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  “A world without tomatoes is like a string quartet without violins.”

  —Laurie Colwin, Home Cooking: A Writer in the Kitchen


  for James Carroll and John Boland,

  again and always

  &

  for the magnificent tomato farmers of Sonoma County, who make my work a delicious joy

  and

  In memory of Professor Charles M. “Mr. Tomato” Rick 1915–2002
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  Foreword

  For as long as I can remember, I’ve had a passion for food. For me, cooking is one of life’s great pleasures, and I believe that most of us want to feel relaxed and knowledgeable in the kitchen. Many of us want to cook with inspiration as well.

  Just as an artist experiences a sense of well-being and an edge of excitement when sitting down with brushes, paints, and palette to create a new work, a cook likes to feel both confident and full of ideas when he or she opens the pantry, reaches for an apron, and begins cooking.

  My idea of a great cookbook is one that, on opening it, I want to take to a quiet corner to read and savor, because I know immediately that it’s going to give me lots of information, some new skills, and lasting inspiration.

  Michele Jordan has written three such books: The Good Cook’s Book of Oil & Vinegar, The Good Cook’s Book of Mustard, and now The Good Cook’s Book of Tomatoes. Her approach is to guide us to explore every facet of each essential ingredient in her grand collections of innovative recipes so that we can duplicate as well as experiment and to encourage us to use what we’ve learned. Today, all across America, consumers have an embarrassment of riches. So many new and unfamiliar vinegars, oils, mustards, and tomatoes are available that just shopping for a recipe can be a challenge. Michele gives us exactly the information we need to make intelligent choices so that we can work with these ingredients easily and skillfully and use them as a springboard for our own culinary creations.

  Michele’s three volumes are not just cookbooks to be quickly scanned in order to decide what to whip up for a meal. Instead, each book treats a particular ingredient so thoroughly that in the end you can almost taste the recipes as you read them, and then go on to create countless variations of your own.
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  This fine trilogy of companion books weaves the vibrant tastes, textures, and aromas of everyday essential ingredients into well-organized information that appeals to the novice as well as to the experienced home cook. Each book begins with some historical, botanical, and commercial background on the ingredient, and even addresses pertinent health issues. A section called “The Annotated Pantry” includes Michele’s personal comments and notes. Her recipes follow, and they are easy-to-prepare contemporary dishes that guarantee delicious results for every course of a meal.

  Michele’s glossary, “Tasting” section, and sample forms for conducting your own tastings are invaluable resources. Her easy-to-follow instructions on how to conduct comparative tastings educate your palate and give you faith in your own judgment. After all, that’s what good cooking is all about—taste.

  For me, though, perhaps the greatest pleasure in reading any one of The Good Cook’s books is that Michele brings life to the ingredients that we tend to take for granted. After reading one of these books you will never again underestimate the power of a simple ingredient. Moreover, you’ll want the entire series close to you in the kitchen as handy references to use again and again. Michele’s passion jumps off each page and entices you to taste, experiment, and cook. Three cheers for The Good Cook’s books: Oil & Vinegar! Mustard! Tomatoes!

  Flo Braker

  Palo Alto, 1995
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  Introduction

  to the Second Edition

  The world as we know it has been transformed since I wrote the first edition of The Good Cook’s Book of Tomatoes in 1994. Then, the World Wide Web had been open to the public for just three years, Google didn’t exist, and Steve Jobs had not yet returned to Apple. I relied on research librarians, snail mail, and my trusty landline telephone for research. I wrote the manuscript on a Mac LC using, if memory serves, OS7, printed it on an Apple laser printer for which I paid nearly $900, and mailed it to my editor in Boston, who mailed it back with editorial comments in red pencil. Back and forth it went, by snail mail, in various forms. Production took a full year after I delivered the completed manuscript.

  The new edition has been researched, written, delivered, formatted, and edited entirely electronically and it feels as if I’m delivering the final pages moments before it flies off, electronically, to the printer.

  This is how we live now.

