
For most vegetable growers, the tomato is the ‘Holy Grail’ of gardening. We tomato gardeners start planning 
now. We pour through seed catalogs and review the seeds that we carefully saved from last season. With 
varieties selected we will inventory our supplies and plot when is the optimum time to plant those tiny seeds 
that hold so much promise. 

Yes, we are the gardeners that start their tomato plants at home 
when the ground is often-times still covered with snow. We could just 
buy transplants in May from our local big box store or garden center, 
but then we are limited on what varieties are available. As seasoned 
vegetable gardeners we are bored with ‘Early Girl,’ ‘Jet Star,’ 
‘Beefsteak,’ ‘Roma,’ and the other ‘usual suspects’ that are offered by 
retailers. We want odd varieties like ‘Stupice,’ ‘Hillbilly,’ and ‘Black 
Krim.’ So we must grow our own. 

Some of us are organic gardeners and we want to know that our tomatoes are truly organic. By starting with 
organic seeds we can control the inputs, and thus, the final product. So we must grow our own. 

As die-hard gardeners, winter fatigue also plays a role in our desire to take on this time consuming project. 
By March we have had it with winter and are itching to do something plant-related. Starting those tomato 
plants indoors is the prefect remedy. 

So, if you have ever thought about joining the ranks of the obsessed tomato-geeks, there are a few things to 
keep in mind to ensure success. The keywords are space and light. 

Those 72-cell seed starting trays look so harmless. We plant them, add water and they are so compact and 
tidy that we can move them anywhere! But wait—once the seeds germinate and the plants are about three 
inches tall, they will need to be transplanted—those tiny cells are not large enough to accommodate a 
seedling for six to eight weeks. Now envision 72 individual pots. Here lies the problem—space is usually 
lacking. 

Light is the other issue that will definitely trip you up.  We all have a bright window somewhere in our home.  
The simple thing to do is to place the tray (or pots) in a sunny window, right? Well, this will not work—I can’t 
stress this enough. Even a large south-facing window does not supply the brightness and length of daylight 
that is required by rapidly growing tomato plants (and any other vegetables that can be started indoors for 
that matter!). Plants started in this manner will become long and thin, with weak stems that flop over. For 
those that have tried this, you know what I am describing. Tomato transplants need supplemental light for 
proper growth! 

Now I am relating all of this because first-timers need to know that starting your own tomato plants is not 
just a matter of putting seeds in a flat, placing it in a window, and giving it water. Quite a bit of space is 
needed along with a way to get the plants adequate light. Now we are getting into some time, expense, and 
attention to detail. 

You have been warned. If you still want to join the legions of obsessed tomato growers, read on. I have some 
relatively simple and inexpensive ways to deal with the aforementioned issues. 
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1. Find a wall or space in your home that you can dedicate to your seedlings for about two months. This 
space should be at least 60 degrees both day and night. A window or source of natural light is not necessary. I 
set up my growing area in the dining room. 

2. Now you need a way to organize your space. The easiest thing to do is to purchase a garage shelving unit 
(available at most big-box stores). They are usually made of a wire-type chrome with five shelves and run 
about $90.00. If you can get one that comes apart for storage, it will make your life a lot easier! Now you 
have space for trays and the eventual transplanted pots. 

3. Adequate light is the next requirement. This can be accomplished with fluorescent shop lights. Grow lights 
with special spectrums are not necessary, plus they are expensive. A four-foot long shop light is only about 
$14.00. Suspend the shop light with an adjustable chain from the bottom of a shelf. Your plants will go on the 
shelf underneath the light. As the plants grow you need to move the light up so it is always about four to six 
inches from the top of the plants. Depending on how many tomatoes and other transplants you plan to grow, 
you may need two or three lights. I have three lights on a five-shelf unit; three shelves are for my plants and 
the other two are for storage (extra pots, seeds, soil, watering cans, etc.). 

4. The seedlings need to be lighted for 14-16 hours a day. Use a timer that automatically turns the lights on 
and off. 

The rest is pretty simple, but time consuming. The plants should be checked daily and once they are actively 
growing they will probably need water every day. When the seedlings have two sets of leaves they will need 
to be transplanted into individual pots. Yogurt containers are excellent for this—just be sure to punch holes 
in the bottom for drainage. For soil, use seed starting soil because it is light and does not contain fertilizer. 
Many regular potting soils are enhanced with fertilizers that are too strong for young seedlings. After 
transplanting you can begin fertilizing the plants with a liquid fertilizer at half the recommended rate. Trays 
and pots should be rotated or moved around under the lights every few days to ensure even growth.  

Indoor tomato seeds should be planted in early to mid-April. Don’t be too anxious! If you start them too early 
the plants will become obnoxiously large and difficult to handle; plus they will not grow well once they are in 
the garden. In this case it’s better to be a little late! Weather permitting, plan to transplant the tomatoes into 
the garden around Memorial Day, but be sure to harden them off before putting them in the ground! 
Gradually acclimate the plants to the outdoor environment by setting them outside in a shaded area for a 
few hours, gradually increasing the time outdoors to a full day.  Keep the plants well-watered and protect 
them from wind. Planting into the garden is best done in the late afternoon, or on a cloudy day. 

Now that you know what’s involved you may (or not) want to give this a try. Start with a couple dozen plants 
this year to make sure you don’t get too overwhelmed. You will be rewarded in July when the harvest begins! 
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