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PREFACE: MORE PRECIOUS THAN GOLD



Tenochtitlán, Mexico. July 1, 1520.


The Spanish conquistador Hernando Cortés had miscalculated, badly. Having massacred and connived his way into the Aztec island capital of Tenochtitlán seven months earlier, he and his small army were in desperate straits. Montezuma, both his protector and his prisoner, was dead, struck by a stone hurled by his furious subjects, who now turned their rage on the invaders. Outnumbered, cut off from the mainland, and under siege, the conquistador saw but one hope of saving the lives of his 250 men. Should he fail, the dead soldiers would be the fortunate ones; the unlucky captives could look forward to having their still-beating hearts ripped out of their chests.


Packing up all the stolen treasure they could carry, the Spaniards staged a desperate midnight escape, using portable bridges constructed in secret to span the breached causeways. The heavy load of gold proved unwieldy, however, winding up at the bottom of Lake Texcoco, an incalculable loss of wealth the likes of which the world had never seen. But Cortés would escape, regroup, and reconquer—with a vengeance. Within fourteen months, this once-thriving civilization would be in ruins, having fallen victim to Spanish aggression, germs, and their insatiable lust for silver and gold. But the true treasure of Mexico, one that in the end would have an impact comparable to that of all the precious metals in the New World, would soon find its way on a ship to Europe, to forever change the course of history.


I’m speaking, of course, of the tomato.















One
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DE’ MEDICI’S POMODORO


A STRANGE FOREIGN VEGETABLE IS GIVEN A NAME, THEN FORGOTTEN



Pisa, Italy. All Hallows’ Eve, 1548.


The Grand Duke of Tuscany, Cosimo de’ Medici, descended the long staircase of the Palazzo Vecchio after receiving word from his steward that a basket had arrived from the duke’s country estate outside of Florence. As the household gathered round to witness the introduction of a strange vegetable from the New World, it would seem that tomatoes were about to be introduced to Italy by the famous and influential Cosimo de’ Medici, and really, could you think of a better person? A free-spending patron of the arts and sciences who had just financed Pisa’s first botanical garden, the grand duke, in public life since the age of seventeen, was an amateur botanist with a special interest in New World plants, as was apparent from the rows of maize that greeted surprised visitors to Villa di Castello, one of his numerous Tuscan estates. And he had a Spanish wife, Eleonora di Toledo, whose family in Spain had access to the many botanical specimens arriving from the Americas.


Now Cosimo had his hands on tomatoes, destined not only to become almost synonymous with Italy, but on a course to influence the cuisine of the entire world, from American ketchup to Indian tikka masala. Surely an epic moment! What would follow next? The birth of pizza and spaghetti? A dinner invitation to Michelangelo? The dramatic moment is recorded by the steward in reverent, almost biblical tones: “And the basket was opened and they looked at one another with much thoughtfulness.”


What they said next was not recorded, but I suspect they looked to the heavens and thought, What the fanculo???


Given that the following day was All Saints’ Day, a traditional feast day, one wonders if the tomatoes might have been intended for that use. But no tomatoes were served for dinner. Not that day, nor the next. Nor the year after, nor the decade after. Nor even the century after. In fact, the vegetable that is so closely associated with Italian food that one would be forgiven for assuming (as I confess I once did) that it’s a native plant of Italy would not secure its place in Italian cuisine for another three hundred years.


Still, the event is historic, as it represents the first documented instance of the tomato’s arrival in Italy. And when the steward sends a polite note back to the estate that the basket arrived safely, he gives, for the first time anywhere in Europe, a name to these strange imports from the New World—pomodoro.
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As for the latest strange New World import to drop in at the Palazzo Vecchio, it’s clear that the current occupants can’t quite figure out what to make of me either, or why I’ve come all the way from America to visit what now serves as a prefettura, the government headquarters for the province of Pisa. The palace where dukes and duchesses (and on at least one occasion, tomatoes) once gathered is now an office where you might come to get a fishing license or pay your tax bill. The magnificent baronial chambers of Cosimo de’ Medici have been converted into workplaces with metal desks and filing cabinets; the crystal chandeliers have been replaced by harsh fluorescent lighting; and most disappointingly of all, no one here is the least bit aware of the botanical significance of the former palazzo (although they seem cheerfully willing to take my word for it).


Granted, I didn’t expect a plaque commemorating tomatoes—perhaps if Cosimo had only done something with them—and there are arguably one or two sites of greater historical significance in Pisa, including a certain lopsided tower, but still, I feel a little let down. The secretary who is acting as my guide must notice my crestfallen gaze at the Office Depot decor. “If we kept all the historic buildings as they were,” she explains, “we would have no place to live and work. This is Italy.”


Fair enough, and I suppose the situation is more than balanced by the fact that Cosimo built Florence’s Uffizi, today one of the most magnificent art galleries in the world, as—you’ll never guess—administrative office space. So, it works both ways. Although that’s small comfort at the moment, because after months of working through Italian bureaucracy, a language barrier, and, not least, a global pandemic to arrange this pilgrimage (in retrospect, I should’ve just said I wanted to do a little fishing in Italy), it seems that I’ve come four thousand miles to see a roomful of copying machines.


Leaving the dreary offices, the secretary takes me across a courtyard into what she says is an unrestored wing of the palazzo, where the prefetto, the regional administrative official, lives on the second and third floors, his staircase guarded by an impressive carved lion’s head on the balustrade. I’m led through a doorway, and—What the fanculo???


We’re in Cosimo’s old kitchen, dominated by a long wooden table that runs nearly the full length. Indoor plumbing has been added and the appliances have been updated (the prefetto has his own residential kitchen upstairs; this one is used for receptions and the like), but, I’m told, the kitchen is mostly unchanged from Cosimo’s day. Airy and spacious, it has room for easily a half dozen cooks, but what catches my eye is the stunning blue-and-white sixteenth-century tiled floor that extends up the walls, meaning, I note with some envy, that after a messy meal the kitchen could be simply mopped from floor to ceiling.


A pair of windows framed by heavy wooden shutters provide abundant natural light, and the room has direct access to the main road and the Arno river, which is literally across the street. This access is critical, the secretary tells me, because the kitchen is where all palace deliveries, whether by land or sea, would have been received. “Wait, so this would be—” Yes, she confirms, smiling, before I can finish. This is certainly where the de’ Medici household would’ve gathered to greet the mysterious basket of fruits from another civilization.


