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Spanish explorers to the new world came searching for gold and the fountain of youth.  They found gold in the land of the Aztecs, but they also discovered a small golden or red fruit the natives called "tomatl."

When the Spaniards returned to the Old World with their discovery, the crop soon spread and was labeled by such names as apple of Peru, golden apple (Italy) and love apple (France).  Today's common name for the crop came from the Spanish name "tomate" - hence, the name: tomato.

Tomatoes are extremely popular today in gardens and cuisine.  More than 90 percent of vegetable gardeners in the U.S. grow tomatoes.

There was a time, however, when tomatoes were viewed with suspicion. Many people believed them to be poisonous, and some attributed love-inducing properties to them (which explains the name "love apple").

Part of the reason for the early hysteria over eating tomatoes may be because the plant is classified in the nightshade family.  Many members of this family (belladonna, nightshade) contain toxic alkaloids.  Tomato also contains an alkaloid, tomatine, but it only appears in large quantities in the leaves and stems.

Tomato fanciers have a myriad of choices.  Growers in the 1830's could choose from two types; large and small.  Growers today choose from hundreds of varieties and types.

How can you pick a good tomato?  Experience is the best tool, but there are ground rules.

Tomato varieties (also called cultivars) can be  classified by growth habit, disease resistance and seed type, as well as other characteristics.

Tomatoes have two growth forms: determinate and indeterminate.

Determinate tomatoes grow to a given height and then stop increasing in height.  Fruit production is concentrated, with most of the fruit becoming ripe at the same time.  Bushes are typically shorter and need less staking.  Most commercial varieties are determinate.

Indeterminate cultivars continue to get taller even after they set fruit.  They will produce fruit until killed by frost.  Yield is generally higher, but they must be heavily staked.

Many diseases attack tomatoes.  Fortunately, breeders have been able to incorporate resistance to given diseases into certain varieties of tomatoes, particularly hybrids.

Variety descriptions will often include several letters after its name or description.  Those letters indicate the diseases the variety will resist.

Atkinson FN, for example, would be resistant to Fusarium wilt and nematodes.  Other diseases to which a tomato could be resistant may include Verticillium wilt (V), Alternaria or early blight (A), tobacco mosaic virus (T) and Stemphylium blight (S).

A packet of tomato seeds may also carry several other labels.  Hybrid means a variety has been bred by crossing two separate lines, called inbred lines.  One of the biggest advantages of a hybrid is the increase in growth, called hybrid vigor.  The full potential of hybrids will be reached only under good growing conditions.  Seed saved from that hybrid will not show this vigor so we do not recommend saving seed from these varieties. 

"Beefsteak" is a name used to describe large, meaty tomatoes over one pound each.  "Cherry" tomatoes are one-ounce mini-tomatoes.  "Paste" tomatoes have a high-solids content and are good cooking tomatoes.  "Roma" is a long, pear-shaped paste tomato.

Variety preference varies widely with growers.  Always plant a dependable variety to insure a supply of tomatoes, but also try a few new introductions every year.

You never can tell when you will discover the perfect love apple for your garden.

