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This book is dedicated to all the tomato breeders, seed savers, farmers, mad scientists, pollinators, ladybugs, and other creatures who make tomato gardening fascinating and fun. And to John and Charlotte, who make life the same way.
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I’m assuming that because you’re reading this, you feel about tomatoes the way I do: you’re crazy about them. Whether you grow your own or simply look forward to the first Cherokee Purple at the farmers’ market, you feel a little ripple of joy when you hold a ripe tomato in your hand.

But lots of fresh vegetables and fruits are delicious, so what is it about tomatoes that inspires such passion in so many people? My theory is that we are first attracted by the sensuous color and shape of a tomato but then get hooked by the flavor, which is a complex dance between sweet, tangy, and that elusive umami flavor (more on that in a minute). And then there’s the haunting fragrance of the leaves (see here).

Every year, I grow as many tomatoes as I can find space for, although I am not a very knowledgeable gardener. I skim the research, experiment with a few new ideas, talk to my plants (that’s critical), and hope for the best. Fortunately for me, my tomato plants have always been obliging and rewarded me with pounds and pounds of beautiful fruit, which I spend the summer consuming in every way I can think of—in salads, soups cold and hot, gratins, tarts, drinks, pastas, pastas, and more pastas.

But this cookbook is devoted to cooking with tomatoes in all their forms, with recipes for using both fresh and canned tomatoes, of course, but also for what I think of as “semi-preserved” tomatoes: roasted tomatoes, tomato confit, pickled tomatoes, jams, tomato paste, and tomato water and syrup. Every year, I spend hours turning my tomatoes into these components, stashing them in the freezer, fridge, or cupboard to use in other dishes later in the year.

The benefit to these semi-preserved forms isn’t that they keep a long time, it’s that they’re so dang good and fun to make. The transformation of a tomato’s fresh delicate raw character into something beyond—deeper, chewier, sweeter—is one more of the daily miracles that make home cooking so satisfying.

What’s not in this book is the most basic of preserving methods—canning. You can find countless resources for that in books and online, and given that canning tomatoes for long storage on a shelf involves some food-safety risks and generally should be done using a pressure canner, I like to leave the instructions to the experts. One reliable source is the Ball Blue Book Guide to Preserving; the 37th edition was published in 2015, and you can learn plenty from Ball’s website (see Resources).


Doubling Down on Flavor

Researchers have identified hundreds of flavor compounds in tomatoes, about sixteen of which seem to create the unique “tomato” flavor. No one is quite sure which substances play what roles in creating flavor, and in any case, we as normal people can’t see the compounds when we look at a tomato, so we won’t be choosing between a Green Zebra and a Mr. Stripey based on their relative levels of 2-isobutylthiazole and geraniol. We make our choices by tasting.

The flavor element that I find most intriguing in a tomato is glutamate. This is the substance that contributes to umami flavor, which is best described as meaty or savory. Umami is now widely accepted as the “fifth flavor,” flavor being the sensation that we perceive through the sensors on our tongues. You probably remember the diagram from elementary school: sweet, sour, salty, bitter—and now, umami. A perfect example of umami is the flavor of the meat juices on the bottom of a roasting pan. Other high-umami foods include aged cheeses, dried mushrooms, soy sauce, fish sauce, and nutritional yeast.

Unlike most fruits and vegetables, tomatoes are quite high in glutamate—typically 246 milligrams per 100 grams (mg/100 g) for a fresh raw tomato, around 600 mg/100 g for a dried tomato, and 750 mg/100 g for tomato paste—and the riper the tomato, the higher the level of glutamate. For comparison with other high-glutamate foods, dried mushrooms clock in at around 350 mg/100 g, aged Spanish jamón has around 500 mg/100 g, Vietnamese fish sauce has 1,300 mg/100g, and 4-year-old Parmigiano (yum) has a whopping 2,200 mg/100 g.

Glutamate isn’t the only compound that adds umami. Meat and fish contain an umami-providing nucleotide called inosinic acid, which, when combined with glutamates, intensifies the savory flavor.

As I learn more about the interaction of glutamate-rich foods, I understand why dishes that create layers of umami from several of these ingredients are often my favorites. Tomato-Peach Salad with Lime-Ginger Dressing, which includes a dash of fish sauce, is a perfect example, as is Braised Beef Short Ribs with Tomato, Dried Porcini, and Red Wine, an umami triple threat of tomato paste, browned beef, and dried porcini.


How This Book Is Organized

Simply Tomato is divided into predictable—though slightly arbitrary—chapters, from snacks and drinks to pastries. (Sorry, no desserts.) I say “arbitrary” because I’ve got Susie’s Tomato and Zucchini Gratin in the side dish chapter, but I’ve enjoyed many a dinner eating that gratin as my main dish, and on a hot day, a bowl of ice-cold gazpacho—in the soups chapter—makes a fine main dish as well. Not to mention that a couple of G & T & Ts from the snacks and drinks chapter and a bag of potato chips constitute dinner in my house now and again. So if you don’t find what you’re looking for in one chapter, check the others or the index.

In each recipe, I list the form of tomato that I consider ideal, but when another form would also be delicious, I list that along with any modifications you might need to make to adapt the recipe.




My Thoughts on Recipes


I have been developing and writing recipes for more than thirty years, both for my own dishes and for talented chefs, where my role as a co-writer is to translate their inspiring restaurant creations into something a home cook would be happy to make. But even after all this time, my point of view on recipe writing is still evolving. While parts of a recipe look like a formula—precise measurements (including metric!), temperatures, technical terms—a useful recipe is anything but formulaic. The variables involved in cooking are endlessly shifting, from shopping for ingredients to choosing equipment to regulating your cooktop . . . not to mention that I love cilantro and you don’t, and your idea of “mildly spicy” would have me reaching for the fire extinguisher.

