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A prolific and easy vegetable to grow is the tomatillo.  If 

you like salsa verde (green salsa) and Mexican foods, a 

couple of tomatillo plants will supply you with all you 

need, especially if you do any type of preserving.  Be 

prepared for tomatillos to be on par with zucchini in their 

abundance. 

 

Tomatillos are related to tomatoes, peppers, potatoes, and 

eggplant—they are all in the nightshade family.  Also 

known as husk cherries, they were cultivated by the Aztecs 

who probably discovered them in Central America.  The 

plants are leggy and tend to sprawl all over the ground 

unless given some support.  The flowers are yellow, similar 

to a tomato flower, but larger.   

 

You’ve probably seen the unusual fruit in grocery stores.  

A bit larger than a cherry tomato, the fruit is green in color 

and surrounded by a papery husk.  Upon removing the 

husk, the skin of the fruit is sticky.  The green husk is like a 

lantern and it develops before the fruit is mature.  The fruit 

grows inside the husk and is ripe when the fruit fills out the 

entire husk and the husk splits at the bottom, or when the 

fruit and husk fall off the plant. 

 

When harvesting also look at the color of the fruit.  If it is a 

bright light green, the fruit will have an acidic, lemony 

taste.  As the fruit matures more it will take on a dull 

yellow color and have a sweeter taste.  Depending on your 

preferences, you can use the fruit in either stage.  I use an 

equal amount of both green and yellow fruits in my 

recipes. 

 

In order to have a successful crop you will need two 

tomatillo plants.  If you have only one plant you will not 

get any fruit.  The plants can be kept under control by 

using a tomato cage, trellis, or stakes, but it is not 

necessary.  By mid-season the plants are growing very 

quickly; once fruit develops the plants get so heavy that the 

stems fall over regardless of any support.  It is OK to let 

the plants sprawl on the ground—they aren’t as disease 

susceptible as tomatoes. 

Green tomatillos are commonly found in grocery stores, 

but purple varieties can be found in seed catalogs.  They 

usually have a tangier flavor and the color is interesting in 

recipes.  There is also a pineapple tomatillo that actually 

tastes like pineapple! 

 

Like tomatoes, tomatillos need to be transplanted into the 

garden in late May.  Seeds should be started indoors in mid 

to late April.  They are sensitive to frost, so if there is a late 

spring frost or an early fall frost just cover the plants with 

an old sheet for protection. 

 

Tomatillos contain antioxidants called withanolides which 

have anti-bacterial and anti-cancer properties.  They also 

contain vitamins A, C, and E.  They can be used raw in 

salads, stir-fried, and in sauces.  They do not hold up well 

during cooking.  They breakdown and turn to a mush very 

quickly, so add them late in the cooking process if you 

want some texture.  Once they breakdown they become 

creamy which is a quality that makes them good for salsas 

and sauces. 
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I hate to sound like a broken record, but once again, I was 

out on field visits and I saw several cases of trees dying 

because of one problem that is easily controlled:  the roots 

of the trees were being smothered. 

 

Tree roots needs oxygen.  Small pores in the soil hold 

oxygen.  If tree roots cannot get adequate oxygen they will 

die.  It usually isn’t a fast death—the tree slowly declines 

over a few years and by the time anyone notices what is 

going on it is too late to save the tree. 

 

Lack of oxygen in the soil is caused by several things, all 

of which are all completely under our control.    

 

1. Sometimes the tree is planted too deeply.  If the roots 

are deep they cannot get enough oxygen and the tree 

will struggle.  This is especially a problem in our area 

where we have predominately clay soils.  The pore 

spaces in clay soils are very small and easily pushed 

together, or compacted.  This pushes oxygen out of the 

soil.  If you are planting a tree be very careful to not 

plant it too deeply.  Look for the trunk flare at the base 

of the trunk where the roots begin.  At this point the 

trunk widens, or flares out.  This area should be at the 

soil level—do not bury it!  If a couple of the roots near 

the top do not get completely buried, don’t worry 

about it!  Remember, a tree trunk should never look 

like a telephone pole where it enters the ground- 

flaring at the base should be visible.  If not, the tree is 

planted too deeply- it might survive in a sandy soil, but 

in a clay soil it will struggle for a few years and then 

die.  A waste of time and money. 

2. Mulch can smother trees too.  For some reason 

‘volcano’ mulching is popular and it kills trees.  Mulch 

should NEVER be piled up against the tree trunk.  The 

area around the base of the trunk should be soil and the 

trunk flare should be visible.  This is important on 

newly planted trees where the root zone is small and a 

heavy volcano will reduce the amount of oxygen that 

gets to the roots.  On all trees (regardless of age) I see 

layers of mulch that are way too thick.  Again, this 

blocks oxygen and coupled with a clay soil, it is 

deadly.  Mulch only needs to be two inches thick. 

3. Another strange trend I am seeing is replacing the 

grass that is growing around the base of mature trees 

with mulch.  These trees do not need to be mulched!  

Mature trees can handle a few hits from a mower or 

trimmer- the bark is thick!  Mulching these trees cuts 

down on the oxygen that is available to the roots.  It 

will stress the trees and cut down on their life span.  

The same goes for raising the grade by adding soil 

around established trees.  An addition of only two 

inches of soil can cause problems.  And while I’m at it, 

don’t add flower beds around the base of established 

trees!  It disturbs the roots and subsequent additions of 

soil and/or mulch will lead to the problems mentioned 

above.  Find someplace else for the flower bed. 

 

Well, now that I’ve got that off my chest I will continue 

my day!  If you have any questions about keeping your 

trees happy, just contact me at 788-8450. 

Conscientious Cow 

Master Gardener Chris Greene had just planted her 14 tomato 

plants when a cow paid a visit.  The cow was very careful and 

managed to walk right down the center of the row without 

damaging any plants! 
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