Week of June 11, 2000


Houston County’s Number One Vegetable

Willie Chance

Few of our garden vegetables are natives to this country.  Our favorite comes from South America.  Cortez brought it to Spain along with his more spectacular plunder.  It spread throughout Europe, though its reception varied from country to country.

It is a member of the poisonous nightshade family and was viewed with alarm by many.  The Italians embraced it and made it the mainstay of much of their cuisine.  The amorous French called it “love apple” and attributed love inducing qualities to it.  One U.S. story states that we long considered it poisonous until Colonel Robert Johnson sat on the Courthouse steps in Salem, N.J. in 1820 and ate a basket of them.  Even the scientific name, Lycopersicon means “wolf peach”.  Quite an exciting history for the lowly tomato.

Tomatoes are the number one garden vegetable - in more than one way.  More gardeners grow them than any other vegetable.  They are also the vegetable we get the most questions about.  Tomatoes are fun but fussy.

Blossom end rot usually appears just before ripening as a dry, sunken leathery lesion on the bottom of the fruit.  It is caused by a calcium deficiency.  Once you see it, it is too late to help that fruit.  Just pick it off and try to prevent it in other fruits.

Calcium enters the plant in water the roots take up. 
Mulch around the plants and water twice a week with 3/4 inch of water each time.  You can spray with calcium chloride or “Blossom Rot Stop” but very little calcium enters the plant through leaves and fruits.  So this is not the best control.  It is better to apply calcium to the roots.  The chemicals you can use in order of their importance from best to worst are calcium nitrate, calcium chloride, gypsum and lime.  

Tomato spotted wilt makes the top of the plant look stunted and wilted.  Leaves may be purple tinged and yellow.  Leaves may have a dark red or black mottling and fruit can have lines or rings on the surface.  

It is spread by thrips and cannot be controlled once you get it.  Pull up and discard affected plants.  Put them in the trash or burn them - do not leave them around to provide infection for other plants.

Sudden wilt of tomato bushes is commonly caused by one of two fungi or a bacteria.  Buy resistant varieties.  Letters following the variety name indicate resistance: V-vericillium wilt, F-Fusarium wilt, N-nematodes, T-Tobacco Mosiac Virus, etc.  Most of the wilt we have around here is caused by Fusarium - so look for the ‘F’ after the variety name.  There is no resistance to bacterial wilt though.

If you have planted a resistant variety and it wilts, it may be bacterial wilt.  Plant tomatoes in another area next year to help avoid this problem.  Do not move soil or plants from this area to keep from spreading the disease.  Once you have bacterial wilt in an area, it does not seem to go away.  Do not plant tomatoes in an area again that has bacterial wilt.

Tomatoes are troublesome, but very rewarding to grow.  Their tart but sweet taste makes us forget all the problems.  Contact the Houston County Extension Service for tomato how to. 

E-mail us at wchance@uga.edu or see our website at www.griffin.peachnet.edu/ga/houston
Our phone number is listed under Houston County Government as the Cooperative Extension Service.

