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Several materials may be used as media for growing plants or root cuttings. 
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Soil is a mixture of small rock particles, organic matter, and microor-
ganisms, which, when provided with appropriate amounts of water and air, will 
provide physical and nutritional support for plants. Loam is a desirable type 
of soil which is a mixture of sand, silt, clay, and organic matter, with 
enough sand to promote drainage and workability, and enough silt and clay to 
provide water holding capacity and fertility. 
Sand 

Sand is composed of small rock particles from about 0.05 to 2.0 mm in 
diameter. It is relatively infertile and has very low water holding capacity. 
Alone or mixed with other materials, it is useful as a medium for rooting 
cuttings. 

Feat or Peat M0S S 

Peat consists of pnrtially decomposed owamp vegetation. It may have an 
acid or alkaline pH reaction, depending on the source. Peat moss has a high 
water holding capacity, and usually contains 1 to 3% nitrogen, but is low 
in phosphorus and potassium. Peat is ti.Seful as a mulch, as material to make 
the soil lighter, or mixed with sanQ, vermiculite, or perlite, as a medium 
for rooting cuttings. Peat soils in an advanced stage of decomposition, 
in which plant remains are difficult to identify, are generally called muck. 

~ph&tgnum pea t moss, is a lumpy, fi')rous, partly de~omposed product of 
Sphagnum moss, and usually has an ac id reaction. It is useful for mixing with 
the soil to improve its structure, and msy be used as a mulch. 

Michigan peat is deriv~d from decomposed reeds, rushes, and other bog 
plants, and is a ble.ck, nearly homog~::;.8 ous material similar to muck. It is 
usually neutral in reaction and is useful for adding humus to the soil mixture. 
It is not as coarse as sphagnum peat r.1oss and therefore has a more temporary 
effect on soil structure, and is less useful as a mulch. 
Sphagnum Moss 

Sphagnum moss is the dehydrated remains of acid-bag plants. It is quite 
sterile, ligi~t in weight, and has a very high water holding capacity. Sphag-
num moss may be used for germinating seeds, either alone, or by covering the 
seeds with shredded moss. 

* * * * * * * * * * * 
An Educational Service of the Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University, 

Virginia's Land-Grant University, with U.S. Department of Agriculture and Local 
Governments Cooperating. Dept. of Horticulture,VPI & SU, Blacksburg, Va. 24061 



- 2 -

Vermiculite 

Vermiculite is an expanded mica product which is very light in weight, 
neutral in reaction, insoluble in water, and has a high water holding capa-
city. It is usually graded into 4 sizes: No. 1 has particles from 5 to 8 
mm in ·diameter, No. 2 from . 2 to 3 mm, No. 3 from 1 to 2 mm, and No. 4 from 
0.75 to 1 mm. Vermiculite should not be pressed or compacted when wet 
because the porous structure would be destroyed. Vermiculite may be used 
alone, or mixed with sand or shredded peat moss as a rooting medium for 
cuttings. When seeds are planted in heavy soils they may be cov~red with 
vermiculite to promote improved germination and easy emergence. 
Per lite 

Perlite is an expanded volcanic lava. The small sponge like particles 
are very light because of many very small trapped air pockets. Perlite is 
useful as a propagation media alone or mixed with peat moss, or sand. It is 
not satisfactory for growing seedling plants because it floats in water and 
is difficult to handle in seed flats. 
Soil Mixture 

Most field soils are too heavy or poorly drained, or la.eking in organic 
matter, to function sati~factorily as a media for growing seedling plants, or 
as a potting soil for house plants. 

A good general purpose soil mixture may be prepared by using 2 parts 
loan soil, l part shredded peat moss, l part coarse sand or p~rlite, and 1/2 
part dried manure, plus 1 cup each of ground limestone and 5-10-5 fertilizer 
per bushel of completed mixture. A high humus sandy mixture may be prepared 
as above but use only 1 part soil. 

Mixtures containing soil must be sterilized to kill insects, nematodes, 
weed seeds and dis ease organisms. Thi.s may be accomplished by ste&m or 
baking until all parts of the soil reach 180°F for 30 minutes, or by using 
a soil fumigant following the instructions on the package. Small quantities 
of soil may be sterilized by baking for 1 hour at 200°F'. 
Peat-Vermiculite Mixture 

A very good mixture for growing seedling plants can be made from equal 
parts of shredded peat moss and No. 2 horticultural grade vermiculite, and 
Perlite ~lus 8 oz. of ground limestone, and 8 oz. of 5-10-5 fertilizer per 
bushel. In measuring the lime and fertilizer, one cup equals about 8 oz. 
Th ii mixt~re may be given a more enduring nutrient supply, and used for 
potted plants, by adding 6 quarts of dried manure per bushel of the above 
mixture. 

This mixture usually will be free of 4isease, insects, or weed seeds, 
and may be used without sterilization. 
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