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STARTING VEGETABLE PLANTS INDOORS

By Sandy Stanley, Master Gardener, Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardeners

Local garden centers will soon be offering many vegetable varieties for the home gardener to choose from. So why should a gardener bother with starting seeds indoors? Starting plants from seed is less expensive. A big plus to starting seeds is that there are many more varieties to choose from. Furthermore, you can grow higher-quality plants to suit our Gulf Coast gardening schedule. Last, but not least, you will get to enjoy the superb satisfaction of growing your own selection of plants from seed to harvest.

In order to be successful, you will need to provide the right conditions for good germination and healthy growth. Any container that is at least 2 to 3 inches deep with drainage holes will be sufficient. For tomatoes and peppers, you may want to start in small containers and then ‘pot up’ to larger containers as they flourish. It is important to use a quality growing mix that has a fairly fine texture. Some potting mixes can be amended with vermiculite, perlite and compost to lighten the mix. Vermiculite is mica rock that has been heated until it expanded. It is used to retain water and provide texture for strong root growth. Perlite is made from crushed lava that has been heated until the particles pop into white, sponge like kernels. It is also used to retain water and provide good aeration. You do not want to use a growing medium that cakes over when watered.  

The growing mix should be thoroughly moistened before it is placed in the containers.  Fill to within ¼ to ½ inch to the top. After checking your seed packet for any important information about pre-chilling, pre-soaking, light or darkness preferences, or special temperature considerations, you are now ready to plant!

You may scatter the seeds on the soil surface and then place a layer of growing mixture over the seeds. Try not to sow seeds too thickly. Most seeds should be covered with 1 to 2 times the diameter of the seed with growing mixture. Very gently moisten the growing medium to make sure that seeds are in contact with the soil. Always label each container or flat with a marker to identify the seeds planted and the date that they were planted.  

Most seed packets list soil temperatures for optimum germination, not air temperature. Generally, most seeds prefer about 78 degrees. Some ideas to provide that warmth might include placing the containers on top of a warm refrigerator or television in a warm room until the seeds germinate. 

Most seeds do not require light to germinate. But as soon as they sprout, they require light to grow. You can place the germinated seedlings in a south-facing window or under lights using a combination of cool and warm fluorescents, or full-spectrum fluorescent bulbs.  

It is very important to check your seeds daily. Consistent moisture is very critical to the success of this process. The soil should be kept moist but not soggy to prevent the seeds from rotting. Check the soil every day to ensure that it is moist, but not wet. Too much moisture will slow down root growth and lead to disease problems including mold and fungus.  

When watering your seedlings, use room-temperature water that you have left to sit out overnight in an open container to dissipate the chlorine. Do not use water that has been through a water softener as the sodium may kill your seedlings.  

After the seedlings have developed a second set of true leaves, it is time to start feeding them. Tender young seedlings require a half-strength dose of an organic fertilizer. After about a month, you can start using full-strength fertilizing every two weeks.  

You may need to transplant your seedlings into larger pots as they grow and crowd one another. When handling the tiny seedlings, grasp them by their leaves or roots rather than the stem as it is fragile and can be easily crushed or bent. Most seedlings should be transplanted at the same depth with the exception of tomatoes. When transplanting tomatoes, remove all but the top few leaves and bury the rest of the stem.  

As you enter the time to plant the seedlings in the open garden, a time of ‘hardening off’ needs to occur. Gradually expose them to the outside weather by placing them outdoors for one to two hours each day in a protected area. Gradually increase the time always protecting the seedlings from high winds and direct sun. The perfect day to finally plant your seedlings would be an overcast or drizzly day, when the wind is relatively calm.  

Vegetable transplants will usually be garden ready in 4 to 8 weeks. Tomatoes take 5 to 6 weeks but will need protection if it is cool and windy. I challenge you to get a flat ready and sow some of those wonderful seeds. Enjoy the journey as you go from seed to harvesting your own vegetables. This task will enhance your life both mentally and physically. Go for it!

The Texas AgriLife Extension Service - Aransas County Office can be reached by phone at 361 790-0103 or by email at aransas-tx@tamu.edu and is located at 611 E Mimosa, Rockport, TX.

AgriLife Extension education programs serve people of all ages, regardless of socioeconomic level, race, color, sex, religion, handicap or national origin.

