
RHS Horticulturist Ian Tocher explains how you  
can grow this interesting crop at home
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Resembling small green or purple 
tomatoes, tomatillos are an unusual 
but rewarding fruit to grow over the 

summer. With their tart taste and papery 
husk, they are more like their relation cape 
gooseberry than tomatoes, although all 
three are members of the solanaceae family. 
Originally from South America, they are 
thought to be domesticated by the Aztecs. 
A staple of Mexican cooking, they are a key 
ingredient in salsa verde, a delicious green 
sauce that includes sliced green onions,  
green chillies, garlic and coriander. The 
harvests are also great for chutneys and 
relish, or try grilling them for a tasty snack.

SEED SOWING AND PLANTING
Tomatillos are not hardy and should be 
planted out after the dangers of frost has 
passed. Sow the seeds about eight weeks 
before they are to be placed outside, using 
pots or modules, as you would tomatoes. 
Start them off indoors, on a windowsill, or 
in a heated glasshouse, and harden them off 
gradually. Like tomato plants, the roots can 
be buried deeply into the soil. This edible is 
self-infertile, known as self-incompatibility –  
meaning they require cross-pollination – so  
at least two crops will be needed for fruit  
to develop. Choose a sunny location, with 
well-drained soil, and plant them about 
60cm-90cm apart.

AFTERCARE AND HARVESTING
When growing tomatillos, it is best to keep 
the soil moist, so applying a mulch around 
them will help, as well as suppress weeds. 
Plants will need staking or other supports, 
such as tomato cages, as they can grow to 
1.2m. Pinch out the tips to keep them bushy. 
Each crop can produce around 4kg of fruit, 
so only a few are required. Harvest when the 
yields are green and have filled out the 
husk but are not overripe. 

VARIETIES TO TRY:
Varieties available in the UK include 
‘Green’, purple-coloured ‘Purpleino’, 
heavy-cropping, yellow-skinned 
‘Dr Wyches’ and ‘De Milpa’, which 
is purple-blushed when ripe.

SEED COLLECTING
Collecting seeds from tomatillos is similar to 
harvesting those from tomatoes, but without 
the need for a fermentation process. Select 
fully ripe fruits, take off the outer husks 
and put them in a blender. Give the yields a 
blitz, using the pulse setting if there is one – 
this doesn’t harm the seeds and creates the 
required pulp mix. If no blender is available, 

then put the fruits in a plastic bag and 
bash with a wooden mallet. Put the 

pulp into a jug with some water 
and stir. The good, viable seeds 

will sink to the bottom. Skim 
off the messy scum from the 
top of the liquid and pour 
the suitable specimens into 
a sieve. Rinse thoroughly to 

wash off any pulp. Place the 
seeds on a plate to dry, rather 

than paper, which they can stick 
to. Store them in a paper envelope 

in a dry, cool place over the winter and 
sow the following spring.

“Pinch out the  
tips of your 

tomatillo plants to 
keep them bushy 

and producing 
plenty of fruits”
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