Pointers for Selecting Tomatoes at the Plant Faire

In deciding what tomato varieties to select for your home garden, it is important that you determine whether a tomato variety is determinate or indeterminate. This will tell you a great deal about its growth habits, size, the amount of space each plant requires and how it should be grown.

The determinate type of tomato is a smaller, bushier plant that doesn’t grow very tall, usually 2 to 4 feet depending on the variety and growing conditions. Most shoots including the terminal branch or main stem and the lateral branches or suckers develop flowers and fruit, and when they do, little additional vegetative growth occurs. As a result, most determinate varieties tend to grow and ripen all their fruit in a fairly short season. Because they don’t grow very tall, they require very little pruning, or sucker removal. Some varieties need a wire cage or stake to keep the foliage and fruit off the ground.

The indeterminate type of tomato, on the other hand, does not stop its vegetative growth and production of fruit until killed by frost in the fall. The terminal shoot and all of its laterals will continue to grow so that by the end of the season, if not pruned and controlled, an individual plant of some indeterminate varieties could grow as much as 10 to 12 feet in length. These varieties need to be pruned and trained during the season. Many growers prune each plant to 1 to 3 stems. All others are removed at the leaf junctions on the main stem during the season. Each plant is tied every 12 inches or so to tall stakes secured in the ground.

With this distinction in mind, here is a brief summary of the major characteristics of some of the more desirable varieties that will be available at the WSU Master Gardener Plant Faire on Saturday, May 11, that will do well in our maritime Pacific Northwest climate:

Sweet Million: A mid-to-late season red cherry indeterminate tomato. The fruit has a great flavor and texture. It produces many clusters of fruit up to about and inch in diameter.

Sungold:  This determinate cherry tomato has many of the same characteristics as Sweet Million and is as good or better. It has many bright orange tomatoes up to about an inch in diameter. The flavor is hard to beat.

Sweet 100: Again, very similar to Sweet Million. An indeterminate producer of many clusters of good-tasting red cherry tomatoes.

Yellow Pear: A long time favorite, producer of small size yellow pear-shaped tomatoes. Indeterminate.

Stupice: Produces many small (golf ball–sized) red, slightly oval fruits. It is an early indeterminate variety, but not a large plant. Known for its great flavor.

Celebrity:  Produces medium sized (6 to 8 oz.) red, crack-resistant and very flavorful tomatoes. It is a mid-to-late season determinate, but has the characteristics of a small indeterminate variety.

Oregon Spring:  An early determinate producer of large red tomatoes.

Santiam: Also an early determinate producer of 2-3 inch red tomatoes. Might be slightly earlier than Oregon Spring.

Roma:  A late season, red sauce tomato, good for making salsa. Determinate, but grows much like a small indeterminate.

Fantastic: An indeterminate mid-to-late season producer of 3 to 5 inch red slicers that rate well in taste competition.

Fourth of July: An early indeterminate. Yields tasty four-ounce red fruit. Plants bear continually all season long.

Early Girl:  An indeterminate producer of early medium-size red tomatoes. Plants grow large and produce early but continue producing until frost.

Delicious:  Indeterminate. Produces large and good-flavored orange tomatoes

Green Grape: Determinate 2 foot plants yield bunches of small green cherry tomatoes with distinctive tart flavor. Bears late in the season.

Unfortunately, space limitation does not permit a description of the other 18 or so varieties being grown for the Plant Faire. However, there will be WSU Master Gardeners on hand at the sale to help you with your selections.

As has been the case the past two seasons, let’s all hope that late blight is not a major problem in 2002.
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