
Dear Dr. Fill 

I’m fairly new to starting 
seeds indoors, but I have 
found that I can try so 
many different varieties 
that I can’t find at 
nurseries. For the cost of 
just a few tomato plants at 
a garden centre, I can buy 
many different seed packs 
and last spring I started 
swapping seeds with other 
gardeners so that we all 
got to grow lots of 
varieties.                   

I am seeing on Facebook 
that people are starting 
their tomato seeds 
already.  This seems early 
to me, but I’ll admit that 
last spring my plants were 
quite small when the time 
came to transplant them, 
but they did produce 
bumper crops of 
tomatoes.  Should I be 
planting my seeds now?  
My seed packs say to plant 
6 to 8 weeks before the 
last frost date, but I’m 
wondering if that 
information is for a 
different zone?   I do have 
grow-lights so I’m not 
relying on a sunny 
windowsill to provide 
enough light, if that 
affects the start time.  
When would you suggest 
that I plant them, and do 
you have any other tips to 
help me grow my plants to 
be a bit larger before it’s 
transplant time?                              
Sincerely                              
An eager gardener 

            

Dear eager gardener 

Even experienced 
gardeners often plant 
seeds too soon which is 
not surprising since we’re 
all just so eager to get our 
hands into some dirt and 
see some things growing.  

Rule # 1 is to follow the 
instructions on the specific 

seeds that you are 
growing – whether they’re 
tomato seeds or any other 
seeds - regardless of the 
Zone you are in.  In fact, 
seed companies always 
use the “# of weeks 
before” guide-line rather 
than a specific planting 
date so that no matter 
what Zone we’re in, our 
timing will be as good as it 
possibly can be.   In 
Moncton, the Department 
of Agriculture lists our last 
frost date as typically 
falling between May 11 
and May 20th.  Since 
tomatoes really NEED 
warm soil – not just warm 
air – I’d suggest using the 
later end of that range for 
final frost, so I tend to 
count back from May 20.  
Most gardeners have 
experienced a few frosts 
well after that May 20th 
date, and of course, each 
garden is different.  If you 
live in a frost belt, you’re 
more apt to get hit with a 
surprise frost later than 
other gardeners in our 
club, and if your garden is 
in a really sunny, 
protected spot where the 
soil warms quickly, you 
can plant a bit sooner than 
the rest of us.  Counting 
back from May 20 puts our 
starting time for many 
(NOT ALL) tomato seeds 
at around March 25th.   

For those who are tempted 
to start seeds a bit sooner 
so they’ll have bigger 
plants at transplant time, 
there are a few risks to 
this they should consider. 

The only reason any plant 
grows is because it is 
trying to be healthy 
enough to produce lots of 
seeds. If the plant is 
healthy and the growing 
conditions are right, the 
plant will concentrate on 
getting a good strong root 
system, lots of leaves so it 
can make food for itself 
through photosynthesis, 
lots of flowers, and then 

fruit – and lots of it. 
However, if a seedling sits 
for too long on your shelf 
in a pot that is too small, 
it gives the plant the signal 
that it isn’t going to be 
able to produce better 
roots and larger leaves. At 
that point, it decides it 
needs to produce fruit and 
seeds quickly, before it 
dies.  So this creates two 
problems for those overly 
anxious gardeners.  If 
they keep the plants in 
small pots, they’ll have 
desperate plants that will 
put all their energy into 
producing that first fruit.  
They might be proud of 
themselves because they 
are getting tomato 
blossoms and the odd 
tomato before their 
neighbours.  BUT…their 
plants won’t have the 
energy to produce more 
than that, and often that 
first fruit does not mature 
properly. Taking off the 
first flowers might help, 
but then they’ve also lost 
the first fruit.   If they 
decide to go the other 
route and increase their 
pot size several times, 
they’re going to need a 
LOT of space to grow them 
while they’re still indoors!  
Most of us don’t have that 
kind of space in our 
homes. 

