
SUCCESS 
WITH SEEDS

Success with Seeds: A Beginner’s Guide 
Sowing seeds and watching seedlings emerge from the soil is incredibly rewarding. If you’re starting 
out on your gardening ventures and are thinking about sowing seeds indoors or outdoors, this guide 
is for you. Sowing seed is simple, fast and cost effective. This guide will take you through the process 
step by step. 

GETTING STARTED 

Where to buy seed 
Seed can be bought from many different suppliers, including garden centres, supermarkets, DIY stores 
and mail-order seed companies. Detailed catalogues are produced by seed companies, available 
online and in hard copy. 

Mail order is a very convenient way to buy seed. Mail-order retailers have a wider range of varieties 
available than in the shops. Postage cost and the risk of seeds being damaged in transit is low. 

Prices of seeds vary greatly among retailers, so it can pay to shop around if you’re looking for 
particular varieties. 

Before you buy, check how many seeds there are per packet relative to the cost. Some packets 
contain far more seed than needed in a single year and not all seed remains viable beyond a year. 

Unless of a known seed brand, we don’t recommend purchasing seed from online retailers like 
Amazon or eBay, as the seeds may come from overseas and may not comply with UK seed 
regulations. 

Choosing varieties 
There is a huge array of varieties available for many plants. This is particularly the case for vegetables. 
There are, for example, over 10,000 varieties of tomatoes, coming all shapes, sizes and colours. With 
this much choice, it can be hard to know which to buy.  

There are a few factors to consider when making your choice of varieties. Look at the photos and read 
the useful information on seed packets or catalogue listings to help you choose. Pay attention to 
things like the plant size, growing requirements and time to flower or fruit. You can also speak to 
fellow growers to find out their preferred plants and varieties that grow well from seed in your area. 

Personal considerations: 
• Do you prefer the appearance (e.g. colour) of one variety over the other? Are you looking for 

varieties with superior taste, yield, size or needing little maintenance? 
• Cost is a factor: some varieties are more expensive. 
• Experience: Some need more care than others. Good vegetables for beginners to grow from seed 

are salad leaves, courgettes and beans (runner, broad or French). Good flowers for beginners to 
sow from seed are calendula marigolds, cosmos, nasturtiums, alyssum and sweet peas. Herbs are 
also straightforward. 



• You may be looking to grow more unusual crops that are unavailable or expensive in food shops, 
e.g. squash, herbs, pea shoots, beans or chilli peppers. 

• What time of year would you like to harvest? Many vegetables have early, mid and late season 
varieties. 

Garden conditions: 
• Choose plants that are suited to your growing microclimate and soil type. 
• Pest and diseases: Have you or your neighbours suffered from certain pests and diseases on your 

plants? If so, there may be resistant varieties, e.g. blight resistant tomatoes, or carrots resistant to 
root fly. 

• Are you sowing and/or growing outdoors or undercover? Tomatoes and cucumbers are best 
grown in a greenhouse, for example, but there are specific varieties that are better for outdoor 
growing. 

Seed packets and listings can feature a lot of jargon. This often relates to the different types of plants, 
varieties and seed available – check out our jargon-busting definitions at the end of this guide. 

GET SOWING 

Sowing guidelines vary widely among plants and varieties, so read the information on your seed 
packets. Gardening involves trial and error and multiple ways to success. The information on seed 
packets are guidelines, but sticking to these guidelines gives you the best chance of success. 

It is important to sow at the right time of year. For example, sowing courgette or tomato seeds after 
July is very unlikely to give a long enough growing season for the plants to fruit. 

The most important consideration about seed sowing is whether it is best to sow your seeds indoors 
(undercover) or outdoors directly into garden soil – this will be noted on the seed packet. This choice 
is influenced by the type of plant you are growing and your resources. For some plants, you will have 
the choice of sowing indoors or outdoors. 

Sowing indoors (undercover)  
Seeds sown in pots or trays can be kept on windowsills in your house, in propagators, greenhouses or 
cold frames. Sowing indoors has a few advantages:  
• You can start sowing seeds earlier in the season, giving your plants a head start. 
• It is easier to keep an eye on your sown seeds and seedlings. 
• The risk of damage from slugs and snails and fungal pathogens is reduced. 
Heated propagators (with or without a power source) can be useful to speed up germination, 
especially for plants like tomatoes, chillies and peppers that need a longer growing season. 