  There have been other transformations, too, and the most important one to this book is what has happened with tomatoes in America in these twenty-plus years. In 1993 and 1994, one had to search for good tomatoes. Certain areas, including where I live in Northern California, had innovative growers exploring heirloom varieties but many parts of the country were tomato wastelands. Now great tomatoes are everywhere, or almost, at farmers markets in every state, at farm stands, and in many markets around the country. Those cardboard-like out-of-season tomatoes still fill supermarket produce departments but there are much better alternatives now than there were then.
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  Still, the tomato is a stubborn creature that has defied nearly all attempts to rip it from its season. A few growers, including Kelley Parsons of Parsons Homegrown in Sonoma County, provide hothouse tomatoes during late winter and spring that are pretty good, especially when you must have them, as I did in February 2014, when I had to construct a sixty-four-foot-long BLT for a special event.

  Mostly, I avoid tomatoes from early November until sometime in early summer, as I always have, believing that longing, that delayed gratification, heightens one’s pleasure. I’d rather have perfectly succulent and flavorful tomatoes five months out of the year than mediocre tomatoes year-round. But when the season hits, it hits more colorfully, more gloriously, and more diversely than I recall. Gardeners and farmers have made tremendous strides in understanding what varieties of tomatoes grow best in which soils and what climates. You can now grow succulent tomatoes in foggy areas like San Francisco, thanks to the San Francisco Fog variety, or other similar tomatoes. There are delicious tomatoes for every purpose, including one that grows nearly hollow, perfect for stuffing.

  This new edition also reflects my evolution as a cook. I’ve grown more confident, more focused, more steady on my feet, so to speak, when it comes to my particular style. I’ve also traveled extensively in the years since I wrote the book, which was my third. I’ve eaten, wandered farmers markets, and cooked both on hot plates and in spacious kitchens, in France, Italy, Sicily, Spain, Portugal, Poland, Germany, Scotland, England, Canada, Malaysia, and many parts of my own country—New York, Alaska, Mississippi, and Hawaii—where I had not previously lingered long enough to actually cook. Every trip, no matter how brief, has shaped who I am in the kitchen and at the table. It is a pleasure to share it all with you.
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  Introduction

  to the First Edition

  I

  “What’s the sequel to Mustard going to be?” a friend asked. “Ketchup?”

  Very funny, I thought, but admitted that the answer was yes, sort of, even though the sweet, pungent tomato condiment we call ketchup was a walnut-based sauce in Europe centuries ago. Today, ketchup is synonymous with tomato.

  The tomato has been one of my favorite foods since I can remember. The memory of each summer of my childhood is fragrant with red and golden vine-ripened tomatoes, many of them from my step-grandfather’s garden, others from a farm stand on the edge of town. I ate them with abandon, took them for granted, considered them an essential fact of life, like rain in the winter or my birthday in July. It never occurred to me that a simple tomato, pure and sweet and silky, would ever be out of my grasp. That realization would come later, when I was a young mother and garden-grown tomatoes were harder and harder to come by. In the days of youthful abundance, they were simply a part of summer, like cherries, watermelon, and dark, juicy nectarines.

  My most vivid memories of tomatoes are connected to bouts of childhood illnesses, when I would rest propped up on the couch with thick, deep pillows, pampered with juices and stories, but most of all, tempted with whatever I was willing to eat. My favorite sickbed meal consisted of tomatoes and beef, more suited perhaps to a Chicago steak house, but there you have it. A little steak was broiled very rare and cut into small pieces. Next to it would be similarly cut pieces of tomato, a little salt sprinkled over the whole affair. I ate with limpid pleasure and drank the delicious juices that collected in the center of the plate.
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  Perhaps because tomatoes are among the most stubborn agricultural products, they are also one of the most esteemed. The tomato simply refuses to submit to our human efforts to bend it to our will, and thus a well-grown tomato bursting with its full flavor remains evocative of its season like few other fruits or vegetables. A taste of a tomato is like a taste of summer itself; its aroma and the scent of its leaves evoke warm days and golden sunlight. Even if we succeed in creating great-tasting tomatoes in, say, January, I question how right they will be when so far removed from their natural time. A tomato belongs to summer, and I say let’s leave it there and preserve what we can in our freezers, dehydrators, and canning kettles to warm us through the winter months.

  II

  I called my friend Jerry the other evening. “What’s happenin’?” I asked as I stirred onions and garlic simmering in olive oil. The aromas were wonderful, provocative, and ripe with promise.

  “Making spaghetti,” was the reply.

  “The regular kind,” I asked, “with onions and garlic and tomatoes?”

