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Dedication


To my wife and best friend, Susan — for her unwavering love, support, and encouragement. To my dear daughters, Sara and Caitlin — now growing their own tomatoes and on their own life adventures. I am so proud of you all.
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Preface


This book has been a long time coming. Tomatoes, or at least gardens, have played a significant role in my life for many years. One of my first recollections is of carrying a watering can around in a neighbor’s driveway at the tender age of two. I spent many weekend days at a local park riding on my father’s shoulders as he lifted me up to smell the tree blossoms. At other times, he walked me through the flower beds, pointing out the vividly blooming dahlias, zinnias, and marigolds.


My grandfather Walter, an avid and creative gardener, delighted me with tours of his backyard plot, which was full of sweet peas, strawberries, and, of course, tomatoes. In fact, the first I sampled were the succulent, red fruits of his garden, bursting with flavor. Little did I know it at the time, but that revelation would set me on a lifelong journey, one that will last as long as I can plant a seedling.
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A Garden Obsession Grows


Life intervened between those very early years in the gardens of my loved ones and the first of my own creation. Yet, once again, the association of gardening with family, love, and wonder arose. The spring following our marriage, Susan and I rented a nearby community plot set aside for graduate students and embarked on creating our first garden. Filled with flowers, herbs, and vegetables, tended to as our young daughter Sara slept in her stroller, it was a great success. Most of the plants we grew were from starts purchased at the local garden center. Hence our vegetables were not at all uncommon — Bell Boy peppers and Better Boy tomatoes, for example. But we grew them ourselves, they tasted wonderful, and we learned a lot through the experience.


Through the years, we gardened in New Hampshire, Seattle, and suburban Philadelphia, in addition to our current location in Raleigh. We perused the varieties in local gardening centers and learned each year a few things that helped and other things that didn’t. However, pretty quickly I started to grow bored with the fruits of our labors. It was clear, even early on, that people garden for many reasons. Some aim for the biggest vegetables, some the earliest, and others for the highest yielding or the tastiest, no matter what the specific type of crop. I realized within the first few years of gardening that uniqueness, variety, historical relevance, and flavor are the most important criteria for me. Perhaps it was my tendency to take a scientific approach to my hobbies, treating them as projects, but, clearly, purchasing a six-pack of Better Boy tomatoes or a packet of green Blue Lake bush beans just wouldn’t suffice.


Little did I know that gardening was already becoming something of an obsession. After deciding that the nursery center offerings left me wanting, my attention turned to seed catalogs, which meant learning how to successfully start all sorts of seeds. At that time, I was also a subscriber to a few good gardening magazines, and they pointed to a wonderfully diverse selection of seed companies to try to greatly expand my gardening experience. It turned out that the mid-1980s was a perfect time to catch the serious gardening bug. Along with the standby companies such as Burpee and Parks, smaller, more experimental companies were popping into view, such as Johnny’s, Seeds Blum, and Gleckler. The range of colors, sizes, shapes, and flavors grew exponentially if you were willing and able to start your own seedlings. But even when considering seeds from seed companies, constraints remained in terms of variety. Most companies focused on hybrid varieties, and all companies had a need to be profitable and therefore ensure that their selections were commercially viable.




Enter the Heirlooms


At about the same time that I was making the switch from nursery-purchased transplants to self-started seedlings, I read a magazine article about the Seed Savers Exchange (SSE), which enticed me to join. That significant decision revolutionized my gardening efforts. Each of my major criteria — historical significance, uniqueness, variety, and flavor — could be satisfied through my involvement with the SSE. I joined in 1986, and today the relevance of the organization and the impact on what we grow has never been clearer.


Switching from mostly hybrids to mostly heirlooms felt a bit risky. If one were to take the words of many of the catalogs as written, anyone who didn’t grow mostly or exclusively hybrid varieties was doomed to gardens of diseased or dead plants with disappointing yields. I sensed an interesting challenge and opportunity for some research, so I set about growing some of the most highly regarded hybrid tomatoes alongside an even larger selection of non-hybrid and heirloom varieties that sounded attractive to me.
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Running over three gardening seasons, the results I obtained clearly showed that the “must grow the hybrid” contention was just not true. (See The Great Competition.) The non-hybrids/heirlooms I grew equaled or out-yielded the hybrids in general, with far superior flavors and variety. And that came with the benefit of being able to save seed for next year’s garden.
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Old American seed catalogs provide a valuable glimpse into the early days of tomato development. This page demonstrates the tendency to exaggerate that we still see today.







