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Introduction 

Why Start from Seed? 

(and a few tips on buying 

seeds, too) 

 

 With nurseries, big box 

stores, and home improvement 

centers bursting with beautiful 

young seedlings of seemingly 

endless variety, why would any 

gardener want to start his or her 

vegetable garden from seed? If 

seed starting seems like 

unnecessary work, consider this:  

 

 1. It’s cheaper. Seedlings cost significantly more than seeds, 

especially if you consider that a single packet of seeds lasts the average 

home vegetable gardener years. For example, at a local nursery, for $3.75 

I can purchase one cucumber seedling. But for $3.95, I can buy a seed 

packet with 35 cucumber seeds. So I’ll either have plenty of seeds for 

years to come, or I can plant a very large patch of cucumbers. And if I 

save the seeds from the cucumbers I grow, I will never have to purchase 

seeds again. 

 2. Store bought seedlings may not like your garden. Because 

they are used to different growing conditions, store bought seedlings 

often go through shock when they are transplanted into the home 

garden. This doesn’t matter much if you’re planting flowers and other 

ornamentals; usually the plants recover. But most vegetables grow and 
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produce only for a short time before they die. Even a week’s delay in 

healthy growth can lead to zero harvestable food. 

 3. There’s better variety. Whether you’re looking for the latest, 

greatest varieties of vegetables or for old fashioned heirlooms, you’ll find 

a far greater selection available in the form of seeds. 

 4. You can choose varieties best suited to your region. If you 

purchase seeds from a regional seed grower, you can be sure they will 

thrive in your climate. The seed is also likely to be of higher quality than 

the big-name, national seeds you find in many stores. (For more about 

regional seed growers vs. large national seed sellers, read “How to Buy 

Vegetable Seed” at the Proverbs 31 Woman blog: 

http://proverbsthirtyonewoman.blogspot.co

m/2011/01/how-to-buy-vegetable-

seeds.html ) Purchasing regionally-oriented 

seed is nearly impossible to do if you buy 

from big box stores. 

 5. Store bought seedlings are 

usually chemically treated. If you want 

organic veggies, you’ll probably have a tough 

time finding commercial seedlings to suit 

your needs. On the other hand, you can buy 

organic seeds and grow them just as you 

please - with or without chemicals. 

6. It’s fun.  

 

 

But before you browse the nursery seed rack or seed catalogs and 

get caught up in beautiful illustrations and grandiose descriptions, keep 

in mind a few things: 
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1. How much space do you have? It’s rare to meet a gardener who 

doesn’t want to grow more plants than his or her garden space allows. 

Remember that most vegetables require at least 6 hours of sunlight; 

therefore, how much room do you realistically have for growing them? 

Most of us have to choose between growing a little of a lot of things or 

more useful amounts of fewer things. Therefore, it’s wise to choose 

staples you and your family love, perhaps trying one or two new varieties 

or vegetable types each year, just for fun. Also remember that a large 

garden is a significant commitment; if you’re new to gardening, it’s best 

to start small. 

 

2. How many days does it take for the vegetable to mature? Any 

time you choose vegetables that mature quickly, you’re probably going to 

get more food from them - because you can replant and get additional 

harvests. Also, if you live in an area where 

the warm season is only a few short 

months, veggies that mature quickly are 

important to getting any harvest at all. 

 

3. Does it grow well in my gardening 

zone? If you purchase from a seed 

company specializing in your region, the 

answer should always be yes. But if you 

choose to purchase from a seed company 

marketing seeds throughout the United 

States, you’ll need to know your USDA 

gardening zone (find it here: 

http://www.arborday.org/treeinfo/zonelookup.cfm ) Because vegetables 

are short lived and must thrive in order to produce decent food, you want 

only veggies that love growing in your region. 
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4. Is it early season, mid-season, or late season? And what are the 

growing requirements? In most regions, lettuce, spinach, peas, and 

other “cool season” vegetables grow best if planted in the early spring 

and late summer, whereas “warm season” edibles (like tomatoes) only 

thrive if planted in the late spring. Be sure to also check the general 

growing requirements: How much sun does the plant need? Does it 

require lots of warmth? Does it need very rich and fertile soil? 

 

5. Will I be able to save the seed? If you want to save seed from the 

vegetables you grow, you’ll need seeds labeled “open pollinated” or 

“heirloom.” Seeds labeled “hybrid” are not suitable for seed saving 

because hybrid plants either have sterile seeds or their seeds produce 

plants that are different from the parent plant. 

