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Foreword to the New New New Edition
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Welcome to the newest edition of You Bet Your Tomatoes!, now titled You Bet Your Garden® Guide to Growing Great Tomatoes.


A lot of wonderful things have happened to this humble gardener in the years since the earliest edition of this tome was first published by Rodale Books (where I was privileged to serve as Editor-in-Chief of Organic Gardening for seven years—sixty issues of the world’s greatest gardening magazine!—in the 1990s). My public radio show, You Bet Your Garden®, which debuted in October 1998, was just going national as the first edition of the book went to press. Now, more than two decades (and many hundreds of shows) later, this hour of horticultural hijinks can be heard on public radio stations around the country, as an Internet stream, and even as a podcast (with over one million listeners a year—thank you!). There’s even a TV show! Find out more by visiting www.YouBetYourGarden.org.


Thanks to the show, I’ve had the opportunity over the years to add to my storehouse of tomato-growing knowledge (and other organic information) via the Question of the Week feature, in which I provide a detailed explanation of a particular problem or gardening topic at the You Bet Your Garden® section of the Gardens Alive! website (www.GardensAlive.com). There, you’ll find even more tomato-growing advice (who would have thought it possible?!), like how to handle squirrels, stink bugs, squirrels, and other specific pests and problems (like squirrels). And don’t just hang around the tomato section; wander afar and afield and you’ll find organic answers to virtually every garden and home problem that may have otherwise tempted you to spray away.
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Author Mike McGrath.





We have once again completely revisited, revamped, and updated our tomato-growing information and top varieties, making everything as current and up-to-date as possible at the time of printing to bring you even more information about America’s favorite fruit (or, as I like to call it, “the Gateway Drug of Gardening”).


See you on the radio. Or TV (do any of you still watch TV?). Podcast! I know we got you hooked on the podcast. I won’t actually “see” you there (this ain’t Romper Room [at least most of the time]), but I’ll know you’re listening.


Well—not really. Read the book, OK?
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Mike McG, canning a record amount of sauce in the summer of 2019
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Introduction


Why Am I Doing This instead of Enjoying My Summer?
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Sooner or later, anyone who claims to be a gardener (or Italian) has to grow his own fresh, vine-ripened summer tomatoes. Resistance is futile, so you might as well accept the inevitable and start staggering around the garden getting it ready for you to put your tomatoes in nice and early this season (that way you might end up with some actual ripe ones before hard frost comes a-knocking).


Like other things you might possibly have no actual interest in achieving and/or live in abject fear of (like climbing a big frozen mountain or buying a minivan), if you claim the gardening mantle, you must grow tomatoes “because they are there.” Well, actually they aren’t there yet. But they sure will be there once you get growing, won’t they? You hope.


Anyway, there are lots of neat actual reasons why you should grow your own tomatoes.


Here are just a few:


[image: Illustration] All of the tomatoes for sale in grocery stores are genetically engineered with DNA taken from Alex Trebek, Wink Martindale, Whoopi Goldberg, Pat Sajak, or some other game-show type when he wasn’t paying attention.


[image: Illustration] You can’t afford a boat, but still have a desperate need to show your neighbors you know how to foolishly waste your time and money in a really pointless manner.


[image: Illustration] They’re easier to grow than watermelons…


[image: Illustration] …and it’s a loteasier to tell when they’re ripe.


[image: Illustration] Most other summertime endeavors have a much higher risk of death and/or dismemberment.




Everyone grows their tomatoes in they live in Arizona, southern Texas, or some other place so hot they have to grow their tomatoes over the winter and live in deep holes in the sand all summer to escape the heat.










Cupid
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The lady’s name is Cupid. Pretty cute, eh? But is the fruit of this romantically named variety meant to look like a little Valentine heart? Or the part of everyone’s favorite cherub archer’s anatomy you see as he’s flying away from you?





[image: Illustration] You’ll have a handy excuse for avoiding those treacherous family reunion picnics, mosquito- and blackfly-infested hikes, frolics in freezing cold ocean waves, and other festive seasonal outings you’d be dragged to if you couldn’t say, ”Gee, I’d love to go, but I performed a biodynamic copper flange pruning on my tomato plants last night, and I have to stay here and spray them with compost tea that was fermented in a ram’s horn under a full moon, or the pistils won’t be firm.”


