Three Wild Roses
OF THE Escarpment

Patch of Rosa blanda growing on Manitoulin
Island near a split-cedar fence in full sunlight,
being photographed by Joe Shorthouse. Stems
of this species are smooth, without prickles.
Like all three species, this rose grows in clones
where many stems are joined by underground
rhizomes, meaning that stems over many
square metres are part of the same plant.
PHOTOGRAPH BY MARILYN R. SHORTHOUSE.

WRITTEN & PHOTOGRAPHED BY JOE D. SHORTHOUSE

T

he three most common
native wild roses found on
the Niagara Escarpment and
surrounding terrain are the
Prickly Wild Rose (Rosa acicularis),
the Smooth Wild Rose or Meadow
Rose (Rosa blanda), and the Swamp
or Marsh Rose (Rosa palustris).
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Flower of the Prickly Wild Rose (Rosa acicularis) with
petals ready to serve as a landing pad for pollen-hungry
insects. Flowers of this species are often redder than
the other two and the first to appear in early June.

Rosa blanda growing on a dry alvar
near the Meldrum Bay lighthouse at
the west end of Manitoulin Island.
Some flowers are in bud, some in
bloom, and some have lost their petals
leaving the five star-shaped sepals.
Having flowers appear several days
apart is a strategy to ensure that at
least some flowers on a shrub will be
visited by insects and pollinated if there
is a period of cool, rainy weather.

Flower of the Smooth Wild Rose (Rosa blanda) has five petals
and is considered by botanists as being perfect, as it has all four
parts of a typical flower: petals, sepals, stamens, which are male
pollen-producing anthers, and carpels, or the female parts at the
centre of the flower that receive the pollen from visiting insects.

Flower of the Swamp Rose (Rosa palustris) is the last of
the three species to flower, usually in early to mid-August.
Having the flowers of the three species appear at different
times and in different habitats helps prevent pollen from one
species being transferred to flowers of a different species.

A

ll three native
wild roses are
often referred
to as “species
roses” which signifies that
they grow naturally rather
than the highly modified
kinds found in gardens.
The three Escarpment
species are found in different
habitats. Prickly roses prefer
disturbed sites with dry,
well-drained soil, in partial
shade at the edge of forests
or in the shade of fences.

Their reddish branches are
covered with numerous,
slender, straight prickles.
Smooth Wild Roses are
common in such stressed
sites as sand dunes, rocky,
gravelly fields, alvars, pastures,
meadows, clearings and
open woods. They often
grow in dense patches along
roadsides in dry to moist soil.
The reddish-purple stems
are smooth with prickles
found only near the ground.
Swamp or Marsh Roses
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prefer wet areas along streams
and ponds, frequently
growing within dense
vegetation of other shore
plants. Their branches are
reddish brown and smooth,
however, they have sharp,
curved, yellow prickles.
Wild roses likely were
among the first shrubs to move
onto the Niagara Escarpment
after the continental ice sheet
melted. They remain tolerant to
cold climates, easily surviving
temperatures down to -40C.

They thrive in diverse habitats
and possess a kind of inherent
ruggedness that makes them
thrive where garden roses cannot.

Flower Parts
All native wild roses have
simple, single flowers that
appear at the tips of new lateral
branches of older stems. All
four parts of a typical flower:
sepals, petals, stamens and
carpels, are easy to see.
Sepals are the leaf-like
structures that encase

immature flowerbuds. They
extend from the base of
the petals in a star shape
during flowering. The most
prominent structures at the
centre of flowers are dozens
of stamens, the yellow
filamentous structures that
form a circle. Anthers at
the tips contain pollen that

fertilizes the embryos.
The yellow, lumpy dome
at the centre of the flower is
the upper part of the female
structure called the carpel.
The tip of the carpel receives
and processes incoming
pollen. Pollen grains that
fall onto the surface grow
tubules down to the embryos.

Four other species of roses that have naturalized
but are not native, are Rosa rugosa,
Rosa canina, Rosa eglanteria and Rosa multiflora.
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Each flower has five pink to deep red,
rounded petals with wavy edges. Roses
bloom only once a season and emit their
characteristic fragrance. The function of
petals and anthers is to attract, reward, and
recruit bees, beetles and flies into carrying
pollen from flower to flower and fertilizing
their seeds. They produce copious
amounts of pollen as a high protein
reward for the insects visiting them. When
insects feed on pollen, some sticks to their
bodies and is carried to other flowers.

Reproduction

Patch of Rosa acicularis growing in partial shade in thick vegetation at the
edge of a forest. Leaves are usually larger than those of the other two species.
Stems are covered with sharp prickles. Botanists use the term prickles rather
than thorns as prickles are part of the epidermis and easily break off in your
fingers. True thorns arise within the stem and do not break off easily.