 

Once you’ve purchased vegetable seeds suitable for your culinary 

tastes, your region, and your garden plot, you can begin the process of 

growing them either in the winter or the spring, depending upon the 

method you choose. This surprises many gardeners: There is more than 

one method of seed starting! Each has its pros and cons, and which you 

choose depends upon how much money you want to spend, what kind of 

seeds you have, and your own personal preferences.  

If you want to learn about the three major methods of seed 

starting, you’ve definitely come to the right place. Read on – and happy 

growing! 
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Chapter 1: 

3 Methods for Seed Starting 

 
There are three basic ways to start vegetables from seed.  

 

• Winter sowing 

• Indoor sowing 

• Direct sowing 

 

Most gardeners use more than one method, depending upon what type of 

seeds they are planting. 

 

Winter Sowing 

 Many gardeners have never heard of this method, but it’s virtually 

foolproof and works with most types of vegetable and herb seeds.  

Winter sowing simply means starting seeds outdoors in covered 

containers in the winter. There are many good reasons to winter sow, 

including: 
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• It’s inexpensive. Recycled containers (like cottage cheese tubs and 

plastic bakery containers) can be used. No special equipment is 

needed. 

• It’s easy. High germination 

(sprouting) rates will occur as 

long as the right seeds are 

selected. 

• It requires little time or 

attention from gardeners. 

• Seedlings don’t require a 

special “hardening off” 

procedure, as they do when 

sown indoors. 

• Winter sown seedlings tend 

to be stronger and more 

vigorous than seedlings grown indoors. 

• Winter sowing can offer a jump on the growing season because 

many plants will be ready for the garden before they would using 

other seed starting methods. 

• If gardeners collect seeds from winter sown plants each year, then 

winter sow them in subsequent years, eventually the plants 

become more cold hardy. 

 

In fact, the only real negative to winter sowing is that the method 

does not work for most heat-loving plants. 
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Indoor Sowing 

 This method is more familiar to gardeners in the United States. It 

requires planting seeds indoors and placing them near a bright window 

or plant light.  

 

 The major advantages 

for this method are: 

• It works for all types of 

plants. 

• The required materials 

are easy to find in 

gardening centers and 

recycled materials (like 

newspaper or toilet 

paper rolls) can be used. 

• It’s the best method for many heat-loving edibles, like eggplants. 

 

There are also some disadvantages to this method, including: 

• Seedlings can become leggy 

and sickly unless 

supplemental lights are 

used. 

• Sowing indoors is more 

costly than other methods if 

plant lights or warming 

mats are used. 

• Plants must be “hardened 

off” before planting in the 

garden. 
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• Indoor sowing generally requires more attention from the gardener 

than either winter sowing or direct sowing. 

 

 

Direct Sowing 

 

Directing sowing is the 

most traditional way of seed 

starting. With this method, 

seeds are planted directly 

into the garden bed. 

There are many positives 

related to direct sowing, 

including: 

• It’s inexpensive. No 

additional soil, 

containers, or lights 

are needed. 

• It’s the best method for 

plants that don’t like 

being transplanted. 

• It is generally easier than indoor sowing, as long as the 

garden bed is properly prepared. 

 

Cons for direct sowing include: 

• With certain warm-season plants, like eggplants or tomatoes, 

this method can shorten the growing season by a week or 

two, compared to other methods. 
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Sowing Method Comparison Chart 

 Cost Time 

commitment for 

gardener 

Requires 

“hardening 

off?” 

Works for all 

plants? 

 

Germination 

Winter Sowing Low Low No No High, if correct 

seeds are chosen 

Indoor Sowing Highest of all 

methods if 

plant lights or 

warming pads 

are used 

Highest of all 

methods 

 

Yes Yes Medium to low, 

depending upon 

whether lights 

and mats are used 

Direct Sowing Lowest of all 

methods, 

assuming the 

garden soil is 

good quality. 

Low No Yes, if outdoor 

conditions are 

right 

Medium to High 
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Chapter 2 

How to Winter Sow 

I believe winter sowing is 

an essential tool for anybody 

looking to grow more food – 

primarily because it ensures 

they’ll get more harvests from 

their garden. For example, I 

winter sow most of my vegetable 

seeds in January or February, 

long before my neighbors have 

even purchased their seeds – and long before seed suppliers start 

running out of popular varieties. I plant most of my seedlings in 

March – a full two to three months sooner than most other people in 

my area. By autumn, I’ve had about twice as many rounds with my 

vegetables as any gardener I know in my region. So while winter 

sowing may seem to go against everything most gardeners know about 

starting seeds, it works and has real benefits. 

