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HOW TO USE THIS EBOOK


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.


Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.


You can double tap images and tables to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.
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INTRODUCTION


Watching plants grow from seeds you’ve sown yourself is the best sort of everyday magic. You’re undertaking a true collaboration with nature. With a bit of nurturing, you can wake seeds from their dormancy and bring new plants to life, and if you plan ahead, you can put together combinations of plants to suit your own style and circumstances. These may be containers planted up with gloriously colourful flowers, a productive vegetable garden, or the transformation of a dull yard into something vibrant and lovely.


If you’ve previously depended on young plants bought from professional nurseries, be assured that growing plants from seeds is the simplest skill to learn. It’s a short step from germination to strong little plants, which, just a few weeks down the line, will not only give you flowers and fruit, but all the satisfaction that successfully growing your own brings, too.


How to Grow Plants from Seeds will hold your hand through the process, guiding you all the way from which seeds to buy and how to sow them, to how to nurture your seedlings through to productivity. It includes projects to try, and in-depth plant profiles for the best flowers and vegetables to start off with. Finally, rounding off, it shows you how to collect the seeds of the plants you’ve grown, so that you can keep the cycle of your new enthusiasm going.


One other thing that starting plants from seeds offers – it’s full of surprises. As with any new enterprise, you won’t be 100 per cent successful with everything you try, but there’s no pleasure like that of raising productive plants from seeds that a friend told you were ‘tricky’, or nursing a batch of seedlings that accidentally caught a cold. Seed-growers are a club of the best people; this book is your membership card.
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HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


How to Grow Plants from Seeds delivers on the promise – even if you’re a complete novice, it offers all the information you need to start to grow your own plants successfully from seeds.
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CHAPTER 1


Covers the fundamentals of how seeds work, with detailed descriptions of how to sow them, and how to raise healthy seedlings that are right for your growing space, however large or small it is. Includes projects on how to craft simple seedling pots from paper, and how to make your own propagator.
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CHAPTER 2


Explains how to grow flowers from seeds, from scratch. Looks at how to choose from the huge selection available, what the labels on the packets mean, how to use your space to the best advantage, and how to start your own cutting garden. Includes projects on how to make a rustic wigwam for climbers, and growing an inspirational container.
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CHAPTER 3


A primer in growing vegetables from seeds, covering everything from timing your sowing, to getting the best crops, and growing your own Halloween pumpkin. Also included is a project on growing a container of edibles that looks as good as the vegetables will taste.
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CHAPTER 4


Takes your interest as a gardener on to the next step, showing how you can gather seeds from the plants you’ve grown and repeat the cycle next year. Plus a look at seedswapping events and how they work.


PLANT PROFILES


Included in chapters 2 and 3 are individual profiles of 15 flowers and 15 vegetables, including three cultivars or similar varieties to try, offering in-depth information on some of the best choices for growing your own when you’re starting out.


Finally, the book ends with a glossary, explaining technical terms, and a resources section including seed retailers, websites, books and other inspirational sources that will help you get going with growing plants from seeds.







CHAPTER ONE



SEED BASICS


If you’re fairly new to gardening, you may find the idea of growing from seeds a bit more daunting than simply buying seedlings or plants. Starting seeds off, though, is far easier than you might think. They already contain everything they need to grow – they’re hard-wired to produce new plants. All you have to do is give them a little help. And once seeds have grown into seedlings, it’s equally straightforward to supply the few things – water, the right soil, enough light – that will see them through to healthy adulthood.


Seed Basics gives you the background you need to get off to a successful start. It looks at how germination works, and at why seeds are the best option both in economical and environmental terms. It then takes you through the processes step-by-step – from sowing, to seedling, to plant. It covers the questions new gardeners ask, and reminds you to keep a record so that you can plant your gardening year effectively, whether you’re planting up a window box, a terrace full of containers, or a full-sized garden.
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HOW SEEDS WORK


The seeds you buy are dormant – they have the potential to grow, but they’re not active. Every healthy seed, though, holds all the ingredients it needs to germinate, and if it’s offered the necessary basics of oxygen, moisture and warmth, it will sprout. Requirements vary a little – some seeds need light to germinate and some don’t, for example – but the vast majority conform to some basic rules.


HOW SEEDS START


Planting seeds at the right time, watering them, and keeping them at a fairly even temperature, is usually enough to get things going. Every seed contains its own energy pack, the cotyledon, which will feed it as it germinates. As moisture starts to soften the seed’s outer shell, the coating breaks open and the two halves of the cotyledon separate. The plant first puts out a rootlet, which grows down into the soil, followed shortly afterwards by a small shoot growing upwards. The shoot breaks through the soil, straightens, and soon produces its first leaves at the tip. In some plants, the cotyledon is carried above the soil by the shoot – you’ll sometimes see it as two rounded halves on either side of the shoot – but it’s not to be confused with the first proper leaves, also called the ‘true’ leaves, which follow on later. In others, the cotyledon stays below ground, but carries on feeding the seedling.