And, of course, most of what we’re cooking with is made by nature, with a wide range in how juicy, tender, stringy, bitter, spicy, and/or creamy your [fill in the blank] is.

So rather than write my recipes striving for the strictest precision, I write them with plenty of descriptions, hints, tips, and guidance so that you have the knowledge you need to accommodate the differences between your life and mine. I try to imagine the hundreds of choices and decisions a cook will make, from doing the mise en place to adding the final seasoning to a dish, and I call out those moments of inflection so that you can pay special attention to them.

Regardless of the ever-shifting variables in cooking, a few principles are constant. Please read the following guidelines so you can get the best possible outcome from the recipes in this book.


Initial read-through: Please review the recipe before you start cooking. I know it’s tempting to jump into a recipe sauté pans ablaze, especially when you’re in a hurry, but ultimately you’ll save time and angst by reading through the whole thing first. Start with the ingredients list, where much of the prep work takes place. This is called mise en place, meaning “put in place.” You’ll not only put ingredients and equipment in place, but you’ll also wrangle them into the form the recipe requires, such as diced, drained, toasted, etc.

If a recipe entails a task that needs a big chunk of time, such as long cooling or overnight marinating, I signal that up front in the headnote so you don’t get an unpleasant surprise. Nonetheless, reading through the entire process lets you understand how the whole flow will go.

Serving size: Honestly, what’s a serving size? Who is doing the eating? What else are they going to eat for that meal, or on that day? I calculate servings by averaging what I think I (as a human on the smaller side) and my boyfriend (a larger-model human) would want to eat. But if I say a pasta dish serves two or three and you eat all of it yourself, bravo for you.

Burner temperature: I usually indicate whether your pan should be over low, medium, medium-high, or high heat, but these are relative terms. The heat coming from your burner when the dial is pointing to the middle—medium—may not be the same as mine.

And the burner is only half the equation, because all pans conduct heat differently, liquids evaporate at differing rates depending on the shape of the pan, and the list goes on. All that to say, don’t obey my instructions to cook something on medium-high if it seems like your burner needs to be cranked up or down a notch in order to do what it’s supposed to do—brown, sizzle, sear, or simmer.

Cooking time: One of the hardest things to quantify in cooking is how long to cook something. A familiar vignette in any cooking school is the student asking the chef “How long should I cook this?” and the chef responding “Until it’s done.” Annoying, yes, but true. I find that the best way to determine doneness is by describing what I’m looking for. Browned just around the edges or all over? Simmered until syrupy? In every recipe, I try to give the clues that let you know it’s time to do something—flip, take from the oven, add another ingredient—so while you should pay attention to the range of minutes I suggest (and set your timer), please use the cooking times as guidelines, not absolutes, and trust your senses.

Tasting (or rather taste, adjust, taste again): I can’t tell you how critical tasting is to your success with any recipe, and tasting begins before you even turn on the stove. I start by tasting my raw ingredients in order to get a baseline sense of their flavors before I begin to cook (okay, not all of them . . . not tasting the baking powder). If I’ve opened a new bottle of olive oil, I’ll take a sip to see whether it’s grassy, sharp, or nutty. When using fresh herbs, I’ll nibble a leaf; sometimes basil can be kind of astringent, or maybe this bunch of cilantro has no flavor. I definitely always taste nuts, because they get rancid easily, and of course for the recipes in this book, I taste my tomatoes.

As for seasoning, it’s impossible to prescribe exactly the right amount in a recipe, and more than impossible to know what you, the reader, prefer. Making the dish so that you like it, not me, is the goal . . . at least until you invite me over for dinner. My philosophy is that you should lightly season each component of a dish (the mirepoix, the braising liquid, the sauce, etc.) as it’s being created, and then dial in the seasoning for the entire dish when you are getting ready to serve it.

Proper seasoning is sometimes overlooked in our haste to get things to the table (especially if kids or guests are milling about or the cook has been enjoying a glass of wine during cooking), but pausing and consciously tasting and adjusting seasonings is as much a part of cooking as is putting the chicken schnitzel in the skillet or adding the dressing to the salad. As you taste, think of what might make the balance of flavors better. I always want a tension between the leading flavors, some variation of salty, sweet, tangy, spicy, and umami (more about umami here). And you should know that I like my food quite salty (please read about the differences in salt brands here), I like a lot of acid in my food, and I can’t tolerate chile heat, so those are the default settings in my recipes. You should feel free to recalibrate to your own tastes.

Storage time: If you aren’t familiar with a recipe, it’s helpful to know whether you should be reheating those leftovers the next day for lunch or whether you can wait a week and still enjoy the dish. In my recipes, I give an indication of how long a dish will keep well, but of course most fresh food doesn’t last long; use your common sense.

Where storage times get murky is with freezing times. Once food is frozen, it’s not going to spoil in the way food left too long in the fridge will, so you don’t need to worry about food safety. However, frozen food isn’t totally inert, and the eating qualities will suffer after too much time in the freezer. I find that most dishes I freeze are excellent when thawed and eaten within 2 to 3 months, and I try to remember what’s in my freezer so I can work my way through it. That being said, I just ate a lamb tagine that had been in the freezer for a year, and it was mighty fine.

The key is freezing your food properly, ideally at or below 0°F (–18°C). Food freezes faster in colder temperatures, and the faster it freezes, the smaller the ice crystals inside it will be. Large ice crystals can rupture the cell walls, making foods lose their juices or get soggy as they thaw. I have a very basic inexpensive freezer in my garage that works brilliantly. It’s not frost-free, which is a pain because once a year (um, maybe once every five years?), I need to defrost it. But when a freezer is self-defrosting, the temperature fluctuates, which is not good for your frozen casserole.

And of course, you must wrap your food well so it’s protected from freezer burn, which happens when moisture that’s frozen in the food transforms into vapor, in a process called sublimation, a weird form of drying out. Freezer-burned food isn’t harmful, but the flavor and texture won’t be optimal. And we’re all about optimal flavor and texture.