Many people think seeds need lots of light and warmth to grow, 

but winter sowing proves many seeds thrive without either of these 

things. Essentially, winter sowing mimics nature by exposing seeds to 

natural winter weather. The seeds crack open during snows or frosts 

(so you don't have to pre-treat seeds, as other seed starting methods 

sometimes require) and begin sprouting when it is naturally safe for 

them to do so. For this reason, winter sowing may only be 

accomplished in winter. The earliest time to begin winter sowing is 

after the winter solstice (at the end of December); you may continue 
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winter sowing for a few months after this date - as long as periods of 

frosts are still expected. 

 

What Can I Winter Sow? 

Not all seeds are suitable for winter sowing. Heat loving, tropical 

plants, for example, require a different sowing method. But almost all 

herbs can be winter sown. Other good candidates for winter sowing 

include those whose seed packets indicate the seeds easily self-sow or 

should be planted in the fall, colonize easily, are “hardy,” may be direct 

sown in the garden, or need pre-chilling, stratification, refrigeration. In 

addition, seeds from cold regions (for example, plants with cold-place 

names in their titles, like "Alaska Peas") usually may be winter sown. 

Some edibles that 

can be winter sown include 

artichokes, beans, beets, 

Bok Choy, broccoli, 

cabbage, carrots, celery, 

chard, chives, collards, 

early types of corn, 

eggplant, garlic, kale, 

lettuces, okra, onions, 

parsnips, peas, peppers, potatoes, pumpkins, radishes, shallots, 

spinach, squash, and some tomatoes. 

 

Supplies for Winter Sowing 

 

Seeds 

New potting soil (not the moisture control type) 

Scissors 

Plastic containers with lids 
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Duct tape and Sharpie pen or metal plant markers and a pen 

 

 

Almost any type of plastic container with a well-fitting, clear (or 

nearly clear) lid works fine. I prefer the clear, lidded boxes bakeries 

use for selling cookies and donuts, but many gardeners use plastic 

milk jugs and plastic soda bottles (with the tops cut off, then taped 

back on once the seeds are in place), Cool Whip tubs, large yogurt or 

cottage cheese tubs, or whatever else they have laying around. Ask 

your friends to help save containers, or visit your local grocery store 

and ask for bakery containers, like I use. I purchase them in bulk for 

a few dollars from a local grocery store. If all else fails, try buying $1 

disposable aluminum roasting pans with clear lids; you can find these 

at The Dollar Tree, Wal-Mart, Target, and many grocery stores. 

 

How to Winter Sow 

 

1. Using a pair of scissors, carefully poke about five slits in the bottom of 

each container. These are water drainage holes to prevent the contents of 

the containers from being too wet. If your containers are made of thick 

plastic, drill a few holes in their bottom, instead. 
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2. Cut two or three holes or slashes in the lid of the container. 

 

3. Fill each container with new potting soil. The soil only needs to be a 

few inches deep. 

 

4. Water the soil well with a watering can and allow it to drain for a few 

minutes. All the soil should be well moistened; you may need to mix the 

soil and water together with your hands in order to avoid dry spots. If 

anything, err on the side of getting the soil too soggy. 
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How to Make Your Own Metal Plant Markers 

Unlike plastic or wooden plant markers designed to be written on, metal 

markers remain readable no matter how much rain falls on them or how much 

sun tries to fade them. Unfortunately, metal plant markers are also expensive. 

Fortunately, though, you can make your own from used soda cans and a pair 

of scissors. 

Pop one blade of the scissors into the “drinking end” of the can, creating a 

hole. Cut off the end, then cut lengthwise strips (at least 1 inch wide) from the 

can. Be careful, because the edges of these homemade plant markers are 

sometimes pretty sharp. 

    

To write on the plant markers, place a plant marker on a hard surface and 

write on the silver side with a ballpoint pen. The pen will make indentations 

wherever you write. 

5. Plant seeds in the soil, using the seed planting depth and spacing 

indicated on the seed packet. Plant only one type of seed per container, 

because it’s sometimes difficult to tell seedlings apart. 
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6. Label each container; if you use duct tape (a method I recommend if 

you have small children who might “misplace” other types of labels), 

make sure the container is dry before applying the tape. It’s best to place 

labels on the sides of the containers — not on the bottom (where they 

interfere with drainage) or on the lid (because they’re apt to fade in the 

sun; you’ll eventually cut away most of the lid, anyway). If you’re using 

metal plant markers, just lay them inside the containers. 

 

7. Close the containers and place them somewhere out of the way. They 

should not be sheltered; you want the containers exposed to the weather. 

For example, you could place the containers along your fence line, but 

not beneath your carport. Don’t worry about giving the seeds “enough 

light.” In nature, many seeds can germinate without any light at all. After 

closing the lids, you’ll notice that within a few minutes the containers 

appear foggy. They are now acting as a mini greenhouses for the seeds, 

keeping them relatively warm and moist. 

