
Guide to Starting Seeds

Whether to start your own transplants indoors for the Spring planting season or whether to buy them from a local farmer 
or greenhouse is always the biggest question of the Winter season. There are many reasons to start your own seeds: 
you can grow varieties that aren't commercially available, you don't have to settle for root-bound transplants, and you get 
to experience the existential joy of growing your food from seed to harvest. If your goal is to save money, though, it'll take 
you several seasons of raising seedlings to be successful. Starting your own seeds indoors for transplants takes a good 
amount of time, skill, materials, and thick skin (you will kill A LOT of seedlings).

A great seed-starting set-up needs:

- Grow lights: Even if you have a good South-facing window, seedlings are light hungry and you will have better 
success with supplemental grow lights. I recommend full-spectrum, LED lights, 60W minimum (you can combine 
lights to acheive 60W of total light output). You don't need high-output lights or anything fancy and expensive. 
The 2 ft. lights for around $10 a piece will do the trick. I give my seedlings at least 16 hrs of light each day (except 
Onions, see below!) - they are extremely light-needy.

- Seeding trays: Each seedling needs a different size cell to achieve its ideal size prior to transplanting. Greens 
& Brassicas will be successful in 1-inch pots whereas Tomatoes and Peppers and Eggplants need at least 2-inch 
pots to grow a successful transplant. Must have drainage holes.

1/2 to 1 inch pots:
    - Herbs
    - Celery/Celeriac
1 inch pots:
    - Head lettuce & Chicories
    - Brassicas
    - Greens (Chard, Spinach, etc.)
2+ inch pots: 
    - Squash, Cucumbers, Melons - ideal for 2-inch pots
    - Tomatoes, Peppers, Eggplants - best results from 3-inch pots but smaller or larger is suitable

- Soil: You can make your own soil or buy a good potting mix for seedlings. Needs to be nutritious and sterile with 
great drainage and a neutral pH. Good potting mixes for seedlings are made from spaghnum peat moss, 
limestone (to neutralize pH), perlite for lightweight drainage, and sterilized compost.

- Fan: Constant airflow is essential for managing disease, partiularly molds and fungal diseases. Your fan doesn't 
need to be particularly powerful, it just needs to keep the air around your seedlings from being stagnant. 

- Proper temperature: Heat-loving plants need soil and air temps above 70°F for germination and strong 
seedling development, while cool-weather crops will get leggy and weak-stemmed in temperatures warmer than 
65°F, and some will only germinate in cool soils. You might want to get seeding mats for even germination. You 
can also use a furnace or appliace that generates heat (but not too much - many seeds won't germinate in soils 
warmer than 85°F). In general, if a crop is frost-tolerant, it does not need auxilliary heat, and if it is not frost 
tolerant, it will germinate better in uniformly warm soil.

- Good watering: Watering is the most important part of raising strong seedlings. Too much water will drown 
your baby plant and deprive the tiny roots of oxygen. Too little water will dehydrate your seedling. Seedlings need 
consistent moisture but can't ever be left in standing water. The soil should be moist, but never wet. The top 
should not be allowed to dry out entirely, particularly when the seeds are in the germination phase. Try to wait as 
long as possible in between waterings without letting the soil get too dry. When you water your seedlings, you 
want to mimic rainfall conditions. Avoid using a watering can with a single large spout - it drowns the pot with too 
much water and it can make the soil surface of the pot uneven and distribute the seeds in a pattern you dont 
want.

Seed Starting Methods

There are two ways to get plants into your garden beds: direct seed or transplant. Direct seeded crops are sown straight 
into your garden bed without greenhousing whereas transplanted crops are seeded indoors and planted into the garden 
as adolescents. 

Seed germination is kickstarted when 
seeds are exposed to water, engorging the 
cotyledon(s) held within, which emerge 
from the seed coating just after the primary 
root (radicle) protrudes from the seed. 
Once the seedling grows a a small root 
system, it'll start putting out true leaves, 
leaves that share both the appearance and 
function of the plant's leaves in its mature 
form. As the plant produces more true 
leaves, the cotyledon(s) will shrivel, having 
served their purpose.

**How deep should you plant your seeds? 
The rule of thumb on this is the bigger the 
seed, the deeper it should get planted. 
Seeds should be covered with a layer of 
soil that is as thick as the size of the seed 
and shouldn't be buried in a layer more 
than twice the size of the seed.

There are a couple methods of seeding that are paired with different types of crops and pots. 

- Point Seeding: 1 - 2 seeds per pot (seed more heavily if your seed is old). Thin the seedlings if multiple 
germinate. Select the healthiest looking seedling with the shortest stem. Do not wait too long to thin seedlings - 
they will compete against each other for light and nutrients. This method is best for seeding things like greens, 
curcubits (Squash, Melons, Cucumbers), herbs - anything that doesn't require potting-up for best results.
- Stripe Seeding: Using a larger flat container (something 4in x 4in or larger), dig a shallow furrow in the pot and 
sprinkle a thin line of seeds down the center. Try to make sure the This method is great for Onions (no up-potting) 
or for germinating crops you will pot up into larger containers like Tomatoes, Eggplants, or Peppers. 
- Broadcast Seeding: In a 3 inch pot or larger, sprinkle seeds over the whole surface of the pot. This is great for 
Onions for the duration of their time in the seeding trays and for any crop that requires potting up. 

Knowing when your starts are ready for transplant is a big deal to avoid root-bound seedlings. Greens are ready for 
transplant when at least 4 true leaves have emerged and their roots have filled their seeding tray cell, while fruiting crops 
like Tomatoes and Peppers are ready for transplant when they are roughly 3x the height of the pot they are in.

Direct Seed Crops Transplanted Crops

These crops will be seeded directly into your 
garden beds to germinate. In general, these crops 
have either sensitive root systems that don't 
handle transplanting well or they need cool soil for 
optimal germination, conditions I can't easily 
achieve indoors without a greenhouse. Many of 
them grow so quickly that they will not be 
outpaced by weeds. I prefer to direct seed the 
starred plants though they can also be 
transplanted if treated with extreme care 
(particularly the curcubits).

These crops are most successful if transplanted. Of 
course any seed can be planted directly into your 
garden bed, but in our northern climate, slow-
growing Summer fruiting crops won't have enough 
time to grow to maturity and yield a decent crop 
before temperatures fall in Autumn. Transplanting 
certain cold-tolerant crops like Kale and Lettuce will 
allow you to begin harvest earlier and reduce your 
spring weeding responsibilities. I transplant the 
starred items on this list though you can also direct 
seed them if you wish.

ARUGULA CORN PEAS BROCCOLI EGGPLANT PARSLEY

BEANS DILL RADISH BRUSSEL 
SPROUTS ENDIVE* PEPPERS

BEETS FENNEL* RUTABAGA CABBAGE HEAD 
LETTUCE*

STORAGE 
ONIONS

BROCCOLI 
RAAB*

CUTTING 
LETTUCE SOYBEANS CAULIFLOWE

R KALE* TOMATOES

BUNCHING 
ONIONS MELONS* SPINACH* CELERIAC KOHLRABI*

CARROTS MUSTARD 
GREENS* SQUASH* CELERY LEEKS

CILANTRO PARSNIPS TURNIPS CHARD* NAPA 
CABBAGE*

CUCUMBERS* ASIAN 
GREENS* CHICORY COLLARDS* OKRA


