
 
 

Winter Sowing 

 

One way to get a jump start on your spring garden is to try winter sowing.  If you have some 

used milk jugs or empty plastic salad containers and some seeds, you're already halfway there!   

 

 
 

With this technique, seeds spend the entire winter outside and exposed to the elements, 

allowing them to naturally germinate in the spring.  The container provides a perfect mini-

greenhouse environment by its ample space, ability to let in light and to trap heat and moisture. 

 

Here’s what you need to get started this month: 

 

● Empty milk jugs or clear salad/fruit containers.  (2) two liter soda bottles also work well 

● Utility knife or scissors 

● Something to poke holes (like an awl) 

● Duct tape  

● Waterproof marker 

● Potting soil 

● Seeds! 

 



 
 

Preparing The Containers 

 

Cut open the clean container on (3) three sides, about (4) four inches from the bottom.  Tip: 

Leave the label side uncut to use as a hinge! 

 

 
 

Next, carefully poke some drainage holes at the bottom. 



 

 
 

Once you have your container prepped, add about (3) three inches of moist potting soil.  Then 

you can sprinkle your seeds and tape up the container.  Note: No need to abide by the spacing 

requirements in this situation.   



 
 

Leave the lid off of the jug and tape the container back together.  You have just created a mini 

greenhouse!  Label the container with a waterproof marker in a few places (as a backup, my 

family used clear packaging tape and laminated the seed package with it in the hopes that it will 

be water tight!) 

 



 
 

Set it and Forget it! 

 

The last step is to place the jugs outside in a sunny spot where they have full access to rain and 

snow, and where they won’t get tipped over.  The idea is for the seed to experience the winter 

elements (they can be completely covered by snowfall!) and they will decide when the best time 

is for them to naturally germinate in the spring.  Many varieties of seeds require a chill period to 

trigger germination. You can now forget all about them until the weather warms up.  

  

 
 

No Fuss No Muss 

 

No watering required!  Rain and melting snow handles this for you!  No grow lights needed!  

Nature also takes care of the sunlight requirement.  The containers also help reduce or prevent 



weeds, and animal and environmental damage.  This technique is also great for those with 

limited indoor space for starting seeds. 

 

The Waiting Game 

 

Now you just have to wait patiently until spring!  Once the plants have stratified, broken 

dormancy and grown strong inside the container, it’s easy to retrieve them by removing the 

tape.  There is no need to harden them off before they are transplanted into your spring garden, 

they are ready to go and already ahead of the game!  Note: some seeds might take longer to 

germinate than others. 

 

My family is planning a beneficial insect garden this year so we are trying out various milkweeds 

and some annual and perennial wildflowers for the bees and butterflies this winter.  We can’t 

wait to see what pops up in a few months! 

 

More Tips: 

 

For Perennials that need pre-chilling or require stratification, the seed packet will say something 

like this:  

 

● “direct sow” 

● “cold stratification” 

● “cold hardy”  

● “perennial”  

 

You can plant any seeds you like, but here is a list of just some of the seeds that work best for 

winter sowing (and don’t mind being disturbed for transplanting):  

 

Hardy Flowers  

● Lavender 

● Alyssum 

● Lupine 

● Bachelor Button 

● Columbine 

● Foxglove 

● Hollyhock 

 

Annual Flowers  

 

● Sunflowers 

● Snapdragons 

● Marigolds  

● Calendula 

https://www.westcoastseeds.com/collections/calendula-seeds?rfsn=6266265.1f78fe


● Cosmos 

● Larkspur 

 

 

Edible Cool Season Crops  

 

● Lettuce 

● Bok Choy 

● Kale 

● Broccoli 

● Cauliflower 

● Cabbage  

● Spinach 

● Peas 

● Radish 

● Spinach 

● Spring Onions 

● Swiss Chard 

Herbs  

 

● Sage 

● Dill 

● Mint 

● Chives 

● Oregano  

 

Note: Warm season vegetables and herbs, like basil, would NOT be a candidate for winter 

sowing (but sometimes are successful depending on conditions).  Experiment! 

 

 

Contact Us! 

 

The WSU Okanogan County Extension Master Gardeners are available to answer your 

questions about the seeds you are considering for use in this project, and any other gardening 

questions you might have.  We can be reached at 509-422-7245 / okanogan.county@wsu.edu 

year-round! 

 

https://www.westcoastseeds.com/collections/cosmos-seeds?rfsn=6266265.1f78fe
https://www.westcoastseeds.com/collections/delphinium-seeds?rfsn=6266265.1f78fe
https://www.westcoastseeds.com/collections/pea-seeds?rfsn=6266265.1f78fe
https://www.westcoastseeds.com/collections/radish-seeds?rfsn=6266265.1f78fe
https://www.westcoastseeds.com/collections/spinach-seeds?rfsn=6266265.1f78fe
https://www.westcoastseeds.com/collections/scallions?rfsn=6266265.1f78fe
https://www.westcoastseeds.com/collections/swiss-chard-seeds?rfsn=6266265.1f78fe
mailto:okanogan.county@wsu.edu