This mimics the best conditions of nature.  

 

8. Check on the seeds every few days. The 

contents of the containers will freeze and 

thaw repeatedly. That’s okay! In fact, it’s 

good.  

 

9. When green shoots begin to appear (often 

toward the end of winter, but sometimes a 

bit later), check the containers for moisture 

content. It’s fine to do this when it’s cold, 

but don’t open container lids if it’s freezing outside. If the soil seems less 

than moist, give the seedlings a little water, then put the lids back on the 

containers. 
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KKiiddss  &&  SSeeeeddss  

 Most kids love planting seeds, so 

any kind of seed starting activity is a 

great way to get kids learning about 

healthy eating, where food comes from, 

and gardening in general.  

 

Toddlers and preschoolers may 

wish to help you every step of the way, 

but you’ll probably need to plant tiny 

seeds yourself. Still, even very young 

children can fill containers with dirt, 

water soil, and plant large seeds like 

beans and sunflowers.  

 

As children grow into grade-

schoolers, they can handle most steps 

involved with seed starting, although it’s 

wise for adults to do any cutting that 

might be necessary. Once kids reach 

this age, they may also enjoy having a 

small area of the yard to call their own. 

Depending upon the age of your child, 

help her choose seeds and till the bed, 

but let her do the planting, caring, and 

harvesting. You can help by suggesting 

fast-growing and easy plants like green 

beans, sunflowers, peas, corn, lettuce, 

radishes, carrots, and onions. 

10. As the seedlings grow, 

check them at least every 

other day. Every week or so, 

cut an extra slash or two to 

the container lids. 

 

11. When there is more open 

space on the lids than there 

is closed space lids, you may 

transplant your seedlings. 

They may be teeny-tiny, but 

that’s okay. These baby 

plants are hardened and 

acclimated to outside 

conditions; there’s no need to 

follow traditional “hardening 

off” procedure 

 

12. Once you plant your 

seedlings, give them a gentle 

drink and keep them moist 

but not wet. 
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NOTE: If the soil in your containers is 

drying out, it’s probably because there 

are too many drainage holes; dry off the 

bottom of the container with a rag and 

use duct tape to cover one or more 

drainage holes. If the soil in your 

containers looks too wet, simply use a 

knife to make additional slits in the sides 

of the containers, near the bottom. 



 

 

 

22 

Chapter 3 

How to Sow Indoors 

 

A more traditional method of seed starting is to do the work 

indoors. Perhaps the trickiest part of this is knowing when to start 

sowing. Unlike winter sowing, indoor sowing requires identifying when 

your last expected frost date is and how long it takes seeds to germinate 

and grow.  

To learn your last expected frost date, check this chart 

(http://www.victoryseeds.com/frost/index.html ). Next, read the back of 

the seed packet to see how many weeks the plant needs to grow before 

you can put it outdoors. Finally, count back that many weeks from your 

region’s last expected frost date. You should start your seeds indoors on 

or around this date. 

 Another key to success in indoor sowing is a bright window with a 

ledge. (Or, if you have a bright window without enough ledge space, a 

shelf or table pushed up against the window will do.)  
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Supplies for Indoor Sowing 

 

 Seeds 

 Containers for starting seeds 

 New potting soil 

 Plant markers 

 Plastic sandwich-style bags 

 

Optional but recommended: 

 Plant lights 

 Warming mat 

 

Containers 

for the seeds may 

be store bought, 

but they don’t 

need to be 

durable. Many 

gardeners use the 

very small 

cardboard or peat 

variety, which are 

available at any gardening supply store. You can make your own from 

recycled materials (like single serving yogurt cups with holes drilled into 

their bottoms or toilet paper rolls).  
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How to Sow Seeds Indoors 

 

1. Spoon potting soil into the containers. If you are using porous 

containers (like those made from cardboard), place them on a nursery or 

baking tray. Fully wet the soil with water. Allow the containers to sit 

until water stops draining from them. Drain the excess water from the 

tray. 

 

2. Plant the seeds according to 

the depth indicated on the seed 

packet. Even when using small 

containers, it’s smart to plant 

two or three seeds per container; not all seeds will sprout. 

 

 

DDoo  II  NNeeeedd  ttoo  FFeerrttiilliizzee  MMyy  

SSeeeeddlliinnggss?? 

