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By Gus Vizgirda, Master Gardener 
 
If you’ve ever taken a stroll down Main Street in Jonesborough during the dog days of July, you 
know that our Northeast Tennessee humidity can feel like trying to breathe through a wet wool 
blanket. In that kind of "stagnant soup," most garden flowers just tuck tail and fade. But not the 
zinnia, in terms of sheer utility zinnias are stars of the garden. 
 
Selecting Your Cultivar 
In the humid days of summer, cultivar selection is the bedrock of success in our Washington 
County humidity. Through years of university research and trial and error, three series have 
proven they can take the Tennessee steam: 
 
Benary’s Giant Series: The absolute heavyweights. These produce massive 4- to 6-inch flowers 
on sturdy 40- to 50-inch stems.  They are remarkably resistant to our torrential summer rains and 
heat. I’m partial to the "Lime" and "Wine”. 
 
Oklahoma Series: These are petite but prolific performers, offering 1.5- to 2.5-inch double and 
semi-double blooms on 30- to 40-inch stems.  Their secret weapon is a notably low susceptibility 
to powdery mildew.  
 
Queen Series: For a designer look, these offer sophisticated lime-based hues like Red Lime, 
Lime Orange, and Lime with Blush on 30- to 40-inch stems.  
 
Production and Planting 
To achieve professional-grade results, we must look beyond the seed packet and understand the 
zinnia’s internal clock and structural needs. Success is a matter of both the ruler and the calendar. 
 
For those desiring multiple harvests, spacing must be precise: 2 feet between rows and 6 inches 
within the row. This isn't just for air circulation. It creates a physical brace, where the plants 
support one another against stem displacement caused by thunderstorms. To further support 
stems, netting of wire or mesh can help with support. 
 
Hydration Without Heartache 
Improper water delivery is the most frequent cause of garden heartbreak in Northeast Tennessee. 
Drip or soaker hose irrigation is the best way to water your garden. By delivering moisture 
directly to the root zone, you protect the delicate blooms and suppress the spread of fungal 
spores. If you must water by hand, do it at the base of the plant in the early morning so any 
accidental moisture on the leaves can dry before the evening humidity sets in. 
 
The Mildew Menace 
In our Appalachian humidity, powdery mildew (appearing as a white, flour-like dust on the 
upper leaf surface) and downy mildew (bluish-tinted mats on the leaf undersides) are biological 
certainties. While synthetic fungicides exist, organic intervention is safer for our home 
ecosystem, as it avoids risk of developing resistance. 
 



The following has been shown to be effective against mildew 
1 ½ tablespoons baking soda 
1 gallon water 
3 tablespoons of light, paraffin-based horticultural oil 
 
Mix thoroughly. Pre-test on a small leaf area before treating the entire patch during hot weather 
to ensure no toxic effects occur. Spray on affected plants every 7 to 14 days in the morning until 
humidity decreases.  
 
The Art of the Harvest 
The zinnia's "cut-and-come-again" nature means the more you harvest, the more the plant 
produces. To bring the beauty of the floral rainbow indoors, follow the professional protocol: 
 
Timing: Harvest in the morning after the dew has evaporated. 
Technique: Cut stems on fully developed flowers.  
Preservation: Place stems immediately into a 1% sugar solution (fresh flower food). This ensures 
a vase life of 7 to 10 days. 
 
At the end of the day, a garden without zinnias is like a Southern porch without a rocking 
chair—it’s just missing its soul. Keep your watering cans low and your spirits high. As long as 
you’re faster than the spores, your garden will remain the jewel of the neighborhood long after 
the lesser flowers have tucked tail and faded. 
 
Resources 
 
“Zinnias (Zinnia elegans) for the Farmer Florist,” 
https://extension.msstate.edu/publications/zinnias-zinnia-elegans-for-the-farmer-florist  

“Addressing Downy Mildew and Powdery Mildew in the Home Garden," 
https://extension.psu.edu/addressing-downy-mildew-and-powdery-mildew-in-the-home-garden  
 
"Powdery Mildew – Vegetables," https://hort.extension.wisc.edu/articles/powdery-mildew-
vegetables/  
 
"Prevent, protect zinnias from powdery mildew," https://extension.illinois.edu/news-
releases/prevent-protect-zinnias-powdery-mildew  
 
How do I ask a question? 
If you have questions for the Master Gardeners, submit them to us on our website 
at www.netmga.net. Click the link at the top of the page, “ASK A MASTER GARDENER” to 
send in your question. Questions that are not answered in this column will receive a response 
from a Master Gardener to the contact information you provide. 
 
The Master Gardener Program is offered by the University of Tennessee Extension. The purpose 
of the Master Gardener program is to train people as horticultural-educated volunteers. These 
volunteers work in partnership with the local Extension office in their counties to expand 
educational outreach, providing home gardeners with researched-based information. 
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