
 
 

The AIB Lex Guide to Growing Purple Coneflowers 
(Echinacea Purpurea) 

  

Lexington/Fayette County Official Flower 

Coneflowers are quintessential Kentucky native plants. They are hardy, drought-tolerant, and long-
blooming, and cultivated in an ever-widening range of colors . It's hard to find a garden without at 
least one variety. Coneflowers are a type of Echinacea.  

Purple coneflower, or Echinacea purpurea, is by far the most popular variety of coneflower. It has 
a fibrous root system, and it is more adaptable to garden conditions and more forgiving of dividing 
and transplanting.  

Coneflower's daisy-like flower is actually made up of several small flowers. The petals are sterile 
and are there strictly to lure insects toward the many tiny fertile flowers in the central disk or cone. 
These cone flowers are rich in nectar and very popular with both bees and butterflies. 
Hummingbirds also enjoy coneflowers, and birds like finches eat the seeds, providing food 
throughout the winter. 

Purple Coneflower Growing Needs 

• Purple coneflowers grow well just about anywhere in USDA hardiness zones 3 through 9. 
Kentucky is zone 5-6a. Once established, they are rugged and hardy. Coneflowers grow 
well from seed and can be divided to make new plants. They are difficult to grow from 
stem cuttings.  

• Light—To get the most blooms and the sturdiest plants, plant purple coneflowers in a spot 
that gets at least six to eight hours of full sun each day. They will tolerate partial shade, but 
plants may flop and blooms won't be as prolific. 

• Soil—Coneflowers grown in gardens prefer a neutral soil pH of about 6.5 to 7.0. Most 
Kentucky soils are clay with a garden pH of around 7.2. They can thrive in a variety of soil 
types, including sandy, rocky, and clay soils. However, they do not like wet or mucky soil. 
For best results, add a bit of compost when planting to give coneflowers a good start. 

• Water—Coneflowers are often listed as drought-tolerant, but the first year they’ll do better 
with regular watering. Mist them daily just after planting, then transition to an inch of water 
per week once planted in the ground. Second-year and older plants may only need watering 
during droughts. 

• Temperature and Humidity—As a native prairie plant, echinacea thrives in hot, dry 
climates but can handle a range of temperature and humidity fluctuations. They do not do 
as well in areas where the soil stays wet. 

• Fertilizer—Although coneflowers thrive best in a soil high in organic matter, too much 
supplemental nitrogen can cause them to put out more foliage than flowers. Kentucky soil 
is high in Phosphorous and Potassium, so fertilizing with organic matter provides nitrogen 
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as the compost decomposes. Adding compost each spring usually gives them the nutrition 
they need for healthy foliage and blooms. 

• Pruning (Deadheading)—You can leave the plants standing through winter to feed the 
birds.  

• Shearing them back in midsummer will result in bushier plants that bloom longer into the 
season.  

• Deadheading is the primary maintenance for coneflowers. They are prolific bloomers, and 
deadheading (removing the dead flowers from living plants) will keep them in bloom all 
summer. Each flower remains in bloom for several weeks.  

• Flowers start blooming from the top of the stem. As the initial flower fades, more side 
shoots and buds will form along the stem. Deadheading also helps prevent an 
overabundance of self-seeding from the plant. 

Growing From Seeds 

Purple coneflowers are relatively easy to grow from seed. If you'd like to save the seed, wait until 
the cone has fully dried. It will be darker in color and stiff to the touch. The seeds are attached to 
the sharp spines. Wear gloves, and separate the seeds from the cone. Spread them on a paper plate 
or screen to dry thoroughly before storing. 

Seed Treatment: Coneflower seeds benefit from 8 to 12 weeks of cold stratification prior 
to planting. 

When to Plant: Scatter seeds in late fall, direct sow early spring or start indoors (after 
cold stratification) 6 to 8 weeks prior to the last spring frost. 

Indoor Planting Tips: Coneflower roots are susceptible to transplant shock, so we 
recommend starting them in peat pots. 

Seed Depth: No more than 1/8" deep. Coneflower seeds require sunlight to germinate. 

Seed Spacing: Thin or plant 12" to 18" apart. 

Days to Germination: 7 to 30; around 14 days under ideal conditions (65°F-70°F). 

Materials Required 

• Pots – this can be a common seed starting six-pack, or even just use an old plastic 
container with holes drilled in the bottom for drainage 

• Potting soil or seed starting mix 
• Small garden shovel, or trowel 
• Spray bottle for watering 
• Seeds 

Planting in Pots or in the ground 

1. Fill pots with moist potting soil, to about 1/2″ (12 mm) below the top of the pot.  Your 
soil should be moist, and it is easiest to moisten it in a bucket before putting it into the 
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pot.  However, you can easily do it if you spray water as you add soil to the pot.  You 
don’t want the soil sopping wet, just moist. 

2. Place 3-5 seeds in each pot or cell.  Press them firmly into the dirt. 
3. Cover the seeds with 1/8″-1/4″ of soil (3-6 mm) and water 
4. Place seeds in an area where they will receive morning sun, and keep moist. 
5. Germination should occur in about 2 weeks 
6. Then, you need to care for the seedlings until they are several inches high.  Finally 

transplanting them into their final location. 
7. Note!  Rabbits do love to eat young Echinacea Plants.  Consider protecting them with 

Liquid Fence or chicken wire the first year (at least). 

How and When to Transplant Echinacea 
Once your seedlings have grown to be 3-4″ tall, they are more than ready to be placed into their 
final location. 

• Dig a hole to just below the depth of the pot, and twice as wide. 
• Put a handful of compost at the bottom of the hole, and gently mix it in. 
• Water the hole, and wait for the water to drain. 
• Plant your Echinace, filling in around the pot.  Pack soil firmly. 
• Protect your seedling.  Apply liquid fence (it really works) or put chicken wire around the 

plant and stake it. 
You can transplant your seedlings in the summer – just know that it may require supplemental 
water for several weeks if it is in an area prone to drought. You can plant your seedling as late as 
nature lets you! So, even if it is in December, if the ground isn’t frozen you can plant the plant. 
The roots will still grow just fine and establish themselves, even if it is cold temperatures above 
ground. 

How long does it take to grow Echinacea from Seed? 
Generally, Echinacea will not flower until it’s second year after seed germination. Typically you 
will have few, if any, flowers the first year. But – the second year of life for Echinacea will 
produce nice blooms. And in the 3rd year, you will be treated to a massive display if planted in 
Echinacea’s preferred conditions of full sun and well drained soil. 
Common Pests and Diseases 
For the most part, coneflowers have very few problems. As long as the plants are given plenty of 
room for good air circulation, they should not be bothered by fungal diseases. If you should see 
mildew or spots on the leaves, simply cut them back and let them fill in on their own. A few pests 
enjoy coneflowers, so keep an eye out for Japanese beetles, vine weevils, and leafhoppers. 

 
 