Just not where they would’ve cooked them.
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What were Cosimo’s tomatoes like? His steward maddeningly leaves out any description, but I’m hoping I can get at least an idea by heading across town to the cathedral. This requires passing through the umbra of an almost unnaturally white tower that, to my eye at least, is leaning so precariously that it seems ready to come toppling to the ground like a stack of poker chips should a tour group all stand on the same side after climbing to the top.


You can climb the Leaning Tower of Pisa? I’m shocked—you’d think that this priceless landmark, already around (and listing to the south) for 149 years when Cosimo shrugged off his tomatoes, would be off-limits to anyone not named Quasimodo. And, while we’re on the topic, future tower builders take note: Pisa is Greek for “marshy land.” Maybe next time consider constructing a massive tower in a city whose name means “bedrock.”


The tower, although the main attraction of the neighborhood today, was an afterthought, a bell tower built later to accompany the adjacent cathedral, which upon its completion in 1118 was the largest and most magnificent in Europe. The current doors, however, are “recent,” cast in 1600 after a fire destroyed the original ones. The three sets of massive, elaborately decorated bronze portals consist of panels of Old and New Testament scenes framed by friezes of both local and exotic flora and fauna: cucumbers, pea pods, apples, nuts, squirrels, turtles. There is even a rhinoceros, which was the emblem of Cosimo’s cousin and predecessor as Duke of Florence, Alessandro de’ Medici, whose assassination by his best friend in 1537 thrust the teenage Cosimo into power.


And, if you look closely, there, on the lower left side of the far-right door, frozen in time, is what is unmistakably a tomato. Although it’s not the kind of tomato typically seen today. It’s segmented—ribbed, or furrowed, like an acorn squash, into six sections. The smooth, spherical tomato would not make its debut for another two hundred years, although I’ve noticed that these ribbed ones are still favored in Pisa markets.
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The frieze on the doors of the Pisa Cathedral includes a sixteenth-century tomato. (Photo by the author.)








The cathedral doors were built in the workshop of the Flemish sculptor Giambologna, an inaugural member of the Accademia delle Arti del Disegno, the prestigious art academy founded by Cosimo de’ Medici in 1563. Cosimo again! In fact, he knew Giambologna well, although any intriguing notion of a connection between Cosimo’s tomatoes and Giambologna’s is dashed by the fact that the grand duke predeceased the casting of the doors by a quarter century, dying at the age of fifty-four. Still, the fact that a tomato is represented (two, actually) tells us that the pomodoro was alive and well in Italy in 1600. It just wasn’t being eaten.


Yet other edible plants brought over from the New World were quickly embraced. Maize was ground into polenta; beans were simmered in soups and stews; all of Europe would soon be smoking up a tobacco-fueled storm; and the potato would even make its way to far-flung Ireland, where it would become, with disastrous consequences, a staple among the peasantry. All before Italians started eating tomatoes. What took so long?
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I put that question to Giulia Marinelli, a guide at the Museo del Pomodoro, the world’s only museum dedicated to the tomato, located a couple of hours north of Pisa, in the Emilia-Romagna region of Italy.


“It was considered for many years a decorative plant,” she says, grown as curiosities in botanical gardens. “Although there was a Franciscan who, even in the sixteenth century, understood that the Mexican people ate those fruits, both cooked or turned to sauces, and also raw.”


That would be the Spaniard Bernardino de Sahagún, who went to Mexico as a missionary in 1529, on the heels of the Conquest. I don’t know how long he’d planned to stay, but probably less than the sixty-one years—the rest of his life—it wound up being. Bernardino was captivated by Aztec culture, even by what remained of Tenochtitlán, a city that Cortés had found “so wondrous it was not to be believed.” Before the conquistador left it a smoldering ruin, the island city, crisscrossed by canals filled with small boats and canoes, had been connected to the mainland by five causeways and boasted parks, gardens, plazas, and—well before Europe even had the concept—zoos. Tenochtitlán (the site of present-day Mexico City) was perhaps the largest, cleanest, and most prosperous city in the world, with its jewelers turning out delicate and intricate works that rivaled the artistry of the finest craftsmen of Renaissance Europe.


The sophistication of Aztec civilization extended to its agriculture, much of which took place in chinampas, floating farms. Constructed by weaving reeds into stakes planted in a rectangular grid arrangement in shallow lake beds, then filling in the underwater boxes with organic materials (including human waste), these aquaponic farms, totaling 2.3 million acres, grew maize, chile peppers, squash, beans, and a round red or yellow vegetable that the Aztecs called xitomatl.


A native of the coastal highlands of Peru and Ecuador, where the pea-sized fruits were apparently neither particularly appreciated nor cultivated, tomatoes had been domesticated in Mexico for at least a thousand years before the Spanish arrived. The Aztecs used them to flavor soups and stews, fried them with peppers, or chopped them up fresh with chiles and herbs to make what the Spanish described as a salsa (which simply means “sauce”) to accompany meats and fish—as well as the occasional human, as an Aztec victory banquet often featured the flesh of the vanquished. One conquistador reported detecting the disconcerting aroma of bubbling tomatoes from the enemy camp on the eve of battle, speculating that he was the missing ingredient, which might be the first recipe of sorts that we have for a Spanish tomato stew.


In Tenochtitlán, Bernardino de Sahagún found an abundance and variety of tomatoes that would put many a twenty-first-century American farmers’ market to shame:




The tomato seller sells large tomatoes, small tomatoes, green tomatoes, leaf tomatoes, thin tomatoes, sweet tomatoes, large serpent tomatoes, nipple-shaped tomatoes. Also he sells coyote tomatoes, sand tomatoes, and those which are yellow, very yellow, quite yellow, red, very red, quite ruddy, ruddy, bright red, reddish, rosy dawn colored.





But be careful who you buy from, he warns, because the “bad seller sells spoiled tomatoes, bruised tomatoes, and those which cause diarrhea.” (Some things never change.)


The Franciscan has been called “the first anthropologist” because of his original work in pioneering methodical strategies for studying an indigenous culture, including valuing elders and women as sources, learning the native Nahuatl language, and writing history from an indigenous worldview. His work culminated in his twenty-four-hundred-page groundbreaking study of Aztec culture, General History of the Things of New Spain.