A Good Reason to Be Lazy and Not Seed Your Tomatoes

So many recipes call for peeling and seeding tomatoes, mainly to eliminate the textural annoyance of curling bits of skin or seeds between your teeth. I rarely bother with either peeling or seeding because I’m lazy, er, focused on essentials, but here’s another reason to skip that step: the seeds and other interior parts of a tomato contain more of the key flavor compounds.

British chef and innovator Heston Blumenthal wondered about precisely this question—to seed or not to seed—and partnered with some researchers at the University of Reading in the United Kingdom. Their studies, which involved measuring glutamic acid levels as well as conducting a tomato taste test, found that the inner parts of a tomato (the seeds and surrounding gel) contained about three times the glutamic acid of the outer flesh, and the tasting panel confirmed that the inner samples were tastier as well. At last, scientific validation for lazy cooks like me.






Advice on Key Ingredients That Aren’t Tomatoes


While the tomatoes are the stars of the show here, every ingredient you use contributes to the success of your dish, so I’m sharing some thoughts on a few key players that will make a big difference.

Aleppo pepper: You’ll see this seasoning in many of my ingredient lists, and if you’re not yet familiar with this chile flake, I hope you’ll have the chance to make its acquaintance. Aleppo pepper comes originally from the region around the city of Aleppo in Syria, but the devastation of war has disrupted the supply. Now much of the crop is grown in Turkey, and some production has even begun in the United States. A few years ago, my boyfriend tracked down Aleppo pepper seeds (which are also called Halaby), and we have been growing our own plants, drying the peppers, and crushing them into a seasoning ever since.

The appeal of Aleppo pepper to me is its mild heat level coupled with a fruity, yes, even tomatoey, flavor, reminiscent of sun-dried tomatoes . . . but with a kick. If you can’t find Aleppo pepper, you can use regular chile flakes or cayenne pepper (both of which are much hotter than Aleppo pepper), or perhaps another interesting ground chile such as piment d’Espelette from the Basque region of France.

Butter: To the question “Should I use salted or unsalted butter?” my answer is “Yes.” Meaning I just don’t think it really matters which type you use unless the recipe calls for a large amount of butter, like more than 8 tablespoons (115 g)—or, of course, you are restricting your salt intake for a medical reason. As illustrated, the difference in the amount of salt found in 8 tablespoons unsalted butter and the equivalent amount of salted butter is not much more than 1 gram. A teaspoon of table salt weighs about 6 grams, so you can see that 1 gram either way won’t change the overall balance of your dish, especially one that will ultimately be “salted to taste.”

Flour: The recipes in this book were developed and tested using unbleached all-purpose flour. If you’d like to use whole wheat flour, you can safely swap about one-third the amount of all-purpose with whole wheat and get decent results, but to use more whole wheat, or other whole-grain flour, you should either do your own experimenting or find a whole wheat recipe that’s similar to mine from another trusted source and make the rest of my recipe using that.

No matter what flour you use, proper measurement is key, and that’s not as easy as it sounds. If you’re using a dry measuring cup, which measures volume, the way you load the flour into the cup makes a difference. (Be sure not to use a liquid measuring cup, which has extra room at the top plus a pour spout, making it impossible to level off the flour.) If you drag your cup through the bag of flour to scoop it up and then level it off with the back of a knife (the scoop-and-sweep method), you’ll probably get more flour in your cup than if you spooned the flour into the cup and then leveled it off (the spoon-and-sweep method). This second method is how I, and most other recipe writers, measure flour using volume.

But even when you use the spoon-and-sweep method, you can have variations from cup to cup. The best way to get accurate measurements every time is to use a scale. The recipes in this book list flour and many other nonliquid ingredients by volume in cups, and then also (in parentheses) by their weight in grams.

Fresh herbs: I know that it’s not always easy to find every type of fresh herb, and even if your grocery store carries what you’re looking for, you might balk at paying $2.79 for a tired sprig of tarragon that’s been entombed in a plastic package. So if I call for an herb that you don’t have, it’s usually safe to substitute another. Flat-leaf parsley, which is widely available, can play the role of just about any other herb. Just pay attention to whether the recipe asks for a tender herb or a tougher, hardy one (often quite resinous), because 1 cup of rosemary leaves will not give you the same result as 1 cup of cilantro leaves.

Here’s how I categorize tender versus hardy:









	
Tender


	
Hardy







	
Basil


	
Marjoram





	
Chervil


	
Oregano





	
Chives


	
Peppermint





	
Cilantro


	
Rosemary





	
Dill


	
Sage





	
Mint (unless it’s peppermint)


	
Savory





	
Flat-leaf parsley


	
Thyme





	
Tarragon








To store fresh herbs, first remove any twist ties, rubber bands, or other tags; pull off any leaves or stems that are wilted or are en route to wilted; and then wrap the bunch in a very lightly dampened paper towel. If the herbs are still wet from produce-aisle spritzing, use a dry paper towel. Pack the wrapped herbs in a zip-top bag or an airtight container. Check every few days and do triage, keeping only pristine leaves.

Olive oil (as in extra-virgin olive oil): This is the fat I use most often, whether actually cooking with heat or simply dressing a dish. For cooking, use a moderately priced extra-virgin oil, of which you’ll find many brands on the grocery shelves, though not all are actually extra-virgin, or very tasty. Olive oil isn’t well regulated in the United States, so producers can get away with misleading labeling, but here are two that I use, which are reliably produced following methods similar to those set by European olive oil standards:


	California Olive Ranch (note that much of their oil now comes from other parts of the world, not California, but it’s all pretty good)

	
Séka Hills, produced by the Yocha Dehe Wintun Nation, the original inhabitants of the Capay Valley in Northern California




I also like having a “finishing oil” on hand, usually an Italian extra-virgin oil with a more assertive personality than my daily oil. I use this oil as the final drizzle on a platter of tomatoes, bowl of gazpacho, or pissaladière hot from the oven.