If you use good, new potting soil, 

you shouldn’t need to fertilize 

vegetable seedlings. However, if 

your seedlings appear pale or 

discolored, and the seedling has 

at least one set of true leaves, 

use liquid houseplant fertilizer 

just once before planting the 

seedlings outside. 
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3. Place a plastic bag over the top of the 

container. If the plastic is thin and tends to 

fall down on top of the soil (instead of 

standing up like a tent), place a plastic straw 

in the soil in the container to help hold up 

the plastic. Within a minute, condensation 

should begin appearing on the plastic. You’ve 

just created a mini greenhouse. (If you’ve 

purchased seed starting containers, they 

often come with a large plastic lid to place 

over the seeds; you may use this lid in place 

of the plastic bag.) 

 

4. Place the container on the ledge of a bright window.  

Testing Seeds 

If you’ve had a packet of seeds for a while, or if you purchased 

some seeds from a new-to-you source, it’s a great idea to test them 

for viability. This not only saves time, trouble, and expense if the 

seeds germinate (sprout) poorly, but it can save you from a season of 

planted-too-late produce.      

Moisten a paper towel with a spray bottle filled with tap water. 

Fold the paper towel in half. Place 5 seeds on top. Gently roll up the 

paper towel and place the whole in a Ziplock bag. Seal. Label the bag 

with the date, type of seed, and source. Place the bag in a warm 

location, like on top of the refrigerator. Check the seed packet for how 

many days the seeds should take to germinate. After that date, check 

the seeds. If the seeds are good, most will have germinated. 
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5. Check the moisture in the container every day. If the bag doesn’t have 

condensation, remove the bag, sprinkle the soil with water, and replace 

the plastic. Avoid removing the 

bag for any other reason, since 

this will dry out the soil faster. If 

the soil seems soggy, you are 

either overwatering or the 

container doesn’t have adequate 

drainage. 

 

6. When the seedlings start 

appearing, remove the plastic 

bag permanently. Continue 

checking the moisture content of 

the soil every day by sticking 

your finger in the dirt. If it is dry, 

sprinkle water in the container. 

 

The biggest problem with this frequently-used method is that many 

people won’t get enough light and warmth to their seedlings. Some seeds 

need to be 65 to 70 degrees F. in order to germinate and many seedlings 

like 12 to 18 hours of light every day for best growth. This is why many 

serious gardeners purchase heating mats and plant lights. You can find 

them at nearly any gardening center. 

Alternatively, some gardeners place their seedlings on a warm 

appliance until they sprout; then they promptly (within 24 hours) move 

them to a sunny location. 

For lights, warm, cool, or full-spectrum fluorescents work best. Place 

them no more than three inches away from the seedlings’ foliage and 

leave them on 12 to 14 hours each day. 

WWhhaatt  AArree  TTrruuee  LLeeaavveess??  

 When a seedling grows its 
first set of leaves, they are small. 
After this, however, the seedling 
grows it’s first “true leaves,” 
which are considerably larger. 
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Seedlings that don’t get enough light start to look “leggy” – that is, 

their stems get long and they tend to lean toward the brightest light 

source. Leggy seedlings are weaker seedlings; they spend a lot of their 

energy searching for the required amount of light, so when you plant 

them outdoors, they may have a tougher time surviving and thriving. 

 

 

 

 

DDoo  II  HHaavvee  ttoo  UUssee  NNeeww  PPoottttiinngg  SSooiill??  

No, you may use “growing medium” instead, but it will likely 

cost more. It’s also best for novice gardeners not to use ordinary 

garden soil, dug up from the ground, even if it’s well amended and 

light weight.  

Most experts agree you should use only sterilized soil (such 

as new potting soil) because it’s free of bugs and bacteria that 

could harm tender seedlings. Some gardeners use sterilized used 

potting soil with success. First, the soil must be rejuvenated so 

there are plenty of nutrients for the seedlings: Dump the soil into a 

wheelbarrow or on top of a tarp laying on the ground; break up 

any clods. Add about ¼ of the soil’s volume in quality compost.  

Next, sterilize the soil by spreading it up to four inches deep 

in a metal baking pan. Cover tightly with aluminum foil. Insert a 

meat thermometer through the foil, into the center of the soil. 

Preheat the oven to 180 to 200 degrees F. Place the pan of soil in 

the oven and keep its temperature to at least 180 degrees F. and 

no more than 200 degrees F. for a half hour. Remove from the 

oven and cool completely. Leave the foil in place until ready to use 

the soil 
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How to Use Toilet Paper Rolls or Newspaper for Seed Pots 

To make indoor seed starting containers from toilet paper rolls, 

start by flatting them. Cut the rolls in half.  Make 4 approximately 

1/2 in. slices on one end of each roll, creating 4 flaps.  