Bernardino sent periodic drafts of his detailed study of Aztec culture (and diet) back to Spain and the Vatican, continuing his research right up until his death in 1590. His descriptions should’ve settled any questions about the edibility of tomatoes. “However,” Giulia explains, “the manuscript was not published until 1829,” having been suppressed by the church for being, let’s say, a tad too sympathetic toward the heathens whom Bernardino had been sent over to convert to Western religion and culture—not the other way around. And the last thing the Spanish monarchy wanted published was an account of the Conquest told from the indigenous point of view. “So, three hundred years,” Giulia says, with a slight sigh.


Yet the book’s earlier publication might not have made much of a difference to the tomato’s early fortunes. Other Spanish missionaries and naturalists documented the use of tomatoes in Mexico as well, but tomatoes were more challenging than inviting: They’re inedible when green, go from ripe to rotten in no time, fall apart when cooked, and have a consistency and flavor that resembled nothing in the European diet. Not to mention the fact that tomatoes had to compete for the public’s attention with the dozens of exciting new foods coming over from the Americas almost by the week—some 127 botanical species in all—and, let’s face it, tomatoes, much as we love ’em, aren’t exactly chocolate.


Just when did tomatoes arrive in Europe? We can pinpoint many events of the Conquest down to the hour, but historians haven’t been able to determine even the decade that tomatoes made landfall, because the Castilian tax collectors at the Port of Seville who collected the quinto real—the royal fifth—logged every last coin, necklace, and silver plate that came off the galleons, but couldn’t have been less interested in plants, never mind seeds. (Future historians of this century will have it easier, being able to study, for example, the May 2018 attempted smuggling of a single slice of tomato into the United States, thanks to the airport sandwich that has resulted in my being flagged by US Homeland Security as an “agricultural violator,” I suppose for life. And it was a lousy tomato, besides.)


When the tomato started to circulate throughout Italy, Giulia says, it was so foreign that Italians weren’t even sure which part of the plant was meant to be eaten. Some gourmands pronounced it inedible after munching on the leaves. And, Giulia adds, “It was considered poisonous by many.” (The leaves, in large quantities, are.) Certainly, being in the nightshade family did the tomato no favors, for its fellow nightshade, belladonna, is one of the most toxic plants on the planet, having killed off more popes, cardinals, and Roman emperors than syphilis. Belladonna’s toxicity belies its unthreatening name—“beautiful woman” in Italian—which comes from its former use by Italian women to dilate their pupils to an alluring size, the allure perhaps proving too great for those donna who went from bella to blind after repeated use.


Still, one has to wonder why—or even if—the tomato was singled out as being poisonous, while other members of the nightshade family, including some that were obviously more closely related to the tomato than belladonna—eggplant and peppers, for example—had long been part of the Italian diet. In fact, the tomato was sometimes misidentified as a new type of eggplant by sixteenth-century botanists, who therefore certainly knew it wasn’t poisonous.


It wasn’t until the early 1600s that tomatoes started to be eaten, likely gaining their earliest acceptance in Andalucía, the Spanish province that includes Seville, their port of entry. Records from Seville’s Hospital de la Sangre show a purchase of tomatoes during the summer of 1608—but never again, suggesting that its patients weren’t clamoring for more. Not surprisingly, Spanish tomatoes were first prepared in the Aztec style, sautéed in oil with chiles. Only in the nineteenth century—three hundred years after their European debut—would the Spanish add tomatoes to the already traditional gazpacho and paella.


In fact, Spain’s major sixteenth-century contribution to the tomato, other than “discovering” it, may have been confusing it with the tomatillo. The Aztecs called the tomato xitomatl and the (distantly related) tomatillo miltomatl, the root for each, tomatl, meaning “round fruit,” with prefixes to distinguish the different varieties. Unfortunately, Spanish writers of the sixteenth century picked up only the root, calling both tomate in Spanish, and that included Francisco Hernández, Spain’s most prominent physician and naturalist.


Hernández was sent by King Philip II to Mexico in 1571 to study the flora and fauna of the New World. Five years later he had compiled sixteen folio volumes detailing the plants and animals he found. Admirable work, although because of his loose nomenclature, his discussion of the tomato was accompanied by an illustration of the wrong tomate. Worse, the tomato/tomatillo error followed the vegetables to Italy (and, as you can see, nearly into English), where both vegetables became pomodoro, a mistake that bedevils scholars of one or the other to this day.


In Italy, when tomatoes were first consumed, it was by the wealthy, and as an exotic curiosity, much like adventurous eaters today might try fugu, the potentially deadly puffer fish, while visiting Japan. But among the vast majority of Europeans, tomatoes, even after they were recognized as an edible plant, were rarely eaten throughout the Renaissance—the main reason being, in fact, the Renaissance.


Oddly enough, the period of unprecedented culture and learning that pulled Europe out of the Dark Ages may have helped usher in the three-hundred-year-long dark age of the tomato. How so? Well, the spark that lit the Renaissance was the rediscovery—and fresh appreciation—of classical antiquity; that is, the culture of ancient Rome and Greece, and everything old was new again, sometimes literally: One of Michelangelo’s very earliest commissions, following his teenage years as an apprentice in the court of Lorenzo de’ Medici (a half cousin of sorts to our friend Cosimo), was such a convincing replica of an ancient Roman Cupid that it was scuffed up a bit and sold by an unscrupulous dealer as a freshly unearthed artifact. The forgery was soon uncovered (due to flaws in the aging, not in the artistry), but instead of ending Michelangelo’s career in scandal before it ever began, his ability to replicate the classical arts established the young artist as a talented sculptor. In fact, the scammed buyer, a Roman cardinal, was so impressed that, even while decrying the forgery, he hired the forger, bringing Michelangelo to Rome. The rest, as they say, is history. The intriguing question of whether Michelangelo launched his career by knowingly participating in art forgery is still a matter of debate.


At the other end of his career, Michelangelo was commissioned to redesign the square in front of Rome’s Capitoline Hill in order to provide a worthy setting for the only surviving equestrian statue of ancient Rome, a magnificent, larger-than-life bronze of Marcus Aurelius, who ruled the Roman Empire from AD 161 to 180. And, to come full circle, it was Marcus Aurelius’ personal physician, Galen of Pergamon, who may well have squashed the Renaissance tomato.
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The embrace of classicism that embodied the Renaissance was by no means restricted to art and architecture. Ancient literature, science, and medicine—such as it was—were all unearthed and scoured for clues about how to live a better life. And Renaissance Italians believed there was much to learn from Galen.


