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THE BASICS 
Beyond the obvious – viable seeds – successful seed starting requires you to provide 

light, good air circulation, water, soil or some other growing medium and, for indoor 

seed starts,  containers to hold and protect your seedlings.  How you provide these 

basics will be limited by your budget and your imagination, and informed by your expe-

rience.   

TESTING SEED VIABILITY 
First check your seeds are viable.  Will they germinate, sprout and turn into plants? 
With seeds that are older or of dubious origin, a germination test can determine how 
thickly you should sow, or if it’s worth planting them at all.  
 
You will need a clear plastic container and growth medium.  A Ziploc baggie will do for 
the container, or something like the clear plastic boxes pictured in Figure 2.  The 
growth medium could be vermiculite, damp sand, peat moss, agar jelly or even a mois-
tened paper towel.  It’s helpful to know something about the robustness of the infant 
root systems you’re trying to nurture.  Coarser roots will do just fine in damp paper 
towel while vermiculite or even agar jelly might work better for very delicate roots.  
You should also know if your seeds require dark or light to germinate and position 
them accordingly.  For those that need light, ensure they are on the surface of the 
growing media, not buried, and place the container in bright, but indirect light.  Keep 
the medium moist but not wet and check progress regularly.   
 
An even simpler viability test is to put 10 seeds into a glass of water.  Viable seeds will 
sink to the bottom in a few hours.  Nonviable seeds will float.  If 6 seeds float, you have 
a viability rate of 40% so plant extra seeds. 
 
 

THE BASIC SETUP 

Figure 1: In this classic desk-top set-up, the 
light source is two fluorescent bulbs, one 
blue and one yellow, to achieve full-
spectrum illumination.  Note the lights only 
a few centimeters above the plants.  The 
pots contain a sterile soil mix and are neat-
ly labeled to indicate the variety of seeds 
they contain.  Good air circulation is en-
sured by an oscillating fan.  The pots are 
sitting on large plastic trays so bottom-
watering is possible and the furniture is 
protected from spills.  Not visible in this 
picture and optional for most seed starts, 
there is also a heating mat under the trays 
that warms the soil to speed germination.  

Photo by R. Last. 

Figure 2: Photo by Kate Harrigan, who 
describes her “fool-proof” method as fol-
lows. Cut a sponge to fit neatly inside the 
container. Cut a coffee filter and place on 
sponge, wet thoroughly, drain any excess.  
Place seeds not too close to edges, cover, 
note starting date and check daily. 

SEEDS 
 
Where do you get your seeds?  You may have saved them yourself.  Perhaps you 
bought them from a local Seedy Saturday event (see: https://www.seeds.ca/events).  
Maybe you picked them up on impulse on your way out of the hardware or grocery 
store.  If you belong to a community garden (see: http://justfood.ca/community-
gardening-network/community-gardens-in-ottawa/) or horticultural society (see: 
http://www.gardenontario.org/soc/by_district.php), maybe you got them through a 
seed exchange.  The Internet provides electronic seed exchanges (e.g., numerous Fa-
cebook groups, Kijiji, Freecycle, transition and permaculture groups), as well as on-line 
shopping to hundreds of specialty seed catalogues, many organic.  Most gardeners, at 
one time or another, have received a gift of seeds – perhaps as an heirloom token 
from a beloved family member, a souvenir of a friend’s travels, or something a neigh-
bor found in a drawer and thought you could use.  

 

https://www.seeds.ca/events
http://justfood.ca/community-gardening-network/community-gardens-in-ottawa/
http://justfood.ca/community-gardening-network/community-gardens-in-ottawa/
http://www.gardenontario.org/soc/by_district.php
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LIGHT 
The most basic source of light is a sunny window-sill, south-facing is best.  If this is your 
light source, remember to turn your seedlings every day or two so they don’t develop a 
diagonal bent towards the light.  Most Ottawa gardeners will be starting their tender 
veggies like tomatoes and peppers around the end of March, when the sun will provide 
about 12-14 hours of light.  This is pretty close to ideal.  I’ve had my grow lights on for 
as long as 16 hours per day and the plants appear to do equally well with a slightly 
longer day.  The challenge comes for those starting perennial seeds in January, when 
the sun only provides about 9-10 hours of daylight.  In these circumstances, some arti-
ficial light may be needed.   
 
Next up on the scale of sophistication are fluorescent lights.  The more expensive 
“grow lights” offer full-spectrum light.  Thrifty gardeners can simply buy one each of 
regular fluorescent tubes in warm (pink or yellow) and cool (blue) colours to provide 
full-spectrum light. In a smaller set-up, you might opt to use compact fluorescent light-

bulbs (CFLs) as an alternative to more unwieldy fluorescent tubes.  CFLs are relatively 
inexpensive to buy and energy-efficient to operate. 
 
