
and plop them into a pot along with soil from 

your garden, you’re reducing your chances 

for seed success. Why? Retired college horti-

culture professor Debbie Flower explains:

“Backyard soils hold too much water to be 

a successful seed starting medium in a con-

tainer,” Flower says. “That soil is very tight in 

its texture, and water stays in the soil on the 

surfaces of all the particles. And if the parti-

cles are very close together, then the water 

fi lls all the pores between the soil particles 

and there’s no place for oxygen. Roots need 

oxygen to grow. So a seed starting mix is 

more open, it actually has more uniform, 

lightweight particle sizes. Backyard soil can 

be tight because the particle sizes are of all 

diff erent sizes. Plus it tends to be heavier, it 

can even have rocks in it.”

OK, so why does it have to be a seed start-

ing mix and not just a regular bag of potting 

soil?

“The little plants that come out of the seeds 

aren’t very strong,” explains Flower. “And so 

the particle sizes need to be very lightweight, 
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Dreaming of the summer vegetable gar-

den? Now is the time to take action. Late 

January is the ideal time to start pepper 

seeds here in-

doors, or in a 

greenhouse. 

For tomatoes, 

wait until 

late Febru-

ary. Peppers 

usually take 

12-15 weeks 

to grow from 

a seed to a suitable transplant size. Tomatoes 

are ready to plant aft er about eight weeks 

from seed.

The secrets to getting those seeds off  to a 

healthy start in small containers? Plenty of 

light, bottom heat via a propagation mat, 

moving air, and the right soil.

If you’re tempted just to take those seeds 
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Hoffman Seed Starting Soil Mix is a Good Investment
so that the little plant that comes out of the 

seed can push those particles out of the way.

Other kinds of potting mixes that you might 

buy in a bag can have particle sizes that are 

too large; baby plants can’t push their way 

out. And if they can’t push their way out, 

they can’t get bigger. So we use a seed start-

ing mix for those reasons.”

If you’re only starting seeds for a small gar-

den, that bag of seed starting mix might be 

enough. But for those backyard gardeners 

who like to start a lot of seedlings, it is defi -

nitely more economical to blend your own 

seed starting mix.

“For that we typically use peat moss or coir 

(coconut fi ber), perlite and vermiculite on a 

one to one to one mix,” says Flower. “I’ll use 

an empty clean, container. The size depends 

how much seed starting mix I’m trying to 

make. And so one part means one container 

full of peat moss or coir. Another part means 

one container full of perlite, and another part

means one container full of vermiculite.”

One important step is to thoroughly moisten
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Tomato and pepper seedlings come up sooner and stronger in a seed starting soil mix.


