
Growing, harvesting & 
curing your own tobacco

1. Timing
Tobacco is a warm-weather crop. Start it in the Spring, 
about the same time as Peppers or Eggplants. Say, late 
March  through  early  April.   If  you'd  like  to  follow 
Lunar Gardening methods, sow it during the first phase 
of the New Moon. If you don't get to it until May, don't 
fret – give it a try still. June is definitely getting late, 
and by July you can forget it.

2. Starting seeds in pots
Before you pull your seeds out,  get your pots ready. 
Standard 3” or 4” pots work great. So do plastic Dixie 
Cups  or  something  like  that,  at  least  3”  deep.  Egg-
cartons are too-shallow.  

Fill  the pots with good Seedling Mix. Nurseries will 
happily  sell  it  to  you  in  bags,  or  you can buy bulk 
ingredients and mix your own. I use a combination of 
coir (coconut fiber) and perlite with worm-casings and 
add a bit of complete organic fertilizer that I also mix 
up  on  my  own.  (Commercial  Seedling  Mix  usually 
contains some fertilizer already.)

Put the pots in trays 1”-2” deep. Water the pots until 
the soil is quite moist and there is standing water in the 
trays.

Place the trays someplace they will get plenty of light 
and  stay  warm:  a  hoop-house,  greenhouse,  or  in  a 
window. Under lights on a timer also works great. A 
propagation heat pad under the tray is optimal, since it 
will warm the soil, but you can do without it.

Press the tiny seeds just into the surface. I recommend 
using 3” or 4” nursery pots and sowing a small pinch 
of seeds into the middle of each one. Do not bury them 
deep! They are “light-dependent germinators”, which 
means they won't come up if they are totally buried.

Keep  the  soil  moist  until  germination.  Do  this  by 
pouring water into the tray. Do not water from the top 
unless you use a mister; the small seeds are very easy 
to wash away.

You should see germination within two weeks. Earlier 
sowings  will  generally  take  longer  to  come up  than 
later sowings, since warmth really helps.

Tobacco is rarely, if ever, direct-sown into the garden.

3. Thinning the Seedlings
In all likelihood, you ended up with many seedlings in 
each pot, maybe dozens or even a hundred. When they 
have put on their first set of true leaves, it is time to 
thin them. (“True leaves” are the distinctive leaves that 
emerge after the first pair of leaves come out. The first 
pair are called “cotyledons” or “primary” leaves, and 
are plain-looking.) Thin to one plant per pot. Another 
option is to carefully transplant all of the seedlings into 
their own pots. This works. I've done it. It's very time-
consuming and terribly nit-picky but  also potentially 
meditative. Okay, so I don't recommend against it.  

Continue to keep your starts moist and enjoying light. 
Soon they will being putting on true leaves.

4. Transplanting
It's time to transplant when the young plants have put 
on three to five true leaves, or if you see roots growing 
out of the holes in the bottoms of the pots. Generally, it 
will take 6-8 weeks from sowing to get to this point.

Choose  a  spot  with full-sun,  although late  afternoon 
shade can be beneficial. You can plant the tobacco in 
rows or in patches. Rows should be at least 4'  apart, 
with plants 18”-36” apart.  When planting in patches, 
give  each  plant  18”-36”  centers.  What  spacing  you 
choose depends to a large degree on how much you 
want  to  water  them.  The  closer  they  are,  the  more 
irrigation they will need.

Work the soil good in an spot at least one foot across 
and one foot deep for each plant. Amend each spot by 
digging in fertilizer. Tobacco really likes manure and 
dead animals.  The manure doesn't have to be too aged, 
and the animal can be a fresh roadkill.   One year,  I 
transplanted a Tree Tobacco into a spot  where I  had 
just buried a dead crow. The plant got 14' tall!

Container Gardening:
Tobacco can be gardened in containers that are at least 
3-gallons in size. 5-gallon buckets work great.  Make 
sure your containers have good drainage (as in, holes 
in the bottom). Fill with potting soil,  and fertilize as 
above.  Containers  will  need  to  be  watered  more 
frequently than plants in the ground, as often as once a 
day if they are in a hot spot.

5. Flowering & Seed-Saving
Your tobacco plants will start to flower at some point. 
Many  people  choose  to  pinch  back  the  blossoming 
stems in the hopes of getting more leaves. This seems 
to  work  to  a  limited  degree,  though  less  so  as  the 
season goes on. I recommend letting at least one plant 
go to flower and seed because the pink blossoms are so 
beautiful and attract hummingbirds. You will also get a 
boat-load of your own seed.