How far should lights be from your seedling? The answer depends on the kind of light. 
If you’re using relatively efficient fluorescents, the lights should be 3-5 cm from your 
seedlings. However, for more intense light sources, or lights that are hotter, this will be 
way too close and result in scorched plants. 
 
AIR 
The single biggest cause of failure in seed starting is a 
nasty fungal disease called “damping off”.  Nothing is 
more discouraging for beginners than seeing healthy 
little seedlings literally topple over sideways and die 
within 24-hours.  Like many fungi, damping off results 
from the moist environment that is required to get 
most seeds to germinate.  Fortunately, the solution is 
relatively easy. Don’t crowd your plants too much, and 
make sure to grow them in a location with good air 
circulation. Placing a small oscillating fan in front of 
your seed starts works wonders. A ceiling fan left running full-time also provides the 
needed air circulation.  
 
WATER 
Should you use water directly from the tap?  Should it be warm or cold?  I like to let 
tap water sit for 24-hours before use so the water is room temperature and chlorine in 
the water has a chance to evaporate.  If you have a water softener, avoid using this 
water source as the result will be a significant salt build-up that can harm your seed-
lings.  
 
The key for newly sown pots of seeds is to water from the bottom.  Pouring water over 
the soil surface can easily dislodge soil and small seeds, so you wind up with a pot with 
all the seeds crammed into one corner, or worse yet, with no seeds at all because they 

GROW LIGHTS LINGO 
HIDs: High intensity discharge lights. Expensive to buy and operate, the intensity of 
these lights might actually burn seedlings! 
 
Metal halide HIDs: produce blue spectrum light that favours leafy growth.  
High pressure sodium HIDs: produce orange-red light and trigger the plant hormones 
for flowering and budding. 
 
LEDs: Light-emitting diodes are cooler than HIDs and more efficient than fluorescents 
but still costly to buy. 

NATURAL ANTI-FUNGALS 
Some plants contain natural 
anti-fungal agents. Adding 
cooled chamomile tea to your 
watering can, or sprinkling 
ground cinnamon on the sur-
face of newly planted pots will 
both help to prevent fungal 
diseases like damping off. 

SOME TERMS FOUND IN 
SEED 

 CATALOGUES 
 
HYBRID 
Seeds are from cross fertilization 
(pollination) of two different kinds of par-
ent plant.  Hybrids in seed catalogues are  
usually from controlled pollination of high-
ly inbred plants which produce consistent 
offspring—the hybrid.  Seeds from hybrids 
rarely breed true . F1 refers to the first 
generation from a given cross 
CROSS POLLINATED 
A flower is pollinated (fertilized) by pollen 
from a different plant. 
OPEN POLLINATED 
Plants will consistently produce progeny 
which have the same characteristics as the 
parent plant when pollinated by another 
plant of the same variety.  They breed 
true.  This term is also often used for 
plants that are pollinated by natural meth-
ods such as insects or the wind.  In this 
case a hybrid may be accidentlly produced. 
HEIRLOOM/HERITAGE 
These are old cultivars that have been 
open pollinated for many years and passed 
down through generations of gardeners. 
RESISTANT TO … 
The variety is less likely to succumb to a 
particular disease. 
MATURITY/MATURES  
This is the estimated time from sowng to 
harvesting of the vegetable grown under 
optimal conditions.  Times can vary in prac-
tice due to weather and soil conditions and 
should be used only as guidelines. 
TREATED SEEDS 
Seeds have been physically or chemically 
treated to prevent adverse effects of path-
ogens.  Treatments include hot water or a 
chemical— antimicrobial, antifungal or 
pesticide. 
UNTREATED SEEDS 
Seeds have not been treated.  These do 
better planted in ideal conditions. 
ORGANIC SEED  
Seeds untreated  and grown under Certi-
fied organic conditions.  The parent plants 
are grown organically, free of synthetic 
fertilizer, herbicide and pesticide; meeting 
set conditions defined by national stand-
ards, verified by a third party. 
PELLETTED SEED 
Seeds are coated in a clay to make han-
dling easier.  More care must be taken 
with growing conditions for good germina-
tion. 
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all flowed over the edge of the pot when you poured in too much water!  Use a spray 
bottle to gently mist the surface of the soil and osmosis will pull water up through the 
dry soil to the seedlings near the surface. 
 