Remember that olive oil is an agricultural product, just like a tomato, and so freshness is key. Look for the harvest date on the bottle. The freshest oil will be dated from the most recent winter, as olives are usually harvested between November and January. Oils will be fine for more than one year, but their fragrance and other flavor nuances fade over time. And olive oil, like any oil, even something like canola oil that we think of as “shelf-stable,” will become rancid, especially once it’s open and exposed to light, air, and heat. Yes, I (like you, I’m guessing) keep my olive oil next to my stovetop, but that’s the worst place to keep it! So taste your oil periodically, and if it doesn’t taste fresh and fruity, ditch it and get a new bottle.

Parmigiano-Reggiano: While there are multitudes of “parmesan cheeses” on the market, it is worth seeking out and paying for the real deal. Authentic Parmigiano-Reggiano from Italy has a deeply nutty, sweet, umami-laden flavor that the others don’t come close to, and adding a little Parmigiano to a dish to boost its savoriness is a tactic I employ frequently. While the finest Parmigianos can clock in at $30 per pound and higher, Costco carries a true Parmigiano-Reggiano that’s closer to $12 per pound and is reliably good.

Store your Parm properly to avoid it drying out and becoming too piquant. Wrap it in parchment and then put it in an airtight container. The layer of parchment keeps the cheese in much better condition than if it were wrapped in plastic alone.

Salt and pepper: I’ve noted elsewhere in this book that I like my food on the salty side. I know that some people have to watch their salt consumption, but in general, being generous with salt in your cooking results in only good things, making flavors pop, balancing acid and sweetness, and, overall, helping ingredients become their best selves.

I used Diamond Crystal kosher salt (the stuff in the red box, widely available) when I developed these recipes, so if you are going to use a different salt, please note that you’ll need to make some conversions!

Diamond Crystal is sort of “fluffy” (you can easily crush it between your fingers when you want to make it finer), so it takes up more room in your measuring spoon than other brands of kosher salt, and definitely more than table or fine salt.

One tablespoon of Diamond Crystal, which weighs about 8 grams, has only about half the “salting power” of most other granulations of salt, which can weigh up to 18 grams per tablespoon. So when I call for “1 teaspoon kosher salt,” and you are using a fine salt or another brand of kosher salt, such as Morton, you should start with 1⁄2 teaspoon and adjust up from there.









	
Diamond Crystal kosher Salt


	
Morton’s or another kosher salt brand, or a fine salt





	
Weight per tablespoon:





	
8 grams


	
18 grams





	
When a recipe calls for “1 teaspoon kosher salt” use:





	
1 teaspoon


	
1⁄2 teaspoon and adjust from there








As for salt’s frequent partner—“freshly ground black pepper”—please use a pepper mill and grind your own rather than use the preground spice, which loses its fragrance and bite so easily. Freshly ground black pepper, especially a good variety such as Tellicherry, brings a wonderful perfume to your dish that already ground pepper can’t deliver.

Here’s a tip: it’s nearly impossible to grind black pepper directly into a measuring spoon, and grinding it onto a surface and then scooting it into the spoon is a pain. Using the pepper grinder you regularly reach for, figure out how many twists you need to grind a measured amount, say 1⁄4 teaspoon, and then any time you need black pepper, you can simply count your twists.
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With So Many Tomatoes, How to Choose the Right One?


If you’ve ever looked at the tomato pages in a seed catalog, you know the waters are deep when it comes to tomato varieties. Crimson, green striped, deep purple, chocolate brown, tiny and round, huge with pleated shoulders, slender torpedo shapes. And the names! Berkeley Tie Dye, Bloody Butcher, German Lunchbox, Hillbilly, Marvel Stripe, Mortgage Lifter, Mr. Stripey, Pink Ping Pong, Ten Fingers of Naples.

Every trip to the farmers’ market is the chance to discover new tomatoes, and even a moderately ambitious mainstream grocery store will have close to a dozen types, between the various cherry tomatoes, the “tomatoes on the vine,” and whatever the latest tomato in a plastic clamshell is. Overwhelming, in a good way.

We know we can’t choose a good tomato by analyzing its flavor compounds without a detour to the science lab, so what strategies can we use to get the tomato that will be best for the dish we want to cook? Attributes such as size, shape, and juiciness all matter when choosing a tomato for a dish, but above all, I’d rank flavor.


The Part of Flavor That You Can See

A tomato’s flavor will be affected by soil, nutrients, and climate—hello, terroir—and of course the distinct personality of each of the literally thousands of tomato varieties, so predicting the flavor of any particular tomato isn’t easy. But we can generalize about flavor using color as an indicator of the levels of sugars and acids, as well as a few hard-to-quantify qualities. Experts don’t all agree on this subject, but I’m a massive fan of Cynthia Sandberg, owner and farmer of Love Apple Farms in Santa Cruz, California, and these are her qualifiers.


Red tomatoes tend to be fairly high in sugar and also high in acid, making them balanced but with a tart edge, which some people describe as “old-fashioned” flavor.

Pink tomatoes are high in sugars, so they’re perceived as sweet.

Orange and yellow tomatoes are low in acid, so their sweetness comes to the fore, but if they don’t contain adequate sugar, they’ll just be perceived as bland—which has been my experience with yellow and orange varieties except for Sungold cherry tomatoes, the sweetest little flavor bombs you could imagine. I’m not sure whether their color is influencing my perception, but I think Sungolds, which are a rich orange, have tangerine notes as part of their supersweet and fruity character.

Black and purple tomatoes are balanced, with a taste that Sandberg calls “smoky barbecue flavor.” I agree. I frequently grow two types of “black” tomato—Black Krims and Paul Robesons—and they definitely have a savory quality to them that is delectable.

