
When is the best time to start my vegetable transplants? I never seem to time things 
correctly. 
 
Timing is always an issue since indoor seed starting dates are based on the last spring frost 
date.  This date is a moving target and can average anytime between mid-May to early June, 
depending on your location in Jefferson County.  The tendency is to start seeds indoors too 
early.  If started too early, the plants become too large and have a harder time acclimating to 
outdoor conditions.  Again, this sets the plants back- it is better to wait. We use Memorial Day 
weekend as a ‘rule of thumb’ target date to set out transplants.  If you live in a colder location, 
or if the weather is trending on the cold side, you may have to wait until early June before 
planting.  I know that everyone is anxious to get their plants in the ground, but it is better to 
wait rather than plant too early!  Trying to beat Mother Nature and get transplants in the 
ground before Memorial Day can actually set plants back.  Cold temperatures (even if it is 
above freezing) can stunt plants and you are no further ahead. 
 
Pepper seeds, however, need to be planted early because they germinate and grow slowly.  
They should be started indoors 8 to 10 weeks before the last spring frost date.  If we have a 
target date of Memorial Day, the peppers should be planted in mid-March.  Tomatoes are 
planted a bit later at 6 to 8 weeks before the last frost which would be early April.  Vine crops 
like winter squash, summer squash and cucumber grow very quickly and should be planted 3 
weeks before Memorial Day, or early May. 
 
Remember that if you are starting transplants indoors, you need to put them under some sort 
of supplemental lighting.  A sunny window is not bright enough and will lead to thin, elongated 
plants. 
 
If you would like a seed planting chart that indicates when to start transplants indoors, when to 
set transplants out and when to direct sow seeds, contact Cornell Cooperative Extension at 
315-788-8450 or sjg42@cornell.edu. 
 
By Sue Gwise, Horticulture Educator, Cornell Cooperative Extension of Jefferson County 
 
March 3, 2018 

mailto:sjg42@cornell.edu