  “That’s the one,” Jerry said, as I opened my can of crushed tomatoes and emptied it into the skillet.

  A big pot of water was already boiling on the stove and a half pound of dry Italian spaghettini was sitting nearby. I’d sent my daughter Nicolle out to the garden to pick a little fresh oregano, and a chunk of Parmigiano-Reggiano rested on the cutting board.

  Jerry and I are very different kinds of cooks. I’ve had dinner at his house that has included a salad with dozens of miniature marshmallows. He sometimes introduces me to friends, saying, “Hey, this is Michele. She had us to dinner and gave us vinegar ice cream for dessert.” He laughs, and I keep quiet about marshmallows.

  But over pots of spaghetti in our respective kitchens, our culinary paths intersect. I’ve never tasted Jerry’s spaghetti, but I’ll bet it’s not all that different from mine. Strands of good semolina pasta cloaked in a mildly tart tomato sauce—what could be simpler, friendlier, more soothing and delicious? It is, for me anyway, the ultimate comfort food, better than cinnamon toast, more consoling than soup, infinitely yummier than anything made with chocolate.

  I have eaten spaghetti at pivotal moments in my life and have sought solace in the simple preparation it requires. I have eaten spaghetti everywhere, at all times, and from as early as I can remember. I have eaten it at 4:00 a.m. in the hopes that it might prevent a hangover (it helps). I have eaten it in some of San Francisco’s most expensive Italian restaurants, even though I knew I could have it at home the next day. I ate spaghetti in grammar school, from a wide-mouthed thermos when my mother finally caved in to my refusal to eat sandwiches. There have been times when I couldn’t have it, like a long summer spent in India, when I ached with longing for the comfort it and nothing else provides.

  A bite of spaghetti, or simply the sight of it, can trigger endless memories: spaghetti dinners on Halloween when my mother knew it was the one thing she could get me to eat; the time I first saw the Pacific Ocean on a school field trip and there was hot spaghetti waiting for me when I got home. On countless occasions in front of every refrigerator I’ve owned, I have eaten it with my fingers, cold, doused with Tabasco sauce and extra salt. I have stood in the refrigerator’s ghostly light, gathered up a few gooey strands with my fingers, held my hand high above my head, and lowered the spaghetti into my mouth, letting its evocative power nourish my heart just as the sauce-covered noodles nourished my body.

  III

  “Hurry,” I said to myself over and over in the spring of 1994 until the repetition sounded like an incantation. Hurry. I was impatient, eager, I thought, to be finished with this book and onto something else. As I finished a final edit of the manuscript, I realized that my impatience had not been with the book at all. It wasn’t completion that I sought, though my deadline was very real. What I really wanted was for the season itself to hurry up, for the mild days of spring to give way to the heat of summer. I wanted a tomato. I longed for one with growing pensiveness, but as luck would have it, it was a cool spring and thus a slow harvest. The wait seemed interminable. I checked my plants daily, but the little globes remained hard and green. How difficult it was to detail a tomato’s delightful qualities without having them readily at hand as I wrote.

  Finally, as I tended to the last details, the first tomato in my garden turned a luxurious red; a second blushed a warm and rich yellow, and then a third and a fourth, and the season was under way. Suddenly, as happens every year just about the time I think I’ll burst with longing, wonderful tomatoes were everywhere. I set aside the wintery sauces, soups, and stews I’d been making with last year’s harvest—so welcome in January, so dull by June—and began my yearly indulgence in gooey tomato sandwiches slathered with mayonnaise; delicate sliced tomatoes drizzled with luscious olive oil, topped with sweet red onions, creamy mozzarella cheese, silvery sardines. I called a friend and invited him over for savory tomato pie, still fragrant and warm from the oven.

  On the warmest days, I stayed cool with bowls of gazpacho.

  There was always plenty of fresh salsa.

  For just three or four months—a little more if we’re lucky— tomatoes are in such glorious abundance. I eat them every day, trying to get my fill before the first frost. Of course, I never succeed, and as the last of the year’s tomatoes turn mushy with fall’s first frost, the longing begins all over again, even as their taste lingers on my tongue. And so this book, the third in The Good Cook’s series, is both an invocation and an invitation. Understand the nature of the tomato as a seasonal creature. Celebrate it, but as the days grow cold and the true tomato disappears, shun the substitutes that appear in the marketplace. Look instead to your pantry shelves and preserved tomatoes, and let the fire of longing build until, finally, there it will be next summer, and the summer after, the true tomato, tasting all the better because we’ve had to wait so long.
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  PART I

  All about Tomatoes

  Can anyone deny the compelling pleasure of a summer tomato plucked right off the vine, still warm from the sun, eaten right there in the garden? Oblivious to spurts of seeds and dripping juices, we are at one with nature as we devour our succulent morsel. Has anything ever tasted better?

