STARTING SEEDS II

BY JOAN HOWIE


Gardening can be an expensive hobby, but one way to get lots of plants at low cost is by sowing seeds. Many vegetable and flower seeds can be planted directly into beds but especially at this time of year using indoor pots or flats may be more satisfactory. Started now, seedlings will be ready to transplant when conditions are right, but growing them successfully requires more than just sticking them in a planter


Many containers can be used for seed starting – from large flats made specifically for that purpose to discarded foam coffee cups with a drainage hole at the bottom. Various types of small peat pots are also available as are peat pellets that expand when soaked in water. The latter two make transplanting easier as seedlings can go directly into beds without removing the pots. Recycling used containers is fine if they are well cleaned with soapy water first. Since fungal diseases are the death of many seedlings, sanitation is very important. For this reason ordinary gardening soil should not be used for potting. Instead use a soil less mixture, either purchased or home made my mixing half vermiculite or perlite and half fine sphagnum peat, with half strength fertilizer mixed in. If garden soil must be used it can be baked in the oven at 200 degrees until internal temperature reaches 180 for at least 30 minutes (Smelly!)


After the container has been filled 3/4th full, the soil should be firmed and watered. Soil less mixtures is porous and hard to get thoroughly wet without washing seeds first. Seeds should be sown at a depth of 2 – 3 times their diameter. Tiny seeds and those that require light for germination can be placed on tip pf the soil and not covered. Often seed packets tell light and temperature requirements for germination. After sowing containers should be watered again, either by spraying or by soaking from the bottom.


Seeds should never be allowed to dry out, but too much water promoted damping-off a fungal disease. Scientists have found that milled sphagnum moss sprinkled over the surface of the pots helps repel damping-off fungi. Covering pots with plastic wrap keeps soil from drying quickly, but if the plastic is left on too long, they may get moldy.


Light is crucial for seedling growth, although some seeds don’t need light to germinate. Once they have sprouted, adequate light must be available. All of us have seen the results of too little light. Seedlings become spindly and weak and fall over, never to rise again.  A sunny room or porch usually provides enough light, but a fluorescent light can substitute. Some come with “grow lights”, if not, one with botha warm white and a cool white bulb will work. Ceiling fixtures are too far away. Lights should be suspended 6 – 12 inches above the plants and left to burn 16 hours.


While warm weather vegetables like tomatoes, peppers and eggplants are the most common ones started in flats, coles such as broccoli, cabbage, cauliflower and easily started indoors. These cool weather vegetables can be sown directly in the garden after the middle of January along with lettuce, spinach and other greens and root veggies like carrots, beets, turnips and radishes. And don’t forget onion sets – look for the old favorite Texas Grano 1015Y along with other Granos and Granex. These are “short day” varieties that do well in Texas.