Green (as in “green when ripe”) tomatoes are sweet, as well as so pretty, and can have tropical notes, including those of guava and pineapple.
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General Tomato Terminology


Beyond color, tomatoes can be sorted into some broad buckets, and it’s useful to understand the terms used for those categories, which you may come across at the farmers’ market, in recipes, or at the grocery store.

The first bucket is the manner in which the tomato was propagated: hybrid or heirloom.

Hybrid: These tomatoes are varieties that were bred by intentionally cross-pollinating different varieties in order to get specific attributes, such as disease resistance or greater crop yield—good things, right? But hybrid tomatoes are also bred for characteristics that help them withstand shipping and have a long shelf life—not so good, because those attributes are usually at odds with good flavor or texture.

But hybrid doesn’t always mean inferior. Many favorites for home gardeners and market farmers are hybrids, such as Early Girls and Sweet 100s, which are both delicious and reliable tomatoes that are always welcome in my garden. Something to note: if you save seeds from hybrid tomatoes and plant them, you won’t get that same type of tomato; you need to start with commercially bred seeds every year.

Heirloom: The term refers to a tomato variety that has not been crossbred with other varieties, and though there’s not one governing body that grants heirloom status, the generally accepted qualification is a tomato variety whose seeds have been passed down for at least fifty years by a family or a religious, ethnic, or tribal group, and I’m assuming this can include the many seed-saving organizations out there, such as Seed Savers Exchange. Tomato types that were crossbred commercially before 1940 are also often considered heirloom. Heirlooms are open-pollinated, which means pollination happens naturally, and if the seeds are saved and planted next year, they will produce the same type of tomato.

For many growers and cooks, heirloom tomatoes are where the action is, due to the vast variety in color, shape, size, and flavor.


The most important thing for a cook to know, however, is that just as hybrid doesn’t always equal bad, heirloom doesn’t always equal good. Over the last decade, I’ve seen an increase in the number of “heirloom tomatoes” at grocery stores. They look promising—voluptuously misshapen, multicolored—but most end up having no flavor and an icky, pulpy texture. They’re not much better than regular crappy grocery store tomatoes, but they cost $2 more per pound. Unless you’ve had the chance to taste a sample, steer clear of generic heirloom.

Other tomato terminology refers to the shape and size of the tomato. Here are some common descriptors.

Beefsteak: An iconic tomato type, beefsteaks are large—frequently weighing 2 pounds (900 g) or more, though typically closer to 12 ounces (340 g). The name, according to noted seed breeder Craig LeHoullier, originated in an 1869 seed catalog that touted the tomato as being as “solid and meaty as a beefsteak.” Slightly flattened, often with gently ribbed shoulders, beefsteaks have small seed pockets, which means dense flesh that is good for slicing. The name “beefsteak” can refer to an actual variety or to a class of tomato that includes heirlooms such as the popular Brandywine, as well as my favorite, Black Krim.

Cherry: The little guys. There are many varieties and brands at the grocery store, as well as of course in seed catalogs, and grocery store cherry tomatoes are usually the only mass-market tomatoes with any spark of life to them. While rarely brilliant, they almost always at least have some acid and a flavor that reminds you of a homegrown summer tomato. This is due to the fact that even when ripe, cherry tomatoes are sturdy and can be packed and shipped without damage, so they are allowed to ripen on the plant before picking.
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Cocktail: This is a commercial designation that means bigger than a cherry, smaller than a full-size tomato. I think cocktail is a nice size for tomatoes that will be part of a tossed green salad; a quarter of a cocktail tomato is perfectly bite-size.

Grape: These oblong little tomatoes are thick skinned, with dense, not very juicy flesh but a sweet flavor. Sales of grape tomatoes have outpaced those of traditional cherry tomatoes over the last couple of decades, and if you have any little kids in the house, you understand why, as grape tomatoes are super snackable and don’t squirt juice when you bite into them.

On the vine: This is the term for tomatoes that are sold commercially with their stems attached, purportedly because intact stems preserve the fragrance of the tomato (which aligns with what I’ve learned about volatile aroma compounds with regard to refrigeration; see here), but I think the “vines” are mostly for aesthetic appeal. You’ll find both large tomatoes and cherry tomatoes on the vine. Magazine food stylists love them!

Oxheart: Similar to beefsteaks, oxhearts are very large and meaty, with a distinctive pointed end, so the tomato resembles a heart. Why the heart of an ox in particular, I’m not sure! Oxhearts are usually red or pink, though other colors have been developed. My favorite variety is called Cuore di Bue (beef heart, in Italian), which I’ve grown for a few years and find delightful, both because of its shape and size (most of mine have weighed close to 1 pound/450 g), but also because the dense, sweet flesh is excellent for sauces.

Plum, Roma, or paste: These are the smallish oval tomatoes with dense flesh and not much in the way of seeds, grown and used primarily for making sauces and tomato paste. Plum tomatoes from the grocery store are every bit as dull and dry as their round compatriots, almost all of which are picked green for transport, then treated with ethylene gas to force “ripening,” which mostly means softening and turning red but not developing much in terms of flavor. But even pedestrian grocery store plum tomatoes respond well to roasting (see here).

The most famous plum tomato is the San Marzano, grown in Italy near Mount Vesuvius and protected by special government status. I’ve grown San Marzano tomatoes from seed in my garden (which is not near Mount Vesuvius) and they were indeed delicious, though most of them were afflicted with blossom-end rot, a calcium imbalance caused by watering problems . . . the watering problems caused by me. To me, San Marzanos are the heartbreak tomato, except when they are canned. Learn about canned San Marzanos here.

Pear: You’ll most often see yellow cherry-size pear tomatoes, though red pears and other colors exist. Some pear tomatoes are heirlooms and others are popular commercial hybrids.

