
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

TOMATO PLANTING TIPS 
by Darrell Merrell “The Tomato Man” and daughter Lisa Merrell 

 
1) It’s in the soil! It’s in the soil! It’s in the soil! It all begins with your soil. You will not have a good crop of tomatoes 

without soil high in humus and with the proper balance of nutrients. Compost added to your garden plot year after year 
will supply all the nutrients needed.  We have found that mushroom compost can double your production!   Source in 
Tulsa is Kevin Davis at 918-280-0717 or Gem Dirt Sales 918-298-0299. 

2) Every planting, we suggest adding one pound of aged animal manure and one tablespoon of Epsom Salt to the hole. 
Animal manures that work well are horse, cattle, chicken but need to be aged--Rabbit, sheep, goat and llama are not 
hot so do not need to be aged for long . Dad conducted an experiment and found that sheep(!) manure worked best for 
him. IF, and only if, you do not have access to good quality animal manures, here is an organic replacement formula to 
add to the hole: 1 TBS. Blood meal (Nitrogen), ½ cup Bone meal (Phosphorous), ½  cup Green Sand (Trace Minerals), 
1 TBS Epsom Salt (Sulfur &  Magnesium), 1 Whole Banana (Potassium), 2 crushed Calcium Tablets. (Prevention of 
blossom-end rot). 

3) Plant a minimum of 3 feet apart, 4 feet is better. The plants do much better with plenty of air flow.  Bury the tomato 
plant half way up the stem, regardless of size! We bury the lower branches, but if you prefer, you may snip off those 
branches before you plant. Roots will form from the buried stem. 

4) Water when hole is half filled with soil then fill the hole and water again. DO NOT lay the plant on the wet soil, or splash 
water on the leaves while planting. Soil borne diseases may come into contact with the plant. 

5) Mulch lightly, immediately after planting to prevent soil being splashed onto the plant from watering or rain. As plants 
grow, deepen mulch layer to one foot. This will control weeds and help stabilize moisture levels. Alfalfa hay is the best 
mulch, prairie hay works well also.  Any type of wood mulch like cedar can be too hot and too acid for tomato plants!  
We do not recommend using any wood based mulch. 

6) Tomatoes need even moisture to develop fruits properly. Adequate moisture prevents fruit from cracking and blossom-
end rot. A soaker hose is best. Water deeply once or twice a week. Try to avoid overhead watering. If you overhead 
water try to do so early in the day so the plants can dry before nightfall. If the leaves of the plant are wet for too long 
disease can be triggered. 

7) You may wish to protect your plants from cutworms at time of planting by placing a collar around the plant at the soil 
surface. A tin can, Styrofoam or waxed paper cup with the bottom cut out will do. 

8) Most of our plants are indeterminate, meaning they keep growing until something kills them. They will need support! 
Try a trellis, cage, arbor or cattle panels. We prefer caging. It stresses the plants less.  There are other options like the 
Texas weave just look on the internet you will find them. 

9) Plant in location with a minimum of six (6) hours direct sunlight, preferably at least eight (8) hours or more. If you have 
a location where they will receive shade after 4:00 p.m. they would appreciate it. Also, to aid in pollination, a location 
not overly sheltered from the wind. 

10) It is usually safe to set out tomato plants after April 15, (normal frost free date for the Tulsa area); however they will 
produce just as soon if you wait until about May 1, when the nights are warmer.  Seriously, we do it every year! 

 

TOMATO GROWING TIPS 
by Darrell Merrell “The Tomato Man” and daughter Lisa Merrell 

 
1) Blossom Drop: REMEDY “Shaking down the Pollen”. During growing season the most frequent question we are 

asked, concerns Blossom Drop. Tomato plants have “perfect” blossoms, meaning they contain both male and female 
organs and are self-pollinating. The transfer of pollen to the egg is initiated by motion of the plant, normally supplied by 
wind currents. If motion does not occur the blossoms do not pollinate and then fall, “Blossom Drop.” If planted in an 
area sheltered from the wind shake the plants gently, twice a day, to simulate wind provided motion. Within a week you 



should see lots of new tomatoes set if other growing conditions are adequate. Cool nights below 55 degrees will cause 
“Blossom Drop” and if setting does occur a deformation of the fruit called “cat facing.” Also nighttime temperatures 
consistently above 75 degrees or daytime temperatures consistently above 90 degrees will also prevent setting of fruit. 

