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Looking for a plant to add some color and bling to the late summer garden?  Check out hardy hibiscus 
which is blooming now.  The dinner plate size blooms bring a dramatic effect to the garden.  Some of the 
new varieties, like ‘Midnight Marvel’ or ‘Kopper King,’ have reddish foliage for even more garden interest.  
Hardy hibiscus will also help attract hummingbirds and butterflies to your garden. 
 
The hibiscus family can be a bit confusing but they can generally be divided into four groups: hardy 
hibiscus, rose of Sharon, tropical hibiscus and all the other Hibiscus species.  Hardy hibiscus usually refers 
to any of the North American native species (Hibiscus moscheutos, H. coccineus, H. dasycalyx, H. 
grandiflorus, H. laevis, and H. lasiocarpos and H. aculeatus).  The native species tend to grow in or near 
marshes or swamps but they are tolerant to fluctuations in soil moisture.  Flowers last for a single day with 
bloom colors varying from pure white, scarlet rose, lavender and shades of pink. 
 
The best known wild species is probably H. moscheutos 
commonly known as swamp rose mallow.  It grows wild in 
wetland swamps from Ontario to Massachusetts and 
south to Florida, and west to Wisconsin and Tex  as.  It is 
hardy from USDA Zones 5 to 8.  The shrubby plants have 
multiple upright stems growing up to 8 feet tall with a 
spread of 3 to 4 feet.  Individual flowers are 4 to 6 inches 
across, consisting of 5 white or pink petals.  Each flower 
usually has a reddish purple throat at the base of its 
petals, although sometimes this is absent.  The blooming 
period occurs from mid-summer to early fall and lasts 
about 1 month.  Individual flowers are short-lived lasting 
only a day or two.  Interesting seed capsules follow the 
flowers.  Plants prefer full to partial sun, and wet to consistently moist soil.  It is considered to be deer 
resistant although young plants may be nibbled. 
 
Normally you won’t find the species for sale at garden centers but you will find a variety of the hardy 
hybrids.  Since the 1950’s newer hybrids have been bred for larger flowers, fuller petals and a shorter, 
more manageable height.  Modern cultivars began with Robert Darby, who did his work at the USDA in 
Maryland.  His first release was the classic red flowered ‘Lord Baltimore’ which is still available today.  He 
later released ‘Lady Baltimore’ which is a pinkish/purple flower with a pure red eye.  To create his cultivars 
he began by mixing three species of hibiscus:  H. laevis, H. coccineus and H. moscheutos.  Mr. Darby also 
released ‘Anne Arundel,’ a dark pink with a red eye and ‘Turn of the Century,’ a bicolor which looks like a 
red and pink pinwheel.  More recently, the three Fleming brothers (now deceased) of Nebraska made 
many popular cultivar developments such as introducing purple foliage.  They also worked on drought and 
flood tolerance as well as pest resistance.  The Flemings are also known for introducing the shortest hardy 
hibiscus at just 2.5 to 3 feet tall.  They also introduced a pale yellow flowered hibiscus named ‘Old Yella.’ 

crimsoneyed rosemallow (Hibiscus moscheutos) 
Source: Dow Gardens , Dow Gardens, Bugwood.org 



 
Hardy hibiscus are herbaceous perennials that die down to the 
ground each winter.  They are late to emerge from the ground in 
spring, so don’t get discouraged and think that you lost it.  You 
may not see new growth until after May 1.  They then grow 
rapidly and begin to bloom later in the summer once we get some 
real heat.  The big, bold, tropical-looking blooms come in white, 
pink, plum, red and bicolors.  Depending on the cultivar the 
foliage may be green or a coppery red.  Hardy hibiscus do best in 
at least six hours or more of direct sun. The more sun they get the 
more flowers they will produce.  Hardy hibiscus do best in moist, 
organically rich soils, but will do well in average garden soils as 
long as they do not dry out.  They are tolerant to heat and 
humidity but not drought.  If they are water stressed they may 
drop flower buds or become susceptible to insects and diseases.  

Cut back the stems in late fall to 3 to 4 inches.  Or you can 
leave the stalks up for winter interest and then in spring 
prune the old stems to the ground as new shoots emerge.  
Give plants a fresh topping of compost once a year in the 

spring.  Many cultivars are hardy to Zone 4, but it depends on their parentage so check the label as some 
may only be hardy to zone 6.  Mulch well the first winter to be safe.  While they are fairly pest free, 
Japanese beetles can be a problem as they will shred the foliage. 
 
In the garden hardy hibiscus can be used in borders, as a temporary hedge or as a specimen for a garden 
accent.  They are also useful to plant in low spots or wet areas in the landscape and can be effective along 
streams or ponds. 
 
A 2012 introduction by Walters Gardens, ‘Midnight Marvel’ is a real show-stopper with its crimson 
blossoms that reach 9 to 10 inches across.  Another great feature are the leathery, violet-purple, maple-
shaped leaves which turn a brilliant orange in fall.  A somewhat compact hardy hibiscus it grows to about 4 
feet tall and wide.  It is hardy in zones 5 – 8. 
 
If you are looking for a tropical feel and big, bright flowers in your garden give these tough, hardy plants a 
try.  You won’t be disappointed by the fabulous hardy hibiscus. 
 
Resources for this article include: HortScience, Illinois Wildflowers, New Moon Nurseries, Plant Delights, 
Fleming’s Flower Fields, Scott Arboretum of Swarthmore College, Behnke Nurseries, American Meadows 
and Missouri Botanical Garden. 
 
 

 

‘Midnight Marvel Hibiscus  
Source: Burpee.com  