Slicer: No mystery here; a slicer is simply a tomato that’s good for slicing and putting on something delicious like a BLT. Large beefsteaks are sometimes called slicers, but to me, the large slices of a beefsteak end up being unwieldy. I like Early Girls or other tomatoes that produce a slice with a 2- to 3-inch (5 to 7.5 cm) diameter.



It’s Okay to Buy Tomatoes at the Grocery Store


I have the luxury of plentiful garden space and a flexible schedule, two essentials for ensuring a supply of ripe tomatoes fresh from your own vines. I’ve also lived in cities with farmers’ markets every day of the week as well as grocery stores that buy from local producers, so for most of my cooking life over the last two decades, in the summer, I’ve been eating “real” tomatoes.

But I know this isn’t true for everyone. Whether it’s the lack of a backyard or big patio, demands on your time that don’t allow spending hours in a garden, or just living in an area with nothing more than generic grocery stores, many forces can conspire against a tomato-loving cook, preventing you from having easy access to baskets of Paul Robesons, Mortgage Lifters, or Tigerellas. And then, of course, there’s winter, when even residents of the Garden of Eden can’t get a ripe tomato.

Fortunately, some grocery store tomatoes are better than others. Among the dreary pale red orbs with cottony white interiors are some varieties that are quite good, with a balance of sugars and acids, and juicy but firm textures. These are generally “branded” tomatoes that come from big companies that spend years and zillions of dollars developing and marketing them to us consumers.

Here are three of the most widely distributed “name-brand” tomatoes to look for. I buy all of these when local tomatoes aren’t in season, and I’ve tested many of the recipes in this book with them as well.

Campari: These were developed back in the 1990s by a Dutch seed company, Enza Zaden, though I’ve seen them only in the Northwest of the United States, where I live, for the last five years or so. According to the Canadian company that currently markets them, Camparis are grown hydroponically in greenhouses, without pesticides, and they are allowed to fully ripen before picking and aren’t blasted with ethylene gas to force ripening, like so many commercial tomatoes.

Camparis are between a cherry and a slicer, about the size of a golf ball. They’re tomato-red and round, and often come with the stems still attached. The downside of Camparis is their plastic clamshell packaging, of which the world has way too much. But the upside is that they taste darned good! Well balanced between sweet and acid, they also have that elusive “tomato” flavor and a firm texture; they are easy to slice but juicy and never pulpy. I recommend Camparis especially for salads and roasting.

Jacobs Farm Del Cabo: Organically grown on the Baja peninsula and in neighboring Mexican states, these tomatoes are field grown, not raised in greenhouses, which, according to the company, puts the kind of stress on the growing plant that results in more complex flavor. The company started with cherry tomatoes, and now I see many varieties, from yellow pear to cocktail on the vine, and more. I find that Del Cabo tomatoes have generally very good flavor, though I’ve had a few meh ones, and I often find a few spoiled tomatoes hiding out in the packages, so always check before you buy.

Kumato: These chocolate-brown tomatoes were developed by plant breeder Luis Ortega Fernández for Swiss agribusiness giant Syngenta in the early 2000s. Kumatos are medium in size, round, and a beautiful rich brown-to-burgundy-to-green. Like a Campari, they have a great sugar-to-acid balance, the flesh is firm and silky, and they slice beautifully.




An Operator’s Manual for Fresh Tomatoes

Here’s a quick reference on storing and prepping your gorgeous fresh tomatoes.


Ripening

If a tomato has begun to ripen on the vine, it will continue to ripen indoors. Early ripening is indicated by a flush of pink and a texture that gives a tiny bit when squeezed. Keep your ripening tomato in a warm but not hot spot with plenty of air circulation. A windowsill is fine as long as the sun exposure isn’t intense.


Storing

Store fresh tomatoes at cool room temperature in a breathable container, such as a paper bag or a box. Avoid plastic bags, which can hasten their demise through captured humidity and ethylene gas produced by the tomatoes themselves. If you’ve piled your tomatoes into a bowl, which of course looks fabulous, be sure to monitor them in case one is beginning to rot, which can quickly spoil them all.

If your environment seems too warm, you have fruit flies, or there are other factors that prevent storage on the counter, it’s fine to refrigerate your tomatoes, despite what you may have heard about cold temperatures muting their flavors. The flavor compounds will be affected only by cold temperatures after about 3 days (see here).


Slicing

Although tomatoes are delicate and juicy, their skins will resist all but the sharpest of knives, so to get the cleanest cuts—and enjoy the sensual process of slicing through a ripe tomato—you need to use a very sharp knife with a thin blade. Some knives designed for tomatoes are serrated, which helps grab the skin and split it open as you begin to slice (a fine-bladed bread knife will also work well), but whether serrated or plain, sharpness is key. I reserve one of my knives for tomatoes only.


Coring

In almost all cases, you want to cut out the core (the spot where the tomato was attached to the vine), which is edible but slightly tough and not tasty. To core a tomato, insert the tip of a sharp paring knife close to the core at a slight angle and cut in a circle around the core, popping it out with the knife. Underripe tomatoes will be whitish around the core, so use this as an opportunity to cut away any underripe flesh.


Seeding

Tomato seeds are organized in small pockets spaced throughout the denser tomato flesh. The juicy gel that surrounds the seeds is highly flavorful, but sometimes you don’t want the texture of the seeds in your dish and so you need to remove them.

An easy way to seed a tomato is to cut it in half horizontally (along what would be the equator if the tomato were Earth), revealing most of the seed pockets. Gently squeeze each half until the seeds come out, taking care not to deform the tomato halves too much.

A more thorough method involves peeling the tomatoes first; see below.


Peeling

When eating a fresh tomato, you rarely notice the skin, other than to admire its pretty color. But when tomatoes are cooked, the skins can become annoying little scrolls, a chewy textural distraction. I don’t always peel my tomatoes, but if I’m making a dish that demands some refinement, I take the extra step.

