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indoors from seed 
Richard Burke 

Gardeners who don’t have the space, equipment or 
time to start their own plants early indoors can do just 
fine filling their beds from local greenhouses. They can 
generally find plants they like and that work fine here in 
mid-to-late Spring and later, ready to transplant when 
conditions are right. Those who want to expand their 
gardening expertise or try a new kind of plant not 
generally found here can start them from seed, but it 
takes some equipment and planning before planting – 
that’s an accepted and advisable part of gardening 
anyway.


Any day now 
It’s nearing the time when most seed planting indoors 
can start – some gardeners start earlier than this, but 
most plants don’t need three months to be ready for 
transplanting into the garden near the end of May. Seed 
package backs have all the information you need to 
determine when to start. For example, tomatoes and 
peppers will develop nicely planting about eight weeks 
before they are transplanted outdoors. Counting back 
from the end of May puts end of March as a good 
starting time. Mid-March has worked fine for me. I’ve 
sometimes pushed up the transplant date to around 
May 24 long weekend, or sooner, so plants are certainly 
ready then. Be prepared to cover them because we’ve 
been known to have a last frost past the May 18 or so 
average here.


Equipment and materials needed to get started are 
fairly simple, although that can get enhanced. But, to 
get going: 

• space to work in and place seeds trays and lights;

• seed trays and domes;

• seed-starting soil or soil-less mixture;

• grow lights (for years, I used standard 4-foot fluorescent lights and they did the job 
nicely.) I switched to full-spectrum grow lights a few years ago because I was trying my 
hand at overwintering a couple of potted citrus trees inside;

• Device like a pencil to put holes for seeds in the soil;

• watering can.
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• Movable lighting 
For years, I used a crawl space in my basement 
where I could hang the fluorescent light fixtures 
above the trays. It’s important to be able to move 
the lights up from about 2-3-inches (5-8 cm) 
above the domes as the seeds sprout and 
seedlings grow. That keeps them from getting 
leggy. I used simple chains attached to shower-
curtain rings on the light fixture and hooked to a 
basement beam above. (My first attempts, 
though, were upstairs in a west-facing window 
but it was harder to regulate the light needed.) I 
use timers to keep light on the seedlings for 16 
hours a day. 


When I moved the operation downstairs I had a counter handy when I needed to check 
the seedlings or transplant them into pots. For the past six years or so, I’ve had a small 
greenhouse that meets all my planting needs and plant over-wintering on the south 
side of a new garage. I’m spoiled.


Pick your seeds 
Although some seeds are better than others to plant early 
indoors, many can be planted directly into the ground when 
it warms in May. Cold-weather plants such as lettuce, 
cabbage and peas seeds can go into the ground as soon 
as it’s workable, even late March or early April. Squashes 
can go into the ground when it warms. But, even if the 
package says seeds can be planted directly in the ground, 
they can also be started early indoors with an adjusted 
planting date, say 3 or 4 weeks before transplanting.


Here’s a brief list of the many seeds I have started 
successfully indoors over the years – I have a few hundred 
seed packs, some of which have kept seeds viable in 
reduced air temperature, under 15 degrees, for several 
years: tomatoes, peppers and Chinese cabbage; herbs 
such as basil, rosemary, lavender and parsley; perennials 
such as blanket flowers, lupins, golden alyssum and rock 
cress; biennials such as sweet William, snapdragons and 
foxglove, and annuals such as zinnias, calendula and large, 
apple blossom asters. 


Planting 
Seed planting trays usually have 72 cells, one per seed, although with some plants I 
will scattered a few seeds over the soil in the cell. Half trays/domes are also available. 
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There’s room for a couple of seeds – tomato or pepper for example – in each cell, just 
in case one doesn’t germinate. You can select the strongest 
seedlings to continue

growing and discard the weaker ones, or have more plants to 
grow or give to your neighbours.


Seed package info 
The seed package back gives you all the information you need 
for seed depth, which is about all you need at this stage, besides 
recommended number of weeks before transplanting you can 
sow the seeds. As well, instructions will tell you if seeds need to 
be prepared by soaking, nicking, scarifying or otherwise 
softening the hard outer shells. If you are planting a lot of 
different seeds, it helps as well to plant seeds with the same 
germination rates in the same part of the seed tray or their 
own tray. The Red Penstemon at right I grew from seed indoors 
was breathtaking, but identified as a perennial on the package front. The info on the 
back said Zone 4-9. This one lasted one season, so I’ll try it again in a bed more 
sheltered from wind. 


Other information deals more with transplanting or harvest time – sunlight needed, 
spacing between plants, plant height and spread, bloom period and days to harvest for 
veggies.


A few years ago, I started using a spread sheet to keep track of all the information I 
needed on the progress of the seedling, from date of planting to expected germination 
and actual date of sprouting, cell number, number of seeds and where I was planning 
to put the plants. That has been helpful. Even more important is labelling the cells – I 
use a strip of duct or masking tape along the try side to write on.


Moisture 
The clear plastic seed domes help keep moisture consistent for the seeds. It is 
recommended that as soon as the first seeds sprout or germinate, the domes can be 
lifted to avoid mold or damping off, which kills young plants. After that, keep the plants 
watered but not water-logged.


First transplant

Most seedlings will need to be transplanted into 3 or 4 inch 
pots once they have set their true leaves and have outgrown 
the cells; tomatoes and peppers are in that category. Some 
annuals can stay in their original cells until they are 
transplanted outdoors. 


Hardening off 
A week or two before transplanting into the garden, plants will 
need to be hardened off by putting them outdoors to get used 
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to new conditions. You can start in the shade for an hour or two, take them in over 
night and gradually increase the exposure outdoors to conditions such as wind and 
sun. You’ll need to watch them to make sure they don’t get over-exposed too soon. 
Shouldn’t take more than a week.


Starting seeds this time of year is extremely rewarding – it’s like magic when seeds 
sprout. And, you’ll appreciate that you had a hand in starting early the flowers and 
flavours of summer and fall.


More info, click on: Seed starting dates (Calgary so you can fudge a bit here.)

https://www.goldenacre.ca/wp-content/uploads/Seed-Starting-Chart-V.2-complete-final.pdf

