This list has been developed over the years as a guide for seed germination for many of the different plants we have grown in the Demonstration Garden and then in the Georgeson Botanical Garden that evolved from the earlier garden. These guidelines were developed from the literature on seed germination and many have been refined through the years to adjust to our unique conditions in the greenhouse and in the garden. Some however have been used only once and with varying degrees of success so we can make no guarantees as to the effectiveness of all of this information. Your own growing conditions may be very different than ours so you should use this information as a starting point for your own list and take notes on germination rates and times and on whether the timing is appropriate for your conditions. Plants that are too large at transplanting suffer greatly from transplant shock and those that are too small may not produce the plant you are hoping for.

Seed germination can depend on a whole host of factors beyond those that are immediately apparent. Over the millennia seed have evolved numerous and complicated strategies to insure their success in a wide variety of habitats. While it is convenient for us to have the vast majority of seeds germinate at once with little care, it may be adaptive for the species to germinate slowly over a longer period of time so that all seedlings are not wiped out by bad weather, insects or a passing herd of elephants. Some plants have developed chilling requirements so they don’t germinate, for example, just before winter arrives; others require complex cycles of warmth and cold, darkness or light, levels of moisture to adapt to various environments; some depend on animals to ingest and spread their seed and seed will not germinate until digestive juices have softened the seed coat; some require the heat and/or smoke of a fire so they will not produce seedlings that have to compete with a dense over-story and still others have complex chemical inhibitors that prevent germination until conditions are right.  The age of the seed, conditions during its development, storage conditions can all have a profound effect on germination. Moreover, different populations of the same species may have different germination requirements. 

Most seeds do germinate fairly easily. Seed companies would not stay in business for long if they didn’t. Often you will still get excellent results even if you don’t provide the optimum conditions for germination. However, some of the more unusual species often require special treatments.  This is not an invariable rule and it is often a good idea to try some seeds without any special treatment as well as using the recommended treatments. You just may get lucky. 

Selected references:

Deno, Norman. 1993. Seed Germination, Theory and Practice. Norman C. Deno,

State College, PA

Jennings, Karen Park. 2006. Park’s Success with Seed. Geo. W. Park Seed Company, Inc.  Greenwood SC

Hartmann, Hudson T., Dale E. Kester, Fred T. Davies, Jr. and Robert L. Geneve. 1997. Plant Propogation, Principles and Practices. Prentice Hall. Upper Saddle River, NJ

Nau, Jim.  1999. Ball Culture Guide, The Encyclopedia of Seed Germination. Ball Publishing, Batavia , IL 

J.L. Hudson Seedsman. How to Germinate Seed. http://www.jlhudsonseeds.net/Germination.htm
General Guidelines for Germination

Seed should be sown in a moistened fine, light, loose, well-drained media. Commercial seed starting mix works best. Cover seed with 2-4 times their thickness with media (unless they require light) Small seed should be sown on the soil surface or just barely covered and misted to prevent washing the seed below the surface of the media. Lightly tamp the soil to insure good soil contact. Be sure to keep the soil moist but not wet. Seeds need both water and oxygen to germinate. To prevent drying, we cover our seed flats with thin clear plastic or glass out until the seeds germinate. If seeds require heat to germinate place them on a heating pad (designed for wet environments).