It was my good fortune to have joined SSE in 1986, just as it was getting its feet firmly planted into the soil. My early focus on tomatoes meant that among the 1,000-plus varieties I’ve grown throughout the years, the vast majority were shared by other, similarly enthusiastic tomato growers in transactions made through the SSE member network. I read the annual yearbook, picked out those varieties that particularly caught my interest, obtained the seeds, grew them (often in several locations as we moved about), and then saved and, in turn, shared my own seeds. I retained each and every letter that accompanied the seeds, and some of those original letters are excerpted in this book (Letters from Seed Savers) to highlight what I consider are especially important tomatoes. My understanding of tomato colors, flavors, shapes, and sizes grew through experience and hands-on growing of each of the varieties that are described in this book. As my interests evolved from growing out the best of the historically relevant heirlooms, through happening upon some unique finds in my own garden, to finally co-conceiving and leading a project to create new, very useful dwarf-growing tomato varieties (see Dwarf), my immersion in the world of tomatoes has only deepened with time.


This book is a distillation of what I’ve learned and experienced throughout 35 years of gardening. I will consider it to be a success if it excites, educates, and inspires readers to grow tomatoes themselves. Whether in a large garden or in small containers on a deck or driveway, there is simply no excuse to not grow your own to demonstrate what a culinary marvel a tomato can be. I have a warning, though: You may find yourself living without fresh tomatoes between your last harvest of the autumn and the first of the following spring. You will realize that those round, pinkish-red things that are available in the stores bear no resemblance at all to a real tomato, for no other type of homegrown produce so far exceeds in quality that which is purchased.


My hope is that, in reading this book, you will be inspired to embark on a gardening journey that will renew you each season and last a lifetime. You’ll come away from each garden anxious to begin the following season, with many successes and a few inevitable misfortunes on which to build and learn. Each year, my own gardening efforts teach me something new, reinforce the validity of tried-and-true practices, and bust a few urban gardening myths. I want to share what I’ve learned so that everyone who has the desire to grow and taste a tomato that is delicious or colorful or interesting can do so. Pick up a shovel, grab a pot, put on the garden gloves, and let’s grow some great tomatoes.







Ten Tastiest


Nepal
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Though nothing special to look at, Nepal is the tomato that converted me from hybrids to heirlooms. It is a tomato that is perhaps most like those special tomatoes tasted in our youth, obtained at local farm stands or a relative’s garden. It has an aggressive, full flavor that will delight those who love intense tomatoes.










Introduction


We who are gardening these days find ourselves in a unique position in agricultural history. We have not only the best developments of the plant breeders in the forms of hybrids of high quality, adaptability, and disease tolerance, but an incomparable selection of historical varieties that have been preserved through the efforts of countless gardeners. Our grandparents and great-grandparents would be envious of the number of different varieties from which we can choose today. The range of tomato colors, shapes, sizes, and flavors is astounding. Their foliage may be pale green to nearly sickly yellow, medium forest green, or saturated to a point where it looks nearly blue. The plants may grow as tall as a house or be as short as the span of a child’s hand. The leaves are toothed or smooth, ridged or crinkly. And since seed saving from tomatoes is so simple, the seeds can be shared with others, allowing the passing on of living history.


Tomatoes are my ultimate horticultural focus. From pea sized to humongous, from round to heart-shaped, and from squat to frying pepper–like, with colors that seem to be infinite in possibilities, diversity in all respects rules the day. Upon cutting one open, you might observe a dominance of meat or of seeds. You can see whether it’s dense or juice-laden, thick skinned or delicate, ugly or stunning, faulty or faultless. Most of the attributes reside in the genes, and the weather, season, and cultural practices add their own character. Tasting a variety of different homegrown tomatoes is much like tasting a range of distinctly different beers, wines, or chocolates. There are dominant flavor notes and a whole host of nuances and subtleties. The sampling of a tomato becomes a thought-provoking exercise in adjective seeking. The intensity, balance, tart/sweet flavors, fruitiness, sharpness or flatness. The right tomato can move you to tears, or to search for new adjectives, or to look for a place in which to spit out the remains. Different tomatoes conjure up all kinds of cooking creativity, working backward to formulate a recipe around the tomato itself rather than using the tomato as a flavor enhancer.


In addition to all that is the rich legacy associated with many of the best, most interesting varieties. When you walk out into your garden you can imagine the stories of the various people and families who made growing these wonderful varieties possible. The garden can be a supplier of food, but it can also be a laboratory for experiments and tests, and a museum of living history. All of it is really quite wonderful, and this only begins to express the joy that I find in growing tomatoes. It is a pursuit that renews itself each season, and I am delighted to have you along on the journey.
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These American seed catalogs from the early 1900s depict tomatoes that are still in existence today, thanks to the efforts of seed savers.