Patch of Rosa palustris growing in wetland at the edge of Lake
Huron. The stems of this species are clothed with paired, widelyspaced, downward-pointing prickles which easily snare clothing.
Patches of this rose are the most difficult to walk through.

Pollination is so important to wild roses
that the pollen is developed while buds
are blunt, greenish spheres, so they
are ready for pollination when flowers
open. Rose flowers do not self-pollinate
as this would lower the quality of seed
production. Flowers open for two to
three days, then the petals fall off. This
happens over a period of several weeks
to ensure that at least some flowers
are open during periods of warm, dry
weather when insects are active.
Once the flower is fertilized, the base
begins to swell forming the well-known

fruits called hips. Hips are the seed pods of
roses with the outside fleshy part turning
red in the fall. About five to 20 bony seeds
form within each hip. Hips remain on the
shrubs over the fall and winter making
them easy targets for birds and mammals.
Seeds are not damaged by the
digestive systems of animals, indeed
their consumption aids in seed dispersal.
Rose seeds must be subjected to the
cold temperatures of two successive
winters before they germinate. This
strategy improves the chances of
some seedlings appearing in a season
with ideal growing conditions.
Roses also reproduce vegetatively.
They make copies of themselves by
underground stems called rhizomes which
extend from the base of the initial or
mother plant in search of nutrients and
water. New shoots called suckers arise
at various distances along the rhizomes
resulting in large interconnected patches
called clones. All the stems we see in a
rose patch may look like individual plants,
but they are connected to the mother
plant. Only if stems and rhizomes become
separated from the mother plant, are they

Hips of Rosa blanda which are the structures
where the embryos are fertilized by pollen. The
insert shows fertilized embryos that have developed
into seeds, called achenes by botanists. The fleshy
parts of hips are eaten by birds and mammals
resulting in the seeds being transferred to new
habitats once they pass through the digestive
system. Seeds are surrounded with glass-like
threads which must be removed when humans eat
hips as they will damage our digestive system.
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Wild roses are used by many insects and mammals as a
source of food, but are not seriously damaged by them.
Even if the shrubs are eaten to the ground, new stems
will grow from the rhizomes. Many species of insects feed
on rose leaves. Ten different species of specialized tiny
wasps called cynipids induce galls on roses. Note the two
spherical, satellite-shaped galls above the flower. Inside a
gall is a single cynipid larva
that causes the atypical
growth that provides it
with food and shelter.
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Flowerbud of Rosa palustris with unopened petals enclosed by five green
sepals which are leaf-like structures that protect the petals. The yellow
pollen-producing anthers have already formed at this stage making them
ready to cling to visiting insects within minutes of the flower opening.
Once the flower opens, the sepals hang downward from the base. The
green spherical structure below the sepals is the developing hip.

Scarab beetle feeding on the protein-rich pollen of a rose flower.
Pollen from the anthers clings to the body and is transferred to
the female parts when the beetle flies to another flower.
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considered distinct plants.
This growth pattern is
beneficial when fires occur
because the rhizomes survive
high surface temperatures
and quickly sprout new stems.
Growing by rhizomes also
allows various parts of the
clone to share resources. For
example, rhizomes growing
in areas with abundant water
or mineral nutrients send
these resources to other
parts of the clone that need
them. Clones that expand
by rhizomes and are not
disturbed can theoretically
live for hundreds of years.
Being a multi-branched
plant with many growing

tips, means that defoliation
by insects or browsing
by mammals causes
no long-term harm.

Plant Intelligence
All parts of a shrub are
connected and have an
extensive understanding of
their immediate environment
and react to light, temperature,
water, nutrients, defoliation,
soil structure, toxins, microbes,
gravity, insect attack and
chemical signs from other
plants by altering their growth.
Somehow, the mother
plant can coordinate the
number and direction of new
rhizomes and suckers and

send them towards sources
of moisture or nutrients.
How mother plants detect
increasing gradients of these
is unknown. Furthermore,
rhizomes somehow avoid
collision with sister rhizomes
and even start to grow around
rocks before contacting
them! Some botanists have
suggested that plants like roses
exhibit a type of intelligence.
Roses have long been an
important source of food and
medicine for humans. Early
First Nations people used
roots, stems, bark and hips for
treating colds, fever, stomach
difficulties and diarrhea.
Rose hips contain more

calcium, Vitamin C, iron and
phosphorus than oranges. Hips
can be dried and steeped in
boiled water as tea, or they can
be used to make sauce or jelly.
Wild roses of the Niagara
Escarpment are symbolic of
our love of the outdoors. Let’s
not only “stop to smell the
roses” but gain an appreciation
for their repertoire of
survival skills.
Joe D. Shorthouse is a retired
professor of entomology at
Laurentian University in Sudbury.
He spends his summers writing,
photographing and making
presentations on the flora and
fauna of Manitoulin Island.
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