up evenly moistened but not soggy—if the pile gets too wet the living organisms can drown.




  The best size for a pile is roughly four feet by four feet across and about three feet high, so keep adding, moistening, and stirring alternate layers of carbon and nitrogen until that size is reached. When the pile is finished, protect it from leaching rains and moisture loss with a loose covering of straw. You can rake this off and re-use it whenever you turn your pile, or work it into another pile. If you don’t have straw or leaves or some other non-seedy (boy, can those seeds sprout on top of a compost pile—especially tomatoes!) organic covering, you can use a tarp or plastic sheet loosely fastened over the top to shelter the pile.




  A well-made compost pile heats up in a few days to between 130° and 150° Fahrenheit, showing that the bacteria are alive and at work inside. You can turn and remoisten the pile once a week or once a month—the more often you turn it and the more finely shredded your starting materials are, the faster you get results. Much has been written about the use of biodynamic compost starter, and this stuff honestly does make some difference in the speed and quality of your results. However, so does a regular addition of good old urine, either poured on from a collection jar or directly applied, if you have the right personal equipment for the chore. Urine is quickly transformed by the microbes into a sanitary, odorless source of nitrogen, which the composting process requires in quantity. It’s cheaper than any store-bought starter and you can never add too much.




  When the materials are almost completely decomposed, the pile is ready to use. A finished pile is dark, moist, and looks much like humus from the forest floor. It won’t heat up anymore, and you shouldn’t be able to recognize the original ingredients: if you can tell it was a zucchini, you’re not through turning. If your compost is not finished all the way it can continue heating up when applied to the garden beds, which is okay in winter for early vegetable starts, but hard on roses in the middle of a hot summer. Also, the composting process burns nitrogen, so raw organic materials in the garden mean extra applications of nitrogen to keep soil levels balanced.




  Try to keep finished compost covered in the pile and mulch over any compost added to a garden bed, so that it doesn’t dry out and let the valuable bacteria die. Even dead compost is a wonderful organic supplement for soil tilth, but the living product is exceptional.




  
MULCH




  The idea of covering a garden bed with an insulating layer of coarse material is ancient—and still completely sound. This layer, which only needs to be about one inch deep to be effective, acts to keep the soil warmer in winter and cooler in summer. It also protects the surface of the soil beneath it, keeping living compost organisms moist and shaded, and preventing compaction of the soil. Water and nutrients penetrate better when mulch is used, and weeds come out easier because their roots can’t grab tight hold in the loose material. Mulch gradually decays in a slow composting process, so it needs to be replaced at least each spring and fall—more often if you see the soil beneath starting to show, or if you live in a very cold or hot zone where the roses want the extra protection in either summer or winter. An unsung benefit of mulch is that it can protect public plantings from mechanical damage caused by maintenance equipment. Specimen roses in particular, planted in cemeteries or other public areas, are subject to lawn mower “tilt” and weed-eater girdling. Death from conscientious maintenance can be prevented or reduced by regular applications of attractive mulch material so that weeds and grass don’t grow close to the base of the rose bush. A tip from the volunteers trying to preserve the many old roses in the Natchez City Cemetery is to mulch in squares in public areas, so that the lawn mowers can work around the bushes with the least amount of difficulty.




  [image: This ‘Martha Gonzales’ rose has been mulched with straw; coarse bark is on the path.]




  This ‘Martha Gonzales’ rose has been mulched with straw; coarse bark is on the path.




  The material you use for mulch affects the speed of decomposition. A fine, rapidly decomposing mulch like shredded bark will go much more quickly than chunks of the same material. Old mulch can be turned into the bed as an organic amendment when it’s time to apply a new layer. If the mulch material is not completely decomposed, make sure to add extra nitrogen on a regular basis to replace the nitrogen used in the composting process.




  Anything that will protect the soil can be used as mulch, but like any gardener, I have my favorites. I like the barks, particularly composted pine bark, because of the groomed appearance it gives a bed and because of the slight antifungal properties it adds. Chunky bark is more useful if you have trouble with slugs or pillbugs, making it more difficult for them to hide in the bed itself. Rice hulls, pine straw, regular straw (not hay, unless it’s salt, or coastal, hay with no seeds) or any organic material will work, even layers of newspaper or brown cardboard. The last two aren’t ideal, because they don’t allow good penetration of water and fertilizers, but they make great weed barriers and decompose usefully. Avoid bleached cardboard, because it releases dioxins as it breaks down. Also avoid pecan hulls and walnut hulls: they look great, but the tannin levels they contain are very hard on plant life. Both of them work well in the pathways, however, and help keep down weeds. Corn gluten can be added to the mulch material as an extra nutrient for the roses and as a safe weed prohibitor—for some reason it works very well to keep seedlings from sprouting. (Don’t use it if you’re sowing annual seeds into the same bed!)




  Regular mulching is an important element of basic soil maintenance and a vital part addition to continued soil fertility. In protecting and feeding the soil, mulch also protects and eventually feeds the roses that the soil supports.




  
MAKING A ROSE BED




  The actual process of building a bed for roses is fairly simple, but it does require some initial labor. A well-made garden bed takes less work with every succeeding year, so it’s worth doing thoroughly in the beginning.