Chapter 1




The Origins of Today’s Tomato


Imagine kitchen gardens at different points in time. If we look back 5,000 years, we might find corn, potatoes, peppers, and onions. (Indeed, we could take it back another 5,000 years and still find potatoes.) What is missing, of course, is the tomato. Few people today are likely to realize the relative youth of tomatoes in the gardening and culinary world. Here is how it happened.
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Tomatoes Come to North America


The Mayans and other Mesoamerican people domesticated the tomato plant and first used it in cooking. A mutation was likely responsible for converting the small two-chambered wild types into the larger, lumpy, multi-chambered fruit that represents the vast majority of today’s tomatoes. It is the large tomatoes that were nurtured and developed by Central American farmers. The Aztecs named the plant xitomatl, or large tomatl.


How it was introduced to British North America is a matter of speculation; there are a number of possibilities. The Spanish (who brought tomatoes back from Mexico during the 1520s and then distributed them throughout the Spanish empire and into Asia) consumed tomatoes; they’d had settlements in Florida earlier in the seventeenth century, which could account for tomato introduction into what is now Georgia and the Carolinas. French Huguenot refugees and British colonists could have also brought seeds directly to the Carolinas. Or tomatoes could have come here from the Caribbean, since migration from the British West Indies to the southern colonies began in the late seventeenth century. Some historians consider the Caribbean route to be the most likely, because the term tomato was part of the local language. Whatever the mode of introduction, tomatoes were cultivated in the Carolinas by the middle of the eighteenth century. 
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“That Sour Trash”


By the early nineteenth century, tomatoes were present in many towns across America, though it appears most people didn’t eat them, for a variety of reasons. First, many colonists from England, Scotland, and Ireland came here before the tomato was commonly eaten in their homeland. Next, America was physically isolated from the rest of the world leading up to that time, so most people had no idea how popular the tomato was becoming in Europe. Finally, even where there was expanding knowledge of how to grow tomatoes, few recipes were published in books prior to the 1820s.




Poison?


The tomato had a reputation for being poisonous (and some believe this to be true even today) but actual published opinions of such are very rare prior to 1860. In fact, Andrew Smith, in doing research for his excellent book The Tomato in America, found only a few such references. Among them was a reprinted British medical work that represented obsolete beliefs in England and a statement made by Thomas Jefferson’s grandson indicating that the tomato was considered poisonous when his grandfather was young. It’s interesting to note that the number of references to the potential toxicity of tomatoes rose significantly after 1860.


Perhaps stories of the poisonous nature of tomatoes arose from people’s attempts at drama and intrigue and speculation, rather than facts. In 1852, a physician named Neil Lewis made a presentation in Cincinnati in which he criticized tomatoes. After the talk, a number of people came forward to offer their own complaints. Some testified to suffering from a peculiar condition of the stomach, piles, and tender, bleeding gums and loose teeth, all from eating tomatoes. One story was of a young woman who claimed to have lost all of her teeth after eating a quantity of tomatoes.


The most famous early American tomato story is the daring public tomato consumption — perhaps — by Robert Gibbon Johnson in Salem, New Jersey, reported to have occurred in 1820. Johnson, one of Salem’s prominent citizens, grew tomatoes in his garden from seeds obtained from South America. He planned to publically consume tomatoes that he himself grew, which of course (since tomatoes were widely considered poisonous) created quite a sensation. Hundreds of onlookers reportedly traveled from far and wide to witness this remarkable event. The story goes that Johnson bit into a tomato, some onlookers fainted, and, with Johnson suffering no ill effects, the tomato industry in America began.




Offending the Senses


Why else did many people shun tomatoes in America prior to the popularity boom of the late 1800s? Some did not like the smell of the tomato plant itself. One woman in upstate New York considered them a beautiful plant but would have preferred cooking “ripe potato balls” than eating the tomatoes themselves, thinking that the odor of the plant was sufficient warning against consumption of the fruit.


Others just didn’t like how they looked. It’s truly remarkable how the mere sight of a ripe tomato offended so many gardeners. In the 1820s, one gardener in Massachusetts is recorded to have said, “The first time I saw a tomato, they appeared so disgusting that I thought I must be very hungry before I am induced to taste them.”


