Week of June 27, 1999


In Search of the Perfect Wolf Peach

Willie Chance

Our number one vegetable has had an interesting history.  Related to the toxic nightshade, it was once shunned as un-nutritious and even poisonous.  Used as a medicine and ornamental plant it took years for the tomato to be accepted as edible.  Part of this confusion may be the reason tomato has the scientific name, Lycopersicon esculentum.  This means “edible wolf peach.”

The reason most gardeners cultivate tomatoes is that they are best when vine ripened.  

‘Vine ripe’ in the store means they were picked with some red or orange on them.  To gardeners though, we know they are best when left on the vine until fully ripe.  This lets the plant put all the sugars and acids into the fruit for best flavor.

Tomatoes are number one in another way - in numbers of problems we have with them.  Here are a few you may see.

Tomato Spotted Wilt virus is more common this year.  The top of the plant looks wilted and some times turns yellow.  The best way to diagnose it is to look for the black to brown or red discolorations in the leaf.  The leaf stays supple but these colors form a pattern in the leaf.  Sometimes you will even see them form small dark circles with green centers.  Also, long brown lesions are found running up and down on the stem.

The disease is spread by thrips and is not controllable.  There are no resistant varieties.  Pull up infected plants and destroy or immediately put in a plastic bag for disposal.  Even after the plants are pulled up, thrips may fly off the plants and infect others.

Affected fruit may have raised rings on them.  If plants already have ripe fruit, you may want to leave them and let them ripen before destroying the plants.  The disease can still spread but infections late in the season are less of a problem than early infections.

Blossom end rot is a dry leathery rot on the bottom of tomatoes.  It is caused by a calcium deficiency early in the tomato fruit’s life.  Since calcium enters the plant in the water, mulch around plants and water twice a week with 3/4 inch.  You can apply one cup of gypsum around plants and water in.  Sprays are not very effective for this problem.  We may spray and see it disappear, but it disappears from unsprayed plants also.  It often cures itself like this.  Next year soil sample and lime around plants at planting.  

Tomatoes flowers will not set if temperatures are not right, if the plant is water stressed or if it already has enough fruit.  Night temperatures should be 55o to 75o F. for best fruiting.  Night temperatures above 90o will especially cause problems.  Water twice a week (3/4 inch each time) and mulch plants.  There is a blossom set chemical you can spray if you can locate it in the garden centers.

Leaf rolling can be caused by heavy fruit set, wet soils and high light intensity.  Water properly and reduce pruning if possible.  The condition is harmless.

Uneven ripening can be caused by poor fertilization, diseases and high temperatures.  Fertilize tomatoes monthly with a dry granular fertilizer and (once again!) water them properly.

Fruit cracking is due to rapid growth after periods of slow growth.  Follow the practices we have discussed and look for cracking resistant varieties.

For more information, contact the Houston County Extension Service at 542-2020 or 

e-mail uge2153b@arches.uga.edu or see our Web site at http://www.griffin.peachnet.edu/ga/houston