Greek by birth, Galen of Pergamon was a juggernaut of a physician: Doctors Spock, Salk, and Oz all rolled into one. After settling in Rome at the age of thirty-three, he quickly rose through the ranks of Top Docs, serving as the personal physician of several emperors and inciting enough professional jealousy among his peers (of which, in fact, he believed he had none) that he lived in constant fear of being poisoned.


Galen was more than just an ambitious self-promoter, however. A physician, scientist, and philosopher, he was the first to demonstrate (by severing the appropriate nerves of a squealing pig) that the larynx generates the voice. He was the first to recognize the differences between arterial and venous blood. He discovered the distinction between sensory and motor nerves and even performed the first successful cataract surgeries.


He wrote books on pharmacology and practiced an early form of what would come to be called “psychoanalysis.” His anatomical studies—done with monkeys and pigs because dissection of human cadavers was illegal in ancient Rome—remained the standard reference works in Europe for an astounding fifteen hundred years. Without a doubt Galen possessed one of the finest minds of the Roman era. Perhaps his only flaw (other than his ego) was that he was hopelessly in the thrall of Hippocrates and the ancient Greek physician’s theory of humorism, developed back in the fourth century BC.


Humorism is the study, I should note, not of comedy, but of the “humors”—internal substances thought to regulate human health and behavior. Hippocrates had identified them as blood, phlegm, yellow bile, and black bile, writing, “Health is primarily that state in which these constituent substances are in the correct proportion to each other.” This doesn’t sound particularly revolutionary until you understand that prior to Hippocrates, all illnesses were blamed on the gods, which is one reason why Hippocrates is considered “the father of medicine.”


In the second century AD, Galen expanded upon the Hippocratic theories, drawing a connection between specific foods and humors, and between humors and personality types. If you were melancholy, it was because you had too much black bile. The sunny outlook of optimists was due to an abundance of blood. An early proponent of “You are what you eat,” Galen, who might qualify as the world’s first celebrity diet doctor, believed that by adjusting the diet you could alter both your health and your disposition.


Whether it’s the South Beach Diet, the Atkins Diet, or Galen’s Diet, dietary theory requires classifying foods, and Galen chose a simple two-way grid: hot or cold crossed with wet or dry. So, while some foods might be, say, hot and dry, others were cold and wet, or cold and dry. A hot-tempered Roman might be advised to eat foods classified as “cold” to correct the imbalance. Runny nose? Eat hot and dry foods to counteract that phlegm. Some foods, given their classification, were best avoided altogether.


During the Renaissance, Galen’s fourteen-hundred-year-old writings—based on theories established another five hundred years earlier—were being rediscovered and reinterpreted at roughly the same time as the discovery of a cornucopia of unfamiliar New World vegetables, all of which had to then be assigned to Galen’s hot/cold/wet/dry/healthy/unhealthy schema.


Tomatoes did not fare well. Relegated to the least favorable Galenic permutation—“cold and wet,” like a damp basement—they were, in the opinion of botanists, “dangerous and harmful,” with “perhaps the highest degree of coldnesse.” A 1585 description granted that “they are cold, but not as cold as the mandrake,” giving the new vegetable but a slight nod over a hallucinogenic root. Their chilly, damp nature was thought to hinder digestion, an impression likely reinforced by the tomato’s acidity.


The tomato’s Galenic classification was unfortunate but spot-on: Tomatoes are cold and wet. I’m always amazed at how a ripe tomato, picked from a sunny garden on a warm day, will feel cool—sometimes unpleasantly so—in the mouth. I imagine this stems from its high water content; tomatoes are 95 percent water, among the highest in the fruit and vegetable world.


Additionally, tomatoes were easy to classify as unhealthy because few were eager to eat them. The fruits tasted a bit sour, and the foliage, in the words of several botanists, “stunk.” One of the things that has always struck me is how strongly the tomato’s foliage smells like its fruits, even as three-inch-tall seedlings. I can’t think of any other plant that has this quality, which chefs sometimes take advantage of by throwing a few tomato leaves into a sauce. But while tomatophiles today may cherish the smell as a harbinger of a summer BLT, the strong odor of tomato leaves (thought to be even stronger back then than it is today) seems to have offended Renaissance sensibilities. Flemish herbalist Matthias de l’Obel warned in 1581 that “the strong, stinking smell gives one sufficient notice how unhealthful and evil they are to eat,” while the late sixteenth-century English botanist John Gerard thought them “rank and stinking.” As late as 1731 the English Gardeners Dictionary noted that “the plants emit so strong an effluvium as renders them unfit to stand near an habitation, or any other place that is much frequented.”
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Tomatoes were considered so cold and wet in the Galenic food schema revived during the Renaissance, they’re almost falling off the chart. (Illustration by the author.)








Contemporary reviews on the tomato’s taste aren’t much better, although there are not an abundance of them to be found. (After all, people don’t write about the tastes of things they don’t eat.) A physician from Padua, Giovanni Domenico Sala, writing in 1628 about the revolting consumption of locusts, spiders, and crickets by other cultures, included tomatoes among the “strange and horrible things” that “a few unwise people” were eating. Hernández, for his part, put tomatoes in his chapter on “sour and acid plants,” and one “unwise person” who did eat them recommended that cooked tomatoes be sweetened—with sour grapes.


Certainly, the tomatoes of the 1600s were not nearly as pleasant to eat as today’s varieties, which have profited from centuries of breeding to make them sweeter and less acidic. The Aztecs themselves preferred tomatillos (which tells you something) and rarely ate tomatoes on their own, generally seasoning them, as mentioned earlier, with chiles, spices, and the occasional bipedal captive.


