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What is Winter Sowing?

Winter Sowing

A method of sowing seeds during winter months to give them a jump
start in spring.

Sam Burbach
Education & Programming Coordinator
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What is the Winter Sowing Method?

How does it work?
 Winter conditions help the seeds break dormancy.
 The natural cycles of freezing and thawing help break through the seed coat.

Winter sowing method (National Agricultural Thesaurus and Glossary)

 When the conditions are right for each individual seed it will germinate and grow with the
protection and assistance of its personal greenhouse structure.

“A propagation method used throughout the winter where temperate
climate seeds are sown into protected vented containers and placed
outdoors to foster a naturally time, high percentage germination of
climate tolerant seedlings.”

 Key words on seed packets:
 Hardy, wildflower, direct sow early, frost tolerant, sow early autumn
 Germination requirements: pre-chilling, refrigerate, freeze, stratify, self-sows

This method is attributed to Trudi Davidoff – WinterSown Educational
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Advantages of Winter Sowing

 It’s low cost

How to winter sow seeds

 It’s easy
 It produces strong plants
 It gives you a garden task for winter
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Supplies

1. Prepare the greenhouse

 Seeds
 Cleaned, clear plastic containers – milk jug, 2-litre bottle, juice bottle, etc.

 Use well-cleaned, clear plastic containers
such as milk jugs, 2-litre bottles, or juice
bottles – without their caps.

 Potting mix
 Water
 Utility knife or scissors

 Poke several holes in the bottom and a
few holes near the top to provide
drainage and ventilation.

 Nail or drill (optional)
 Duct tape
 Oil-based paint marker
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2. Cut the greenhouse

3. Fill the greenhouse

 Cut almost all the way around the bottle
approximately 4-inches from the bottom
to create a container for the soil to go in.

 Fill the bottom portion with potting mix
and thoroughly wet with water.

 Leave about an inch or two of plastic
uncut to act as the hinge to open and
close the greenhouse.
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4. Sow your seeds

5. Close the greenhouse

 Label the container, either with a plant
label inside or written directly on the
outside with an oil-based paint marker.

 Plant the seeds at the depth given on the
package.

 I used a Sharpie and it faded by the time
spring/summer came around. Oil-based
paint markers should hold up to the sun
and elements.

 Cover the seeds and press the soil down
for good contact with the seeds.

 Close the container back up and duct
tape closed.
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6. Set the greenhouse outside

 Set in a sunny location that is not covered
so that precipitation will keep the
container watered.
 Leave them be until the weather warms
up!
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Low maintenance growing

 You can practically forget about the greenhouses until the
weather warms up.

How to care for winter sown seeds

 Once the weather starts to warm and is above freezing,
check the greenhouses for moisture by looking for
condensation on the inside.
 If there’s no condensation inside, gently add water to the
greenhouse.

Photo taken: 4/2/20

15

16

After germination

Watch for overnight freezes

 After the seedlings germinate, do not let the greenhouse
dry out.

 Once the seedlings are actively growing, watch for hard
freezes in the forecast.

 The air temperature in the greenhouse will be warmer than
the air outside – this protects the plants from cooler air
temperatures but could also cook the seedlings on a very
warm day.

 If a hard freeze is predicted, cover greenhouses growing
tender plants with a blanket overnight or move into a shed
or garage.

 On very warm days, the greenhouse can be opened
during the day and closed at night.

 Cold hardy plants will be OK in their greenhouse.

Photo taken: 4/28/20

Snapdragon seedlings
on 4/2/20
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Give plants some fresh air

Transplant into the garden

 As the temperatures get warmer, the
containers can be opened more.

 Follow the recommended transplant time
for each plant to plant them into your
garden.

 Since the plants are already growing
outside, they don’t need to be hardened
off like indoor or greenhouse grown plants.
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What to winter sow and when

Cutting Snapdragons
Transplant day: 5/30/20
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Early Sowing – January-February
 Perennials

 Hardy Annuals

Mid to Late Sowing – March-April

 Hardy Veggies/Herbs

 Black-eyed Susan

 Calendula

 Beans

 Coneflower

 Dusty Miller

 Broccoli

 Tender Annuals

 Tender Veggies/Herbs

 Coleus

 Basil
 Carrots

 Delphinium

 Pansies

 Brussels Sprouts

 Cosmos

 Foxglove

 Poppies

 Kale

 Impatiens

 Cilantro

 Hollyhock

 Snapdragons

 Mint

 Marigolds

 Cucumbers

 Liatris

 Stock

 Onions

 Morning Glories

 Eggplant

 Milkweed

 Strawflowers

 Oregano

 Poppies

 Sweet Peas

 Parsley

 Nasturtium

 Melons

 Petunias

 Peppers (April)

 Zinnias

 Tomatoes (April)

 Scabiosa

 Spinach

 Yarrow

 Swiss Chard

NOTE: Once these seedlings germinate, their greenhouses will need to be covered if there is
going to be a hard freeze.
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Resources

Questions?
Sam Burbach
Education & Programming Coordinator
Klehm Arboretum & Botanic Garden

 Winter Sown Educational: http://wintersown.org/index.html

sburbach@klehm.org

 Seed lists: http://wintersown.org/Seed_Lists.html

815-965-8146
Klehm.org

Thank you!!
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