SOIL 
Gardeners can get very passionate about soil mixes for seed starting.  Depending on 
what kinds of seeds you’re trying to start, there may be some benefit to specific soil 
mixes that offer higher or lower water retention, different pH levels, or more or less 
granularity.  For my money, the key is to have a general purpose sterile potting mix.  
Sterility is crucial.  One year, I splurged and bought an expensive “organic” potting mix.  
What a mistake!  It turned out that “organic” meant “not sterile”.  About a week after 
the cotyledons (first baby leaves) emerged, I had an outbreak of fungus gnats.  While 
not fatal to the seedlings, fungus gnats can inhibit root growth and are an annoying 
nuisance because they breed so rapidly.  Eliminating them with soap-and-water spray 
was also a bit rough on the seedlings. 
 
There are stories of gardeners sterilizing their own compost to make potting soil in the 
oven or microwave.  In my home, the chef has far too much respect for his appliances 
to allow me to fill them with trays of garden soil.  Furthermore, the stories also men-
tion that cooking compost smells pretty horrible. 
 
CONTAINERS 
Almost anything that will hold damp soil can be used to start plants.   
 
Figure 3 shows a clever variation on 
starting seeds in egg cartons, which 
can disintegrate before the seedlings 
are ready to transplant out. 
 
Other thrifty gardeners re-use yogurt 
pots, milk cartons or anything that 
comes to hand. 
 
Personally, I rather like the “clam-
shell” packages that often contain 
baked goods. Typically, these have a 
black plastic base that provides 3-5 cm 
of depth for soil, and a clear plastic 
cover, so they are very effective mini-
greenhouses and work extremely well 
for starting seeds like lettuce that need to be kept constantly moist. 
 
If all this seems overwhelming, remember that seeds want to grow.  Start small and let 
success breed success. 
 
See Jan 2016 The Edible Garden for details on approximate start dates for your seeds. 

Watch for Trowel Talk the Master Gardeners of Ottawa Carleton electronic monthly gardening newsletter availa-
ble onthe 15th at http://mgottawa.mgoi.ca/ 
Visit the Almonte online community newspaper ‘The Millstone’ - http://millstonenews.com/ -for a column by 
David Hinks of the Ottawa Carleton Master Gardeners; under the Gardening tab 
 
Master Gardeners of Ottawa-Carleton and Master Gardeners of Lanark County are member groups of Master 
Gardeners of Ontario Inc., a registered charity with the mission of providing gardening advice to homeowners 
The Edible Garden logo was created by Jon Last (jonlast13@rogers.com) 

Need help? Contact us at: 
Telephone Help Line, Wednesday and 
Thursday 1–3 pm (all year)  : 613-236-0034  
 
Ottawa E-mail Help Line, monitored daily : 
mgoc_helpline@yahoo.ca   
Lanark E-mail help Line:  
lanarkmg@gmail.com 

Figure 3: This clever project by Master Gar-
dener Stephanie Sleeth uses egg shells to 
house tiny seedlings. This would be particu-
larly beneficial for seedlings that prefer a 
more alkaline environment.  

Photo by Diane McClymont Peace. 

R&R Basic Apple Crumble 
Recipe 

Rebecca Last 
INGREDIENTS:  
Filling 
3-5 apples (depending on size) 
2-3 tablespoons of molasses 
¼ cup maple syrup 
1-2 teaspoons of butter 
¼ teaspoon cinnamon 
½ cup water 
 
Optional Filling Ingredients: 
½ cup chopped walnuts 
½ cup raisins and / or 
½ cup dried cranberries 
 
Crust 
½ cup brown sugar 
½ cup all purpose flour 
½ cup instant rolled oats 
¼ cup butter 
 
METHOD 

 Preheat oven to 180°C/350°F.  

 Thoroughly butter a baking pan 23x23 
x8-10 cm (9”x9”x3-4”).  

 Wash, core and slice apples thinly. 
(Some people prefer to peel apples be-
fore slicing.) 

 Lay apple slices in pan. Sprinkle with 
cinnamon, and drizzle with maple syrup 
and molasses. (Add in optional filling 
ingredients at this point.)  

 Add water to taste; more water makes a 
juicier filling.  

 In a separate bowl, mix crust ingredients 
together.  

 Press crust mix onto top of apples and 
bake approx. 35 minutes until crust is 
golden-brown and mixture is bubbling.  

 
NOTE: This recipe can easily be doubled or 
tripled but larger batches may need twice 
as much cooking time (or more). Serve 
warm or cold with vanilla ice-cream or, for 
real decadence, with whipped cream. 