In the late 1820s in Pennsylvania, J. D. Garber noted that no more than two people in a hundred, on first tasting, would ever be persuaded to taste “that sour trash” a second time. The dislike of the tomato was not limited to northerners. A North Carolinian, Charles Blietz, in 1831, described a dinner at an inn outside of Richmond, Virginia. He was served sliced red tomatoes (his first experience eating them), and he notes how it spoiled his dinner. He wrote that statement in 1887, confirming that his dislike of tomatoes did not fade with time. S. D. Wilcox of Florida, a noted agriculturist, ate his first tomato in 1836 as the major component of a pie. He said that it was an “errant humbug and deserves forthwith to be consigned to the tomb of the Capulets.”


However, there are many historical instances of tomatoes, either the fruit or extracts and concoctions, being promoted as an agent of health. Because of this, it is surmised that many of those who grew fond of tomatoes started with them in such a manner.


It is also abundantly clear that the flavor of the tomato is often an acquired taste. (I’m sure many of us remember not liking tomatoes when we were children.) The editor of The American Farmer, an early nineteenth-century journal, thought that most people found the flavor disagreeable at first (primarily because of the acidic flavor sensation) but grew to enjoy tomatoes over time. Even Scottish-born John Muir, soon to become one of our preeminent naturalists, noted that English and Scottish settlers in Wisconsin in the s had nothing but contempt for tomatoes, which were “so fine to look at with their sunny colors, but so disappointing to the taste.” Ralph Waldo Emerson, in 1856, agreed that the taste for tomatoes was an acquired one.






Don’t Eat Your Veggies


The shunning of tomatoes actually extended to the fear of eating vegetables in general. Historian Richard Hooker thought that this was because of a frequent practice of washing the garden’s bounty in polluted water, or because the high time for vegetable consumption, summertime, coincided with various illness epidemics, in which case the vegetables became guilty by happenstance.









Meet the Varieties


Tomatoes with Wild Origins


Sometimes great things come in small packages. Both of these unique tomatoes originated in Mexico, likely have wild genes in their heritage, and came to me as wonderful surprises in 1990. Both have become real favorites with many of my seedling customers.




Mexico Midget 



Barney Laman is a gardener from Chico, California, whom I got to know through some National Gardening magazine seed swaps starting in the late 1980s. In 1990, I received a letter from Barney with a packet of seeds, which he claimed were those of the world’s smallest tomato. The seeds were collected by Barney’s brother, a New Mexico trucker, on one of his hay-delivering trips to Texas, from someone who told him that they originated in Mexico. Mexico Midget, which is the name of the variety, is as tiny as a pea. It grows like a weed and volunteers freely, though, oddly, it is not at all easy to germinate on purpose. Hidden in the tiny red round fruit are all of the intense, rich, wonderful flavors of the largest, most treasured beefsteak-type variety.






[image: ]






Coyote


The story of the tomato Coyote is very different. During an heirloom tomato demonstration at the Pennsylvania Horticultural Society Harvest Show of 1990, I was approached by a sweet woman named Maye Clement holding a complete cluster of tiny, nearly white cherry tomatoes still attached to the vine. She freely offered me the unique-looking variety, saying that it was from Mexico. I gratefully accepted the tomato gift and attended to saving seed as soon as I could get home.
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The following year, I grew the tomato for the first time and was overwhelmed with the vigor, productivity, and beauty of the variety. The flavor is quite unusual, with sweetness predominating, along with an unusual component that some people love and others are less fond of. My desire for more information on the tomato was answered a year later, when I received a letter from Ms. Clement. She related that the tomato hails from and grows wild in Veracruz, Mexico, where it is called Coyote or Tomatito Silvestre Amarillo (wild small yellow tomato). Like Mexico Midget, it volunteers readily, and once gardeners grow it, they have it for as long as they wish to carry on with the various babies that show up in following seasons.


Coyote (which I erroneously listed as Ivory Currant in the SSE yearbook prior to receiving the true name) looks like no other tomato. Though not quite pea sized, it is still smaller than most cherry tomatoes. The rampant vines produce clusters of nearly translucent fruit that are ivory at the blossom end, shading to pale yellow at the shoulders. The flavor is certainly an acquired taste for many, but we like it just fine. It is beautiful and versatile, and it carries with it a nice story — how can you ask for more in a tomato?









A History of Cultivated Tomatoes






In the Beginning


The tomato is assumed to have originated in the coastal highlands of western South America. Wild versions — very small and with only two seed cavities — still exist in the coastal mountains of Peru, Ecuador, and northern Chile.


1520s


The Spanish encounter the tomato during the Cortez conquests of Mexico. Once back in Spain, the tomato is distributed throughout the empire, where it makes its way to Asia.