2) Blossom Set Spray: When tomato plants flower a hormone called Auxin is released from the base of the flower. This 
signals the plant to start the first stages of fruit development. By spraying an Auxin hormone substitute (Blossom Set 
Spray) on the blossom you can trick a plant into thinking pollination has taken place and tomatoes will develop. 
However, if weather conditions are not within tomato growing perimeters the fruit will be of poor quality-poor color, 
deformed and tasteless. Save Your Money! “Shaking down the Pollen” works better and it doesn’t cost anything! 
Blossom End Rot: Begins as a sunburn water-soaked spot on the bottom of the tomato (blossom end) and turns 
brown or black, dry and leathery as it spreads. If the tomato is ripe enough, it can be cut away and the rest of the 
tomato is still edible. The rot begins when plants are in the midst of a growth spurt and they are suddenly stressed by 
cool wind, too much rain or by a hot dry spell. This interrupts the plants roots normal ability to take up proper nutrients 
from the soil, especially calcium. The lack of calcium intake is said to be the cause of blossom end rot. Foliar feeding 
with liquid calcium spray helps but Save Your Money. The problem normally cures itself as the weather moderates. 

3) Pruning: Dad did not prune except towards the end of the season, late September, when he sometimes cut off the 
main stems above the top blossom. This causes the plant to put its energy into ripening the tomatoes already on the 
vine. Pruning came into vogue in more northern, short season climates where it makes sense. In Oklahoma the season 
is long enough for the “suckers” (that sprout from the stem in the crotch right above a leaf branch) to fully develop and 
produce tomatoes. If the “suckers” are pruned it does force the plants energy into the one main stem, resulting in 
earlier ripening and larger fruit. We don’t “sucker” for 4 reasons: (1) more fruit per plant over a continuous growing 
season, (2) more foliage provides more leaves to manufacture food for the plant, (3) more foliage provides more shade 
for the tomatoes and helps prevent “sun scald” and (4) I don’t have the time!  However, I have begun to prune off the 
bottom branches when planting to keep them off of the soil to help prevent soil born diseases like early blight from 
taking over.  Do this especially if you are not going to mulch. 

4) Watering: Experts say that tomato plants need at least an inch of water per week. Water thoroughly to encourage the 
roots to grow deeper to seek water and nutrients. Soak the soil to at least 6 to 8 inches. Soaker hoses are ideal but 
unless attached to a water meter amount supplied is guess-work. Dad said that gallon containers with a hole in the 
bottom sunk between each tomato plant works well. Fill with a water hose twice a week. This method also gives you a 
chance to inspect the plants while watering. We do not recommend watering from overhead, but if you must, water 
early in the day to allow the plants to dry out before nightfall. The nighttime dew is enough for the plant to cope with, 
and foliage too wet overnight may help trigger some diseases. Too much water is just as bad as not enough. If the 
soil stays too soggy it inhibits the roots from taking up nutrients and eventually the roots will rot severely, slowing 
growth and eventually causing the death of the plant. 

5) Mulch: Mulch preserves an even moisture level in the soil, moderates soil temperatures in hot weather and controls 
weeds. Grass clippings make excellent mulch, better yet alfalfa or prairie hay. Mulch shallow at planting time and 
increase to a 6-12 inch depth by June. Wood mulch like Cedar can be too hot and too acid for tomato plants.  We 
do not recommend using any wood based mulch. 

6) Fertilizing: It’s in the soil, it’s in the soil, it’s in the soil. If you plant in soil with the proper nutrients you probably will 
not need to fertilize. (Please refer to Steps 1 and 2 in the “Planting Tips” section above. If needed, “manure tea” or 
“alfalfa tea” (liquid derived from a handful of alfalfa pellets soaked In 5 gallons of water) added twice a month works 
well. The same recipe goes for the sheep doo at a 2lbs coffee can per 5 gallons of water.  Let steep for no more than 
24 hours. And/or foliar spraying, twice a month with a combination of liquid seaweed, fish emulsion (read labels for 
proper amounts) and a cup of dissolved Epson Salt per gallon gives the plants a boost that keeps their leaves healthy 
and a deep green. 

