Selecting a Sprayer

By Robert B. Martin, Jr.

Robert B. Martin Jr. of Escondido, California is an ARS Master Rosarian, and is the author of more
than 500 published articles on roses. He was honored for his lifetime contribution
to rose education as a 2009 recipient of the ARS Klima Medal.
The practice of spraying roses is a delicate subject to address in these times of environmental activism. But the fact
remains that spraying continues to be essential for the prevention of diseases that afflict roses as well as the control of
insects and mites. As a consequence most devoted rosarians spray their roses regularly. Others choose to avoid spraying their roses; sometimes because of environmental or health concerns. But I do not seek here to debate these issues.
Instead my purpose is to discuss the subject of selecting a sprayer for those who have concluded that the care of their
roses requires spraying.

Sprayer Size There are four types of sprayers: (1) compression; (2) hose end; (3) electric; and (4) trigger. The key to
the purchase is to buy a sprayer adequate to the task. Constant refills of a sprayer cost time and effort. It also discourages the rosarian from practicing a proper spray program. In addition, excess spray material presents a problem of
disposal, which is an environmental concern with which we can all agree.
To determine the capacity of the sprayer required, a good rule of thumb is that one gallon of spray material will, on
average, service about 24 full-size leafed out hybrid tea, grandiflora or floribunda roses. (Ed Note: Rose bushes grow
larger in Florida.) By “full-size” I mean an established full-grown plant. New roses should be counted at ½ size. Miniatures, minifloras and polyanthas count as 1/4 to 1/2 a full-size rose depending on size. Climbers count as two roses.
Shrubs – the useless classification of choice for many modern roses usually count as a full-size rose, unless they are
small or grow as a climber. Using these numbers count the equivalent number of full-size roses in your garden and divide by 24. This will indicate the capacity of the sprayer you will need. If you plan to add more roses in the future you
should take this into consideration as well; err, if necessary, on the side of having a larger sprayer than may be immediately necessary.
For those with large gardens, say 200 roses plus, you will wind up with calculations that will require more than seven
gallons of spray material. The Spot Shot (discussed below) has a capacity of seven gallons, but it also is refillable, and a
spare tank can be ordered. Water is heavy and there may come a point when it will be more convenient to refill the
tank than to drag around a very heavy sprayer or invest in a much larger one. Also, misting of buds and blooms for minor infestations of thrips and aphids can be accomplished with a small sprayer. It is therefore useful to have both a full
size sprayer and a smaller one.

Compression Sprayers Compression sprayers are sprayers that are operated by air pressure for
the delivery of the spray material. Most are manually operated with a built-in pump or lever. Some
use a garden hose to provide the pressure. Such sprayers can deliver a great deal of spray material
at a relatively even pace and the pumping generally requires much less effort than trigger sprayers
(described below).
For larger gardens the constant pumping of compression sprayers can prove tiring. Further the
pumping mechanism tends to leak after time requiring more effort to pump up the sprayer.
Compression sprayers come in many sizes. Water as I have said is surprisingly heavy and the larger
the sprayer, they heavier it becomes. For these reasons compression sprayers are practicable at a
maximum capacity of 3-4 gallons. They are available with carrying straps or as a backpack. The
backpack sprayers typically have a piston pump and have a larger capacity.
Compression sprayers are available in metal or plastic. Metal sprayers tend to become dented and corroded and seldom last whatever their construction. It is therefore better to buy an industrial-strength plastic sprayer, which will last
longer and is also lighter. You should avoid, however, the cheap Chinese plastic sprayers commonly available at Home
Depot or Lowe’s at a bargain price. They don’t hold pressure and are not durable.
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In selecting a compression sprayer preference should be given to one with a wide mouth to permit ease of filling. The
spray nozzle should be of brass and the end easily unscrewed to permit removal of obstructions that will occur no matter how careful you may be. It is useful to bend a paper clip around the strap, which can be used to poke through the
unscrewed nozzle to remove obstructions when they occur.
The most convenient size for compression sprayers is one of 2-3 gallons. A ½-gallon poly sprayer is very useful for spot
applications or the smallest gardens.
Among the smaller compression sprayers is the 1/2 Gallon Hudson “Rose & Garden Sprayer” endorsed by the American
Rose Society. It is available from Rosemania.com at about $30. A.M. Leonard sells an even smaller 2-liter Solo Handheld Sprayer with a 24-inch wand at about $22. This is useful for very small gardens and also for bloom misting applications.
Those with larger gardens should consider the Chapin Industrial Sprayer. For many years this was my main sprayer. It is
a quality compressed air sprayer with a metal pump handle, steel-reinforced threaded pump cap, 8" diameter, and a 3gallon poly tank. It has a 36" hose with an 18" brass extension nozzle. It is available from A.M. Leonard and you should
expect to pay around $70 for it.
If you prefer to wheel your sprayer around the garden, you should consider the Hudson Commercial Porta Sprayer
available from Rosemania. This is also a 3-gallon sprayer but comes with big wheels, a comfortable glove-sized handle
and an extra long 72" hose. The wheels add to the price and you may expect to pay about $90 for it.
Backpack sprayers are easier to carry than those with handles and usually can accommodate a larger capacity. They are
also easier to pump since they usually come with a lever on the side that permits pumping while it is on your back. The
preferred backpack sprayer for rosarians is the Hudson Bak-Pak Sprayer, which comes in 3-gallon and 4-gallon capacities. They are both available form Rosemania for about $101 and $129, respectively. For those who do not like to
pump, Rosemania also offers a 4-gallon battery powered backpack sprayer, the Hudson Neverpump for about $146.00.
An interesting backpack sprayer that I have only read about is the Field King Deluxe Backpack Sprayer available from
several on-line sources. It has adjustable padded straps, lumbar support, and a waist belt that are said to make it the
most comfortable backpack to wear for extended periods. It also has a 4-gallon capacity and is operated by a piston
pump. Even with shipping charges, it costs less than the Hudson Bak-Pak Sprayer.