How to sow indoors: 

Step 1 
Gather up your pots or trays. If you don’t have any suitable plant pots or trays, all sorts of waste items 
from the house can be reused (e.g. yoghurt pots, fruit punnets). You could also make newspaper pots 
or use empty toilet roll tubes. Larger pots are generally better because they dry out less and give the 
plants more space.  
Pots should be around 5-10 cm deep and trays around 4-8 cm deep. It is important that there are 
drainage holes in the bottom, otherwise the compost will hold too much water and rot seeds and 
seedlings. Make sure your pots are clean – any soil or compost attached from previous growing may 
harbour fungal spores that can attack seedlings. 

Step 2 
Fill your pots with moist seed compost and firm gently to remove large air pockets. 
It is best to use a bought compost for indoor sowing. Use a peat-free mix as the production of peat 
based compost is very environmentally damaging. Specific seed compost mixes are available, usually 
made from finer compost particles and sand, but are often not necessary – a multipurpose mix will 
do. Peat-free, coir-based composts are good for sowing small seeds as these composts have a fine 
texture. 

Step 3 
Sow seeds thinly on the surface, or as instructed on packet. For smaller seeds, tap them off the palm of 
your hand. 
A common mistake, even by experienced gardeners, is to sow seeds too thickly. Do your best to leave 
enough space between the seeds to allow the plants to grow. This can be tricky for very small seeds. 
If you have too much seed, it can be worth saving some as spare until next year. 

Step 4 
Cover the seeds with compost (or vermiculite, a natural mineral product) to around the same thickness 
as the seed, or as advised on your seed packet. For fine seeds, sieving this compost can help to get 
rid of lumps. Firm the compost gently. 

Step 5 
Water with a gentle spray of tap water (e.g. using a sprayer, watering can with a rose attached or hose 
on the mist setting). Or stand in a tray of water to let the compost absorb water from below; when 
compost surface moist, remove and leave to drain. 
A pressure sprayer can be worth investing in to allow you to water little and often – this is a task that 
children enjoy. 

Step 6 
Cover the surface of the compost with a plastic bag, cling film or glass (e.g. from an old picture frame) 
to create a warm moist environment for germination. This is not essential, but it helps. 

Step 7 
Remember to label your pots and trays. It can be best to prepare labels beforehand. Plastic labels and 
wooden sticks can be bought, or you can save wooden lolly sticks, or cut up old milk bottles or other 
materials. Another option is to use the seed packet itself – but beware they sometimes break down by 
the time you transplant seedlings. 

Step 8 
Place in a warm, light position (windowsill, propagator, greenhouse) and check regularly. 

Step 9 
Keep an eye on the pots or trays for seedling emergence. Water if the compost dries out. 



After germination 
Seeds vary in how long they take to germinate. Vegetables and most flowers germinate between 7-14 
days but some plants like wildflowers can take longer. 

Once seeds have germinated, remove any plastic bags or covers. Make sure you place the seedlings 
in a position with maximum light. Rotating pots or trays a couple of times a week is beneficial to avoid 
plants leaning towards a light source and becoming ‘leggy’ (long spindly growth).  

It may be necessary to thin your seeds if they emerge overcrowded. If so, remove weaker seedlings 
to make space for others to grow bigger. This also helps to prevent ‘damping off’, where seedlings 
collapse and die due to a fungal attack. 

Potting up 
When seedlings are large enough to handle and run out of space or become leggy or pale, pot up 
into individual suitable sized pots and grow them on indoors. This stage is not sometimes not 
necessary if the seedlings have enough room to grow. 

Transplanting into position 
Before transplanting into final planting position, young plants must be ‘hardened off’, where plants are 
gradually acclimatised to the outdoors. Do this by placing them outside during the daytime and back 
inside at night, for seven days. 

How to sow outdoors: 

Sowing directly into garden soil outdoors has a few advantages: 
• It requires less equipment and no indoor space. 
• A lot of seed can be sown quickly. 
• It is generally lower maintenance: less watering is needed and hardening off is not required. 
• There is less root disturbance – direct sowing is much better for fast growing plants that do not 

respond well to transplanting, such as radishes, spinach and rocket that often go to flower and seed 
if roots are disturbed, instead of producing a crop. 