To peel a fresh tomato, bring a large pot of water to a boil and set up a bowl of ice water. Core the tomato and cut an X in the blossom end; this will allow the skin to curl away from the body. Drop the tomato into the boiling water and then, after a few seconds, retrieve it with tongs or a slotted spoon. If the skin has loosened, transfer the tomato to the ice water. If not, let it boil another few seconds. The goal is to cook only a thin layer of flesh just below the skin, which allows the skin to release but doesn’t partially cook the tomato. A very ripe tomato may need only 5 to 10 seconds of boiling, while a firmer one needs 30 seconds or more.

When the tomato is cool enough to handle, use your fingers or the paring knife to peel away the skin.

To seed the peeled tomato, insert your finger or the tip of the paring knife into the tomato, locate a seed pocket, and scoop out the seeds. Repeat until you’ve emptied all the pockets.


Dicing

Dicing a tomato can be tricky because (1) you’re trying to cut square shapes from a round fruit and (2) the interior isn’t uniform, due to the pockets of juice and seeds.

If perfect squares aren’t important, simply cut your tomato into small chunks: cut it into wedges from stem end to blossom end and then cut the wedges into pieces.

For a more perfect shape—for example, if you’re using diced tomato as a garnish—use only the fleshy “cheeks.” With a sharp knife, cut from stem end to blossom end following the curve of the fruit and slicing off only the flesh, leaving the seed pockets and ribs behind.

Work your way around the tomato, ending up with four or five pieces of seedless flesh, along with what’s left of the interior, which you could use for making tomato water, a broth, or anything else where you don’t mind seeds.

Cut the tomato cheeks into strips and then cut across the strips into dice.
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Canned Tomatoes Aren’t Second-Class Citizens


Growing up, I ate many a canned green bean, cling peach (in heavy syrup!), and mushy serving of canned “petits pois.” Those fruits and vegetables are indeed poor imitations of their fresh originals, but a canned tomato is a different story—it has integrity and its own identity. While you can’t really make a salad using a canned tomato, you can achieve all manner of other deliciousness.

The challenge with a canned tomato, however, is that unlike a fresh one that you can see, smell, even squeeze (gently, surreptitiously), a canned tomato is hidden inside a can . . . hopefully a recyclable steel, BPA-free one.

So how do you know which ones to buy? Not only are canned tomatoes produced by many brands, but they also come in many forms—whole peeled, with or without basil, garlic, and/or chiles. Diced. Petite diced. Crushed. Pureed. Stewed. Even fire-roasted, for gosh sake.

I define these various forms of tomato on the following pages, but I’ll cut to the chase and say that I (mostly) use only whole peeled tomatoes. Whether the intended result of your recipe is a smooth tomato puree or tomatoes cut into small bits, it’s best to start with whole peeled tomatoes, with no other flavorings except salt, and do the shape-shifting yourself rather than buy the tomatoes already in a more manipulated form.

First of all, I don’t have room in my kitchen cabinets to stock more than one type of canned tomato. But I also feel that I have more control when starting with the least processed form of canned tomatoes, and I can avoid surprises due to variation among brands, such as finding that my “crushed” tomatoes are as liquidy as tomato puree, or the “diced” tomatoes I added to my chili never soften properly or are not the size of dice that I wanted for my dish.

Coaxing canned whole tomatoes into the shape and size you want can be a bit sloppy, but you can mitigate the mess with the following strategies:

When all you need is slightly smaller pieces: Break the whole tomatoes up while they’re still in the can. Either take a sharp knife and slice through them several times, or use your kitchen scissors to snip them into pieces. Be sure the hinge of your scissors is clean, because you’ll be submerging them in the tomato juices. (Yes, I see what’s in your junk drawer.)

When you want uniform chunks or finely chopped tomatoES: Take the whole tomatoes out of the can and gently “squeegee” each tomato with your fingers to remove excess liquid. Then lay them on your cutting board and customize the size and shape.

When you want the tomatoes truly broken up: To take the whole tomatoes even further so they can be integrated into a braise or soup, pour them into a big bowl and squish them with your hands. Messy, but effective . . . and therapeutic!

And regardless of how you are chopping, snipping, or squishing, pay attention to the stem end and core of the tomato. Most tomatoes are very soft and will easily break apart during cooking, but sometimes you get a batch with a tough, stringy core; the stem end of almost every tomato is dense, so chop or crush the tough sections before you add the tomatoes to your dish.

Transfer any leftover canned tomatoes directly to the freezer. They freeze well, so if you don’t need the entire can, slide the excess into a freezer container, label with the measured amount and the date, and freeze for later use.



The San Marzano Mystique

It might seem funny to think of a canned tomato as being famous, but indeed one type has achieved a sort of cult status: the San Marzano. Grown in the volcanic soil around Mount Vesuvius, between Naples and Salerno in the Campania region of Italy, the San Marzano (the name of both the tomato variety and the canned product) is a slender plum-type tomato with thick flesh, few seeds, low acidity, and rich flavor.

Like many European foods, authentic canned San Marzano tomatoes have DOP status, meaning they are allowed to display a mark certifying that they are the correct tomato type, grown in a designated area under strict guidelines for cultivating, harvesting, and packing. DOP stands for Denominazione d’Origine Protetta, and the system is a way of controlling the quality of the product, along with its ability to command a high price. A genuine can of San Marzano tomatoes will be labeled “Pomodoro San Marzano dell’Agro Sarnese Nocerino DOP” and will include a certification number as well.

But any time an ingredient fetches a premium price, beware. You may see “San Marzano” or “San Marzano-style” on a label, meaning the variety is San Marzano but it could have been grown anywhere. It may be delicious, but it’s not a true San Marzano. The organization that governs San Marzano production claims that only around 5 percent of the San Marzanos sold in the United States are genuine, a claim that is entirely possible given that there are no regulations in the States that prevent a seller from sticking a DOP label on a can. Note that true San Marzanos will only be whole peeled or halved tomatoes—no diced, crushed, or other forms.