1529


One of the first written examples of the culinary use of tomatoes was by a Jesuit priest who lived in Mexico. He notes the tomato as being “very wholesome, full of juice, and good for sauce or eating.” Also in 1529, another priest in Mexico said that the Aztecs combined tomatoes with chiles and ground squash seeds to make a sauce, or salsa.


1597


John Gerard’s Herball first documents tomatoes being grown in England, planted by Gerard in his gardens in Holborn. It notes that “golden apples or apples of love” came from Spain and Italy, and “while the leaves are toxic, the fruit is not.”


1608


The first European culinary use of tomatoes is recorded, as a component of a salad with cucumbers.


1692


The earliest known cookbook with tomatoes included is published in Naples, the recipes being of Spanish origin.


1753


Linnaeus (Carl von Linné) places the tomato as part of the family Solanaceae, with the scientific name Solanum lycopersicon. Linnaeus’s friend Philip Miller renamed it Lycopersicon esculentum (edible wolf peach) in 1754.


Early 1700s


Tomatoes are widely consumed in Jamaica and throughout the Caribbean.


1710


English herbalist William Salmon records the first known reference to the tomato in the British North American colonies. In his book Botanologia, he notes that he observed tomatoes growing in “Carolina,” which was actually the southeast part of Florida.


1771


At this point, the word tomato has emerged (probably originating in Jamaica, before it was adopted in England and British North America).







Tomatoes Gain Acceptance


A remarkable thing happened in America when, starting in the 1820s, the tomato found its way into more and more gardens, recipes, and restaurants. An article published by Dr. John Bennett in 1834 extolling — with numerous distortions and exaggerations — the health benefits of tomatoes seemed to mark the beginning of the wave of tomato popularity that continues, unabated, today. Certainly, tomatoes were an acquired taste, and once they were accepted, and especially supported by various health claims, it is no wonder that the call for more different and improved varieties arose to meet the ever-expanding recipes and uses.






Art Imitates Life


Perhaps the best way to tell what early tomatoes looked like is to examine illustrations in old research papers, catalogs, and even paintings.
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Still Life with Vegetables by James Peale, circa 1826







1544


The first European reference to a tomato appears. Italian herbalist Pietro A. Matthioli notes that “mala aurea” (golden apple) was a flattened fruit, shaped like an apple, and ripened from green to gold. A red variety was later described in 1554.


1553


A painting by Gesner and a Dodoens woodcut portray a large, lumpy red fruit.


1826


A painting called Still Life with Vegetables by James Peale shows a large tomato the size of an apple with lobes, lumps, and creases. A still life from 1864 by Paul LaCroix shows tomatoes of similarly lumpy character.







Tomato Varieties of Early America


Judging from how it was portrayed in the paintings of the day (see Art Imitates Life), the tomato of early America was closer in shape and form to many of the treasured heirloom types grown today than most probably realize. What we are less certain about is the range of color and flavor, since the relative novelty of the tomato meant that there was nothing to which to compare those very first varieties available in the mid-1800s.


Tomatoes were sold, with primary demands coming from French immigrants, by the Landreths in Philadelphia in the 1790s, and the first tomato seeds were being sold by 1800. By the 1830s, tomato seeds were sold throughout the country. Looking at old seed catalogs reveals that the “varieties” were often distinguished by no more than a color and size. Efforts to improve tomatoes began with a need for early ripening, in order to avoid the significant price drop that would occur when tomatoes would arrive en masse at the peak of the season and glut the market.




Early Seed Saving


Early efforts at improving tomatoes focused on saving seed from particular fruits that exhibited a desired characteristic. This proved to be unsuccessful, and it wasn’t until Alexander Livingston’s breakthrough — using single plant, rather than single fruit, selection — that a reliable tomato-improvement method arose. Another method of tomato improvement resulted in a true breakthrough. Dr. T. J. Hand of New York crossed cherry tomatoes with the large, lumpy varieties that were common at the time. It is assumed that Dr. Hand then spent some time growing out his crosses and carrying out selections to achieve his particular goal, which ended up being the variety Trophy, a tomato with a “solid mass of flesh and juice, small seeds, and smooth skin.” The promoter, Colonel George Waring, sold seeds of Trophy for 25 cents apiece.
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Early seed catalogs went to fanciful extremes to try to convince customers that their tomato varieties were the most appealing. Sadly, several of the varieties on this page appear to be extinct.







Others became involved in selecting and breeding tomatoes, and some of these early efforts are documented in Fearing Burr’s Field and Garden Vegetables of America, initially published in 1863. In the book, Mr. Burr lists 24 tomatoes varieties. Even at this early date, it is clear that there was confusion about tomato names, as well as color. Some descriptions offered multiple names for certain varieties, or indications that a particular tomato appeared to be essentially the same as another. Simply from reading the text it is difficult to confirm whether the tomato is red (yellow skin over red flesh) or pink (clear skin over red flesh). It is comforting — or frustrating — to note that the same ambiguous discussions of tomato varieties that are commonplace today have been going on for 150 years!




