STARTING SEEDS III

BY JOAN HOWIE


Real gardeners plant seeds. Nothing is as satisfying as harvesting a crop – or preparing a bouquet – from plants you have sown yourself. Watching a tiny, dry seed sprout and mature from its first two leaves into vigorous, productive greenery is a wonderful experience, but the magic happens more easily with some help from the gardener. Horticulturalists with the Cooperative Extension Service have provided guidelines for success in growing from seed.


Seeds can be grown indoors before the ground is warm enough for planting outside, jump-starting the growing season. However, if planting is not done properly both seeds and time will be wasted. Choosing the right growing medium is crucial. Never use untreated garden soil. Either buy a pre-mixed soilless product or prepare a soilless mix at home using ½ bushel horticultural perlite, vermiculite or humus, ½ bushel coarse sphagnum peat moss or shredded pine bark, 3 oz 20% superphosphate, 3 oz complete fertilizer such as 13-13-13.

Dampen the peat before using, then mix all the ingredients well. A sandy loam mix can also be made with equal parts loam, vermiculite and peat. However, this has to be pasteurized by placing the soil mix in a shallow metal pan, covering it tightly with aluminum foil and heating the soil to 160 degrees for an hour or more. Fungi, weed seeds bacteria and nematodes must be destroyed. For small numbers of seeds, commercial peat pots or pellets are easier to use.

Seedlings can be grown in any shallow container at least 3 inches deep, if previously used pots are chosen they should be well cleaned. Containers must have drainage holes. Sow row of seeds in flats 2 inches apart. Seed packets usually tell correct planting depth and whether or not they need light or dark to germinate. The usual depth is two times their diameter. Water newly planted seeds gently but thoroughly. Flats can be covered with plastic wrap but it must be removed as soon as seeds sprout.

As seedlings emerge, thin so they don’t touch. Crowded seedlings become spindly and are subject to disease. Soil temperature needs to be about 75 degrees until germination. Then keep air temperature about 70 in daytime and 60-65 at night. A natural light source is best but florescent lights can also be used. After germination and early development, rapid vigorous growth can be assured by watering soil with a solution of soluble fertilizer, applying exactly as directed. Use a product designed for plant production. Remember the first set of leaves aren’t true leaves so wait for the second set before transplanting. Seedlings can be transferred to individual pots or larger containers until they are ready for the garden.

One disorder of new seedlings is spindly growth or leggy plants. Besides crowding in the container, this may be caused by too much shade, prolonged cloudy weather, excessive fertilizer or water or too high temperatures. Dwarf plants could be caused by nutrient deficiency. They also may have discolored leaves and/or roots. Because of the small volume of soil, fertilizers should be applied often but in low concentration. Stems decay near the soil surface and the s, seedling falls over when a damping-off, a fungal disease Is present. Care in watering, proper regulation of temperature, sterilized soil mix will help prevent this. Damping-off gets worse in long spells of cloudy weather.

While most people will be setting out tomato and pepper plants, cool weather is a good time to plant seeds of herbs such as parsley, dill and cilantro. Many flowering annuals also can be seeded now. If seeds, whether flowers or vegetables are sown at intervals, everything won’t mature at once.

