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Growing Tasty Tomatoes

One of the most common questions we’re asked here in the greenhouse is, “How do you grow such nice tomatoes?” After years of practice, we’ve finally got it down to a science and put it on paper. Good Luck!

Site Preparation

Tomato plants enjoy the full sun. The more sun you have, the better. Before planting, it is important to properly prepare the beds. Turn the soil over and mix in either humus, or manure. This helps to loosen the soil and to add beneficial nutrients to the soil. In the greater Cincinnati area, it is also beneficial to add some gypsum to the soil. Gypsum adds calcium to the soil, a necessity for tomato plants.

If you are planting tomatoes in pots, it is recommended that you use a container that has adequate drainage and use a soilless potting soil, such as the Fafard brand. Soilless potting mix contains no “dirt” and helps to maintain the proper balance of water and air. It is also necessary to add gypsum to your potting soil. Potting soil contains absolutely no calcium. Without calcium, tomatoes will suffer from blossom end rot, a dark, black, unappealing spot on the bottom of the fruit. If you don’t add gypsum to the soil, you can still spray the blossoms and fruit with Fertilome’s Yield Booster. This is a calcium chloride spray that will provide the tomato plant with the calcium it needs.

Sowing 

When sowing a tomato seed, remember, it takes approximately 7 weeks from sowing to reach the transplanting stage outside. For those of you who enjoy tomatoes, but don’t want to sow seed, purchase a tomato plant in the middle of May and plant it in your garden.
Support and Planting

Drive a tomato stake, cage, or spiral into the ground (or pot) in order to give the plant support to grow on. Dig a hole as deep as the pot and plant the tomato plant. Loosely tie the tomato plant to the stake using a piece of twine (yarn will also work). As the tomato plant grows, continue to tie the plant to the stake. Monitor previous ties to make sure they are still working adequately. You may need to remove some old ties if they are cutting into the plant as it grows.
Watering

Water the tomato plant immediately. Tomatoes planted in a pot will need to be watered daily. Those planted in the ground will need to be monitored, but will not need as much water once established. When tomato plants become dry, the chance of the fruit splitting increases. 

Fertilizing

Tomato plants should be fertilized once a week. This is true for tomatoes planted in both the ground and pots. We recommend using either Hi Yield, or Fertilome’s Tomato & Vegetable Food. This tomato fertilizer is higher in potash, which is good for producing fruit. All-purpose fertilizer will also work, but is not specially formulated for tomatoes. Make sure that you follow all directions when using fertilizer. More is not always a good thing. 
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Pruning

Most tomato plants will need some corrective pruning. Don’t worry, this is very easy! When the first fruits begin to form, the plant will produce shoots in between the main stem and the leaf stems.

These side shoots (see arrows in diagram) should be removed by pinching them out with the fingers - if allowed to grow they will produce a mass of foliage but few tomatoes. Any shoots which have been overlooked and allowed to grow should also be removed (see X in diagram). Removing these side shoots also allows the plant to focus more of its energy on producing fruit.
Leave some of the side shoots at the top of the tomato plant. This will help to shade the fruit from the sun. 
Pollinating
Most tomato plants will be pollinated by bees; however, sometimes the plants are overlooked. We have heard several stories about how the plant looks great and the blossoms are nice and yellow, but there is no fruit. If this happens, take a pen or pencil and vibrate it against the blossoms. This will pollinate the plant and you should get fruit. The best time to pollinate is between 10:30 and 11:00 in the morning. The most pollen is dispelled from the blossoms at this time.

Picking the Fruit

The tomatoes should be picked as soon as they are ripe. In the greenhouse we pick the tomatoes as soon as they show color. Tomatoes will finish ripening by sitting in a sunny location, or if you want them to ripen faster, try placing them in a paper bag. 

Finally all there is left to do is eat the tomatoes! Enjoy them in a salad, on a hamburger, or on a BLT.
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