[image: Illustration] You’ll be able to throw around gardening terms like “pistil” and “compost tea” without being laughed at…maybe.


[image: Illustration] There’s probably something even more tedious you’d have to do inside the house if you didn’t have the tomatoes to herd.


[image: Illustration] You’ll have a great reason (OK, “excuse”, but it’s your word against theirs) to buy, rent, or borrow a big tiller and thus use a really noisy, dangerous piece of gasoline-powered equipment.


[image: Illustration] You can wait until those annoying neighbors (oh, come on—you know exactly who I mean) have company over in their oh-so-perfect backyard to fire up that really noisy piece of power equipment.


[image: Illustration] You’ll be able to cut the family food bill by a good thirty or forty dollars a year—while spending less than the cost of a new car to grow your own tomatoes!


[image: Illustration] When your kids complain that they’re bored for the 368th time during the summer (and school’s only been out for a month), you can say, “Well, you could always weed the tomatoes.”


But seriously, folks, there is one big, overwhelming reason you really should grow your own tomatoes:


1) There is honestly nothing that can compare to the taste of a fresh, vine-ripened tomato, plucked at the perfect peak of sweetness and eaten warm and sugary, tart and juicy, right there in the garden as you make a big mess all over your shirt.


2) If you actually get good at this (and you can—I grow great tomatoes just about every season, and I barely have opposable thumbs), you’ll have access to the ultimate summertime bragging right: “Oh, and would you like a slice of fresh tomato on that? Let me go out and pick a nice one for you.”


[image: Illustration]


3) If you get really good at it, you can go for the gold: Having ripe, red tomatoes conspicuously hanging on your plants days before that pain-in-the-butt gardener down the block who’s been showing off for years.


4) And then nirvana: Knocking on that gardener’s door with a bag of ripe tomatoes while his first love apples are still green and saying, “Here—I noticed your plants don’t seem to be doing very well this year, and we’ve had more than we can eat for weeks now…”


5) Start your own tomatoes from seed, and you can grow (and share and savor and really brag about) wonderful varieties that you just can’t find already started for you at the garden center, much less the supermarket, like Tigerella, Brandywine, Big Rainbow, Radiator Charlie’s Mortgage Lifter…


Well, yes, that’s actually five reasons. And yes, I did begin by writing that “there is one big overwhelming reason you should grow your own…” I thought you should know that you’re about to take gardening advice from a man who can’t count. To one.
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Here is a nice example of my personal favorite type of tomato: a large beefsteak that begins life green, ripens to yellow, and then continues ripening to develop red streaks throughout the fruit (making the sliced fruit look like a frozen sunset!). Many named varieties sport this size and impressive color combination, including Striped Marvel (aka Marvel Striped), Big Rainbow, and Georgia Streak. With a great mix of sweetness and acidity, this is a must try tomato type for those with room to grow big plants.













Chapter 1


“Picking” Your Tomatoes
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(Do all of these things have funny, rude, or mysterious names?)


[image: Illustration]


There are no “wrong” tomatoes (other than those waxed-fruit varieties in the supermarket); you should grow what you like. So I’ll provide a few basic facts and helpful information—like how to start the seeds, how to support the plants, and how long you generally have to wait for ripe tomatoes—and you will fall in love with weird names and romantic illusions and grow as many different solanaceous flights of fancy as you can. Some will become your tomatoes forever, while others will end up being a dimly recalled one-season stand. That’s OK—you’re young and foolish, and we don’t judge. (Unless you dismiss the flavor of a first-rate tomato like big juicy Brandywine as “mealy” or something.)


Anyway, tomatoes are like wine—because all the good ones are red! (White wine is something you drink when you’re sick, like tea.) Actually, unlike wine, some of the best tomatoes aren’t red (but they aren’t white either, tea drinker!). Seriously, tomatoes really are like wine—because you often have the most fun when you break the rules.