Unhealthy, smelly, and strange: It’s really no mystery why tomatoes were not an easy sell in Renaissance Europe. And we’re not done. As if the resurrected Galen hadn’t done enough damage, the reputation of this New World vegetable seems to have suffered further from another association with the good doctor, as some believed the tomato to be “Galen’s wolf peach,” a lost, poisonous fruit described by Galen as possessing strong-smelling yellow juice and a ribbed appearance, which is in fact a pretty accurate description of the yellow tomatoes found in Italy in the 1500s. Although debunked even by some botanists of the day, including Hernández, who pointed out that tomatoes, because they were not even introduced into Italy until the 1500s, could not possibly be Galen’s wolf peach, the association stuck, and lives on today in the tomato’s scientific, or Latin, name, Solanum lycopersicum, with the genus lycopersicum meaning “wolf peach.”


Both the connection to Galen’s wolf peach and the Tuscan Italian name for the tomato, pomodoro, suggest that the early tomatoes in Italy weren’t always, or even predominantly, red. Pomodoro (originally spelled pomo d’oro) means “golden apple,” or more properly, “golden apple-type fruit.” “Golden tree fruit” is an odd name for something that clearly didn’t grow on trees, but historian David Gentilcore points out that pomo d’oro was widely used at the time to describe all kinds of things: figs and melons, even citrus fruits. And there was a classical, mythical fruit called pomo d’oro that shows up in a tale involving Greek nymphs and fantastical golden apples, so rather than add another name to the lexicon, it seems that the Tuscans reached back into antiquity—and remember, there was a lot of reaching into antiquity going on back then—to label this new fruit.


Let’s give the Italians some credit for correctly identifying it (at least in name) as a fruit. Admittedly, I’ve been mostly referring to it thus far as a “vegetable.” We’ll have to convene the US Supreme Court to resolve this contentious question in the next chapter, but until it gets sorted, I’ll mostly call it a vegetable because I eat it in a salad, not on ice cream. But at times I’ll also refer to the “fruit” of the plant when that terminology seems appropriate. Capisci?


As far as the vast majority of sixteenth-century Italians were concerned, of course, the pomodoro was neither a fruit nor a vegetable. It wasn’t food. And while we’ve been focusing on Italy, because it was the country that would eventually launch the tomato to stardom, tomatoes weren’t any more popular in the rest of Europe, not even arriving in England until the 1590s, when they were initially called love apples or sometimes apples of love. Similarly, the French labeled them pommes d’amour. (Apple at the time was a generic word for any fruit.)


How the English and the French came to associate tomatoes with love is a subject of some disagreement, leaving us to choose among the fruit’s alleged aphrodisiacal properties, its resemblance to a human heart, and its being put in the same botanical classification as the aforementioned mandrake (“love plant” in Hebrew), which since biblical times has been associated with fertility. Gentilcore believes that the love connection is yet another consequence of that vexing error of the tomato having been conflated with the tomatillo, for as the tomatillo’s husk dries, it splits open, revealing the fruit inside, which runs from pale green to purple. The Spanish botanist Francisco Hernández found this “venereal and lascivious” appearance, evocative of a woman’s genitals, “horrible and obscene,” although to others, less offended, it may have screamed “love apple.”


Personally, as one who has such difficulty with foreign languages that I once used my newly acquired French to tell a waiter in a three-star Parisian restaurant, “I’ll have the ham in newspaper and my son will have my daughter,” I think that the true explanation is much simpler: Pomodoro was heard by foreigners as something like pom’ amoro—“love apple.” End of story. Whatever the origin, the “love apple” moniker would stick around until the nineteenth century, when both England and France would lose the love, adopting the Spanish, not the Italian word, leaving us with, respectively, tomato and tomate, although the masculine el tomate transitioned on the way to France, emerging as la tomate. Linguistically, the tomato camp remains divided into two worlds: All of Western Europe (outside of Italy) and North Africa use a variation of the Spanish tomate, while derivations of pomodoro leapfrogged the Adriatic Sea and the Balkans to land in Poland, Russia, Ukraine, and other Eastern European countries.


Whatever you called them, tomatoes remained unpopular, unloved, and uneaten well into the 1600s. Of course, the evidence (including my last two meals here) would suggest that at some point attitudes changed. On the way into the Museum of the Tomato, I’d asked Giulia Marinelli why Italians didn’t eat tomatoes for centuries. Now, on my way out, I ask her the converse: “What spurred Italians to start eating them? Was it a cultural change, or had the tomato changed?”


She thinks for a moment. “It was many things. But, you know, in America, in the early nineteenth century, they did, let’s say, shows, to let people understand that the fruit was not poisonous.”


No, I didn’t know.















Two
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COLONEL JOHNSON’S BUCKET


AN “ODIOUS AND REPELLING-SMELLING BERRY” BECOMES AMERICA’S FAVORITE VEGETABLE



Things had not been going much better for tomatoes in early America, where, even without the ghosts of Hippocrates and Galen bad-mouthing them, they were believed to be poisonous by some of the population and merely disliked by the rest. The Horticulturist labeled them “odious and repelling-smelling” berries. “An arrant humbug,” the Florida Agriculturist concluded in 1836. American Farmer conceded that even though the initial taste may be disagreeable, don’t worry, you get used to the unpleasantness as you keep eating the revolting things. Ralph Waldo Emerson spoke for most of his fellow New Englanders when he declared tomatoes an acquired taste, but it was Joseph T. Buckingham, editor of the Boston Courier, who got in the last word, in 1834 calling them




the mere fungus of an offensive plant, which one cannot touch without an immediate application of soap and water with an infusion of eau de cologne, to sweeten the hand—tomatoes, the twin-brothers to soured and putrescent potato-balls—deliver us, O ye caterers of luxuries, ye gods and goddesses of the science of cookery! Deliver us from tomatoes.





Oddly, the diatribe is followed by two tomato recipes.


Despite the colonies’ proximity to Mexico, the first tomatoes likely arrived through a circuitous route involving two transatlantic trips: from Mexico to Spain, and back to America, where they were grown in the Spanish settlements of what are today Georgia and the Carolinas. Other tomatoes may have arrived from Spanish possessions in the Caribbean and in the baggage of English colonists, who still called them love apples. Although, seeing as how tomatoes were even slower to gain acceptance in England than in Italy and Spain, remaining quite unpopular well into the 1700s, one wonders why English settlers would have included, among their prized possessions on this one-way journey, tomato seeds. In any event, tomatoes’ unpopularity followed them from England into New England, where I’ve come with my wife, Anne, to see the object of such derision: the first known representation of a tomato in American art.