Straight after germination, the seed relies on its own food stores until it produces its first leaves.
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GROWING LARGER



Once its first leaves have unfurled and grown, the plant is no longer dependent on its food stores because it can begin to photosynthesize, the process by which it will feed itself. Photosynthesis takes place in the leaves; it’s a chemical reaction that allows the plant to convert light and moisture into energy. Once the seed is self-sufficient, it has become a seedling.


Despite the fact that the seeds of various plants may look very different from one another – think of the minute specks of foxgloves, the solid little spheres of sweet peas and the kernels of sweetcorn, for example – and they may have varying preferences when it comes to soil, or temperature or light levels, they all follow roughly the same path to germination.
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KEEP IT GREEN


At a time when concern for the environment is at an all-time high, growing from seed makes good green sense. You’ll have the widest choice of options when it comes to choosing what to buy, and control of your growing methods and medium. Best of all, you can be sure they have been produced without chemicals: great both for you, especially if you’re growing things to eat, and for the wildlife in your garden.


BIGGER ISN’T BETTER


Buying larger plants is rarely the green choice. The vast majority, from tiny plugs to full-sized adults plants, whether sold online or in nurseries, supermarkets and other outlets, are raised intensively. Many are grown using huge amounts of plastic, and raised in composts containing peat, an environmental bugbear because peat is taken from some of the most endangered habitats anywhere. These plants are closely guarded to ensure that they look green and perky enough to please buyers, so they’ve also often been subjected to regimes of intensive spraying and feeding before you bring them home.


You might, for example, buy a beautiful foxglove, in bud and ready to flower, that has already been sprayed with insecticide, but that is nevertheless labelled ‘bee-friendly’. In recent studies which tested plant samples bought from commercial nurseries in the UK and Europe, many were found to contain an enduring chemical residue which, when they were relocated to gardens, remained at levels high enough to harm pollinators and other insects.




The serried ranks of healthy looking plants you see at the nursery may have been grown without much attention to green issues.
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BEST OF BOTH WORLDS



Seeds produced for home gardeners don’t carry this load. They won’t harm wildlife and if, like many gardeners, you’d prefer to manage your plot without using heavy-duty chemicals, you’ll be starting as you mean to go on. You can choose a green growing medium to start seeds off, too, avoiding peat-based or fertilizer-‘enriched’ composts.


When it comes to choosing what to grow, the range of seeds available is much broader than you’ll find on offer as young plants in a nursery, so you can be very specific in choosing not only your favourites, but also those that will fit your growing space best and do what you want them to. This applies whatever you’re looking for – plants that will work in full sun, or shade, or seeking out the most pollinator-friendly choices, or cultivars that are particularly suited to pots.
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PLANTS FOR PENNIES


Not only is growing from seed greener, it’s also cheaper. The price of seeds varies according to how rare or difficult to harvest they are, and the number of seeds in each packet varies a lot, but even the most expensive seeds include more than a few to a packet, while there can be hundreds of the smaller ones, all for an outlay of just a few pounds.


HOW MUCH IS ENOUGH?


The most common mistake you can make when you’re new to seeds is overbuying. Unless you’re growing on a huge scale, a single packet of each variety is plenty for your year’s needs, and though you can save spare seeds to plant next year, you’ll usually get the best germination rates from fresh seeds. On the other hand, seeds are cheap enough for you to experiment, so if you want to choose more variety than you need, go ahead – if you end up growing more plants than you can house, fellow gardeners will be happy to take the surplus off your hands.
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CONVENIENCE SEEDS


Pelleted seeds and seed tape have been designed to make seed-sowing easier. Pelleted seeds have a pill-like coating that makes tiny seeds easier to handle. They must be watered in thoroughly to ensure the coating dissolves. Seed tapes have seeds encased in them at regular intervals. You measure the tape into a furrow, then cover it with soil, leaving the seeds spaced and sown, and the tape to gradually dissolve. Both products are convenient, although the convenience comes at a slightly premium price.
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WHERE TO BUY


Seeds are available in so many places – supermarkets and nurseries, or online, produced by both large companies and small independents – that it can be hard to know where to start. The plus side of looking at real packets is the hands-on joy of browsing. Buying online, though, has its own rewards: while you can’t actually handle the packets, you’ll find all the same facts, sometimes organized in a more accessible way, with groups of plant types offered with introductions and supplementary information. The smaller, independent producers may have an online-only presence and smaller ranges to offer, but they’re worth looking at; they often have the most characterful descriptions of their seeds, and sometimes stock rarer or more interesting varieties.


