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Petunias perk up any garden
Michelle Le Strange, UC Master Gardener Advisor
With all their versatility, variety, and colors, it is understandable why petunias are among the most
popular bedding plants in the world. In the United States petunias have been in the top five for over
100 years. Currently there are over 400 cultivars available in almost every conceivable flower color in
several horticultural types: grandiflora, floribunda, multiflora, milliflora, and spreading.
Petunia’s past
The petunias we know today are a far cry from those that first appeared. The whole petunia repertoire
is based mainly on two hardly spectacular species that were discovered in South America in the mid
1700’s and early 1800’s. Breeders began crossing them in search of larger flowers in more colors and
by 1888 the garden petunia (Petunia x hybrida) was born. Window boxes and gardens displayed petunias
in exciting colors, with large, single and sometimes double blooms.
Changes and improvements have continued for decades. The National Garden Bureau in Illinois indicates
that the first truly red petunia, a multiflora called ‘Comanche’ and bred by PanAmerican Seed, was
brought out in 1953. The first yellow petunia called ‘Summer Sun’ was introduced in 1977 by Goldsmith
Seeds. A new class of petunias, called floribunda, was created by Ball Seed Company in 1983, and
heralded the ‘Madness’ series. The purple wave petunia was an All American Selection Winner in 1995
and began a new class of spreading petunias. This was bred in Japan by Kirin Brewery (yes, brewery)
and introduced by PanAmerican Seed. The following year Goldsmith Seed introduced another new class
of petunia called the milliflora. (“Million bells” is a popular new plant closely related to petunia, but is in
the genus Calibrachoa).
Petunia particulars
Petunias are members of the nightshade family (like tomato, pepper, potato, and eggplant) and flourish
in full sun. Sunset Western Garden Book describes them as “low growing, bushy to spreading plants with
thick, broad leaves that are slightly sticky to the touch. Flowers vary from funnel-shaped single blooms
to densely double, heavily ruffled ones in a wide variety of colors. Bicolors and picotees (having one
basic color with a margin of a different color) are also available as are types that have contrasting veins
on the petals. In most climate zones the plant blooms throughout summer until frost kills them.”
Petunias have a light, sweet fragrance, which has more to do with flower color than type or variety.
Particularly fragrant are purple, blue, and rose colored flowers. Even though petunias are very
adaptable and will grow in almost any kind of soil from sandy to clay, they do best in a light but rich soil
that has good drainage. It helps to amend the soil by digging in compost or peat moss before planting.
Most petunias grow about a foot tall, however millifloras are shorter and grandifloras are taller.

Petunia categories
Grandiflora petunias bear the largest flowers of all classes but bloom the least profusely. Flowers are
usually single to 4½ inches across with ruffled edges. Cascade, Countdown, and Supercascade series
plants have a trailing habit that makes them good selections for hanging baskets. Other common series
include: Magic and Supermagic, Storm, Ultra, Cloud, Hula Hoop and Frost. Double hybrid grandifloras
have heavily ruffled flowers that come in all petunia colors except yellow.
Multiflora and floribunda petunia plants are about as large as grandiflora, but flower size is smaller
(only 2 inches) and smooth edged. Celebrity, Madness, and Prime Time are popular strains.
Milliflora plants are much smaller only reaching 6-8 inches high and wide. They need no pinching or
pruning. Plants cover themselves with small flowers (only 1-1½ inch) in a multitude of colors, except
yellow.
Spreading petunias can be used as ground covers. Plants in the seed grown ‘Wave’ series cover
themselves with 2½-3 inch pink lilac, rose or purple flowers. All are fast growers to 6 inches high and
can spread to more than 5 feet across. The cutting-grown types like the Surfinias, Cascadias,
Supertunias, and Petitunias series, grow slightly shorter and narrower.
Petunia problems
Around here insects cause the biggest problems in petunias, specifically whiteflies, flea beetles, and
worms can be a nuisance or damage leaves and flowers. Knowing this in advance keeps the avid gardener
alert. Bt sprays or application of a systemic insecticide can minimize the damage.
For a while I stopped planting petunias because of worm damage, but I missed their persistent perky
blooms. Now I take a little more care in getting them established and pick off pesty worms. It’s worth
it.

April 30, 2009