7) Insect Control: Tomato Hornworm, pick them off or cut them with scissors!  Tomato Fruit Worm - spray with BT, 
Bacillus Thuringiensis (read & follow label directions carefully). Red Spider Mites, Aphids, etc - spray with a 
Pyrethrum based liquid (read & follow label directions, carefully), or with light horticultural oil. ( follow label 
instructions)—All of the above are certified organic methods! 

8) Diseases: Best cure is prevention. Plant 3 to 4 feet apart to allow good air circulation so that plants can dry after rain 
or morning dew. Rotate your plants each year to a new location. This helps prevent disease build up in the soil. There 
is no such thing as a totally disease resistant tomato, be it hybrid or open-pollinated.  Perfect tomatoes and tomato 
plants appear in the seed catalogs (enhanced?) but are not common in the average garden. Don’t worry any more than 
you have to over a few brown or yellow leaves, even spotted leaves, chances are you’ll still get plenty of tomatoes. 
Tomatoes are the #1 plant grown in American gardens. We tend to think of them as a native plant. THEY ARE NOT. 
That is why we grow seedlings under artificial conditions and transplant them 8 weeks before we sell them. If we 
waited for the soil to warm sufficiently to direct seed them, most tomatoes would not be able to produce a mature fruit 



in our area. The tomatoes native habitat is the tropical and semi-tropical regions of Mexico, Central America and 
Western South America. They originated in Bolivia/Peru Area. Climatologic problems still persist in our temperate 
growing zone. Most of our tomato plants are from seeds we have saved ourselves over a number of growing seasons. 
They are better acclimatized to our area which gives our plants an edge. There are at least 20 different diseases that 
can ruin a tomato crop caused by bacteria, viruses, fungi, etc. Fortunately, only two are most common in Oklahoma, 
the early blight and Septoria leaf spot. Both caused by air borne fungal spores released from ground harbored fungi. 
The only “sure prevention” (sometimes) is to spray with a Copper based soap.  It does little good to spray after onset of 
disease. Spraying should begin at time of fruit set and continue on a 7 to 14 day schedule until about July when hot, 
dry weather conditions normally occur.  

9) Shade Cloth: THIS IS VERY IMPORTANT! In July and August, here in Oklahoma, our daytime temperatures can 
reach 100+ degrees, with almost cloudless skies and direct withering sun-rays for several consecutive days.  If you rig 
a shade cloth (commercial types or old white sheets) over your plants you will save them from the blistering direct rays 
of the sun.  When it cools off they will begin to produce again. 

 

SAVING TOMATO SEEDS 
When saving just a few seeds, place seed (pulp and all) on a piece of wax paper. Be sure to label with a name. Seeds from 
tomatoes at the edible stage will be viable. Allow to dry for about 2 weeks, away from direct sunlight and heat sources. Fold seed 
on wax paper and put in envelope and store in a cool, dark, dry place. For a lot of seed, I use the fermentation method. Briefly 
described: Cut fully ripened tomato in half. Place cut tomato under water in a bucket or a bowl, then squeeze seeds and pulp into 
the water. Drain out excess water and transfer seeds and pulp into a glass jar. Add enough water to cover pulp and seeds in the 
glass jar. Stir once a day. A white film will begin to form on the 2nd or 3rd day. Wait two (2) more days (total time 5 to 6 days) 
and decant. Pour contents of jar into bowl or small plastic tub and again, add water. The good seeds will sink to the bottom. Pour 
off pulp, bad seeds and as much liquid as possible. Add more water and repeat process two or three times or until the water is 
clear and all pulp is removed. Empty seeds into wire strainer and plop onto a plastic picnic plate. Dry 2 to 3 weeks. Package. 
Seeds saved by the fermentation method are viable for 10 years plus, especially if kept frozen.                                                              
 