 

Unflatten the rolls and fold the bottom flaps inward, creating a 

bottom for the containers.     

 

Viola! A bio-degradable pot. 
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To make an indoor seed starting container from a sheet of 

newspaper, fold it in half lengthwise, twice. Lay a soda pop can, soup 

can, drinking glass, or similarly-sized cylinder onto the folded 

newspaper. One or two inches of newspaper should stick out above 

the cylinder. 

 

Roll the newspaper around the cylinder. Tape or glue the end of 

the newspaper in place.  
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Fold the newspaper that sticks out above the cylinder toward the 

center of the cylinder, creating a bottom.  

 

Tape or glue into place (remembering that tape isn’t bio-degradable). 

Remove the cylinder and you have a seed starting pot.  
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Chapter 4 

Direct Sowing Seeds 

 

Many seeds can be sown directly in the spot where they will live in 

your garden. To determine which seeds are suitable for this method, 

consult the seed packet; look for the words “direct sow” and follow the 

packet directions for when to plant. With direct sowing, it’s essential to 

wait until the last threat of frost has passed in your area. (To learn the 

estimated last frost date for your area, check this map 

(http://www.arborday.org/treeinfo/zonelookup.cfm). In addition, the soil 

should not be soggy. 
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What Can Be Direct Sown? 

Many vegetables are suitable for 

direct sowing, including: Lettuce, 

spinach, carrots, radishes, 

squash, peas, cucumbers, 

sunflowers, and beans. 

Supplies for Direct Sowing 

 Seeds  

 Spade or hoe 

Garden fork or tiller 

 Watering can or hose with “gentle shower” nozzle 

Plant markers 

Scissors or household fork 

  Optional: 

Sieve 

 Compost 

How to Direct Sow Seeds 

1. Remove all weeds from the garden area, along with sticks and rocks. 

Loosen clumps of dirt by breaking them up with a spade or hoe. Loosen 

the garden soil further by tilling by hand (with a spade or garden fork), 

or with a rototiller. 



 

 

 

33 

2. If the soil doesn’t resemble 

breadcrumbs, dig out several 

inches of the soil and dump it into a 

wheelbarrow. Mix quality compost 

into it, then shake the mixture 

through a sieve, letting it land in 

the bed. 

3. Rake the soil until it’s smooth 

and level. Do not walk on the seed 

bed. 

4. Plant the seeds, following the 

seed packet instructions for spacing 

and depth. If you like, you may hoe 

a furrow of the correct depth in the 

soil; or, you may make individual 

holes with your finger or a pencil. 

Cover with soil and pat down firmly 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Plant More Seeds Than You 

Think You Should 

 When sowing seeds, it’s 

important to over sow; that is, to 

plant more seeds than you think 

you need. The reason for this is 

that no seed has a 100% 

germination (sprouting) rate. Most 

seeds have only an 80% 

germination rate; poor quality 

seeds, or seeds that are older, 

have an even lower germination 

rate. (To test the quality of your 

seed, see the “Seed Testing” 

sidebar on page 23.) 
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 by either walking over the area directly above the seeds or pressing 

down with the flat end of a hoe to firm up the dirt over the seeds. 

5. Moisten the soil with a watering can or a garden hose with a “gentle 

shower” nozzle.  

6. Mark the location of the seeds. We all think we will remember exactly 

where we planted what, but the truth is, most of us will forget. And if 

we forget, we may accidently pull desirable seedlings, thinking they are 

weeds.  

7. Keep the soil evenly moist. This 

usually means checking it at least once a 

day. Just make sure any watering is 

done with the gentle shower setting on a 

hose nozzle, or the seeds will “jump” 

around the garden and may not 

germinate. 

8. Pull up any weeds as they appear. 

This requires knowing what the desirable 

seedling looks like, which is why almost 

all seed packets contain a picture to help 

you.  
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TThhee  33  SS’’ss::  SSeeeedd  SSccaarriiffiiccaattiioonn,,  SSttrraattiiffiiccaattiioonn,,  &&  SSooaakkiinngg    

Although most vegetable seeds can be planted without any pre-

treatment, sometimes seed packets recommend special procedures 

for particular types of seeds. I call these procedures “The 3 S’s:” Seed 

Scarification, Seed Stratification, and Seed Soaking. 