The disadvantages are: 
• Seeds take longer to germinate and establish at cooler times of year. 
• Seedlings are more exposed to the elements (frost, wind and heavy rain/hail). 
• Seedlings are more exposed to pests and pathogens. 
• Weeding is required. 

Outdoor sowing usually means sowing directly where the plants are to grow to maturity. However, 
there are a few plants where seed can be sown in a line outdoors and young plants can be lifted and 
transplanted to different positions later in the year – examples are wallflowers and cabbages. This is 
the exception rather than the rule. 



Step 1 
Prepare the soil. The soil needs to be bare and free from weeds, large clumps of soil and large stones. 
Work and break up the soil to a fine tilth (a fine crumbly layer, ideally like breadcrumbs) using a fork, 
rake or your hands. 
In early spring, covering the soil with cloches or sheeting for a few days or weeks before sowing can 
help to warm the soil and improve germination. Check whether your plants or varieties can withstand 
frost – if not, it is best to wait until the risk of frost has passed before sowing. 

Step 2 
For small vegetable seeds (e.g. salads, carrots, radishes): Make a shallow drill (line) about 2 cm deep 
using a stick/hoe and mark each end of the drill with a stick. It is usually best to sow seeds in a line so 
that you know where to expect the seedlings to emerge and help future weeding, but this can be a 
line up to 10 cm wide if plants need more space. You can also create curved lines or circles if a less 
regimented look is desired. Water the bottom of the drill, if dry. Sow seeds as instructed on packet, 
with enough space in between. Sow seeds individually, by scattering pinches, or for smaller seeds, by 
tapping them off the palm of your hand. 

For large vegetable seeds (e.g. beans, peas, courgettes): Use ‘station sowing’, with 1-3 seeds per 
station. Make a small hole, 2-3 cm deep as a station and plant seed as instructed. Leave sufficient 
space between stations for your plants. 
For flower seeds: The best way to sow flowers varies, so check the packet, but flowers like poppies, 
cornflowers or seed mixtures for pollinators are suitable for direct outdoor sowing where they are to 
grow to maturity. Scatter the seeds thinly over a disperse area. 

Step 3 
Cover seeds with an even layer of soil at the depth recommended on the seed packet and firm gently, 
ensuring there are no large lumps of compost or stones. Remember to label with the plant type/
variety. For scattered flower seeds, rake the soil lightly to cover the seeds. 

Step 4 
If required, cover drills and stations with some protection. This can include cloches, fleece tunnels, 
plastic bottles to provide a warmer environment, some frost protection and reduce pest damage e.g. 
birds eating seeds. 

Step 5 
Check regularly. You may need to water, weed or thin (removing the weakest) seedlings. 
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HINTS AND TIPS FOR SUCCESSFUL SOWING 

Place sure bets: Choose crops and flowers that germinate easily: e.g. peas, beans, salads, tomatoes, 
courgettes, marigolds, zinna, nasturtium, herbs. 

Get the timing right: Don’t sow too early when the soil is cold – seeds may sit in the soil without 
germinating and rot. 

Clean all pots and containers: Dirt can spread plant diseases. Seedlings can be especially prone to 
fungal pathogens (known as ‘damping off’). 

Seed left in the packet? Save the seed or sow in succession. Often, there is a lot of seed in a packet 
and it may not be necessary to sow all at once. For fast-growing, short-lived vegetables like lettuce, 
radish, spinach and rocket, it is best to sow small amounts of seed at three week intervals to get a 
continuous crop. You can save any unused seed until the following year – keep the seeds somewhere 
dry, dark and cool. But note that some seeds like carrot and lettuce do not store well for more than a 
year. 

For cucumbers, courgettes and marrows: It can help to sow seeds on their sides to reduce the 
chance of the seeds rotting in the soil. 

Use fresh seed: For best results, use unopened packets which are ‘in date’. There are often ‘packet 
year’ and ‘sow by’ dates printed on seed packets to check how old the seeds are. 

Sow carefully: Pay careful attention to instructions on the packet. 

Sow thinly: Seeds must not touch each other to achieve best germination and growth. This also 
reduces ‘damping off’ caused by fungal attack. 

Always label: Plant and variety names. Date sown can be helpful. 

Keep seeds warm and humid: Most seeds germinate best at around 18-21°C. Cover pots with clear 
plastic or glass. 