Raphaelle Peale, the eldest son of the famous portraitist Charles Willson Peale (Raphaelle’s brothers, all trained to be painters, were named Rembrandt, Titian, and Rubens), was one of the very first still-life artists in America, and so his Still Life with Fruit and Vegetables, hanging without ceremony in a small gallery in the Wadsworth Atheneum Museum of Art in Hartford, Connecticut, is one of the earliest still lifes in America. And there, front and center, is a red, ripe tomato.
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Still Life with Fruit and Vegetables, Raphaelle Peale, ca 1795–1810. (Wadsworth Atheneum Museum of Art, Hartford, Connecticut.)








“Looks like a Brandywine,” Anne says.


I’m about to object that this misshapen, bulbous fruit looks like nothing of the kind when I realize that she means it looks like one of my malformed Brandywine tomatoes. Point taken.


“Or maybe a red pepper,” she adds, noting the ribbed, bumpy shoulders that rise well above the stem. Now we’re getting warmer; some early art scholars have in fact mistaken it for the wrong nightshade.


But more than anything, it bears a striking resemblance to the tomato on the frieze framing the cathedral doors in Pisa, meaning that two hundred years after its introduction to Europe, the tomato is still a ribbed, segmented fruit that looks very little like the modern version. But that’s not all that catches my attention. What, I ask Erin Monroe, a curator at the museum, is a tomato doing sharing a canvas with grapes, a peach, and three carrots, all commonly enjoyed fruits and vegetables? Peale was a Philadelphian, and thus unlikely to be dining on a tomato in 1795, when the wall text indicates it was painted.


“Now that’s interesting,” she says, flipping through some notes. “Because since we’ve had this painting in our collection [1942], it appears we’ve adjusted the date slightly. In our early findings, it was believed to have been maybe 1810 at the earliest. But I see that one of my predecessors has adjusted that to 1795.”


What?! Admittedly, I don’t know a Peale from a peel from a peal, but my pulse quickens at the dream of seeing my name added to the painting’s wall text (“Redated by William Alexander to 1810 or later”). I imagine there was some biographical or other justification for moving the painting into the eighteenth century (although this predates his next surviving still life by almost twenty years), but botanically speaking, 1810 is more sound, because any earlier than that, the tomato’s most enthusiastic consumer in the Northeast was the tomato hornworm.


A truly frightening creature that feasts on both fruits and foliage, this finger-sized caterpillar (one of the largest in North America) sports a menacing horn on its tail and uses its variegated green tone to hide in vegetation until—take it from me—you poke your face in close enough to pluck a tomato. Owing to its terrifying appearance, it had acquired a reputation of being dangerous as well. In 1838 Ralph Waldo Emerson described the worm as “an object of much terror, it being currently regarded as poisonous and imparting a poisonous quality to the fruit if it should chance to crawl upon it.” The worm’s toxic reputation continued into the 1860s, with the Ohio Farmer reporting that a girl “died in terrible agony” after being stung. The Syracuse Standard, meanwhile, wrote that it was “as poisonous as a rattlesnake” and could spew its toxic spittle two feet. In reality, the little critter is as harmless as it is revolting.
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The tomato hornworm: “an object of much terror,” in the words of Ralph Waldo Emerson. (Daniel Schwen / CC BY-SA-3.0.)








Southerners, who were familiar with the tomato hornworm’s nicotine-addicted cousin, the tobacco hornworm, were no doubt less squeamish, and by the mid-1700s tomatoes could be found throughout the South, reaching Virginia by the early nineteenth century. Thomas Jefferson started growing—and eating—them at Monticello in 1809. The early Southern acceptance of tomatoes is often attributed to the influence of slaves (including household cooks) who’d eaten them while in the slave-trading islands of the Caribbean. Raphaelle Peale was a keen traveler, Erin Monroe tells me, and so he might have eaten tomatoes in the South (or even in Mexico or South America, where he’d also visited), which may explain how they ended up on his canvas alongside carrots and grapes.


But how did tomatoes move from Peale’s palette to America’s palate, from “odious and repellent” to being cultivated twelve months out of the year? One story (which has apparently made its way to the Museo del Pomodoro) celebrates a single day, September 26, 1820, when the tomato leapt from the flowerpot to the dinner plate. That’s when Colonel Robert Gibbon Johnson of Salem, New Jersey, is said to have climbed to the top of the courthouse steps, where, to the horror of the crowd assembled below, he devoured an entire bucket of what I guess we have to call “Jersey tomatoes” to prove to the nation that tomatoes were not only nonpoisonous, but delicious.


To get to the bottom of the bucket—that is, to learn a little more about this courageous colonel—I’ve driven to Salem on the bicentennial of the courthouse demonstration to meet with members of the Salem Historical Society. We assemble, appropriately enough, at Johnson’s crypt in the St. John’s Episcopal Church graveyard, a block from the courthouse, in the shadow of an immense church steeple that seems as tall as the town is wide. The towering spire, however, belongs not to this church, but to the adjacent Presbyterian church, where Johnson’s portrait hangs. His image suggests a man whose patience seems to be wearing thin, and, when it ran from thin to out in a quarrel with the Episcopalians, he funded the building of a Presbyterian church on adjacent property, offering a bonus of a dollar for every foot that the new Presbyterian spire rose above the Episcopalian steeple.


It would appear he got his money’s worth.


Johnson, who inherited wealth and married into more, was a major landowner and avid horticulturist, the founder of the New Jersey Horticultural Society. He was also a slave holder, New Jersey being the last of the Northern states to abolish slavery.


Salem has long celebrated the colonel’s exploits on the courthouse steps, inaugurating an annual Robert Gibbon Johnson Day in the 1980s, complete with costumed actors, tomato contests, tomato pies, and T-shirts featuring a tomato-headed Johnson in colonial garb, grinning from stem to stem in front of the courthouse. ABC’s Good Morning America covered the pageant in 1988, a host ad-libbing the heretofore unknown detail that Johnson was the very first person to eat a tomato in America, which surely would have surprised Jefferson.


The annual festival petered out after a few years, but I’m expecting there might be some kind of bicentennial ceremony today—or at least a couple of tomato aficionados snapping photos. If not, I’m prepared to perform my own reenactment in front of the second-oldest active courthouse in the United States, eating tomatoes with gusto before the startled people of Salem as they climb the steps on their way to court.