  Every eager eater has his or her own variation of this tomato story, a memory of a pivotal sensual encounter. Many a crusade has begun this way, in gardens and farm stands, over backyard fences, in markets in the south of France. We recognize a true tomato with our first bite, and we seek a second with the fervor of a knight after the Holy Grail. The true tomato, that is what we crave, and once we have savored it we do not live well without it.

  There is a broad, even enthusiastic, consensus about what constitutes an authentically good tomato. The ideal tomato is heavy in the hand and has a pleasing, pungent aroma when we nuzzle close to it. It is encased in a thin skin that comes off easily should we decide to peel it (see sidebar, page 44). Should we cut it instead, it yields willingly beneath a sharp blade, without pressure or sawing. Once it is sliced, its flesh shines while small seed pockets glisten with thick gel. It feels silky to the tongue and its taste is both sweet and tangy. Our tomato is entirely pleasing and satisfying, though we can devour it and several of its comrades and not feel uncomfortably full. Our tomato offers pure, simple, sensual pleasure and gastronomic satisfaction. For the majority of people in the United States, it has become astonishingly hard to come by. Consumers’ single greatest culinary lament is over the difficulty of finding good tomatoes, tomatoes “like they used to taste,” tomatoes of what is generally called backyard quality.

  There is little disagreement as to how to achieve a tomato of perfection. Follow a few elementary rules, and it is easy to end up with a daunting abundance of great tomatoes, much to the neighbors’ delight. Articles and essays that praise the tomato do so in remarkably similar ways, evoking the pleasures of devouring the silky pulp in simple ways that accent the tomato’s natural goodness. The suggestions of how and where and when to grow the best tomatoes are virtually the same as well, with subtle variations of variety, location, and method of cultivation, with specialized techniques developed by scores of award-winning home gardeners. But everyone agrees on the basic concept: tomatoes should be grown for flavor; they must ripen on their vines; they should be eaten soon after picking; and they must not be refrigerated. It is an uncomplicated equation and backyard gardeners achieve success with ease and satisfaction.

  Why, then, has a good tomato been so hard to come by in a store? The demands of commercial farming—of getting the perishable little thing to the store, selling it at a price consumers will pay, and turning a profit—have diminished the pleasure the tomato once offered. For decades now, scientists and farmers have been relentlessly experimenting with tomatoes, seeking ways to deliver backyard flavor to the marketplace. Success has been limited, in spite of the ultimately simple solution: let the tomatoes ripen on the vine.

  No one praises standard commercial tomatoes—thick-skinned, cottony lumps that are picked green and never really ripen but simply turn red with the application of ethylene gas. The abuse is increased, not that it makes much difference, during refrigerated transportation and cold storage in both warehouses and markets, which halts the ripening process, renders the flesh mealy, and lowers the vitamin content. The result is appalling, an insult to both the fruit itself and the person eating it. Although farmers markets are increasingly available in all parts of the country, offering beautiful, flavorful tomatoes in season, the majority of Americans still rely on major markets for most of their shopping. Nearly every supermarket in the country features mounds of these pale, mushy tomatoes whose taste bears not even a shadowy resemblance to what we seek. Why, then, do they continue to sell in such numbers? Are those of us with taste buds that recall the tomato’s true pleasure really in such small numbers? Is it impatience, our distance from the seasons, our refusal to accept the fresh tomato as a seasonal creature that make us demand it in January just as we crave it in July? Is it economics, as many farmers claim, that makes us refuse to pay the higher cost of getting good tomatoes to market? Everyone complains, but still those suspect tomatoes continue to sell. The commercial tomato market racks up an annual sales figure of about $4 billion, despite about a 30 percent drop-off in sales during the winter.
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  How did this happen? How did we get to this sorry state of inferior abundance and scarce quality? Will it change? What can we do? To find answers, it is helpful to know our tomato’s history.