Jet Star
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Jet Star is a hybrid variety with a reputation for extremely high sugar content, massive production, and rampant vine growth—so give this candy factory lots of room. Said to do well even in cool climes, Jet Star is a real favorite of fresh eaters who have a Love Apple Sweet Tooth.






What’s Your Tomato Determination?


There are two main types of tomato plants, and the difference is important.


Determinate. Determinate plants pretty much stop growing around the time the bulk of their tomatoes form, producing almost all of their potential fruit in that one big flush. Then, they are mostly done for the season. Obviously such plants are great for large-scale farming, but they’re also good for gardeners (like moi) who cook down a lot of their crop to jar up as sauce and paste for the winter: You can pick enough tomatoes from one or two determinate plants in a couple of days to make a full pot of sauce, cook it up, and be done instead of making small batches all the time. That’s probably why most—but not all—paste tomatoes are determinate. Determinate plants also tend to be smaller and more compact, making them good choices for small-space and container gardens. And determinate varieties move in and out of your garden fast, allowing you to pull up those plants when they’re done producing and replace them with garlic, lettuce, spinach, broccoli, and/ or other fall-planted crops. (Which you should do—every space in your kitchen garden should produce at least two different runs of edibles.)


Indeterminate.Indeterminate plants grow like big honking teenagers you just bought new clothes for. Their vines don’t stop creeping toward the next county until they’re killed by frost (although they’ll slow down quite a bit when the days get shorter and the nights get cooler). Indeterminates produce flowers and fruit sequentially throughout the season, making them great choices for folks who simply want to enjoy a nice steady supply of fresh tomatoes all summer long. Just be aware that indeterminate plants tend to be large and sprawling—the opposite of compact.


Most of the old, great-tasting heirloom varieties—and big tomatoes in general—are indeterminate. The yield on some indeterminate plants is sometimes smaller than that of the more compact varieties, but sometimes their extended tomato production time evens things out over the course of a season. And big tomatoes like the treasured heirloom varieties need a larger leaf-to-fruit ratio to create their bigger, much more complex flavors, and so more of the plant’s energy has to go into making solar-collecting leaves to feed those highly anticipated fruits. As with wine grapes, the smaller the harvest, the more intense the flavor of the fruits.




[image: Illustration]


The wild world of heirlooms! Crazy colors, weird shapes, and the kinds of flavor that true tomato growers crave. Don’t worry about a few “cracks” here and there, because these are the Real Deal!







[image: Illustration]


These almost-a-beefsteak-but-not-quite tomatoes are clearly growing on an indeterminate plant. Pick them promptly (the one on the bottom left is ready to come inside), because prompt picking encourages the plant to keep producing.







Sometimes this “there are two types of…” thing gets out of hand. My favorite is, “There are two types of people—those who break society down into two types of people, and those who don’t.” I attribute this to Oscar Wilde but might have read it in a comic book.





Note: You may see some varieties listed as semi-determinate or described using similar weasel words. This means:


1) You can expect this variety to have some of each characteristic, maybe producing most of its tomatoes in a big flush, but on vines longer than a determinate; or (you wish), a big honkin’ variety whose vines are somewhat better behaved than the norm.


And:


2) Nobody really knows, and this way you can’t complain when what was supposed to be a cute little tomato shoves your pepper plants into the street.


More Stuff to Think About


Now that you’ve determined which type you most want to grow, you’ll probably want to lie down and rest for awhile. Too bad! Tomato growing isn’t for wimps, and you’re not done yet; there are other seed catalog variables you’ll want to consider before making your choices.


DAYS TO MATURITY (DTM)


You should see a specific number of days listed on every packet of seed, included in the description of each tomato variety in seed catalogs, and, if you’re lucky, on those little plant tags stuck in the dirt of garden center transplants. An intelligent person might presume it refers to the average number of days it will take before you bite into your first ripe tomato, which would be correct for a plant you buy already started at the garden center, but a damned lie for the seed packet and/or catalog, because it is actually the number of days it will take the average six-week-old transplant to produce edible fruit. So for plants you start from seed, you would add fifty or sixty days of anxious anticipation to that number. (The extra time is for the seeds to germinate and for the always necessary Wiggle Room.)