Hose-End Sprayers
Hose end sprayers attach to the end of the garden hose and have a small jar with a dial
mechanism to regulate the amount of spray material per gallon. Some can actually be
screwed directly onto bottles of chemicals for delivery. All are relatively inexpensive.
Hose-end sprayers deliver a lot of spray with a minimum of effort. But the measuring apparatus is crude and permits wide variation in delivery of chemicals. The mixture ratio changes
from a full bottle to an empty bottle; at first it is too concentrated and later it is too dilute. A
further disadvantage of a hose end sprayer is that it is difficult if not impossible to spray the
underside of the leaves without spraying the solution all over your body. Users of such
sprayers should wear a mask and pay careful attention to protection from overspray.

Electric Rechargeable Sprayers
For larger gardens, and for those who wish to minimize the time and effort of spraying without sacrifice of precise control, the sprayer of choice is an electric rechargeable sprayer. The disadvantage here is principally one of cost, as such
sprayers are much more expensive.
For many years the most popular model among large-scale rosarians was the battery-powered Mantis SprayMate. I had
mine for over 15 years and when it finally gave up the ghost, there were only a few original parts on it. It has, however,
long been out of production.
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My electric rechargeable sprayer of choice is the Spotshot Battery Powered Sprayer
from Rosemania, shown on the right. The sprayer comes on an aluminum frame
that rides on industrial type 8” diameter wheels. It has a seven-gallon high-density
tank with a 2 ¾” opening. Crude graduation marks on the side indicate the number
of gallons. The tank rides on the sprayer and is held by a heavy plastic strap that can
easily be detached to permit removal of the tank. A spare tank is also available.
The Rosemania version comes with a very useful 30-inch wand and 50 feet of 200PSI hose. This enables me to park it at convenient spots in our garden and spray all
the roses within 50 feet of either side. The pump produces excellent consistent
pressure and the brass nozzle permits adjustment for an excellent spray pattern.
The Rosemania version costs about $440 including shipping, so my sprayer is the
biggest individual investment in my garden. Is it worth it? Well the battery doesn’t
last as long as I think it should and the tank is difficult to empty completely because
of a weird ridge at the top of the tank. But these are nits. With it I can spray our 350
-rose garden in about 1 ½ hours, which is less than half the time it took with a pump
-up sprayer. The coverage is also much improved and there is less waste of material. Considering the value of my time and the expense of garden chemicals, my answer is that I love it and it is worth every penny.
Many serious rosarians use the electrically powered Atomist Sprayer. It is relatively small, holding only two gallons,
however it uses a lot less material because it atomizes the spray particles into a mist that lingers in the air. The mist is
said to cover large areas quickly and it does greatly reduce the amount of chemicals used. It is available from Rosemania for about $250, which is relatively expensive considering the size. At the same time, it effects savings in the cost of
chemicals and also said to be extremely hardy and reliable, outlasting by several times a typical compression sprayer of
the same size.
Although I have several rosarian friends who swear by the Atomist, I have concern that the very small size particles are
easy to inhale, and create the potential of more danger to its user. Those selecting the Atomist sprayer should therefore pay close attention to their protective gear, particularly of the eyes.
Moving beyond the hobby category, much larger capacity battery sprayers are available from horticultural suppliers.
For example, A. M. Leonard lists the Kings 4 wheel rechargeable sprayer in 15- and 25-gallon capacities. These units can
be pulled or attached to riding mowers, golf carts, or other vehicles. They range in price from about $650 to $900 depending on capacity and other features.

Trigger Sprayers
At the other extreme from the electric sprayer is the trigger sprayer. A trigger sprayer is like a
plastic Windex bottle with a plastic trigger handle. They are of very small capacity and tiring to use
on all but the smallest jobs. They are, however, quite inexpensive and can be useful in the case of
very small rose gardens or for misting a small number of blooms. Trigger sprayers are widely available as unmarked plastic containers; it is important that a label be applied which indicates its use
so that it won’t be mixed up with herbicides or household chemicals.

Conclusion: There are, as can be seen, a very large number of choices to consider in selecting a sprayer. The bottom line though is that you should choose one that fits your spraying practices and your
rose garden. Spraying is not a particularly pleasant activity so you should make it as easy on yourself as possible to
allow you more time to enjoy your roses.
Wind Chimes Editor's Note: My thanks to Robert "Bob" Martin, Jr. for allowing us to publish his above updated article,
(revised December 2011), originally written in 1992 and previously updated in 2000.
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