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Tips for Growing Tasty Tomatoes
By Michelle Le Strange, Master Gardener Advisor
Tomatoes are the most popular homegrown vegetable in the world. Take advantage of our local climate
and plant some tomatoes today.
Soil: Tomato plants grow well in several soil textures from sandy loam to heavy clay loam, as long as
they have a steady supply of moisture and nutrients to set good fruit. You can get an idea of your soil’s
texture by rubbing it between your thumb and fingers or in the palm of your hand. If it is sandy, it
feels gritty; silt has the feel of flour or talcum powder when it is dry and is slightly plastic when wet;
clay soil is harsh when dry and very plastic and sticky when wet. Perhaps the ideal soil is a loam with
plenty of compost. This has an earthy, moist smell, feels light and spongy, and yet contains enough
humus to have a good water holding capacity and still provide good drainage.
Watering: Tomato plants thrive when their roots are deep in evenly moist soil. If the soil becomes too
dry, growth slows, and the skin hardens and cracks. A heavy watering brings a spurt of growth that
splits the skin around the stem. Keeping the soil soggy all of the time leads to root rot and diseased
tomatoes. A regular irrigation schedule helps maintain an evenly moist soil.
Tomato plants need at least an inch of moisture a week. That’s about 60 gallons of water for a
100-square foot (e.g. 5’wide by 20’long) bed. In July and August almost 2 inches of water are needed
per week.
Blossom end rot is related to watering: Tomato roots absorb water and dissolved minerals and move
them through the plant’s system. One common tomato ailment called blossom end rot, characterized by
dark leathery skin on the “bottom” of the fruit, is attributable to insufficient moisture when the
tomatoes are young and the resulting inability of the plants to take up calcium. Our soils typically
contain plenty of calcium, keeping the soil moist makes the mineral available to the plants.
Fertilizing: Field grown tomatoes do not need much fertilizer to produce an abundant crop. If you
begin with fertile soil, your plants may need little additional fertilizer as they grow and form fruits.
But if your soil is poor or your plants show signs that they need additional food (slow growth; small, pale
or yellow foliage; foliage that is purplish on the underside), you should fertilize. The best times to
lightly fertilize are 1) a couple of weeks after transplanting after the first flowers appear, 2) when the
fruits are the size of ping-pong balls, and 3) after you pick your first tomato. Use a 10-10-10,
15-15-15, or a special tomato fertilizer. Be careful not to overdo it on nitrogen; the result will be huge,
lush plants with few tomato fruit. Indeterminate varieties will require more fertilizer later in the
season.

Pruning and Staking: Tomato plants can be divided into three broad categories called determinate,
semi-determinate, and indeterminate and the amount of pruning and training you may want to undertake
depends on which type you grow. Determinate varieties are relatively compact (their growth largely
stops once the fruits form), so the plants need only a short stake or cage and little or no pruning.
Semi-determinate varieties grow only slightly taller. Indeterminate varieties continually produce new
leaves and flowers as long as the weather remains warm and sunny. They can grow very tall and are
usually staked and pruned.
Harvesting is easier with staked vines because most of the tomatoes are in plain view and you can see
them without bending over and hunting under the leaves. Insect control is somewhat easier, too. You
won’t lose the lowest fruit to slugs and the tomato hornworms are easier to pick off. Whether using a
wire cage or an intricate staking and trellising system be sure to start training the tomato when it is
young. Indeterminate varieties often need pruning (selective removal of side shots) to cut down on
massive vine size and cause fruit to be bigger and mature earlier.
Tomato Varieties Abound: My advice is to plant at least 2-3 varieties to minimize poor yield and
maximize success, even if it means buying a few six-packs and sharing them with neighbors. Harvest
tomatoes when they are vine ripe and it is hard to go wrong with good taste. If tomatoes are large,
ripe, and tasteless, then chances are the fruit has been overwatered.

