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Seeding is Believing! 

!
• Excerpted from article by Marion Owen on the internet: “How to Grow Seedlings and       

Bedding Plants Organically.” Found at www.plantea.com/seedstart , excerpted by Anne 
Greene. 

  
Containers for starting seeds--save those yogurt cups 

You can start seeds in almost any kind of container, provided it's 2 to 3 inches deep, with small 
drainage holes at the bottom. Take a look around the house and you'll discover great seed-
starting containers like yogurt cups, cottage cheese tubs, and plastic salad trays from restaurants. 
I don't recommend using egg cartons. They don't hold enough soil and they dry out too quickly. 
I'm also not keen about peat pellets. When soaked in water, these compressed wafers expand 
into fist-sized blocks. This might seem convenient, but cost per seedling is pretty high. Also, the 
outer mesh bag doesn't break down very well, especially in cool soils, so plants often become 
root bound.  

The scoop on dirt 
After collecting your containers, the next step is to fill them with soil. Buy a good quality seed 
starting mix, available from any good garden center or nursery. Seed starting mixes are blended 
to drain well, yet retain moisture. 
Here's an important tip: Avoid using soil from the garden. If placed in small containers, garden 
soil packs down and drains poorly. By using unsterilized garden soil, you also run the risk of 
introducing "damping-off," a disease that causes seedlings to rot at soil level and keel over. It's not 
a pretty sight. Seed starting mixes have been sterilized. (Seeds contain enough food to nourish 
themselves through the first stages of germination).  
Moisten the planting mix before you fill your containers. Seed starting mixes are mostly peat 
moss, so allow time for it to absorb water. Scoop pre-moistened mix into the containers to 
within 1/2 to 1 inch from the top, then tap it gently to settle it in. Smooth the surface but don't 
pack it down. 
!

How to sow seeds, or a pinch to grow an inch 

To sow seeds, make individual holes or tiny furrows with a pencil, chopstick or plant marker. 
Drop or sprinkle seeds onto the soil. Check your seed packets for specific sowing 
recommendations, but here are some general guidelines: 

• Sow large seeds (nasturtiums, sweet peas) at least 1 inch apart.        

• Plant medium-sized seeds (lettuce, Swiss chard, marigold) 1/2 to1 inch apart.        

• Plant tiny seeds about 1/4 to 1/2 inch apart.       

http://www.plantea.com/seedstart


To sprinkle tiny seeds evenly, shake them from the corner of the packet or pinch some seeds 
between your thumb and forefinger. When it comes to handling small seeds, I can be all thumbs. 
Then I discovered the #2 pencil, which has become my favorite seed starting tool. I think you'll 
be amazed, too. 
.Pick up a sharpened, but dull-tipped pencil. Moisten the tip by touching it to the damp soil and 
then pick up one, or as many seeds as you like. It's so easy, you'll want to tell all your friends. To 

learn more about how a No. 2 pencil can do extraordinary things, especially for the gardener 
looking for the right tool to do the right 

job, read my article A Pencil is a Gardener's Best Friend. 
Cover the seeds to a depth of about 3 times their thickness by sprinkling them with dry seed 
starting mix. (Tip: Shake dry soil from a parmesan cheese container). Spritz them with water 
and press down gently. Write a label for each kind of seed you plant and put it in the flat or 
container as soon as the seeds are planted. 
Place the containers of planted seeds in a warm place where you can check them daily. You can 
cover them with plastic, but be sure to keep an eye on them. As soon as they germinate, remove the 
plastic. 

How to raise a healthy litter of seedlings 
Light 
Lack of light is the single, most common problem when raising seedlings. And it's probably the 
#1 reason why people become discouraged over starting their own seeds. Seedlings need more 
intense light than full-grown plants--14 to 16 hours a day is ideal. If they don't get enough light, 
or if the light isn't intense enough, they become spindly, leggy and weak. 
Windowsills are popular for starting seeds indoors, but they don't provide enough of the right 
light for healthy seedlings. Direct sun from a southern exposure can be too harsh, resulting in 
wilted plants. In northern latitudes, light might be in short supply, or the windowsills are too 
cold. 
I prefer low-cost fluorescent shop lights over the costly grow lights for raising seedlings. Suspend 
the lights from chains, keeping them 2 to 4 inches above the tops of the seedlings, adjusting the 
lights as they grow. You can also add aluminum foil reflectors. If you do use a sunny windowsill, 
remember to rotate your plants every couple days so they don't have to stretch and reach for the 
light. Seedlings that are pale and weak are light-starved. 

Moisture 
Water is the highway that delivers nutrients and seedlings need a steady supply of it. Since dry 
air in a house or office can draw moisture right out of soil, check your seedlings often. Poke your 
finger into the soil or lift the containers. A container with dry soil weighs noticeably less than 
one that's well watered. Also, when seedlings have matured, water from the bottom to encourage 
roots to "reach for it."[ Or “water through” so that water flows from the bottom of the pot.] Last 
but not least, nobody likes a cold shower, so use tepid rather than cold water!  

Temperature 
Seedlings thrive in an average room temperature of 60 to 70 degrees during the day and 
dropping by about 10 degrees at night. Cool weather plants such as lettuce, parsley and cabbage 
prefer cooler temperatures after they reach 2 to 3 inches in height.  

http://www.plantea.com/pencil.htm


Air and Ventilation 
Proper ventilation is important for a number of reasons. It helps plants "breathe" by circulating 
carbon dioxide and oxygen and it prevents damping-off disease. Moving air also keeps pests at 
bay and it helps strengthen plant stems, getting them ready for outdoor breezes. If necessary, set 
up a fan. Generally a small one is all you need. Finally, if your containers are covered with plastic 
or other covering, remove it as soon as the seeds germinate.  

 
Seedling showing second set of true leaves  !

Fertilizer (no junk food served here!) 
When seedlings have developed their second set of leaves, also called their true leaves, this is a 

good time to give them small doses of plant food. Organic fertilizers such as fish and kelp 
emulsions, compost tea or  PlanTea are ideal. Apply fertilizers half-strength directly to the soil           

 Transplanting to larger containers 
Seedlings grow faster, develop better and are less prone to disease and bolting (prematurely 
going to seed) if they have plenty of space and good soil. When seedlings reach 2 to 3 inches tall 
and have developed their first set of true leaves, it's time to transplant them into larger 
containers. If you've every worn a pair of shoes that were too tight, you know how a plant feels 
when its roots are too crowded.  
Fill the new containers with pre-moistened soil. Gently squeeze the bottom of the seed starting 
container or poke a fork down to the bottom and lift the seedling out. Try not to disturb the 
roots. For soil cubes, simply separate a cube from the others. Make a hole in the new container 
and nestle the seedling into its new home, pressing it down a little deeper than it was before.  
Gently press more soil around the seedlings and water them gently. Follow the tips listed above, 
continuing to provide the right amount of light, moisture, temperature, and air. 
Marion Owen marion@ptialaska.net  PlanTea: The organic plant food in tea bags. http://
www.plantea.com 
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