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Starting From Seed
Growing Edibles from Packet to Plate

Growing from seed is gratifying … and cheap. And, in the case of edibles, it’s 
nutritious, too! Seeds naturally want to germinate, and most will do so with just a 
little help. 

Which Plants are Best to GroW from seed?
Growing from seed can result in a bountiful harvest, especially with Brooklyn’s 

long growing season. Basil, arugula, lettuce, salad mixes, chives, cilantro, and 
spinach are all easy to grow from seed, and come summer you’ll always have 
a ready supply. Also, since some plants don’t do well with transplanting, you’ll 
enjoy greater success starting from seed on these: nasturtiums, snap peas, carrots, 
beets, radishes, and beans.

Some seeds require special care to ensure proper germination. A quick review of 
the packet will help you determine if your seeds demand special attention. If you 
want to avoid detailed pre-planting procedures, buy these favorites as transplants: 
mint, lavender, and rosemary. 

PlantinG calendar
Different seeds take different amounts of time to germinate and grow. Heat-

loving summer crops can be started indoors six to eight weeks before the last frost 
date, which technically is April 30 in Brooklyn but 
could be as early as March. It’s best to check the seed 
packets, which list all the pertinent planting informa-
tion. In general, you can count on starting tomatoes, 
peppers, squash, eggplant, and basil inside around mid-
March. (Don’t start your indoor seeds too early; they 
need outdoor conditions to grow strong.)

What materials Will i need?
Containers: Any container that is deep 

enough and provides adequate drainage will work, 
but repurposed containers need to be sterilized with a 
solution of 1 part bleach to 10 parts water, and allowed to 
air-dry. Root systems require three to four inches to de-
velop. Yogurt cups, paper cups, and milk-carton bottoms 
with holes punched through the bottom are good options. 
If you’re ambitious, you can make your own biodegrad-
able pots from dampened newspaper--use a soup can as 
a form for the pot. (These pots are permeable enough 
that drainage holes are unnecessary.) Place the pots on 
a rimmed tray to catch excess water.

Soil: Seeds need a light, spongy, moist medium for 
sprouting, preferably one that is sterile or at least very clean. 
They don’t require fertilizer, as the seed contains all the nu-
trients it needs to germinate. (Once it grows into a seedling, the plant 



will need supplemental nutrients, so a medium with a 
slow-release fertilizer is good.) Ordinary garden soil 
can get crusty and heavy when used indoors. Instead, 
use a premade mix or try coir, which is ground-up 
coconut fiber. Coir comes in a brick that expands 
when soaked in warm water. It is considered to be 
a better environmental alternative to peat, which is 
prone to being overharvested.

hoW do i Plant the seeds?
Dampen your substrate with warm water. Fill the 

containers with moist substrate within a half-inch 
of the lip. Tamp down until the mix is firm but still 
has spring. Read the seed packets carefully to gauge 
planting depth and distance between seeds. If you 
don’t have the packets, a safe bet is to bury the seeds 
to a depth of twice their diameter. Use a chopstick 
or pencil to make holes and maneuver seeds around, 
then cover them lightly with substrate. Next, thor-
oughly spray the seeds with water and cover them 
with a plastic lid or plastic wrap to ensure even mois-
ture--they should be moist, not wet. Once you see 
sprouts peeking through the soil, remove the plastic 
so air can reach them. Water by spraying evenly with 
a light mist. The key elements for germination are 
even warmth and moisture.

hoW much liGht do i need?
Seeds don’t need a lot of light to germinate, but 

they require a great deal to grow into healthy seed-
lings. A south-facing window is best. Otherwise, 
supplement light with a full-spectrum fluorescent 
bulb--placed several inches above the containers, if 
possible. If your seedlings grow long and thin, try 
directing a low-impact fan toward them. In resisting 
the air pressure, the young plants get stronger (and 
stay shorter). Turning seedlings daily helps keep the 
stems strong. 

helP! my seedlinGs are fallinG over!
The most common problem with seed-starting is 

a fungal disease called damping-off, which makes 
once-healthy seedlings topple over. If you look at the 
base of the stem, it might look like it’s been pinched 
practically in two. Fruit flies often transmit the dis-
ease spores, and their larvae attack roots. To keep 
these pests at bay, cover the containers with fabric 
row cover. Another great preventive measure is to 
water with a strong brew of chamomile tea (cooled, 

Questions about gardening?
Contact us at 

brooklynbackyard@gmail.com
And join our online community on Facebook! 

of course!). Affected seedlings won’t recover, but 
you can often save their neighbors. Weed out fallen 
seedlings, then spray the rest with chamomile tea and 
make sure there is adequate ventilation. 

hardeninG off
Before transplanting your seedlings outside, you 

need to acclimate them to direct sunlight and cooler 
temperatures. This method is called hardening off, 
and it takes several days. At first, put your plants 
out for only a morning of sun in a sheltered place. 
Increase the time by a few hours each day until the 
plants appear strong enough to be transplanted, usu-
ally about a week.

hoW do i transPlant seedlinGs?
Carefully! Always handle seedlings by their leaves 

or root ball, not their stems. Tease clumped roots 
apart to make sure the roots can extend into the sur-
rounding soil, but keep as much soil intact as possi-
ble. Make sure the outdoor soil is worked and ready, 
with the hole already dug, to limit the time roots are 
exposed. Place the plant into the soil at the same 
depth it was previously growing (tomato plants are 
the exception; plant them much deeper). One sug-
gestion for limiting transplant shock is to use a bit of 
liquid seaweed fertilizer to help provide the seedling 
with necessary nutrients. Many plants appreciate (or 
even require) biodegradable pots--made of paper, 
peat, or cow manure--that can be buried directly in 
the soil. This technique avoids root disturbance, and 
makes transplanting a breeze!


