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     GARDENING WITH THE MASTER GARDENERS,

TEXAS COOPERATIVE EXTENSION

The Magic of Starting Plants From Seeds

By Russell A. Bell, Master Gardener, Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardeners

If you would like to be known as a magician by your friends and family, take up the seed starting habit. It will produce plants that are not readily available.  It will produce plants at lower cost than those you will buy and it will reward you with admiring friends as you pass out your extra plants. It will also scratch the gardening itch during the colder weather that precedes the spring planting season.  In the coastal bend, spring planting season comes just after the last frost date which is usually mid February.  

Vegetable seeds that can be started indoors in December for planting in January or February include the cold crops – broccoli, cabbage, kohlrabi, and cauliflower. December seeding indoors works for the warm weather vegetables like tomatoes, pepper and eggplant. Many other vegetables require warmer soil temperatures to sprout and if planted too early their seeds will rot.

Greens of all kinds, such as kale, lettuce, spinach and Swiss chard, as well as underground vegetables like beets, radish, potatoes and turnips have a January or February planting date as do onion sets and parsley. But these would be direct seeded into the ground at that time. Garlic and Brussels sprouts should have been planted in early fall in this region. 

Wait until February to seed out snap and Lima beans, sweet corn, cucumbers, lettuce, mustard greens, cantaloupe, pumpkin and watermelon. Onion sets can still be set out in February to produce green onions although they may not have time to bulb. If winter hangs on, wait till the middle of February to set out the tomato, pepper and eggplant transplants you start in December because they are all sensitive to cold.  

The reason you are starting in December is - if we count backwards allowing 5-10 days for seed germination and another 45 to 60 days for a strong transplant to develop, then we need to start our seeds a couple of weeks before Christmas. If it is still cold and frost is threatening in mid February we can just hold our plants a little longer before setting them out in the garden. If you follow the steps outlined below, you will have great plants in time for spring planting.

You need to start with a nice loose disease free potting mix, not potting soil or ordinary garden soil. Most garden supply stores will have ready-to-use bags of potting mix or you can make your own. Equal parts of sandy loam soil, coarse vermiculite and peat moss that you bake in the oven on an aluminum foil covered shallow pan at 170 degrees for one hour will work just fine.

You can use most any container that you have around the house such as milk cartons cut to about 4 inches in height.  Be sure that whatever you use, there are holes in the bottom for drainage.  Garden supply stores will have seed starting kits that are usually in trays with peat pellets that expand when watered. Place the seeds about 2 inches apart if you use a tray because you will need to thin the seedlings as they grow and begin to touch each other.  If you use small pots with one or two seeds you will not need to thin.

Read the seed packets for specific planting directions for your choices. The directions will tell you about planting depth and if the seeds need dark or light to germinate. You should plan for a light source such as a sunny windowsill or grow light since the seedlings will need light once they germinate. After carefully watering, remember to keep the containers warm (above 65 degrees) and cover the seed containers with plastic wrap or baggies until germination occurs and then remove it. Be sure to keep the soil slightly moist but not drowned and make sure that they get about 15 hours of light. Fluorescent bulbs or grow lights are ideal for this task.

When the seedlings have a good start (4 or more leaves) it is time to carefully transplant them to larger containers. Wet the same potting mix and fill the larger containers near the top with a nice indent for the seedling. Peat pots are available for this next stage from your garden supply store or you can use any readily available pots with good drainage. Carefully remove each seedling from its home and place it in the indent of the larger pot making sure that the roots are left covered in soil. I find that a teaspoon works well for this task. It allows you to move the complete seedling without touching the tender stalk or leaves.

Now it is time to fertilize the seedlings with ¼ tsp per gallon of 20-20-20 plant food.  It is also time to use less water. You can allow the surface to dry out between waterings, but make sure that the deeper soil remains slightly moist. If your plants become too large while you are waiting for time to plant, just pinch them off and they will branch out.

The final step you must take is to get them ready for the harsher environment of outdoors. Start by moving the plants outdoors into shade for a few hours and then bring them back indoors. After 3 or 4 days move them into a filtered sun location for 3 or 4 days and then follow that with full sun for 3 or 4 days. Finally make sure that they have the opportunity to stay out over night. Always be careful to keep them well watered because they can dry out quickly in this more harsh environment.

At this point you have the same plants that you would have purchased from your garden supply store. However, you have grown them yourself and you have exactly the kind of plants that you wanted. Now call your friends and distribute those little pots of joy with a great deal of satisfaction.

For more information or questions about local gardening, contact an Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardener at Texas Cooperative Extension Aransas County Office, by email at aransas-tx@tamu.edu, by phone 790-0103, or Mondays through Fridays from 8 a.m. until 5 p.m., at 611 East Mimosa, Rockport. Visit the Extension web page and Master Gardener Newsletter at http://aransas-tx.tamu.edu. Extension education programs serve people of all ages, regardless of socioeconomic level, race, color, sex, religion, handicap or national origin.

Green Acres Demonstration Garden is located at the Aransas County Extension office. Because of generous community support and the work of volunteer Master Gardeners, the gardens are free. Visit the gardens during daylight hours, seven days a week.