 

Scarification: When a seed’s outer layer is so thick moisture can’t get 

through to the center of the seed (as is the case with okra and some 

9. Thin out seedlings in order to give them enough room to grow. 

Method A: Dig up clumps of seedlings, carefully using a household 

spoon or fork; gently pull them apart and replant further apart. Method 

B: Select the largest, strongest seedling from a clump. Using scissors 

cut off all the other seedlings in the clump at the soil line. 
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Chapter 5 

How to 

Transplant 

Seedlings 

 Once seeds 

germinate, they produce a small set of “first” leaves. Above these, the 

plant’s “true leaves”– leaves that are much larger - will develop. When 

this happens, seedlings should be planted in the garden (except those 

that were direct sown, because they are already in the garden). Putting 

off transplanting can stunt plants. 

 If you’ve indoor sowed the seedlings, however, you’ll first need to 

“harden them off.” Because they are used to the warmth of being 

indoors, if you plant them directly in the garden, they will get sickly 

and may die. Begin hardening off seedlings 7 to 10 days before you 

want to plant them. Place them in a shady, sheltered location for about 

3 hours, then bring them back inside. Continue daily, adding an extra 

hour every day and always bringing the seedlings inside before 

nightfall. After 2 or 3 days have passed, move the seedlings to a sunny 

spot in the morning, then move them to the shade before afternoon. By 

the end of 7 to 10 days, the seedlings can be planted directly in the 

garden, assuming your last threat of frost is passed. 

Transplanting 

 To remove winter sown or indoor sown seedlings from the 

containers they were started in, first water them gently. Lift the plants 
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from the soil using a household fork or spoon. In my experience, 

ripping the roots a little won’t hurt anything, but if you wish to be more 

cautious, cut a square of soil from the container using a knife, much 

like you’d cut a cake. Once the section is removed, loosen the soil 

surround the plant’s roots using your fingers. It’s best to remove only 

one or two seedlings at a time. 

 Next, water the garden bed well. Dig holes in the bed that are large 

enough for the roots to spread easily downward. The seedling should sit 

just slightly deeper than they were in the sowing containers. (An 

exception is tomato seedlings, which benefit from burying the first few 

branches.) Place a seedling into a hole, holding the plant gently by the 

stem. Fill in the hole with soil and gently pat it down with your fingers 

until it’s firm. 

 For about three days, water the seedlings daily.  

 Avoid transplanting seedlings during the heat of the day. Choose 

an overcast day, or transplant in the evening. 
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Saving Extra Seeds for Next Year 

Unless you have a very large garden, chances are you’ll have left over 

seeds in each of your recently-purchased seed packets. To save these seeds 

for next year, first weigh them on a kitchen scale. Remove the seeds from the 

scale and pour a little silica gel desiccant (available at craft, gardening, and 

archival supply stores) onto the scale. Keep adding silica gel until it comes to 

the same weight as the seeds. Pour the silica gel into the bottom of the jar. 

The gel will soak up any excess moisture the seeds are exposed to. (If for 

some reason you don’t want to use silica gel, powdered milk works almost as 

well.) 

Place the seeds (still in their packets, which you might want to tape shut 

in order to prevent spillage) in a jar with a snug-fitting lid.  

Store the jar in a cool, dark location. The back of the refrigerator is an 

excellent place. If you want the seeds to last longer than a year or so, place 

the container in the freezer; freezer-safe canning jars work well for this 

purpose and many seeds stored this way will last at least 10 years.  

Every few months, replace the powdered milk – or the silica gel, if it has 

changed color. 
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Vegetable, Herb (& Occasional Fruit) Sowing Guide 

 Winter 

Sowing 

Indoor 

Sowing 

Direct 

Sowing 

Benefits 

from 

scarifica-

tion 

Benefits from 

stratifica-tion 

(if not winter 

wowed) 

Benefits from 

soaking 

Other 

Artichoke X 

(zone 

7 and 

up) 

X      

Arugula X  X     

Asparagus  X     Several years for 

seedlings to produce 

edible food; best 

purchased as a two 

or three year 

plant/crowns 

Basil X X X     

Bean X X X X 

(some) 

 X  

Beet X X X     

Borage X X X     

Broccoli X X X     

Brussels 

sprouts 

X X X     

Cabbage X X X     

Carrot X X X    Using methods 

other than direct 

sow may result in 

misshapen 

vegetables 

Cauliflower  X      

Celery & 

Celeriac 

X X    
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  Winter 

Sowing 

Indoor 

Sowing 

Direct 

Sowing 

Benefits 

from 

scarifica-

tion 

Benefits 

from 

stratifica-

tion (if not 

winter 

wowed) 

Benefits from soaking Other

Chamomile X X      

Chinese 

Cabbage 

X X X     

Chives X X X     

Cilantro X X X     

Collards X X X     

Corn X 

(early 

types) 