To harvest seed, wait until the pods have turned totally 
brown and look and feel dry. They might even make a 
rattling sound.  Pick pods  as  they dry.  Keep pods in 
paper bags until you're ready for seed-cleaning. Then, 
simply spread the pods out on a tray and smash them 
open. Pour the whole business through a screen. The 
seeds should fall through, leaving most of the smashed 
pods behind. Store in paper envelopes in ziplock bags 
in a cool dry place.

Like Tomatoes, Tobacco is self-pollinating. That means 
that  different  varieties  don't  cross  much  with  each 
other.  (On  average,  about  5%.)  So  you  can  grow 
different varieties in the same location and not fret too 
much  about  whether  they  will  mix.  If  you  do  want 
more  purity,  separate  the  seeding  plants  by  a  few 
hundred  feet,  or  try  alternate-day  bagging  of  the 
flowering heads.

6. Harvesting
You can start in late August in Oregon. There are two 
methods: individual leaves, little-by-little over time, or 
all-at-once  at  the  end  of  the  season.  I  have  been 
growing tobacco in  the  Pacific  Northwest  where  the 
wet autumns make curing difficult, so I have learned to 
pick  early-and-often  when  the  dry  weather  makes  it 
easier to cure the leaves. 

7. Curing
This is the hard part! Curing is not the same as drying, 
so  don't  use  a  dehydrator.  The goal  is  for  all  green 
color to depart from the leaves and to end with a brown 
color (which will vary according to variety). You are 
also seeking  a somewhat  supple,  not-crispy,  finished 
product.  Aging  is  also  a  traditional  step;  you  can 
decide how long you want to wait.

These different varieties need different methods:

Cuban  &  Black  Mammoth: These  varieties  are 
grown  in  hot,  humid  portions  of  eastern  North 
America. They are dried in specially-built  barns. For 
home curing, you will need to find a space out-of-the-

sun and  under-cover  that  will  be  heated  when  the 
weather turns wet and cold. Otherwise, your tobacco 
will  mold. On the other hand, if it is getting too dry 
while there is still green, you might need to mist the 
leaves. You can try using a little whiskey or brandy in 
water! In general, I have lost 50-90% of my Cuban and 
Black Mammoth harvest in the curing stage.

Scherazi & Dogon: These varieties are from Iran and 
Mali (Africa), respectively. In those places, they cure 
their tobacco in the sun [see photo from Iran, below]. I 
have had much better luck curing these varieties, with 
a  success  rate  of  at  least  85%.  I  have  hung  whole 
plants from bean trellises and laid out leaves on burlap 
bags or screens. During the hot dry season, I have had 
nicely cured tobacco in as little as two weeks!

Hopi Ceremonial Tobacco is best cured by the plant 
itself.  The lower leaves will  turn a beautiful  golden-
brown and are ready to smoke when they fall off when 
touched. Picked green leaves are trickier, and I  have 
yet to find one good way.

Wild Woodland Nicotiana is a different species than 
smoking  tobacco  (Nic.  sylvestris instead  of  Nic. 
tabacum) wth a light flavor (and less nicotine). I have 
had good luck curing it in both the sun and the shade.  

8. Processing & Storage
It is up to you how much you want to break down the 
leaves before smoking. For rolling cigarettes, you will 
need to shred or crumble them. Pipe-smoking allows a 
few stems, so is less work, and that is my preference. I 
just get corncob pipes from the drug store.

However you process it, keep the product in air-tight 
containers out of the sun. I find that ziplock bags work 
well because you can squeeze the extra air out. 

You can also add a flavoring process while aging the 
tobacco in storage. In a tin or box with your tobacco, 
add chunks of apple, cloves, vanilla  beans, tea bags, 
whiskey, or any number of other spicy things. When 
adding any extra moisture, check at least once a week 
to make sure mold is not getting in.  

9. Experiment & Enjoy!
This  guide  is  just  to  get  you  started.  Do  your  own 
research!  Try  different  things.  Keep  records  if 
necessary.  There's  not  much  information  out  there 
about  growing  &  curing  tobacco  in  the  Pacific 
Northwest, so there's a need for more exploration. 

Feel free to contact me through daggawalla seeds + 
herbs with any questions or comments. I would love 
to hear how this goes for you!

– Farmer Nic

daggawalla seeds & herbs
portland, ore 97202 • 503.686.5557
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