Achieving the
Holy Grail

Epic Tomatoes from
YOUR Garden
with Craig LeHoullier
Tomatoes are a favorite crop of most
gardeners, and they often represent
the highlight of summer. Gardeners
today are so fortunate — never has
there been a wider selection of
varieties, from family heirlooms to
moder n hybr ids to new breakthrough creations. The possibilities
are almost endless. Epic Tomatoes
provides an introduction to some of
the delicious varieties that exist in
the world of tomatoes.
Craig LeHoullier is the author
of Epic Tomatoes and Growing
Vegetables in Straw Bales. He
is the tomato advisor for Seed
Savers Exchange. He has trialed
more than 4,000 tomato varieties
and introduced more than 300
varieties to the trade. He lives
in Raleigh, North Carolina.
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IMPORTANT TOMATO BASICS
LOCATION — The larger the tomato, the more

Hybrid, or F1 Hybrid — A hybrid tomato variety is

CHOICES — Choose from seeds or seedlings; hybrid,

OPEN-POLLINATED — This is a term used to

Make the garden interesting and fun – explore, plan
a project, try something new.

HEIRLOOM — This is a particular category of

hours of direct sun are needed. If you have lower light
conditions, cherry-size tomatoes will work best.
heirloom, or open-pollinated; ripening season (early,
mid, or late); colors; shapes; sizes; growth habit
(indeterminate, determinate, or dwarf ); in-ground
(raised beds, containers, or straw bales).

GIVE THEM ROOM — Tomato plants get wide,
and depending upon the type, really tall.

Preventing problems is more successful than dealing
with them when they hit. Rotation and quality of soil
(fertility, drainage, absence of disease) are important.

Get up close and personal with your plants. Don’t

plant them, leave them, ignore them, and expect good
things to happen. Read your plants; they will usually tell
you when they are not happy.

created by crossing two other varieties. Examples
include Celebrity, Early Girl, Sun Gold, and Better Boy.

describe varieties that are genetically uniform and that
reproduce the parent from saved seeds but are not yet
“old enough” to be considered heirlooms. Examples
include Green Zebra, Cherokee Chocolate, Lucky
Cross, and Berkeley Tie Dye.
open-pollinated varieties that pre-date the majority
of modern hybrid varieties, thus they originated
prior to 1950. Examples include Cherokee Purple,
Brandywine, Ponderosa, and Mortgage Lifter.

COLORS — Tomato colors are a combination of the

skin color (yellow or clear) over the flesh color (red,
deep crimson, yellow, orange, green, and swirled). When
tomatoes are sliced, the effect of the skin color is lost;
pink and red tomatoes look the same inside, for example.

FLAVORS — Think wine, in terms of the many

Share your garden with friends, neighbors, family
members – and, especially, young people. See if you
can not only grow a great garden, but grow some
new gardeners.

nuances, ranging from acid/tart to intense and balanced
to sweet and mild, as well as bland and downright
unpleasant (the “spitters”). From my experience, there
is no specific relationship between color and flavor.

Save seeds for future sharing and growing, and

FUN FACT — There are no low-acid tomatoes – just

preserve the harvest in ways to bring summer into the
rest of the year.

high-sugar tomatoes, as demonstrated by a large scientific
study. (This is a myth buster!)

Sampling of early maturing, great varieties:

Azoychka, Sun Gold, Black from Tula, Dwarf Arctic
Rose, Sleeping Lady, Dwarf Yukon Quest, Iditarod Red,
Gregori’s Altai, Jaune Flamme, Early Girl, and Kimberly

Sampling of my flavor favorites: Cherokee

Purple, Lucky Cross, Cherokee Chocolate, Cherokee
Green, Lillian’s Yellow Heirloom, Green Giant, Nepal,
Sun Gold, Brandywine, Stump of the World, Dester,
Dwarf Sweet Sue
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Abundant crops of great vegetables, herbs, or flowers don’t require traditional
in-the-ground soil gardens. Containers of all types and sizes, including straw
bales, allow gardeners to grow their treasures wherever the sun shines best.

Craig LeHoullier is the author of Epic Tomatoes and Growing Vegetables in Straw
Bales. He is the tomato advisor for Seed Savers Exchange. He has trialed more than
4,000 tomato varieties and introduced more than 300 varieties to the trade. He lives
in Raleigh, North Carolina.
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Success with Vegetables
from Straw Bales
and Containers

CONTAINER AND STRAW
BALE BASICS
LOCATION — The most hours of sun always lead to

the most success, particularly with hot weather lovers such
as tomatoes, peppers, eggplant, squash, and cucumbers.

CHOICES — Pretty much everything can be grown
in containers and straw bales, but attention must be
paid to size and planting density, as well as height and
sprawl. Another important consideration is direct seed
vs. seedling.

CONTAINERS AND STRAW BALES VS.
TRADITIONAL GARDENS — KEY POINTS
FOR CONSIDERATION AND DISCUSSION:

BEST CROPS FOR DIRECT SEEDING:

Large seeded, quickly growing crops, such as beans,
squash, cucumbers, radishes, sweet potatoes, potatoes,
and melons

BEST CROPS FOR PLANTING SEEDLINGS:
Tomatoes, peppers, eggplant, herbs, and lettuce

Container and straw bale gardening are really two
more tools for the gardener’s “tool belt.” As with all
gardening techniques, my suggestion is to go slow
when trying something new.

STRAW BALE PREPARATION:

• Preparation time
• Cost and availability of materials
• Density of plants or seeds — reasonable spacing
• Watering and feeding demands
• Comparative yields — meeting expectations

Seek bales of wheat straw. The bales need a pre-treatment prior to planting. Purchase bales at least two
weeks prior to planting. Alternating heavy applications of nitrogen, daily deep watering, and a finishing
heavy application of a balanced fertilizer comprise the
prep. Inorganic and organic nutrient sources work
equally well. Be sure to purchase bales that have not
been treated with persistent herbicides!

Be sure to bring all of your questions!
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