Water using tap water: Rainwater or water from a water butt is good for older plants, but it can carry 
fungal spores, so for seeds and young seedlings, use tap water. 

Observe – check daily: Is watering, rotating, thinning or transplanting needed? 

Toughen young plants up: Always ‘harden off’ before planting out. Lightly stroking seedlings has also 
been proven to toughen seedlings up by mimicking wind. 

JARGON BUSTING FOR SEED PACKETS 

Annuals, biennials and perennials 
Annuals are short-lived: germinating, flowering and setting seed within a single year. For example, 
basil and coriander. 
Biennials take two years to grow from seed through to flowering/fruiting. They usually germinate and 
establish in their first year and then flower, set seed and die in their second year. Wallflowers, sweet 
williams and foxgloves are examples – they can sometimes live longer than two years, but are best 
grown as biennials for reliable flowering. 
Perennials are plants that live for many years, such as rosemary and sage.  

https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2018/mar/25/seedlings-grow-tall-with-cold-tea-and-a-stroke
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Award of Garden Merit (AGM) 
Awarded by the Royal Horticultural Society (RHS) to plants and varieties with exceptional and 
worthwhile characteristics. Look out for the AGM logo on packets and in catalogues. If in doubt, 
choose an AGM variety as stands a good chance of performing well. 

Cultivars 
Cultivar = a cultivated variety. The word variety is often used instead of the word cultivar. Cultivars are 
named types of plant that have been deliberately selected and propagated for particular 
characteristics – not wild types of plant. For example, 'Gardener's Delight' tomato and 'Scarlet 
Emperor' runner beans. 

Dwarf varieties 
These are smaller, compact types suited to smaller areas or containers. 

F1 seeds 
The term ‘F1’ is often encountered when buying seeds, especially for vegetables. These seeds are 
hybrid offspring – created by controlled pollination between two varieties (F1 = first generation). They 
are often bred to produce more robust plants and can have improved traits like uniformity, yield, pest/
disease resistance, but they are often expensive and of limited choice. If you want to save your own 
seed, avoid F1 varieties as they are unlikely to ‘come true to type’ from saved seed – the offspring from 
F1 plants is unlikely to be the same variety. 

Heritage or heirloom varieties 
Defined as varieties that have been in production for over 50 years. Heritage varieties are still widely 
grown, e.g. ‘Gardeners Delight’ tomato. They are pollinated in the open, with traceable histories. If you 
like the idea of preserving older varieties, heirloom varieties can be a good option, but choice can be 
limited and you may need to find a more specialised supplier. 

Hardy annual 
Hardy (cold tolerant) plants that grow fast, flower and set seed within a year. 

Non-organic vs. organic 
The production of non-organic seeds tends to involve chemicals (fertilisers and pesticides) that can 
affect the environment, wildlife and human health. There is a risk of pesticide residues on non-organic 
seeds. 
The production of organic seeds involves a lot less chemicals and seeks to conserve the biodiversity 
associated with the seed crops and the surrounding environment. Seed produced organically tends to 
be from plants and varieties that are more robust (they have had to survive with less human 
intervention) but are sometimes more expensive. The Welsh business Real Seeds based in 
Pembrokeshire sells organically produced vegetable seeds. 

Seed tapes and mats 
These are strips or mats of biodegradable paper, containing seeds. Tapes are for vegetables to sow in 
straight lines, whereas mats have more dispersed seeds. They have the benefit that seeds are ready 
positioned with the ideal spacing, are easy to sow and there is less seed wastage, but they can be 
expensive and there is a limited choice. 

https://www.realseeds.co.uk/
https://www.realseeds.co.uk/


 

GROWING THE FUTURE 
The Growing the Future project at the National Botanic Garden of Wales is a five-
year project to champion Welsh horticulture, plants for pollinators, the protection of 
wildlife and the virtues of growing plants for food, fun, health and well-being.   

Whether you are a seasoned gardener, a fledgling grower or a budding beekeeper – we want to help 
provide training, information and support to you.  For more information on the project’s events and 
courses, please call 01558 667150, email gtf@gardenofwales.org.uk or visit  
botanicgarden.wales/science/growing-the-future. 

This project has received funding through the Welsh Government Rural Communities – Rural 
Development Programme 2014-2020, which is funded by the European Agricultural Fund for Rural 
Development and the Welsh Government.
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