Except there are no steps. After reading numerous gripping accounts of Johnson’s feat, I had naively envisioned a smaller version of the US Supreme Court staircase, with Johnson standing on the top step as the throng assembled below. In reality the courthouse is but one small step above ground level, bridged by a sloping brick walkway. Moreover, the courthouse is locked, open only a couple of nights a week for parking tickets and leash violations. That means there are no passersby to whom I can proselytize for tomatoes, no one even in sight to witness my homage to Johnson.


No courthouse steps, no spectators, no bicentennial celebration. Was there even a Robert Gibbon Johnson?
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There most certainly was, Curt Harker and Ron Magill, current and past presidents, respectively, of the Salem County Historical Society, tell me as we walk from the courthouse to Johnson’s former home, which today serves as a Meals on Wheels center. In fact, the colonel was the first vice president of the Historical Society, founded in 1845. Because of Johnson’s prominence, we actually know quite a bit about the man. Except when it comes to tomatoes. Johnson and tomatoes don’t even appear in the same sentence until fifty-eight years after his death, when William Chew’s 1908 Salem County Handbook mentions that in 1820, “Col. Robert G. Johnson brought the first tomatoes to Salem… At that time this vegetable was considered unfit for use by the masses.”
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Robert Gibbon Johnson (1771–1850), whose legend of introducing tomatoes to America has been both embellished and scrutinized. Portrait by George W. Conarroe, ca. 1840s. (From the Collection of the Salem County Historical Society, Salem, New Jersey.)








Then the gilding of the legend began. In a 1937 history of Salem, the town’s postmaster and amateur historian, Joseph S. Sickler, repeated Chew’s assertion, with the added elaboration that “Johnson patiently educated the natives as to its qualities, showing that it was edible and nutritious.”


Three years after that, in his history, The Delaware, Harry Emerson Wildes added the courthouse to Sickler’s version, writing that not until Johnson “dared to eat a prized tomato publicly on the courthouse steps would cautious South Jersey accept as edible the vegetable that is now its largest crop.” (Note that his courthouse, unlike mine, has “steps”—plural.)


Nine years later, Stewart Holbrook enlivened the courthouse scene, writing in Lost Men of American History:




Johnson stood on the courthouse steps in Salem and announced in stentorian tones that he would then and there eat one of the lethal things. This he did with dripping relish, while the gaping crowd waited to see him writhe, then fall frothing to the ground.





Other writers let their imaginations run further amok, adding thousands of jeering spectators, fainting women, and a specific date. Surprisingly, one of these “other writers” is none other than Joseph Sickler, who in 1948 revised his original version to incorporate—and further embellish—the colorful inventions from his protégés, which had been, of course, built from his own original account.


Sickler was by now living in New York, having been booted out of Salem for some shady business involving post office funds, and the ink was barely dry on his revised, now wildly embellished version when he turned up as a paid consultant to the CBS radio program You Are There for their January 30, 1949, reenactment of the historic event. We don’t know whether he approached CBS or the other way around, but the program was certainly a big break for Sickler, who boasted that it gave him “national acclaim as preserver of the story.” You Are There, it should be noted, wasn’t Drunk History. Its broadcasts, later hosted by Walter Cronkite after the program moved to television, were considered reliable historical accounts, often covered in the following day’s newspapers, so presumably the production team vetted the material before climbing the courthouse, um, step.


Sickler claimed the original story had been told to him by a man (conveniently deceased) whose grandfather, Charles J. Casper, had witnessed the event. If Sickler was reaching for a credible source, he picked the wrong one, because Casper’s own son happens to have been a prominent Salem canner who penned a short history of that industry in which he wrote that “the tomato was brought to Salem, New Jersey, in 1829 by some ladies from Philadelphia.” It’s hard to believe that Casper would have failed to mention witnessing such a momentous event as Johnson’s courthouse coup to his tomato-canning son (but would tell the story to the grandson who supposedly related it to Sickler).


This is by no means the last tomato legend we’ll be coming across, but it has certainly been one of the most stubborn to snuff out, having appeared in such reliable publications as Scientific American and the New York Times—even in a 1993 article in the famously meticulous, fact-checking New Yorker magazine. Boosted by the world’s recent and unprecedented ability to rapidly spread disinformation (aka the internet), the story continues to circulate with, fittingly enough, new embellishments. In one account, a fireman’s band playing a funeral dirge has arrived on the scene; in another the courthouse setting has evolved into the poor tomato itself being literally put on trial; the outcome is decided in favor of the tomato only when the colonel… eats the defendant!


So, I ask the Salem historians, on the two hundredth anniversary of an event that never happened, is there any truth at all to this legend? There are no newspaper accounts of such a demonstration; Johnson’s own history of Salem County, published in 1838, does not even mention tomatoes; and while it is true that RGJ sponsored agricultural fairs, records show that tomatoes were not among the crops judged. “Do we know if Johnson grew tomatoes?” I ask. “For that matter, did he even know about them?”


As if having anticipated my challenge, Ron Magill gingerly pulls from his briefcase an 1812 book from Johnson’s library, Archives of Useful Knowledge: A Work Devoted to Commerce, Manufacturers, Rural and Domestic Economy, Agriculture, and the Useful Arts, signed by the colonel on two pages lest a lendee forget from whence it came. Magill opens the book to page 306, where there is a recipe for “TOMATOE, OR LOVE-APPLE CATSUP.” The fact that Johnson owned a book with a tomato recipe does suggest that he (and, of course, others) knew that tomatoes were edible. That in and of itself doesn’t prove anything, though, unless we also have evidence that he acted out a nineteenth-century version of Julie & Julia and made every recipe in the book. Yet both local historians are steadfast in their conviction that Johnson did in fact introduce tomatoes to southern New Jersey, albeit in a much less dramatic fashion, and certainly not in court. Sickler’s first version—that Johnson convinced his countrymen that these foul berries were fit for consumption—was accurate, they say, and was likely based on oral histories and/or newspaper accounts. Although if there are newspaper accounts, no one has yet dug them up. But oral histories are not to be discounted, often proving surprisingly reliable.


