Tomato seedlings growing in Roger Marshall’'s greenhouse..

t'sthat time of year again, time

to think about starting your

seeds. If you assume that May
15 is planting out day, six to eight
weeks before that you should start
your tomato, pepper, eggplant,
leeks, onions, and many other
seeds. However, | have found that
leeks and onions can be started
right now. Peppers and eggplants
often take a while to germinate so
| start them early too. However,
do not start your seeds too early.
If you start them now and do not
have a greenhouse to put them in,
you'll be tempted to put them out
too early and if we get asharp late
frost, you could lose everything.

If you are an optimist or live
farther inland, you can assume that
May 1 is a good planting out day
and start your seeds around the
middle of March. But first you'll
need to lay in some seed starting
supplies. You'll need seed trays. |
use the 11- by 22- by 2-inch deep
traysthat Jamestown Hardware has
in stock. In my opinion you don’t
need the clear plastic covers for
seed trays, simply use some plastic
wrap for the five to seven daysthat
seeds need to germinate. You can
also buy inserts for these trays to
enable you to set seeds in individ-
ual pots. | prefer the insert that has
48 or 64 individual cells per tray.
This allows me to get individual
plantlets ready to be potted up into
larger pots without damaging roots
of plants that may be tangled to-
gether in a seed tray. You can also
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use peat trays which simply get
buried right in the ground. Anoth-
er method is to make paper tubes
from old newspapers and start
your seeds in them. These too can
be planted directly into the ground.
I’ ve also seen egg containers, juice
boxes and other small cartons used
as seed trays.

You'll also need potting soil. |
prefer to use ProMix, which is a
professiona mix used by commer-
cia growers. | findthat | gothrough
one- to-one and a half three cubic-
yard bales each season. However,
if you are starting only afew seeds
you can buy a bag or three of pot-
ting soil at Jamestown Hardware
store. When you buy potting soil
(there are many different mixes)
look for one that has a good pro-
portion of soil, compost, perlite
and a little sand. | prefer a lighter
mix that absorbs water easily. I'm
not afan of mixesthat contain wa-
ter retaining gels and fertilizers.
Fertilizerstend to be used up fairly
quickly as you water the soil and
don’'t help plants germinate.

You'll aso need a nice warm
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spot where temperatures stay
around 65 to 75 degrees. Most
seeds like it warm to germinate,
and cooler to grow. Another item
you will probably need isaroll of
plastic wrap such as Saran Wrap.
Use this to cover the seed trays
until the seeds have germinated.
You'll also need seeds. You can
get them by mail order or if you
look around carefully, some stores
are dready selling them at a dis-
count.

So now you are ready to start
seeds. First, pay attention to your
potting soil. It should be moist,
but not too wet. | wet out my pot-
ting mix with warm water to make
it nicer to handle and to give the
seeds a quick warming boost. The
mix can be tested by squeezing
it in your fist. If you can squeeze
moisture out of it, it'stoo wet. Lay
itinyour potting trays or individu-
a cell trays. Tamp it down well so
that it is firm, but not compressed.
Sprinkle your seeds onto the sur-
face, spacing them carefully. If you
have individua cells put one seed
in each cell. Remember that some
seeds such as primula and impa-
tiensrequire up to 20 hours of light
each day, so don’'t cover them with
more soil. Read the instructions
on the seed packet to find out how
much light is required. Most seeds
need more than 12 hours each day
to germinate. For most seeds you
should sprinkle a little more pot-
ting soil over them to cover them
to about the thickness of two
seeds. In other words, larger seeds
are covered to a greater depth than
small seeds. Findly, use a spray
bottle and lightly wet the surface
of the potting mix, then cover with
apiece of plastic wrap.

| put my seed trays in a spe-
cially-made germination chamber
with shop lights, each with a cool
white and a warm white fluores-
cent light bulb in them. By using a
cool and a warm light in each fix-
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ture you cover most of the growing
spectrum. If you use only a warm
white, it tends to the red end of
the spectrum which helps to pro-
mote flowering rather than growth.
The lights are placed two to three
inches above the seed trays and
raised as the plants grow so that
the plants never actually touch the
lights (except when | forget to
raise them).

In five to seven days expect to
see some germination if you have
kept temperatures around 70 de-

grees. Lower temperatures take
longer to germinate. Remove the
plastic wrap, set your growing
lights on 12- to 14- hours per day
and water every other day or so.
Your plants should grow quickly
and easily. After the plants have a
pair of true leaves, you should pot
them up into larger pots and move
them to your greenhouse. This
should occur around early April. A
month in the greenhouse will give
you nice stocky plants ready to be
planted out in early May.

Get a jump on spring
planting with seedling sale

Spring doesn't arrive officially
until March 21, but the Southern
R.I. Conservation District is get-
ting a head start by offering awide
variety of trees, shrubs and plants
through its annual seedling sale.

As in the past, plants can be
ordered now by using the order
form on the district website, www.
sricd.org.In addition, printed order
forms will be mailed to those who
have participated in the sale in the
past.

Among the offerings this year
arecorkscrew willow, whitespruce,
American arborvitae, black pussy
willow, Chinese witch hazel, silver
leaf smooth hydrangea, tango wei-
gela, variegated kousa dogwood,
vernal witch hazel, creeping phlox
mix, red coral bells, variegated
pachysandra, two types of early
blueberries, everbearing raspber-
ries and groundcover raspberries.

Prices and minimum quantities
are listed on the form.

The deadline for placing orders
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isApril 13.

Orders will be filled on afirst-
come, first-served basis. Seedling
plants are small and can easily fit
in the trunk of acar.

Ordered plants will be ready
for pickup at the annual East Farm
Spring Festival, Saturday, May
12 between 10 am. and 2 p.m. in
Building 63, near the URI Mas-
ter Gardener Demonstration Veg-
etable Garden. Dick Donnelly will
be there as well, offering heaths,
heathers and daylilies for sale.

The festival features Master
Gardener plant sales, tours of the
farm, children’s activities, cooking
demonstrations and educational
displays by various non-profit or-
ganizations and the departments
within the College of the Environ-
ment and Life Sciences.

East Farm is located on Route
108 in Kingston, 1 mile south of
the main traffic light in Kingston.
For more information, call 284-
1885.
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