X X   X  

Cucumber X X X     

Dill X X X     

Eggplant  X      

Fennel X X X     

Horseradish X X X    Usually grown from 

roots 

Kale X X X     

Kohlrabi X X X     

Lavender  X   X  Best grown from 

cuttings or young 

plants 

Leek X X X     

Lettuce X X X     

Marjoram X X X     

Melon  X X    Direct sow only in 

very warm locations 

Mint X X X     
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 Winter 

Sowing 

Indoor 

Sowing 

Direct 

Sowing 

Benefits 

from 

scarifica-

tion 

Benefits 

from 

stratifica-

tion (if not 

winter 

wowed) 

Benefits 

from 

soaking 

Other 

Mustard X X X     

Okra  X X X  X  

 

Onion 

 X X    Easiest to grow from 

bulbs 

Oregano X X X     

Parsley X X X     

Parsnips X X X     

Pea X X X   X  

Peanut   X     

Pepper  X      

Potato       Purchase “seed” – 

which is actually 

just small potatoes 

Pumpkin  X X     

Radicchio X X X     

Radish X X X     

Rosemary       Best grown from 

cuttings or young 

plants 

Sage X X X  X   

Shallot 

(green 

onion) 

X X X     

Sorrel X X X     

Spinach X X X     

Squash  X X   X (some)  
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 Winter 

Sowing 

Indoor 

Sowing 

Direct 

Sowing 

Benefits 

from 

scarifica-

tion 

Benefits 

from 

stratifica-

tion (if not 

winter 

wowed) 

Benefits 

from 

soaking 

Other 

Stevia  X      

Strawberry  X     Best grown from 

seedlings or runners 

Swiss Chard X X X     

Tomato X (not 

all 

types) 

X     Best grown from 

seedlings unless the 

warm growing 

season is long 

Thyme  X      

Turnip X X X     

Watermelon  X      
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Resources 

Online Tools: 

Find your hardiness zone: 

http://www.arborday.org/treeinfo/zonelookup.cfm 
Find estimated frost dates for your region: 

http://www.victoryseeds.com/frost/index.html 

Find your local extension office (for gardening questions specific to your 

region): http://www.csrees.usda.gov/Extension/ 

 

Vegetable Growing Basics: 

Vegetable growing guides from Cornell University: 

http://www.gardening.cornell.edu/homegardening/scene0391.html 

“How to Buy Vegetable Seeds”: 

http://proverbsthirtyonewoman.blogspot.com/2011/01/how-to-buy-

vegetable-seeds.html 

“Total Beginner’s Guide to Growing Vegetables”: 

http://proverbsthirtyonewoman.blogspot.com/2010/02/total-beginners-

guide-to-growing.html 

“How Many Vegetables to Plant?”: 

http://proverbsthirtyonewoman.blogspot.com/2011/12/how-many-

vegetables-to-plant.html 
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“Are Vegetable Gardens Frugal?”: 

http://proverbsthirtyonewoman.blogspot.com/2011/01/are-vegetable-

gardens-frugal.html 

“Which Gardening Method?”: 

http://proverbsthirtyonewoman.blogspot.com/2011/04/reader-

question-which-gardening-method.html 

“Making Potted Plants Happy”: 

http://proverbsthirtyonewoman.blogspot.com/2011/05/making-potted-

plants-happy.html 

“When to Harvest Vegetables”: 

http://proverbsthirtyonewoman.blogspot.com/2010/06/when-to-

harvest-vegetables.html 

 

Other Gardening Basics: 

Learn your garden soil type: 

http://proverbsthirtyonewoman.blogspot.com/2011/03/how-to-get-

green-thumb-or-garden-soil.html 

“Working with Poor Garden Soil”: 

http://proverbsthirtyonewoman.blogspot.com/2011/03/working-with-

poor-gardening-soil.html 

“Composting the Easy, Cheap Way”: 

http://proverbsthirtyonewoman.blogspot.com/2010/02/composting-

easy-cheap-way.html 
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“Toxic compost”: 

http://proverbsthirtyonewoman.blogspot.com/2011/07/watch-where-

you-get-your-compost.html 

 

Gardening Supplies: 

Silica gel:  

http://www.territorialseed.com 

http://www.bountifulgardens.org 

 

Seed starting pots, trays, and flats: 

http://www.territorialseed.com 

http://www.gardeners.com 

http://www.growerssupply.com 

http://homeharvest.com 

 

Grow lights: 

http://www.gardeners.com 

http://www.growerssupply.com 

http://homeharvest.com 
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Warming mats: 

http://www.gardeners.com 

http://www.growerssupply.com 

http://homeharvest.com 

 

Sieves: 

http://www.bountifulgardens.org 

http://www.growerssupply.com 

http://homeharvest.com 

 


