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In fIve easy steps
There is nothing as satisfying as pushing a tiny seed into the soil and 
watching the resulting magic unfold. Within a few days a pair of little 
leaves will emerge and before you know it you’ll be transferring your young 
seedling to the garden. You watch it grow to maturity and it rewards your 
care with flowers or food. The best part is that anyone can do this and it’s 
very inexpensive.
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How would you like a constant supply of fresh flowers for your 
home? Or organic veggies for your dinner? Or a container brimming 
with a variety of plants on the patio? The good news is that it’s all just 
a packet of seed away! This month MARKtoe! brings you the quick and 
easy guide to growing plants from seeds.

1. Selecting your seeds

Success begins with choosing the right seed. Most nurseries 
stock a mind-boggling assortment of high-quality seed from reputable 
suppliers. So your problem is not finding seed, it’s deciding what to 
buy. If you’ve never grown anything from seed before, you’ll want to 
stick to uncomplicated plants. Have a look at our list of sure-fire seeds 
for some ideas. But before you rush to the shop, take a moment for a 
reality check.

Sowing seed is quick and requires few resources, but you should 
resist the impulse to try to grow everything straightaway. First of all, 
consider where you are going to place the mature plants. How much 
space do you have? Even more important, how much water is available? 
Next, think about your schedule. Do you have time to care for a hundred 
tomato plants? Not? Rather than failing to raise scores, grow half a 
dozen to perfection.

Products available at your nearest Agrimark 

DC Plastic Round Garden Pot
• 22 cm • 35 cm 
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Choose seeds of plants that you are interested in or already love. 
This may sound obvious, but don’t grow vegetables that you hate to eat. 
You’re not suddenly going to relish turnips just because you grew them 
yourself.

2. To contain or not to contain

There are two basic ways to start germinating your seeds. You 
can sow them directly into beds in the garden or you can first cultivate 
them in containers and plant them out later. Read on and we’ll explain 
the difference.

Direct sowing works well for many annual flowers, including 
those on our list. Small seeds can be sprinkled onto the soil and lightly 
raked to cover them — literally throw and grow. You’ll often see suit-
able candidates sold as scatter packs. Vegetable seeds and other large 
flower seeds can be pressed into the soil individually. Either way, you’ll 
have to keep them moist until germination. Direct sowing in the garden 
requires less effort than sowing seeds in containers, but there is a 
greater risk of losing seeds and baby plants to hungry predators.

Sowing in containers gives you greater control 
over those critical formative weeks.

Sowing in containers gives you greater control over those criti-
cal formative weeks. You’ll need small containers like the ones used by 
nurseries to sell six-packs of flowering plants. If you don’t have any 
lying around, you can improvise. Anything that holds soil is fine, from 
egg cartons to yoghurt tubs, provided excess water can drain away. Sow 
three to five seeds per container to be certain that at least one germi-
nates and if more than one sprouts, identify the strongest and cull the 
rest.

Sowing in containers is recommended for lettuce and most of the 
other vegetables on our list. Not all plants do well when sown in con-
tainers. Those with taproots — think carrots — resent confinement and 
disturbance. The biggest risk with containers is delayed transplanting. 
Annual flowers and vegetables develop fast and outgrow their contain-
ers quickly. If you make them wait for a new home, they will become 
stunted and fail to reach their full potential.

3. Coming back to earth

Seeds need moisture and oxygen to germinate. In practical 
terms, that means they like damp but not soggy soil because too much 
moisture will drown them. The soil should also be loose to allow air to 
penetrate and new roots to form. Horticulturalists talk about open soils 
and providing a free root-run. Remember those words if you want to 
impress your friends with your gardening knowledge.

Seeds planted in containers need special seedling compost. Do 
not be tempted to use either potting compost or garden soil. Both of 
these are too rich and dense for new seedlings. A good seedling com-
post is low in nutrients and free draining, which is what seeds require 
to get going. Seedling compost is available from nurseries. It’s cheap 
and you’ll be surprised by how many six-pack seedling trays you can fill 
with a single bag.

Bumper Packet Flowers 
Bumper Packet Vegetable 

Products available at your nearest Agrimark 

Protek General Fertilizer 14% • 5kg 

Products available at your nearest Agrimark 
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Protek Rose & Flower Fertilizer • 5kg 

Products available at your nearest Agrimark 

Once seedlings are transplanted into larger containers, they will 
be ready for potting soil. Potting soil is formulated to provide good 
drainage while holding more moisture than seedling compost. Potting 
soil is also more nutritious.

You’re probably wondering why there so much fuss about 
seedling compost and potting soil when seeds do just fine when sown 
directly in garden beds. Well, containers of all types tend to get too wet 
which may lead to root rot and drowning plants. You may experience 
the same problem in the garden if you have heavy soils and too much 
water — although that is not a concern for most people in the Cape.