Naming Early Tomatoes


Many of the early tomato names are fairly unimaginative and pretty much descriptive of the appearance. It was many years before the advent of names such as Big Boy that indicated the supposedly superlative nature of a given seed company’s newest creations.


Here are some of the tomatoes listed in Burr’s 1863 guide, with synonyms in parentheses:


Apple Tomato (Apple Shaped), Bermuda, Cook’s Favorite, Fejee, Fig (Red Pear), Giant (Mammoth), Grape (Cluster), Improved Apple, Large Red, Large Red Oval, Large Yellow, Lester’s Perfected, Mexican, Red Cherry, Red Plum, Round Red, Round Yellow, Seedless, Tree Tomato (de Laye), White, White’s Extra Early (Early Red), Yellow Cherry, Yellow Pear Shaped, and Yellow Plum.


The Vegetable Garden of 1885 by MM. Vilmorin-Andrieux listed 22 varieties of tomato:


Apple Shaped, Apple Shaped Purple (Acme), Apple Shaped Red (Hathaway’s Excelsior), Belle de Leuville, Cherry, Early Dwarf Red, Favorite, Green Gage, Jaune Petite, King Humbert, Large Red, Large Early Red, Large Yellow, Pear Shaped (Fig), Red Currant, Rose Colored Smooth Criterion, Smooth Red Curled Leaf, Stamford, Tree (de Laye), Trophy, Turk’s Cap, and Yellow Pear.




Alexander Livingston Refines the Selection Process


How did we get from the paltry selection of tomatoes available as recently as the 1880s to the stunning and overwhelming collection of tomatoes that we are able to select from today, the number of which is likely over 10,000 in terms of unique names? The seed houses at the time did their best to improve the tomato, but it was the work of Alexander Livingston that provided the breakthrough.


Misconceptions abounded when considering efforts to improve the tomato prior to 1870. Most felt that by simply saving seeds from a particular tomato that exhibited a distinct characteristic — be it earliness, smoothness, or lack of cracking — and growing them the following year, the tomatoes on the plants that resulted would move toward the improvement. As an example, if a particular variety ripened its fruit later than one hoped, saving seed from the first ripe tomatoes on the plants would, with any luck, result in an earlier variety. The problem with the theory of single-fruit selections is that all tomatoes from a particular plant contain seeds that are essentially the same genetically. And this is why tomato improvements were so stubborn, until the efforts of Mr. Alexander Livingston of Reynoldsburg, Ohio.


Livingston, the founder of what would become the Livingston Seed Company, had a revelation: rather than focusing on the fruits, he looked at large plantings of tomatoes and selected a particular plant that showed a favorable characteristic. He correctly assumed that there was something genetically different about that particular plant, and that if seeds were saved from tomatoes from that plant, an improved variety was possible, given some further selection work. In truth, a different plant in a fairly uniform planting could well be a rare mutation, or the result of cross pollination; either way, it was an appropriate starting point for new varieties.


Using his new single-plant selection technique, Livingston went on to revolutionize the tomato in America. Between his first new tomato introduction, Paragon (1870), and the later Globe (1906), the Livingston Seed Company introduced a set of tomatoes that represented significant improvements on what had come before, typically in terms of relative smoothness and uniformity of shape. This was at a time when many tomatoes were irregularly shaped, leading to considerable waste in the canning process (during a period when canning was a burgeoning industry and very important to many farmers and home gardeners for ensuring tomato supplies during the off season).
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The Livingston Seed Company created many of the most widely grown, important new tomato varieties between 1879 and 1930. Globe, Beauty, and Stone are still available today and are indeed very good tomatoes.









Meet the Varieties


Key Livingston Introductions



These three wonderful tomatoes are true American heirlooms that originated from Alexander Livingston, the world’s most creative tomato-breeding mind in the late 1800s. My tomato-growing friends and I have helped bring them back into existence by utilizing the tomato-seed collection in the Germplasm Resources Information Network (GRIN) database at the USDA. The tomato seeds in this collection represent an opportunity to bring historic varieties back into circulation. Growing these wonderful old tomatoes, and sharing their seeds with other gardeners, is the most important step in ensuring that they live on forever.






