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Summer Annuals
by Ann Belau, UC Master Gardener
What many people call the most glorious gardening season is just about to reach its peak. Gardens are
chock full of pansies and snapdragons, spring bulbs, flowering shrubs and gorgeous plants. Take
advantage of our lovely spring gardens now knowing that in a short time the hot weather will take its
toll and these winter annuals will fade and need replacing.
Nurseries and garden centers are like magnets in the spring time, aren't they? Everywhere you look,
there are gorgeous plants filling the shelves, spilling out onto the sidewalk, and even bursting into the
grocery store parking lot. GIVE IN to the urge - now through mid-April is the perfect time to plan and
plant your summer color before the weather gets too hot.
Don't be tempted to plant more cool season annuals even though they are lovely in the garden centers.
Instead, start filling the bare spots and beds with warm season annuals. They may be planted from seed
or bedding plants now. The exceptions are zinnia, marigold and morning glory seeds which shouldn't be
planted until mid to late May when the soil really warms up. The choice of summer annuals is endless,
but here are a few ideas from which to choose.
For the sunny flower border, tall or climbing annuals are spider flower (cleome), cosmos, tree mallow
(lavatera), morning glories, gloriosa daisy (rudbeckia), sunflowers, Mexican sunflower (tithonia), and
(thunbergia). Mid-height annuals include bachelor buttons, gaillardia, strawflower (helichrysum),
everlasting (helipterum), marigolds, and love-in-a-mist (nigella). Shorter annuals include ageratum,
alyssum, Australian daisy (brachycome), celosia, petunia, salvia, creeping zinnia (sanvitalia), and verbena.
A flower border in partial shade filled with plantings of bedding begonias, amethyst flower (browallia),
cigar plant, coleus, godetia, impatiens, or lobelia can be a delight. White flowers in the shady border are
particularly lovely - especially at night when they seem to glow in the moonlight.
Many people are thrilled with the new star zinnias. They are wonderful trouble-free plants that are
especially suited for those hard to plant areas near swimming pools. They bloom for months in white,
orange and yellow and are low maintenance.
When winter annuals start to fade, pull them out and add them to the compost pile. Prepare the bed by
digging in a good soil amendment like compost to help hold moisture and replant with your choice of
summer annuals.

Instead of planting your annuals in rows stretched out like soldiers, try planting masses of one color
together for added visual impact. At least 5 to 7 of the same plant in a grouping will be much more
pleasing to the eye than the same number of plants scattered throughout the border. Concentrate your
annual dollars where they will have the biggest impact. By the front door, at the mailbox, beside the
pool, or out your kitchen window are great places for a burst of annual color.
Good soil preparation is really the key to success. Expect plants to get off to a poor start if all you do
is chip out a small hole and stuff in the plant. Instead prepare the entire planting area, not just the
hole. Pull back the mulch, dig the soil to a shovel depth and break up any clods. Mix in compost, aged
manure, or purchased soil amendments and a handful of all-purpose fertilizer. Remove the plant from
the pot and gently loosen the root ball. You can do this by scratching the sides with a hand fork or
teasing out the roots by hand. It's a critical step to success. Plant just a bit high to discourage fungal
rot, and replace the mulch making sure it's not packed up against the crown of the plant. Water well and
you are good to go.
To delight your children or grandchildren, give them their own small sunny flowerbed in the back yard.
Zinnias, marigolds, sunflowers, scarlet runner beans and pole beans are wonderful annuals for children.
The flower colors are bright and cheerful, the seeds are large enough for little fingers to plant easily
and germination is rapid enough to hold the attention of young gardeners. A teepee of pole beans also
makes a wonderful secret hiding place.
Many annuals such as impatiens, lobelia, star zinnias, and bedding begonias require little more than a
regular feeding every 6 weeks with an all purpose fertilizer. For the rest, removing the spent flowers
regularly will keep them blooming the entire growing season. Happy Gardening!
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