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The Latest Craze: 
Grafted Vegetables 
By Larry Hodgson  Photos & Illustration courtesy Burpee Home Gardens

Back when I was a teen, I read in an article that you could graft a tomato 
plant onto a potato plant and get both spuds and tomatoes from a single 
plant. There were no instructions and I could find nothing on the subject in 
my local library, so I tried splicing tomato tops onto sprouting potato stems 
using an elastic band to hold the two parts together. Surprisingly, I actually 
managed to get two “pomatoes” to grow. The potato production went fairly 
well – I got an average harvest from the roots. The tomatoes were another 
story, however. The plants went into decline before the tomatoes were ripe, so 
I never had the chance to taste them. 

A few years ago, I once again saw 
grafted “pomato” plants being offered 
by mail, but they disappeared without 
a trace the following year. I figured that 
was the end of grafted vegetables, but 
it turns out it was only the beginning. 

A Fresh Start
This summer, for the first time in 

most parts of Canada, nurseries will 
be offering grafted tomato plants. 
These won’t be tomatoes grafted onto 

potatoes, but rather one type of tomato 
plant grafted onto another. Why would 
anyone do that, you ask? For the same 
reason most fruit trees (apples, pears, 
cherries, etc.) are grafted onto dwarfing 
stock: to combine the advantages of 
two different plants.

Grafted tomatoes are, in fact, 
nothing new. They’ve been used in 
Asia since the 1920s, and more recently 
in Europe and the United States. In fact, 
over half of all the tomatoes produced 
in Japan are from grafted plants. 

The tomatoes we’ll be seeing this 
summer will be combining robust, 

A tiny tube clip holds this newly grafted 
tomato plant together.

Burpee’s Bumper Crop grafted tomatoes feature the rootstock of a tomato that has great 
disease resistance, combined with six heirloom varieties. 

The healed graft now forms the base of a 
new, stronger plant.
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disease-resistant rootstocks with 
good eating, canning or paste 
tomatoes like Brandywine and San 
Marzano. The rootstocks used (and 
there are several, including Maxifort 
and Colossus) are tomatoes with 
so-so fruit, but with extra vigour and 
excellent disease resistance. 

Grafted heritage tomatoes provide the 
taste you want on a disease-free plant. 

Also, the rootstocks chosen for grafted 
plants are extra vigorous and will push 
the scion to produce a higher yield of 
larger fruit than it would if grown on its 
own roots. The plant will likely be bigger 
as well, and may need extra support. 

You will likely see advertising for 
grafted tomatoes promising double 
the yield. While this may be true under 
ideal conditions, in the home garden 
it is more realistic to expect about 50% 
more fruit by weight.

Starting Small
I watched a specialist graft tomato 

plants last winter in Florida. It wasn’t 

at all what I expected. I had imagined 
they grafted a sturdy young scion onto 
a fairly well developed rootstock, like 
I’d done when I created my pomato 
graft years before. While that can be 
done, the plants used commercially are 
freshly sprouted seedlings. The grafter, 
dressed as if assisting in open heart 
surgery, rapidly clips off the top of a 
robust strain of seedling and slips on 
the tip of a garden variety harvested 
shortly before, then slides on a tiny 
tube clip to hold the two together. 
This is done at an astonishing speed, 
so rapidly the eye can barely follow. 

The freshly grafted plants are then 
moved to a “healing chamber” under 
high heat and humidity and fairly 

San Marzano tomatoes are one of the six 
grafted varieties featured on Bumper Crop.

Loved for their meaty fruit,  Mortgage Lifter 
tomatoes are also featured on Bumper Crop.

So many tomato diseases 
enter the plant’s system 
through their root system 
that the rootstalk must act 
as a barrier to disease

So many tomato diseases enter 
the plant’s system through their root 
system that the rootstalk must act as a 
barrier to disease. Among the diseases 
easily controlled by using resistant 
rootstock are the tomato wilts (bacterial 
wilt, fusarium and verticillium) that do 
so much damage to most of Canada’s 
tomatoes. The right rootstalk will even 
control soil nematodes. 

Unfortunately, grafted tomatoes 
will not be protected from airborne 
diseases such as early or late blight. 
There are already specific rootstocks 
for special conditions, like soils rich 
in salt, but those are not likely to be 
on the market next year.

With grafted plants, no longer will 
you see your tomato plants lose leaves 
from the base up (a typical symptom 
of the various wilts): the foliage will 
remain green from bottom to top. Often 
the scion (the upper part of the graft) 
is a heritage tomato, like Brandywine. 
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stems with soil so they’ll develop 
new roots from the buried part. Don’t 
do this with grafted tomatoes or the 
upper part will root into the soil and 
pick up all the diseases you’re trying to 
avoid. Instead, plant them at the same 
depth they were when you bought 
them. You’ll see a line near the base 
of the stem; below the line, the plant 
will be slightly different than above. 
That is the graft line that must never 
be covered.

Also, don’t pull at the top of the 
plant – the graft may be healed over, 
but it’s still a weak point. 

Other than that, just plant your 
tomatoes the usual way, in rich, 
well amended soil in a site with full 
sun, watering in when you finish. 
Depending on the type of tomato scion, 
it may need staking (indeterminate 
or semi-determinate varieties), or it 
may not (determinate varieties), just 
like any other tomato you plant. For 
the rest of the summer, just water as 
needed. If your climate requires you 
to grow your tomatoes inside a plastic 
greenhouse because nights are too 
cold, the grafted ones will need the 
same care.

The High Cost  
of Success

Of course, this new technolo-
gy comes at a price – a stiff price. 
Last year in the US, where grafted 
tomatoes have been sold for about 
three years now, the going rate was 
anywhere from $10-$22 a plant, de-
pending on its size. Why in the world 
would you pay so much for a tomato 
plant? Well, in urban gardens espe-
cially, where there is no possibil-
ity of crop rotation, soils become so 
contaminated with tomato diseases 
that you can barely harvest a few 
tomatoes per plant. Grafted tomatoes, 
however, will thrive in soils where 
regular tomatoes can scarcely be 
grown. Also, any grafted plant will 
certainly produce enough delicious 
tomatoes to more than cover its cost. 

If you find this idea interesting, my 
suggestion is that you try a grafted 
tomato or two this summer. If you like 
the results, try more in future years 
and consider other grafted vegetables: 
peppers, eggplants, melons and cu-
cumbers. It’s a whole new vegetable 
world out there – don’t you want to 
be among the pioneers?i 

low light. After about a week, they’re 
moved into full light, and a week later, 
are ready to be planted out. 

Of course, you don’t have to do your 
own grafting – there will be grafted 
plants aplenty this spring – but if you 
do want to try, some companies, like 
Johnny’s Selected Seeds and Burpee, are 
already offering seeds of tomato root-
stocks as well as grafting clips by mail.

How to Handle Your 
Grafted Tomatoes

Whether you graft your own 
tomatoes or buy them already grafted, 
there a few special notes on their care 
you’ll need to take into account.

For one, you may be used to planting 
your tomato plants more deeply than 
other plants, covering their lower 

It’s very important to keep your grafted tomato’s graft joint above ground. While tomatoes 
are traditionally planted deep, it is not recommended to bury grafted varieties deep, as each 
“sucker joint” has the potential to sprout roots. If the top part of the graft roots into the 
soil, your plant will be vulnerable to all of the tomato diseases you’ve been trying to avoid.


