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Zinnias have been a popular garden annual for many years.  Not only do 
they come in a wide range of flower colors and shapes but they are easy 
to grow from seed.  Native to the southwest US, Mexico and Central 
America, they can tolerate hot summer temperatures.  They were 
named for the 18th century German botanist, Johann Gottfried Zinn, 
who wrote the first scientific description of the flower. 

 

The wild zinnia that Zinn found in the Mexican desert was a small, weedy 
plant with a purplish-red, daisy-like flower and a protruding cone.  Spanish colonists called them “mal de 
ojos,” (evil eye).  Seeds were sent to Europe and plant breeders started playing with them.  The gardening 
world didn’t become interested in zinnias until 1920 when Bodger Seeds Ltd. introduced ‘Giant Dahlia’ and 
‘California Giant.’  Still available today, they come in a variety of colors and the blooms are large and flat-
petaled. 

 

Zinnias come in such a wide variety of colors (except blue, black and brown), that you can choose from 
bright, brilliant reds, oranges, yellows and pinks to soft, creamy pastels, white and even green flowers.  
There are also bi-colors, striped and speckled varieties to choose from. 

 

Zinnias bloom in many shapes and sizes.  Blooms can range from one-half to six inches wide.  They may be 
single, semi-double, or double.  Single-flowered zinnias have one row of petals with a visible center.  In 
doubles, there are so many rows of petals that the center is hidden.  Semi-double flowers have more than 
one row of petals, but still have a visible center. 

 

Beehive type flowers are small, double blooms.  Their flat petals stack up to make the flowers look like 
miniature beehives.  Button-type flowers are a flattened version of the beehive.  Cactus-types have large 
blooms with quilled petals.  Dahlia-flowered types are large, semi-double to double blooms with flat wide 
petals. 

 

Plant height is another big variable in the zinnia world.  Cultivars range from eight inches to four feet tall. 

 

All zinnias prefer at least 6 hours of direct sun and well-drained soils.  They should be fertilized regularly to 
encourage optimum blooming.  Zinnias like hot, dry summers.  They are drought tolerant once established, 
but young plants need regular watering.  When they are four to six inches tall, pinch the tops out for 
bushier plants.  Remove faded flowers to encourage new blooms.  Most zinnia varieties will continue 
blooming until hit by frost. 

 

Easy to grow from seed, zinnias should bloom 8 to 12 weeks after sowing.  If starting indoors, seeds are 
best sown in peat pots to limit transplant shock as they may resent transplanting.  Start seed indoors four 
to six weeks before the last expected spring frost in your area.  Zinnias can be transplanted outside after 
any danger of frost has passed.  When sowing seed outdoors, space the seeds according to the mature size 



of the plant.  This will vary from 6 to 18 inches apart, depending on the cultivar.  Zinnias generally take 75 
to 90 days to bloom from seed, so planting at the end of May will result in August flowers.  Check the seed 
packet for specific planting instructions.  Zinnias can be also be bought as started plants but you won’t find 
as wide a selection as what is offered via seed packets. 

 

Overcrowding zinnia plants can lead to disease problems as it results in poor air movement and too much 
moisture.  They are susceptible to powdery mildew, which makes the leaves look nasty.  There are some 
mildew resistant varieties.  Insect pests to watch out for include Japanese beetles, spider mites and aphids. 

 

There are more than twenty species of zinnias, but only a 
few species are sold and grown in gardens.  Most of the 
zinnias on the market today derive their parentage from 
Zinnia elegans, also known as common zinnia.  The narrow 
leaf zinnia, Z. angustifolia, is a smaller species with narrow 
leaves and small, single flowers.  It is highly resistant to 
powdery mildew.  Haage’s zinnia, Z. haageana, is another 
small zinnia that is also disease resistant, but it does require 
regular dead heading to keep the plants blooming through 
the summer.  It is sold as ‘Persian Carpet’ mix.  Z. tenuifolia 
‘Red Spider’ has bright scarlet, spider-like petals on compact 
and multi-branching plants. 

 

Many gardeners grow zinnias to attract butterflies.  Cultivars that produce wide, flat flowers are perfect for 
butterflies to land on so that they can refuel on nectar.  Plant zinnias en masse to make it easier for 
butterflies to find.  The variety ‘Lilliput’ has been recommended by the University of Kentucky as an 
excellent cultivar to plant in butterfly gardens.  When they compared four commonly available zinnia 
cultivars this was the most popular one. 

 

Zinnias come in such a variety of colors, shapes and sizes that gardeners can most certainly find one to fit 
their needs.  Whether planted in a formal bed, cottage garden, container, or to use as cut flowers, zinnias 
are a gardeners dream. 
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