  What Is a Tomato?

  A tomato is the fruit of the tomato plant, a vine that in its wild state is robust and hearty, a resilient perennial that can grow as tall as a telephone pole or as wide as a row of Cadillacs and has an indefinite life span. Because the tomato develops from an ovary, it is, scientifically, a fruit, although we think of it as a vegetable, which is how it functions on our table—in salads, soups, and main courses, in savory sauces and side dishes. Only occasionally, and with very limited success, does the tomato turn up in desserts. Thus it is functionally a vegetable, and legally, too, as the Supreme Court affirmed in a well-known 1893 decision (see sidebar).

  The tomato plant is a member of the nightshade, or Solanaceae, family, making it a cousin of the eggplant, the red pepper, the potato, the ground cherry, the tomatillo, and the highly toxic belladonna, also known as deadly nightshade. All tomatoes belong to the genus Lycopersicon, meaning “wolf peach,” and those that we eat are limited, with a few exceptions, to cultivars of one species, L. esculentum; the tiny currant tomato, increasingly popular these days, belongs to the species L. pimpinellifolium. The wild cherry tomato, the most likely ancestor of our cultivated tomatoes, is L. esculentum var. cerasiforme, cultivars of which are grown on a very limited basis.
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  The fruits of the tomato plant grow in a variety of shapes, but each is made up of smooth, satiny skin surrounding meaty flesh that softens as the tomato ripens, with pockets known as locules filled with seeds enveloped by a thick gel. A well-grown tomato is always tart and always sweet, both in varying degrees, depending on the specific variety, climate, method of cultivation, and time of harvest. Tomatoes that are left to ripen on the vine have a higher percentage of sugar than do those that are picked green, which fail to develop their full flavor.

  
    
    Fruit or Vegetable?

    “Botanically speaking,” wrote Supreme Court Associate Justice Horace Gray for the majority in 1893, “tomatoes are the fruit of a vine, just as are cucumbers, squashes, beans, and peas. But in the common language of the people, whether sellers or consumers of provisions, all these are vegetables which are grown in kitchen gardens, and which, whether eaten cooked or raw, are, like potatoes, carrots, parsnips, turnips, beets, cauliflower, cabbage, celery, and lettuce, usually served at dinner in, with, or after the soup, fish, or meat which constitute the principal part of the repast, and not, like fruits generally, as dessert.”

    The dispute arose because of a tariff imposed at the Port of New York, where a US Customs agent deemed the red globes to be vegetables in spite of the importer’s claim that the West Indian tomatoes were fruit. Vegetables were subject to a 10 percent tariff–fruits were duty-free. US Customs prevailed, as revealed by Justice Gray’s decision.

  

  Although tomatoes vary greatly in appearance, their actual genetic differences are minute, attributable to a very limited number of genes. On a molecular level, all cultivated tomatoes are remarkably alike. Most of the differences in taste can be attributed to techniques of growing, though certain varieties have individual, if subtle, characteristics.

  For culinary purposes, the primary distinctions between tomatoes are size, color, and texture, with each category better suited to certain types of culinary uses than others. Currant tomatoes, tiny little jewels that are either red or yellow, are best eaten right off the vine or used as garnish. Cherry tomatoes—which come in a wide spectrum of colors from white, pink, and pale yellow to bright orange, deep red, and green—are best raw in salads and salsas, grilled on skewers, or cooked simply as a side dish. Certain varieties of cherry tomatoes—the larger ones that have a low percentage of water—make delicious dried tomatoes. Plum tomatoes, with several varieties in various colors, are well suited for sauces, soups, stews, jams, and chutneys, and, because of their dense flesh, for drying. Slicing tomatoes include everything from the intensely flavored Stupice, about two to two and a half inches in diameter, to the often enormous beefsteak and ox heart tomatoes, heirloom varieties currently enjoying a renaissance. Though ideal for their stated purpose, slicing, they also play their part in salsas, sauces, and soups quite well, although they frequently need draining or longer cooking because of their high water content. As specialty growers revive heirloom varieties, obtained through specialty seed catalogs and seed exchanges, tomatoes with unique characteristics have become readily available, like the Valencia, a deep-orange slicer that holds its shape when it is cooked, and the Yellow Ruffle, a nearly hollow tomato that doesn’t offer much taste but is ideal for stuffing. The increasingly common Green Grape cherry tomato, green when ripe, is delicious. Unlike their earliest relatives, which were largely ignored or shunned as food, tomatoes today have endless, delicious uses.