They’ll also need to 
consider what kind of 
tomatoes they’re growing.  
Determinate tomatoes will 
produce all the fruit over a 
short period of time. 
Gardeners love this type 
for canning and 
preserving. Many of these 
type of tomatoes are also 
very early so you really 
don’t want to start this 
type too early. Start them 
8 weeks before planting 
them out, at the VERY 
earliest but  starting  at 6 
weeks prior to last frost is 
safer;    if we have a late 
spring and you have to 
wait longer to plant them 
out in your garden, the 

seedlings will not have 
enough time to really over 
grow.  

 If you’re growing dwarf 
varieties, they can be 
started earlier and 
transplanted into a bigger 
and final container long 
before the weather 
outside is ideal. You can 
set out their pots on the 
warm days and bring them 
in on those chilly nights. 

It’s also important to 
factor in the time it will 
take to harden off your 
young tomato plants 
before you plant them into 
a garden.  For newer 
gardeners, hardening off 
just means getting your 
plants that have been 
growing so well INSIDE 
your house to KEEP 
growing well outside.  You 
can’t place any new plants 
that were inside outdoors 
without slowly acclimating 
them to hot sun, wind, and 
cool night temperatures.   
This means you’ll need to 
set your little plants 
outdoors in a shaded spot 
on a warm day for a few 
hours, and then bring 
them back inside for the 
night.  Gradually leave 
them out a bit longer and 
allow them to get a bit 
more direct light.  The last 
thing you want is to 
sunburn all of your plants 
after you’ve worked so 
hard to grow them!   

And if we’re having a cool 
spring, keep your little 
plants in their pots until 
the soil warms up.  Racing 
to get them in the ground 
will NOT get you tomatoes 
any earlier – in fact, it will 
significantly stunt their 
growth and increase your 
risk of blossom end rot.  
Stick your finger deeply 
into the soil and if it feels 
cool, do NOT plant your 
tomatoes yet – even if you 
see your Facebook friends 
posting photos of their 
plants in the garden.  Wait 



until your soil is warm and 
your plants will quickly 
surpass theirs!  

If you are growing 
indeterminate tomatoes, 
which can grow to be VERY 
tall if properly staked, you 
might want to start them a 
bit earlier.  Some tomato 
growers like to get the 
seedlings up to 2 feet tall, 
then clip off all the 
branches except for the 
top 4-6 inches and lay the 
bottoms in a trench where 
the stems will produce 
more roots, and they 
gently bend up the top 
leaves to be above the 
soil.   I’ve talked to 
gardeners who do this 
with great success and 
with other gardeners who 
said that this creates the 
need to water more as the 
roots are growing 
horizontally rather than 
vertically.   They say that 
growing shorter seedlings 
that were started later and 
that are not laid down 
horizontally   will grow 
roots “down” rather than 
“out sideways”.  They 
insist this lets their plants 
find water deeper down in 
the soil during a drought, 
so they can water less.  I’ll 
leave that up to you to 
decide! 

There’s also the question 
of what you plant the 
seeds in.  Sterile seed 
starting mix is really 
important for some seeds 
that are very small and 
hard to germinate, and I’ll 
admit that it’s what I use 
to start my tomatoes, but 
many of my gardening 
friends simply use a good 
potting soil mix and save 
the extra expense of the 
seed starter soil. You will 
need to check the label 
because they say you do 
need a GOOD potting soil 
mix.    Some have no 
compost or fertilizer which 
is fine for seed starting, 
but as seedlings grow they 
do need some nutrients to 

grow and many gardeners 
have successfully started 
seeds in a mix that does 
contain some nutrient.  
Gardeners who are 
growing more than just a 
few tomato plants will 
certainly recommend 
making your own potting 
mix to save a lot of 
money.  There are lots of 
recipes, but in general, 
just mix together 1 part 
compost, 1 part 
vermiculite, and 1 part 
peat moss and you’ll have 
a good growing medium 
when it’s time to 
transplant your little 
seedlings into pots. 