   . Sowing for success

Most seeds have to be covered with soil before they will germi-
nate. If they are buried too deeply, however, they will remain dormant. 
The rule of thumb is to cover the seed with a layer of soil equal to the 
diameter of the seed. No need to agonise over this, as long you remem-
ber that big seeds should usually be pushed down a little whereas small 
ones go on the surface and get a sprinkling of soil on top.

When sowing directly in garden beds, you’ll 
have to break the soil up with a fork and then 

rake it to produce an even surface of fine 
crumbs of earth. 

When sowing directly in garden beds, you’ll have to break the 
soil up with a fork and then rake it to produce an even surface of fine 
crumbs of earth. If the soil is very dry, water before sowing. Watering 
aggressively after sowing is likely to move the seeds around and lead to 
patchy germination. Sow thinly. For scatter packs, follow the supplier’s 
guidelines. If you’re sowing individual seeds, you can put two or three 
at each station and thin them out later.

Containers are very simple: just add seedling compost and seeds! 
Fill the container with compost and tap it lightly to settle the growing 
medium. Compost is usually a bit too dry straight out of the bag, so 
water your containers before sowing.

Once the seeds have been sown, keep them moist. Check your 
containers at least once daily and water if the surface of the compost 
feels dry. Don’t be tempted to overwater or your seeds will drown. To 
avoid disturbing the seeds, you can either water with a fine spray or 
by standing — not submerging — the containers in a basin of shallow 
water. Water will be drawn up into the soil from the drainage holes in 
the bottom of the containers. Remove the containers as  soon as water 
shows at the surface of the compost.

At this time of year, seeds sown directly in garden beds will also 
require watering. Use a fine sprinkler in order not to wash away your 
seeds. Regardless of whether you sow directly or in containers, try to 
water in the morning. Like babies, seedlings do better if they are put to 
bed dry.Protek Nitrogreen LAN/KAN 17% • 5kg 

Products available at your nearest Agrimark 
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Protek Lawn & Foliage Fertilizer • 5kg 

Picture Packets Raw • Assorted varieties 

Products available at your nearest Agrimark 

Products available at your nearest Agrimark 

5. Raising your seedlings

So now you’ve sown your carefully selected seeds and you’re 
keeping them moist. What next? If all goes well, you’ll see little green 
leaves appear within a week or so. Time to germination varies for dif-
ferent plants. The ones on our list should germinate in less than 10 days. 
Consult the seed packet for details.

Direct-sown seedlings still need watering if the weather is dry. 
Chances are, you’ve sown them too thickly — we all do that — so you’ll 
need to thin them out as soon as they’re large enough to identify. You 
can thin a group of plants several times to ensure that you end up with 
the ideal density. There’s no point in thinning out flowers to make space 
for weeds, so pull those out while you’re at it.

Seedlings in containers should be put in a spot where there is 
enough bright light, but not in direct sun. They need light to grow. 
You’ll soon see if they’re not getting enough because they will become 
drawn and bend towards the light. In comparison, healthy seedlings are 
upright and compact. Transplant seedlings when they have their first 
set of true leaves. What are true leaves? When seedlings germinate, 
their initial leaves are called seed leaves because they derive from the 
seed. The first true leaves resemble adult leaves and grow only after 
germination.

You can transfer your seedlings to pots until they are stronger 
before planting them in the garden, or you can plant them straight out 
immediately. Remember that they were initially pampered, so don’t 
just stick them in the ground to fend for themselves. They won’t yet be 
used to full sunlight and will require shading for the first week or more. 
They also won’t have extensive root systems yet and you’ll want to keep 
them moist until they‘re more established.

Don’t forget that you can grow mature 
vegetables and flowers in large containers. 

Don’t forget that you can grow mature vegetables and flowers in 
large containers. Combine a tomato with a couple of basil bushes and a 
few marigolds for a beautiful and productive display. The marigolds will 
help to protect the tomatoes from disease while brightening your patio. 
Or cultivate a selection of lettuces in a pot outside the back door and 
you can reach out to harvest salad leaves every day.
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Ludwig’s Vigorosa Fertilizer • 4.5kg 

Products available at your nearest Agrimark 

Even if your potted plants are planted in good compost, they will 
need feeding to perform at their best. Vegetables are especially hungry. 
Apply a diluted organic or a balanced fertiliser every week. The goal is 
to provide enough nitrogen for your leafy crops, but not too much for 
the tomatoes, or you’ll have plenty of tomato leaves and hardly any fruit.

By now you may be thinking that all this watering and weed-
ing and feeding sounds like a lot of work — didn’t we promise five easy 
steps? Trust us, it really is easy and very satisfying. Most seed packets 
have everything you need to know written on the back. Why don’t you 
get a few this weekend? You could be picking flowers or eating salad at 
Christmas!
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