Are San Marzanos truly superior? You’ll need to do your own taste test to decide. As with any agricultural product, some variation in quality is normal.





A Brief Lexicon of Canned Tomatoes

You won’t find as many varieties of canned tomato as you will fresh; nonetheless, it’s easy to get overwhelmed by the various forms of tomatoes-in-cans in the grocery store. Here’s a guide to the most common products.

Whole peeled: The least processed and the most versatile, these are ripe tomatoes that have been peeled and packed either with their own juices or with a tomato puree. The peeling is done by running the tomatoes through a lye bath, which is cheap and efficient, or by steam-peeling them, which feels much nicer to me. Check the label. All organic peeled tomatoes must be steam-peeled.

My preference is the lighter “with juice” style, which has a fresher, less-cooked flavor than those packed with puree. Most brands add a bit of salt, and perhaps a basil leaf, which I don’t think interferes with the tomato flavor. But beware of brands that include calcium chloride, a substance used to keep the tomatoes firm—which is actually a problem, because keeping the tomatoes firm, it discourages them from breaking down and integrating into your dish.

Diced: Usually packed with calcium chloride so they keep their shape, diced tomatoes are more “chunked” than “diced,” so don’t expect a clean, uniform cut, and don’t expect a diced tomato to soften up the way a fresh or whole canned tomato would. The one widely available brand that does not add the firming agent to its chopped tomatoes is Pomì, though the texture of their “chopped” is what you’ll get if you chop your own whole canned tomatoes—slightly sloppy irregular chunks. Like real food.

Petite diced: Diced. But petite.

Stewed: These are tomatoes cooked with other flavorings, such as onions, chiles, and herbs. My mom probably cooked with stewed tomatoes, but I don’t see any need for them; I’ll add my own flavorings, thank you.

Crushed: I wish canned crushed tomatoes actually had the texture of a hand-crushed tomato, but the consistency is usually smooth like that of a puree, with just a small amount of texture. The flavor is a bit more “cooked” than that of canned whole tomatoes, but crushed tomatoes are fine for dishes that will be pureed anyway.

Puree: Tomato puree is thicker and smoother than crushed tomatoes, giving the cook even less control over the final consistency of the dish.

Sauce: Tomato sauce is very smooth and pourable, and it generally contains seasonings. Again, why bother?

Paste: Thick, intensely flavored tomato paste is in its own category, as you use it more as an accent than a main ingredient. It comes in 6-ounce (170 g) cans, which can be problematic because you rarely use that amount for one recipe, leaving you with a partially used can that might easily get lost and moldy in the wilds of the back of your refrigerator. But tomato paste freezes well (as do all tomato products), so you can pop the excess into a freezer bag. If you’re feeling organized, go ahead and spoon tablespoon-size portions onto a piece of parchment, freeze them, and then, once frozen, pop them into freezer bags, making it easy to retrieve the measured amount that you need for a recipe. A simpler solution is to buy tomato paste in a tube. You use what you need, and the tube keeps the rest fresh in the refrigerator.



The Insider’s Canned Tomato

Forget the ballyhoo around San Marzanos—for me, the real prize is an under-the-radar, meant-for-food-service canned tomato from a family-owned tomato cannery in Modesto, California. I learned about Stanislaus from a chef friend, and now I spy their cans in pro kitchens around the country. Alta Cucina is the name of the variety I use. Small, fully ripe, tender, and sweet, with no stringiness or unripe cores, these tomatoes are so good that you could simply crush them and add a bit of salt and olive oil and you’d have a gorgeous pasta sauce or pizza topping.

Stanislaus doesn’t sell at retail or direct to consumers, but I’ve bought their tomatoes from WebstaurantStore.com, which sells to consumers as well as food service, and they are also available through Amazon. The downside is that the only size is a 6-pound 7-ounce (2.92 kg) can, but the upside is that they are a fantastic value at about $1.00 per pound (450 g), especially when compared with DOP San Marzanos, which clock in at closer to $3.50 per pound (450 g) at retail. I simply measure out what I need and freeze the rest . . . and often use the cheerful cans to hold seeds and other gardening paraphernalia.
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Tomato Snacks and Drinks



	Grilled Bread with Tomato and Olive Oil

	Fresh Tomato Salsa That Clings to the Chip

	Roasted Green Tomato Salsa

	Upgraded Chile con Queso Dip

	Quick-Pickled Cherry Tomatoes

	Lacto-Fermented Pickled Tomatoes

	Tomato Toasts with Toppings

	Grilled Cheese with Sun-Dried Tomato and Smoky Red Pepper Mayonnaise

	Fried Green Tomatoes with Three Sauces

	Welsh Rarebit on Toast with Tomato Jam

	Tomato Jam #1—Citrus and Ginger

	Tomato Jam #2—Sweet and Spicy

	Fried Tomato Leaves with Anchovies and Mozzarella

	Tomato Shrub

	G & T & T (Gin & Tonic & Tomato)

	“Improved” Bloody Mary

	Cosmato
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Grilled Bread with Tomato and Olive Oil
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Spanish pan con tomate is one of those dead-simple dishes in which a small handful of basic ingredients creates a symphony of satisfaction. In the classic, the diner rubs a piece of grilled bread with a clove of garlic and the cut face of a half tomato until the bread has soaked up the tomato goodness. This version is a bit easier to manage, plus the tiny bowls of tomato puree look so pretty on the table.

As with any dish with few ingredients, each one needs to be excellent. Ripe tomatoes go without saying, as does good olive oil (see here). The only tricky part is the bread. You need a well-made loaf that has an open crumb structure, with little pockets for the tomato juices and pulp to tuck into—perhaps something like a ciabatta. You can grill the bread on a grill, under the broiler, or in a grill pan on the stovetop.
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