  If you’re starting with a virgin site, you will have already determined that it gets the four to six hours of direct sun that roses require for good blooming and good health, and that there’s a water source within a reasonable distance. After laying out the shape of the bed with a garden hose or stakes and string, use a sharp shovel to scrape off the layer of grass or weeds to a depth of about two inches—deep enough to get the majority of the roots. Prepare the soil as described at the beginning of this chapter, working any existing topsoil into the recipe and making sure the resulting mixture mounds up at least six inches above the surface of the ground.




  Unless your bed is in an area completely surrounded by paving or gravel, you’ll want to put in flashing at this point to prevent grass or weeds from creeping back into the bed. Flashing is rigid metal or plastic sheeting that acts as a barrier wall to keep invaders out and help soil amendments stay in. It’s available from garden centers, or you can recycle old corrugated roof panels with a pair of tin snips. I live in an area of mole activity, so I use flashing that is twenty-four inches wide, sinking eighteen inches of that below the soil and leaving six inches above to stop grubbing armadillos. If you don’t have this sort of visitor, twelve inches below ground will control most roots, with only two inches necessary above. Well-prepared garden soil doesn’t wash away easily, especially if it’s properly protected with mulch, so the flashing isn’t absolutely necessary to keep the soil in the bed though it does help a little. To install the flashing, use a flat-bladed shovel to wedge a trench to the required depth all the way around the bed. Lay in the flashing, firm up the trench, and you’re done. Metal or plastic showing above ground can be easily hidden by decorative edging materials. Any edging that is in harmony with your house and suits your tastes is fine; unless you’re building a retaining wall/terrace bed or a high raised bed, the edging is not really a structural necessity, so it doesn’t have to be all that sturdy. Most organic gardeners today choose only to avoid treated timbers for garden bed edging, as the arsenic and other chemicals used in the treatment have been shown to leach somewhat into the soil.




  [image: A drip irrigation system built in under your rose bed provides excellent moisture control.]




  A drip irrigation system built in under your rose bed provides excellent moisture control.




  The only other vital step in bed building is the placement of an irrigation system if you’re going to install one permanently. Obviously, pipes for drip irrigation have to be laid under or over a flashing barrier—your choice depends on how permanent you think the bed will be. If you’re not certain, leave the pipe on top and cover it with mulch if you don’t like looking at it. Soaker hoses can also be laid directly on the surface of the soil, then hidden with mulch. After you’ve built the bed and planned your irrigation system, you’re essentially ready to start playing with the roses.




3


  DESIGNING THE
ROSE GARDEN










  When you set out to create a garden it�s very rare to start with a completely blank page. Most of us are dealing with an already existing space, a preset territory that we own or rent and can�t easily change. Also, if you�re far enough along in gardening to have any idea of deliberate design plans, you probably have a number of plants�specific roses among them�that must be included because you can�t imagine doing without them. With those two givens, there are still a number of variables to take into account, possibilities to explore�and difficulties to overcome.




  
BASIC DESIGN PRINCIPLES




  I don�t think there can be any rigid rules in rose garden design, because I can�t imagine looking at a garden that makes someone happy and telling them it�s wrong�no matter whether I like it or not myself. The mere involvement of an active, creative gardener will make any garden pleasurable to see. There are, however, certain elements that can heighten the visual pleasure received from any garden�growing organically doesn�t mean giving up beauty. Some of those elements that make a significant difference are framing, accenting certain areas, and adding levels of height. Another genuinely important element of garden design is comfort, making the garden physically appealing to the person or people who will use it. Organic gardening is a critical part of this element, in that it makes the whole garden environment a healthier, safer, and more pleasurable place in which to spend your time. A final aspect of design to consider is creativity or inventiveness. There are many ways to use roses beyond those with which we are traditionally familiar. Designing a garden rather than just sticking the plants haphazardly in the ground offers an opportunity to go beyond the limits of habit or custom and create new patterns both of beauty and of function.




  Not every garden needs to have all the elements discussed here, but knowing some basic techniques of design will help you decide what matters most to you, and what type of rose garden will best meet your needs. Established rose gardens can be expanded or modified to accommodate some of these design elements as well. The most important thing, always, is to make sure you�ve pleased yourself and will enjoy and use the result.




  Most design elements are based on common sense: once they�ve been described you wonder why you didn�t notice them before, because they�re pretty obvious. Framing is a good example of this. Few people hang a picture on a wall without some kind of frame, even if it�s just a simple matte to improve a poster. The frame shows very clearly where your eyes should aim, a sort of �this is the picture, inside this specific space, the rest is just wall� statement. To achieve this useful focus in the garden, the animate (living plants) is surrounded by the inanimate. The latter includes the obvious�edging�plus any fences or walls and also the pathways you may have considered simply as access to the space. Anything that concretely defines the shape of the garden and separates it from the rest of the yard is part of the frame and should be included in your developing design. This may seem like a major deviation from concentrating on roses, but it�s the difference between the big picture and the little picture in your garden. Bringing plants together to make a specifically attractive grouping is certainly part of design, but stopping at that point can leave the garden as a whole looking uncomfortably chaotic and unfinished.
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