Favorite


Livingston released Favorite in 1883 with the goal of satisfying the growing needs of the tomato canning business. Most early American tomato varieties tended to be irregular in shape and size — not ideal for canning. Livingston selected Favorite as a single plant growing in a field of Paragon, another of his company’s varieties.
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According to Livingston, Favorite was an early, blood-red, smooth, and prolific tomato that was uniformly solid (having no air spaces in the seed cavities), ripened evenly, and had firmer, thicker flesh than other tomatoes of that time. Testimonials quoted by Livingston in his catalogs and book show that Favorite was immediately a very popular variety.


I found Livingston’s Favorite listed in the tomato collection in the GRIN database and obtained a sample of seeds to grow in 1994. Favorite was indeed a delightful surprise, and the tomatoes the plants produced matched the descriptions in the Livingston seed catalogs. What I find interesting is the desire for fairly ordinary-looking tomatoes of medium size and red coloring, because of the need for tomato preservation through canning. The irony is that the very tomatoes heirloom enthusiasts now seek out (large, unusually colored, often irregularly shaped) are just the types that were not favorable in the late 1800s and early 1900s. Changing times mean changing tastes and changing tomato uses.





Magnus


Magnus is quite a special tomato. Aside from allowing us to take a peek at real horticultural history, the combination of pink fruit and potato-leaf foliage makes it quite unusual. The indeterminate plant produces a fine yield of nearly round, blemish-free, half-pound fruit that possess a lovely sweetness and excellent balance.
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On top of that, this great Livingston introduction tells another sort of story — a more personal one, and a testament to friendship, curiosity, perseverance, and luck.


While at a conference in New Hampshire one year, I came across a wonderful antiques store, where I purchased a pristine seed catalog from the Livingston Seed Company, dated 1900. The company, specializing in tomatoes, released new varieties most every year and depicted them on their catalog covers. The 1900 Livingston cover tomato was a variety called Magnus. From the picture, it was clear that the tomato was pink (quite unusual for this era) and had potato-leaf foliage (extremely rare).


Purchasing that catalog launched my quest to find Magnus. Unfortunately, it was a fruitless pursuit for many years. Magnus appeared to be one of those tomato varieties that had simply become extinct. I had begun to turn my attention to finding other lost tomatoes when I first heard of the USDA tomato seed collection and the ability to search it using the GRIN database. After many search attempts, I was finally able to uncover a treasure trove of the original Livingston varieties — the seeds of which had been donated to the collection by seed companies in the 1940s — including Favorite, Perfection, Paragon, Golden Queen, Dwarf Stone, and, yes . . . Magnus!


Upon receiving my request for seeds the USDA sent me an alarming quantity (nearly 100 seeds). Apparently, their collection was growing old and seed germination rates would be low. My tomato-growing friend Carolyn Male and I tried our hand at growing Magnus, but it was clear that the seeds were indeed knocking on death’s door. My efforts resulted in one seedling, and it showed regular leaf foliage; clearly, it was seed from a crossed fruit, or stray seed that was mixed in.


Carolyn also obtained one seedling, but it showed the proper potato-leaf foliage. Generously, Carolyn carefully packed and shipped the plant to me, and Magnus found a place in my garden. The plant grew well, and the fruit ripened to provide lovely, nearly round, medium-size pink specimens that possessed a really fine flavor, well balanced but slightly on the sweet side.


I saved plenty of seeds, listed Magnus in the SSE yearbook, and sent samples to a few seed companies. Magnus was nearly lost once, and I was determined that our stroke of luck would not be for nothing.




Golden Queen



Golden Queen was the first widely available, well-regarded yellow tomato released to the public by a seed company. Livingston developed the variety from seed he acquired at a country fair from a tomato simply described as a “very pretty yellow tomato.”
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Prior to the release of Golden Queen in 1882, few yellow tomatoes were listed in seed catalogs, and those offered were likely a result of crosses and thus not stable (few were in catalogs for more than a few years). This means that we will never know which fruit Livingston started with when he developed Golden Queen.


Interestingly, several other old tomatoes I obtained from the USDA — such as Golden Monarch and Golden Beauty — grew out to be very similar to Golden Queen. You could imagine that other seed companies, jealous of Livingston’s yellow tomato, grew out Golden Queen themselves and made their own selections for release under slightly different names.


Seed catalogs in the 1980s often listed a variety called Golden Queen but described it as a determinate tomato, or one that was more of an orange hue. Golden Queen is certainly a fine name for a tomato, and it is likely that the original Golden Queen simply fell by the wayside at modern seed companies, and its name was reused for a very different tomato.