  The First Tomato

  The tomato is a native of the New World, specifically of the South American tropics. Sometime long ago in a fertile river valley in the region now claimed primarily by Peru and Bolivia, a low green vine stretched itself out over the arid land, tumbled over rocks, wove itself between tree and shrub, and reached downward toward the sea. Flowers bloomed on our inaugural vine and gave way to tiny green berry-like fruit, the first tomatoes. Perhaps that primordial fruit was plucked off by an early ancestor; more likely, it shriveled on the vine until its dry skin burst and its seeds scattered on the hot wind.

  Today, the progeny of that first tomato plant thrive throughout the Andean region, and some survive under extremely harsh conditions, pushing themselves up like weeds, which they were once considered, through cracks in concrete and frequently thriving with little water in nearly desert-like conditions. Human encroachment has had little impact. The tomato has staying power, as its lengthy struggle for culinary acceptance reveals.
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  The original ancestors had primarily green fruit—only three wild species show any color—whose size ranged from that of a small pea to that of today’s cherry tomato, which is a direct descendant of the fruit of those early types. Although the wild species are not toxic—birds and animals feed on them—their complex taste, according to tomato geneticist Professor Charles Rick, is extremely distasteful to most people. Some have a high sugar content, but the flavors are unpleasant and persist in the mouth.

  All wild species of the genus Lycopersicon can be traced to the Andean region, yet there is no archaeological evidence to suggest that the tomato was widely used as a food or that it was domesticated by the native inhabitants. There is no word for the tomato in the languages of the region, no images of them, and no preserved remains, as is the case with other plants that were used as food. Further, there is no evidence of native large-fruited varieties, which were the first to appear in Europe. For clues about the tomato’s early cultivation, we must look to Mexico.

  The Tomato’s Early Journey

  In an article in Scientific American, Charles Rick explains that there is greater similarity between older European cultivars of tomatoes and the wild plants of Mexico than between the European varieties and wildings of the Andean region. Woodcuts in early European herbals show large-fruit tomato plants, further strengthening the case for domestication before arrival in the Old World.

  Unfortunately, early records of the New World rarely mention the tomato, making the story of the tomato’s initial journey ultimately conjecture, based on inference rather than fact. However, we do know the source of its modern name. Xitomatl, the undisputed origin of tomato, is from Nahuatl, the language of the Nahua, a group of Mexican and other Central American Indian tribes, including the Aztecs. The tomato had to have moved north to be so named.

  The timing is right, too. Cortés took Mexico City in 1519. The tomato makes its first appearance of record, though not by name, in 1544 in an herbal written by Petrus Andreas Matthiolus of Italy, who also reports that the tomato “is eaten in Italy with oil, salt, and pepper.” Enough time is thus allowed for Atlantic transport from Mexico, European cultivation, and acceptance as food. Regardless of this initial, simple appreciation, it would take several more centuries before the tomato claimed its rightful place as an indispensable element of the kitchen.

  Although the first mention of the tomato is in an Italian publication, there is considerable evidence that it arrived in Europe by way of Seville, Spain, which dominated New World trade in the sixteenth century. The Spanish adopted the Nahuatl name, calling the fruit tomate, but the tomato did not enjoy immediate popularity in the country. The first published Spanish recipe (see sidebar, page 11) appears in the seventeenth century, after both the Italian reference and a full chapter in a 1554 publication by Dutchman Rembert Dodoens.

  The tomato’s name has generated substantial speculation, and it is frequently assumed that the Italian designation is derived from pomo d’oro, or “golden apple,” which would indicate that the first imported tomato seeds produced yellow fruit. However, in an essay in the Journal of Gastronomy, the late Rudolf Grewe, a culinary historian, suggests an alternative explanation involving the eggplant, a close relative of the tomato. Popular among Arabs, the eggplant, Grewe speculates, became known as the “apple of the Moors,” or pomo del moro in Italian and pomme des mours in French. Both terms easily could have been shortened colloquially to pomodoro and pomme d’amour. Because of their biological similarities, described in the Matthiolus herbal in 1544, it is not far-fetched to imagine early tomatoes being thought of as varieties of eggplant, and the name thus bestowed on the new fruit. This would explain, Grewe continues, the genesis of both the French and the Italian terms, providing a plausible reason that the tomato became known in France as “the apple of love,” or pomme d’amour.