….Hmmm. You know, by law, these numbers only have to be found on seed packets, so why should we have to do the math?




[image: Illustration]


Seed packets (and plant tags) may or may not reveal the determination of a tomato, but most will have a DTM (days to maturity) number on the seed packet and/or plant tag. That’s the number of days on average that will pass after you put a six- to eight-week-old transplant in the ground before you can expect to pick your first ripe tomato—no matter how much you encourage and/or threaten the plant.





Oh well, DTMs are very useful numbers, especially if you live in a frequently frozen latitude. A short growing season means you should stick with tomatoes with the lowest DTMs, even if you intend to start them early, protect them with special warming things like cloches, row covers, or Wall-O-Waters early in the season, and so forth. And yes, the corollary is also true; if you have a long season, do look for big numbers. Take advantage of what some of us don’t have—lots of growing days—and enjoy the rarest and best-tasting heirlooms, some of which can take what seems like forever to produce their first ripe fruit.




Obligatory Cheech and Chong joke:


Q: “Hey man—how good is it?”


A: “It’s here; that makes it great.”





Otherwise, plant as many different kinds of tomatoes as you can fit into your garden space: beefsteaks, slicers, oxhearts, heirlooms, patios, plums, pears, cherries…!


Before we move on, though, let’s get into DTMs in a bit more detail. Really short DTMers like Early Girl and Stupice (named after me) can produce ripe love apples in 50 or so days. They ain’t the best tasting, but they’re there. (Insert Cheech and Chong joke here. Or right there on the side of this page works too.)


On the other end of the scale, some big honking heirlooms can take up to 90 or 100 days. Do the math. Oh, OK, I’ll do it: The math says you better have enough time in the growing season where you live.


DTMs under 70 will almost always be determinate varieties that produce most of their fruits within a tight span of a few days and then maybe a few more over the course of the season, but not enough to justify their garden footprint. Farmers love this. They can circle a date 55 days from planting big, healthy starts, schedule the picking, and then be ready to plant the follow-up crop, like string beans or garlic. Most home gardeners with a single plant in the ground, though, were not hoping for twenty pounds of fruit on Thursday.


Your options if you have an avalanche of tomatoes on the aforementioned Thursday:


[image: Illustration] Make tomato sauce early. Many—if not most—“early” varieties were bred for processing. If it’s damn hot (as opposed to just hot), do it on that side burner on your outdoor grill.


[image: Illustration] Keep an eye on your neighbor’s gardens. If they’re growing big honking heirlooms, they’ll be lucky to have flowers, much less greenies, when your crop comes in. Put six of your nicest-looking dead-ripe red love apples in a brown paper lunch bag, wait for your neighbors to pull into their driveway, and walk over with your gift. “We’ve noticed your tomatoes don’t seem to be doing too well, and we have more than we can use…” (Philadelphia note: “It is not enough to succeed; others must fail.”)


Otherwise, you will wait until mid-August (in the Mid-Atlantic and North) for the big heirloom beefsteaks to ripen up. (Actually, they’ll still be green; just wanted you to feel better/worse). Do the math, Kookie—add 90 days to June 1st (it was a cold spring) and whaddya get? At least those brats of yours are back in school.







Super Sweet 100





[image: Illustration]




Super Sweet 100 is an improved (more disease-resistant) variety of the classic Sweet 100 cherry tomato. There is also a further improved (and downright inflationary!) version known as Sweet Million, bred to produce larger fruit.





Bottom line: Nobody wants 20 pounds of tamatas on the 10th of July. And nobody wants to wait until the heat comes back on in the house for their first tamata. So what do you do?


You play the DTM game with 1960s rock ’n’ roll tomato planting! Let’s say you have room for eight tomato plants. Make two of them the earliest varieties possible—like Fourth of July, Stupice, Early Girl… These are the opening acts. Think Aztec Two-Step, Brewer & Shipley, Tommy James & the Shondells.


The next two are rated around 70 days; they’re bigger and tastier. We’re talking Joan Jett, Genya Ravan, Mason Willmans, and John Prine.


