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Planting Tomatoes Too Early 

   Spring might feel like it’s here, but when planting your garden you need to be sure the soil has 

warmed up enough to plant. Gardeners often try to get a jump on the season by planting tomatoes 

as early as possible. Though this can be successful at times, there are certain precautions that 

should be taken, especially with the up and down temperatures we have been having this year. 

   The first precaution that should be taken is checking to make sure the soil is at an adequate 

temperature. Tomato roots do not do well until soil temperatures reach a consistent 55°F. Use a 

soil thermometer to check the temperature at 2 inches deep during the late morning to get a good 

average temperature for the day. This should be done for three or four days to get an average 

temperature for the week. To warm your soil up quicker try putting down black plastic mulch. 

This plastic mulch should warm up your soil enough for you to get that early jump on planting 

your tomatoes.  

   The second precaution that should be taken is to harden off plants that you are transplanting 

into your garden. Plants moved directly from a warm, moist greenhouse to the more exposed and 

cooler conditions outside may undergo transplant shock. Transplant shock causes plants to stop 

growing until they are acclimated to the weather. Plants can be acclimated to outside conditions 

by placing them outdoors in a location protected from wind and full sunlight for a few days 

before transplanting. The best conditions for transplanting is an overcast, windless day; well as 

close to a windless day as we can get in Kansas.  

   The third precaution that should be taken is to protect your tomatoes from frost. Tomatoes 

cannot tolerate frost. Though we are past the average date of last frost in most of Kansas, watch 

the weather and cover the plants if frost is predicted. A floating row cover or light sheets can be 

used for protection. A floating row cover can be left on the plants for two to three weeks to 

increase the rate of growth and establishment of your tomato plants.  

   Here are a few other tips for getting your tomato plants off to a fast start. Use smaller stockier 

plants rather than tall spindly ones. The smaller plants tend to form roots and become established 

faster than the tall overgrown plants. Don’t mulch your plants as soon as you plant them; give 

them time to start growing well, then mulch. By mulching too early, it will prevent the soil from 

warming up, and slowing down the growth of the tomato plants. I hope these tips will help you 

have a successful tomato crop.  
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