Make sure the soil for seed 
starting is moist.  Never 
plant seeds in starter mix 
or bagged potting soil and 
then try to water them.   
Peat moss sheds water 
when it’s dry.  Spray your 
soil with a misting bottle 
until it is beginning to stick 
together when you hold 
some in your closed hand. 
You do not want it to be 
dry but you also don’t 
want it to be really wet. 

If you’re using something 
like yogurt tubs, plant 2-3 
seeds into each container 
to make sure that at least 
one germinates. Cover the 
container with plastic to 
help keep the soil moist 
for better germination. 

If more than one seed 
germinates, you can cut 
the extra little plants off at 
the base (pulling them out 
can disturb the roots of 
the plants you want to 
keep). 

For germination, your 
tomato seeds need 
moisture and warmth so 
don’t be too concerned 
about light at this point. 
Find a nice warm spot in 
your house or use a heat 
mat if you have one.  As 
soon as the seeds are up, 
they do need light - a lot 
of light! 

If you have a sunny 
window, that CAN work if 
you didn’t start them too 
soon.  You’ll want 10 hours 
of sunlight to keep your 
plants happy.  Using a 
grow light will produce 
better results as it avoids 
tall lanky plants that are 
stretching to get more 
sunlight from a window.  
Just remember to follow 
the directions on the lamp 
that you are using and 
keep it as close to your 
seedlings as is 
recommended on your 
lamp label. 

I mentioned earlier that 
some gardeners plant 
their tomatoes in trenches 
as they can grow roots 
along their stems.  Even if 
you don’t plan to use the 
trench planting idea, it is a 
good idea to plant your 
little seedlings deep into 
the soil when you pot 
them up into bigger pots.  
If you find that some of 
your seedlings are quite 
tall and spindly from 
reaching for light, be sure 
to bury them deeply too!  
By that time, there should 
be more sunlight coming 
in your window and the 
buried stem will grow 
healthy roots and you’ll 
soon have a healthier 
plant. 

Although this wasn’t part 
of your question, I’ll also 
share a few tips about 
transplanting your 
seedlings while they’re still 
growing indoors as it’s just 
as important as how to 
transplant them out to 
your garden. 

You would want to 
transplant your seedlings 
from the container where 
they germinated to a 
secondary container to 
give each tomato plant a 
container of its own, and 
possibly transplant again 
to be sure the roots have 
lots of vertical room to 
grow.  Remember that 

when you do this, you can 
bury the plant right up to 
the first leaves, so it can 
grow roots along that 
buried stem. 

Also remember that you 
shouldn’t water your 
seedlings the day you 
intend to transplant them. 

Watering makes the soil 
heavier and more apt to 
stick to the root and this 
increases the likelihood of 
the roots breaking while 
transferring from your 
small container to its 
larger pot. 

To transplant, fill up the 
larger container with a 
moist potting mix. Scoop 
out a hole in the center of 
the new container, so that 
you can easily place the 
tomato plant into the hole 
without squashing the 
roots or forcing them into 
the soil. 

If you have multiple plants 
in a pot, gently separate 
them from each other by 
holding the plant by the 
leaves and not the stems, 
and gently tipping them 
out onto a flat surface. Do 
not try to separate the soil 
from the roots, and if 
some soil falls off, you 
have absolutely nothing to 
worry about. Just make 
sure that you do not break 
off the roots. 

Place the individual plants 
into their new containers 
by burying the free stem, 
leaving the first leaves 
just above the soil. Do not 
let the leaves touch the 
soil. 

Gently water them in their 
new home by using a 
misting spray bottle. 

I hope some of these tips 
help, but most of all, 
remember that you don’t 
necessarily want to have 
big plants at transplant 
time – unless you have 



them in BIG pots.  Smaller 
plants that have good, 
healthy roots will quickly 
grow in your garden and 
will provide you with a 
bountiful harvest.  Thanks 
for the great question! 

Sincerely                                       
Dr. Fill 

 