There is some support for the Johnson legend: There’s the initial 1908 account, believable for its simplicity and the fact that the colonel was an avid horticulturist—curious, progressive, and interested in new crops. And there really is no competing story. Someone introduced the tomato to Salem County, and Colonel Robert Gibbon Johnson seems as likely as anyone. Certainly, the timing was right, for in the following decades the tomato would rise from obscurity to ubiquity, as tomato recipes filled magazines and cookbooks; tomatoes took over the passions of gardeners and the covers of seed catalogs; and ketchup spilled onto every table in America. And Johnson’s Salem County would become the largest tomato farming region in the entire United States.
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Legends such as Colonel Johnson’s act of derring-do on the Salem courthouse steps often arise to explain the inexplicable. Indeed, how are we otherwise to account for the tomato’s startling rise from an “odious and repelling-smelling berry” to the country’s most popular vegetable? It’s a challenging question without wholly satisfying answers, but it seems that the tomato may owe much of its good fortune to an unlikely confluence of skilled snake oil salesmen, the tomato’s sudden reputation as a health food, and a pandemic.


The 1830s were an anxious decade in America, the country having suddenly discovered “health” as well as its opposite. The Popular Health Movement, which took its cue from President Andrew Jackson’s anti-elitist views (which included—tell me if this sounds familiar—a mistrust of conventional medicine and science), was in full swing. Weekly newspapers with titles like Health Journal and Advocate of Physiological Reform flourished, and a Boston bookstore devoted solely to health literature opened its doors. Health devotees who lived in boardinghouses dedicated to a wholesome lifestyle were fed a diet of fresh fruits and vegetables and required to bathe an unheard-of three times a week.


This sudden interest in healthy living was in part fueled by the cholera pandemic that was sweeping across Europe, having arrived in Russia in 1830, then hitching a ride into Poland and East Prussia in the guts of an invading army sent by Czar Nicholas I. By 1831, all of Europe was in danger. A year later the sickness had reached American shores. The causes of cholera were not yet understood, nor were means of prevention, but it was sensibly assumed that good nutrition and clean livin’ couldn’t hurt.


While such prominent voices as Sylvester Graham (of graham cracker fame) and Amos Bronson Alcott (the father of Little Women author Louisa May Alcott) were preaching the benefits of vegetarianism, bathing, and abstention from sex and alcohol, an itinerant Ohio physician named John Cook Bennett was making a name for himself with the gospel of tomatoes. Bennett, who was fired from one medical school and failed at an attempt to start another, came to national prominence in 1834 after publishing a lecture he’d given his medical students on the health benefits of tomatoes. Bennett’s claims that the still-unpopular vegetable would promote good health and prevent a variety of stomach and intestinal ailments were accepted uncritically by the press (if not by the medical profession) and reprinted in no fewer than two hundred American newspapers. Of particular interest to readers was his assurance that tomatoes, “the most healthy article of the Materia Alimentary,” made one “much less liable to an attack of Cholera and… would in the majority of cases prevent it.”


Thus the tomato, like Coca-Cola a few decades later, first made its way into American diets as a tonic guaranteed to cure all ills. But how was one to eat it? Recognizing that there weren’t many tomato recipes in circulation, newspapers, cookbooks, and magazines followed up Bennett’s speech with recipes for everything from tomato pickles to sauces and stews. There were recipes for baked tomatoes, stuffed tomatoes, scalloped tomatoes, tomato jam, tomato omelets, tomato paste, tomato pie, even tomato wine. Many of these recipes wouldn’t look a bit out of place in last month’s issue of Bon Appétit. For example, one “Italian-style” tomato sauce recipe calls for tomatoes, onions, thyme, bay leaf, allspice, and—surprising touch here—saffron.


By the end of the 1830s, tomatoes had become not only widely accepted, but de rigueur for any hostess who didn’t want to appear hopelessly last-century. A London newspaperman staying at the American Hotel in Madison, Wisconsin, complained that




tomato was the word—the theme—the song from morning till night… At breakfast we had five or six plates of the scarlet fruit pompously paraded and eagerly devoured, with hearty recommendations, by the guests. Some eat them with milk, others with vinegar and mustard, some with sugar and molasses. I essayed to follow suit, and was very near refunding the rest of my breakfast upon the table.





Imagine his horror if he knew that the grilled tomato would one day become a linchpin of the classic “English breakfast.” The tomato tornado, the journalist noted with a mixture of dismay and disbelief, continued at tea and dinner, with tomato pies and patties, sun-dried tomatoes, tomato conserves, and tomatoes preserved in maple sugar.


The 1830s marked the beginning of what food historian Andrew F. Smith calls America’s “great tomato mania,” but even contemporary observers recognized the vegetable’s remarkably rapid rise. In 1858 New York seedsman Thomas Bridgeman wrote,




In taking retrospect of the past eighteen years, there is no vegetable in the catalogue that has obtained such popularity in so short a period… In 1828-29 it was almost detested; in ten years most every variety of pill and panacea was extracted as tomato. It now occupies as great a surface of ground as cabbage, and is cultivated the length and breadth of the country.





Every variety of pill? Sure enough, Bennett’s health claims and the tomato’s rising fortunes had caught the attention of a snake oil salesman (half a century before there was snake oil) named Archibald Miles, a Brunswick, Ohio, merchant who’d been unsuccessfully peddling a product of dubious providence called American Hygiene Pills. This was just one of a number of “cure-all” patent medicines whose advertisements filled the back pages of newspapers, the most popular being calomel, a compound containing mercury and chlorine.


In 1837 Miles had a chance meeting with an unnamed physician—probably Bennett—who suggested he change the name of his medicine. Miles had new labels printed up, and Dr. Miles’ Compound Extract of Tomatoes hit the market.


Advertisements crowing that “Tomato Pills Cure Your Ills” claimed that Miles’ extract cured “Dyspepsia, Jaundice, Bilious Diseases, Gravel, Rheumatism, Coughs, Colds, Influenza, Catarrh, Nervous Diseases, Acid Stomachs, Glandular Swellings of all kinds, Costiveness, Colic, Headache, &c.” Not to mention cholera and syphilis.


The magical ingredient was, Miles said, a concentrated extract “from the tomato, which [has] its peculiar effect upon the hepatic or biliary organs”—that is, the liver. In truth, its main “peculiar effect” kicked in a little lower; the pill was essentially a laxative. Marketed as a safer alternative to calomel (which it was; at least it wouldn’t give you mercury poisoning), the pill was, Miles said, “undoubtedly one of the most valuable articles ever offered for public trial or inspection.”
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