Finally, there are catalogues; a number of seed firms still offer them, and once you’re on the first couple of mailing lists you’ll find that others start dropping through the door. They make good winter-evening reading as you plan your seed-growing for next year.






READ THE PACKET


Seed packets deserve more than a casual look. They’re full of information, although it’s presented small-scale and in various different ways, so you may have to squint a little to figure them out. Here are key things to watch out for, and what they are telling you.


The information given on seed packets varies, depending on which manufacturer they’re from, but most packets will show at least the following:


1. NAME


The front of the packet often shows both the common and the Latin names of the plant, with a photograph. It will tell you, with the notation ‘F1’, if the plant is a hybrid.


It will often also identify the plant as an annual, biennial or perennial (see here).


2. NUMBER OF SEEDS


This tells you roughly how many seeds you’ll find in the packet. It can vary from just a few of the larger seeds, especially when they’re an unusual variety, to huge numbers of smaller ones – a packet of tiny seeds may say ‘Average 500’, for example.


3. TIMINGS


This is often shown as a year’s calendar laid out in a line with the months marked. Coloured lines are keyed to tell you in which months seeds should be sown, and when they will bloom (flowers) or crop (food). It gives you an idea of how this plant will fit in with your overall growing plans.
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4. SOWING INSTRUCTIONS


The basics – whether you should sow the seeds outside or under cover, and when they should go in, plus the depth they should be sown at, and how long it’s likely to take them to germinate.


5. HEIGHT AND SPREAD


How tall the plant will grow and how much elbow room it will need in a bed or container.


Compare and contrast it with other things you’re growing, and you’ll quickly learn to think to scale when it comes to plants – so you won’t plan to grow outsize plants in a tiny space or, just as annoying, find that you’ve grown some small and underwhelming plants to fill a large area.
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6. SPACING


How much space you should leave between plants if you’re planning to grow them in quantity. This one is particularly important for vegetable growing, or if you’re planning a cutting garden.


7. SOW BY


This is your seeds’ ‘best before’ date. It may be this year, or a year or two in the future, but make sure it’s not already past – fresh seed has the highest germination rates.
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SPACE TO GROW


When we shop for seeds, we imagine the plants grown-up, flowering in the container or bed they’ll eventually grow into. But as well as planning for where they’ll go later, it’s also important to sort out space for the interim stages, when pots and trays of sown seeds and subsequently seedlings need somewhere to sit, with enough light and warmth until they’ve started to grow.




Turn seed trays around daily to stop the seedlings leaning towards the light as they grow.
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INSIDE OR OUTSIDE?


Some tender seeds need to be started off ‘under cover’ – which can variously mean indoors, in a propagator or on a windowsill, or in a cold frame or greenhouse. Others, though fewer, need to be put directly into the ground where they’re to grow, because the seedlings don’t like being moved around after germination. Many varieties can be started either way – if you want them to get an early start while temperatures are still low outside you can sow them indoors; if you’re happy for them to germinate and get onto the seedling stage a bit later, you can sow them outside a month or two later, as the weather starts to warm up and the danger of a late frost fades.




Propagators are available in all sizes – the small ones are useful if you want to protect one or two pots of special seeds.
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KNOW WHAT YOU’VE GOT



When you’ve collected all the seeds you want for the season, look at them together, reading the packets and noting what you’ve got. How many seeds need to be started outside and when? How many need to be under cover? And how warm do they like to be? Make a list, so you know how many pots and trays you’ll be housing and for how long. Assume you’ll be sowing around 20 per cent more seeds than the number of plants you’d like, to allow for occasional failures in germination and natural wastage in seedlings. Although you don’t have to plan it down to the last seedling, it’s helpful to have a rough picture of what space you’ll need and when.
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INDOOR PROTECTION


Pots and trays can be put on windowsills or, if they won’t be disturbed, on the floor in a corner that gets plenty of light. Seeds and just-germinated seedlings prefer fairly steady temperatures, so try to avoid leaving them anywhere that will get too hot (a windowsill in full sun that’s also near a heated radiator, for example) or, equally, where they may be affected by cold draughts. A propagator can be useful to maintain moisture and warmth. At its simplest, this is just a box with a clear, vented lid, although more complicated and pricier versions with inbuilt watering and heating systems are available. You can also make your own (see here). And it’s possible to improvise by loosely wrapping a plant pot or tray in a clear plastic bag if you have some seeds that need more warmth and humidity than they are getting in order to germinate.
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