The seeds of the original Golden Queen, which I acquired from the USDA and grew out, produced tall, vigorous plants with oblate, medium-size, bright yellow fruits. Occasional larger fruits possess a faint pink blush, which is noted in some of the Livingston catalog descriptions. And, though I think that in calling it the “best-flavored tomato in existence” Livingston was laying on the praise a bit thick, it is certainly delicious, and among the best flavored of the true bright yellow varieties we have at our disposal.










Ten Tastiest


Yellow Oxheart
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Sometimes seed catalog superlatives translate to real experiences. I purchased seeds for this Yellow Oxheart because of the praise heaped on it when it was first listed in the Southern Exposure Seed Exchange catalog. Not only beautiful to behold, with its large, truly heart-shaped, rich yellow fruit, it delights the senses with dense, succulent flesh and a perfectly balanced flavor.








Chapter 2




Anatomy of a Tomato


British journalist Miles Kington once said, “Knowledge is knowing that a tomato is a fruit. Wisdom is not putting it in a fruit salad.” But as clever as that sounds, the lines are now blurred, as we contemplate tomatoes so sweet that they can be made into ice cream or festoon our dinner salads, with strawberries and pears sitting happily alongside the Sun Golds and Mexico Midgets and wedges of Tiger Toms. Knowing exactly what to call tomatoes is not important. What is important is having the ability, through gardening or shopping, to make the most out of such a time as this, when the variety of tomatoes available is essentially infinite. Our journey begins here.
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Shape, Size, and Use


Tomatoes range from perfectly round (globe shaped) to highly flattened (referred to as oblate) — as if someone put one hand on the blossom end and another on the stem end and squeezed to flatten the fruit. They can be oval or egg-shaped (also called “deep globe”), long and slender like a frying pepper, heart-shaped, or even pear-shaped, with a thin neck and bulging bottom. Many of the larger oblate tomatoes have irregularities, creasing, and an overall individuality of form (which to some can veer toward ugliness) that many people associate with the classic shapes of some of the older, heirloom tomatoes.




From Pea to Grapefruit Size


The round tomatoes range from the size of a pea to that of a softball or grapefruit, and from a fraction of an ounce to 2 or 3 pounds. The flattened, oblate types range from 1 or 2 ounces to 3 pounds or more. Egg-shaped tomatoes start at an ounce and can reach half a pound (larger in rare cases), as do the longer, thinner specimens. Heart-shaped tomatoes range from half a pound to 2 pounds or more. Of course, there are varieties of tomatoes of sizes throughout the extremes noted here. The realm of tomato options seems to grow unabated year to year, as more heirlooms surface and amateur breeders work to fill in any gaps.




A Tomato for Every Use


Various terms are used to describe the preferred uses of tomatoes by shape. Tiny or small round tomatoes are often called cocktail, grape, cluster, or cherry tomatoes. Such tomatoes are wonderful for salads, omelets, frittatas, kebabs, or pizza toppings. Tomatoes of a few ounces are sometimes known as salad, breakfast, or grilling tomatoes, and any tomatoes that work well on a sandwich — whether half a pound or multi-pound monsters — are often called slicing tomatoes.


Since the late 1800s, the medium-size round tomatoes seem to have been preferred for canning. Prior to that date, though, very large, irregular varieties that originated in Italy and found their way to California were the canning choice. The meaty, elongated, slender tomatoes often consisting of a dense flesh with less juice are favored for sauces or pastes; hence the term “paste tomato.” Finally, many of the large tomatoes, when sliced parallel to the blossom and stem ends, show a dense, meaty flesh with small seed-filled cavities. For years, these have been known as beefsteak tomatoes, a term first used in the late 1800s. The designation has nothing to do with flavor, and everything to do with comparison to the density of a slice of steak.


Each type of tomato — whether juicy, dry, soft, succulent, firm, or meaty — interacts with tasters’ palates in different ways, and one person’s cherished variety could be another’s to toss into the compost heap. This is the fun of tomato tastings. For the cook, part of the fun of creation during harvest time is to match a type of dish with what’s ripe that day. 
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Tomato Colors


The diversity in tomato shapes and sizes is fascinating, but the real fun arrives when considering the incredible rainbow of color options available in tomatoes today. I enthusiastically tasted my first non-red tomatoes in 1987, when I grew Persimmon (pale orange), Czech’s Excellent Yellow and Lemon Boy (bright yellow), Ruby Gold and Pineapple (yellow with red swirls), Tiger Tom (red with gold zigzag vertical stripes), and Brandywine (pink). Waiting for the fruit to ripen was so exciting, and the beauty of the fruit inspired us to find ways to take advantage of their appearances in our cooking exploits.
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