  The Love Apple Makes Its Mark

  From today’s vantage point of the phenomenal popularity of tomatoes, it is hard to understand why it was so slow to capture the world’s culinary imagination. But slow it was. Today, tomatoes are so abundant that their use gives new meaning to the name Red Sea. Just consider how much sauce is spread on pizza skins in a single year in the United States. A red sea, indeed, and that’s just one use. Currently, the United States alone produces fourteen to fifteen million tons of tomatoes each year. What took so long?

  Although the tomato was eaten in Italy in the mid-1500s, it would be another couple of centuries before it secured its place in cuisines of the southern Mediterranean, where it remains essential today. Elsewhere throughout Europe, it would take even longer, and the tomato had to be reintroduced to the New World by Europeans—Puritans, no less, who brought it in as an ornamental plant—for the United States to be interested.

  A statement by herbalist Matthias de L’Obel in 1581 was typical of the early difficulty experienced by the tomato: “These apples were eaten by some Italians like melons, but the strong stinking smell gives one sufficient notice how unhealthful and evil they are to eat.” Malignant and poisonous, it was said, with no benefits for human nutrition.

  
    Tomato Sauce, Spanish Style

    Take half a dozen tomatoes that are ripe, and put them to roast in the embers, and when they are scorched, remove the skin diligently, and mince them finely with a knife. Add onions, minced finely, to discretion; hot chili peppers, also minced finely; and thyme in a small amount. After mixing everything together, adjust it with a little salt, oil, and vinegar. It is a very tasty sauce, both for boiled dishes or anything else.

    —Antonio Latini, Lo scalco alia moderna, vol. 1 (1692), trans. Rudolf Grewe

  

  [image: image]

  Initially, the tomato was grown largely as an ornamental, its edible fruit treated with frivolous disregard. Myths about its pernicious and indeed deadly qualities persisted with great tenacity. Certainly, its relationship to poisonous members of the nightshade family didn’t help, and perhaps that is the reason it was thought to be toxic. The tomato was approached timidly, with suspicion and uncertainty. If it wasn’t poisonous, as surely must have been discovered—if not widely believed—fairly early, then it was an aphrodisiac, an attribute perhaps linked to its name and one that would overshadow its culinary benefits, for better and for worse.

  Before its fruit became a popular food, the tomato plant was examined for any possible medicinal effects, and it was found that an alkaloid, tomatine, present primarily in the leaves, was beneficial in treating fungal diseases of the skin. Plants high in this alkaloid show resistance to fungi, an immunity that apparently can be passed on. It was also considered effective against scabies and arthritis, benefits that have not been confirmed in modern times. In fact, consumption of members of the nightshade family can make the symptoms of arthritis worse.

  The tomato makes its first written appearance in the United States in an herbal published in 1710, a full seventy-two years before Thomas Jefferson makes the next reference to it. Always the sophisticate when it came to things culinary, Jefferson continues to acknowledge both the horticultural and culinary possibilities of “tomatas” in the Monticello garden book that he maintained from 1809 to 1814.

  Clearly, by the nineteenth century tomatoes were gaining wide acceptance and limited but increasing appreciation. They were being grown as a food crop, and their name began appearing in association with ketchup, traditionally made with such ingredients as walnuts and mushrooms. By the 1850s numerous varieties of tomato plants were available from seed salesmen.

  Although the tomato continued to be scorned in publications such as the Boston Globe as late as 1845, by 1847 Robert Buist in The Family Kitchen Gardener claimed that “it is on every table from July to October.” Also that year the commercial processing of tomatoes began at Lafayette College in Easton, Pennsylvania. It was the chief gardener at the college, Harrison Woodhull Crosby, who spawned the tomato-canning industry. He soldered lids on tin pails, leaving a hole on top into which he stuffed whole tomatoes. Next, he soldered a small tin plate over the hole, and then sterilized the tins in boiling water. By 1914, the tomato processing industry was enjoying great success, with thousands of bushels of tomatoes used to produce not only simple canned tomatoes, but soups, ketchup, and chili sauce as well.
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