Next up splits the difference. With DTMs of 80 to 90, you’re in a better zone than most home gardeners can imagine. This is Deep Purple (which should be a real tomato name), Ultimate Spinach (a real band name; look it up), Strawberry Alarm Clock (ibid.) and/or the Cowsills (the name of your favorite song by them is not “The Flower Girl,” it’s “The Rain, the Park, and Everything” [don’t blame me; I would have voted for “The Flower Girl”…]).


And then, ladies and gentlemen, our featured performers—The Rolling Stonies, The Who, Paul McWhereami?, Pink Floyd (which really should be a variety name!). That’s right—the headliners! The best-tasting and most gifted guitar-playing tomatoes of them all! Who cares that the back-to-school stuff is now on closeout at Wally World—you are now enjoying the best tomatoes in all of whatever-dom, after enjoying the opening acts for the previous two months.


Give it up for DTMs!


“Thank you; thank you very much.”


“Brandywine has now left the building. If you’re driving home tonight, be sure you have a car.”


TYPES


You’ve got your huge beefsteaks, your tidy little pasters, your sweet, invasive little cherries (a.k.a. weeds), your romantic (kind of) looking oxhearts, and your regular round slicing/salad tomatoes. If you’ve got the room, grow at least one of each type you can come up with—and don’t be didactic about how you use them. Beefsteak types can be great for processing; they add a lot of distinctive tomato flavor to the finished sauce. And many folks prefer to use meaty paste tomatoes on sandwiches—there’s a lot less messy juice to make the bread all soggy.


However, don’t grow cherry tomatoes unless you:


a) have lots of room (they can make pumpkin vines look tentative);


b) grow for fresh eating (how many cherry tomatoes would it take to make a pint of sauce? You stand a better chance of guessing the number of pennies in those water-tower-sized jars at county fairs);


c) don’t mind bazillions of volunteer cherry tomato plants coming up in your garden for decades to come; and


d) have lots of room.


OK—if you love popping the little treats in your mouth, but are short on space, try to find one of the determinate varieties of cherry tomatoes—they’re not such terrible space hogs. But their reseeding habit is still as invasive as kudzu.


Perhaps the best way to grow cherry tomatoes is in big hanging baskets. That way, they’re not taking up valuable garden space, and they’re not crawling on the ground where slugs and mice will wreak havoc on them and where they’ll drop that endless seed we just spoke of. And if you hang them properly, you can just stagger outside, pop as many into your mouth as you want—without bending over (YBYG rule #3: “Bending is for chumps”)—and then run back into the air conditioning.


The bigger the container, the better. It should be made of solid plastic; otherwise the watering will become more tedious than riding in an elevator where a child too small for you to slap has pressed all the buttons while the parents stare blankly into space. The bigger the container, the less often you will need to water. The more inert the container (e.g., hard plastic), the less often you will need to water. Really cool-looking containers made of terra cotta will need to be watered daily. Really really cool-looking containers made of peat moss or coir (shredded coconut husks) will need to be watered hourly. Unless it’s extremely hot out, and then you’re just screwed.




Hybridizing is not genetic engineering, by the way, where a modern day Colin Clive inserts a fish gene into a tomato to make it swim better. (Colin Clive played Dr. Frankenstein—It’s alive! Alive! Hahahaha!—in the original Boris Karloff movies. Sadly, his tomato preferences are unknown.)





[image: Illustration]


OPEN-POLLINATED OR HYBRID: SCIENCE TIME!


Essentially, the difference here is that if you save seeds from the fruit of an open-pollinated variety (such as Brandywine) and plant those seeds the following year, those seeds will grow you the same type of plant with the same kind of fruit (in this case, big tasty Brandywines).


Hybrids are the product of a deliberate mating of two different varieties in order to combine two desirable characteristics—like, for instance, to get some improved disease resistance into a very tasty, but disease-prone, variety of tomato. The process of creating hybrid seed is fairly complex and very labor-intensive. Basically, you force the flowers of two different, carefully chosen plants to have sex with each other, then protect the resulting pollinated flowers from any outside interference, like bees or wind (usually by covering the newly-pollinated flowers with paper bags). The seeds taken from the fruit that results will produce offspring that are different from either of the parents (like those bratty kids of yours).
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