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TOMATOES I HAVE GROWN & LOVED 

Rebecca Last 
Master Gardener of Ottawa-Carleton 

 
Sometime in the early noughties, the Ottawa Horticultural Society invited seed-savers ex-
traordinaire, Carol and Robert Mouck, to speak to their members.  They brought with them 
a big wooden box divided into smaller Plexiglas-covered compartments.  Inside each com-
partment was a different variety of heritage beans – each a different shape, colour and size 
from the others.  The overall effect was wonderfully decorative, inspiring and a little fright-
ening.  An astonishingly large proportion of our agricultural heritage has already gone ex-
tinct and many of the bean varieties in this collection were critically endangered.  
 
The focus of the Mouck’s talk was their work with the Sisters of Providence in Kingston to 
establish an Heirloom Seed Sanctuary1.  By the end of the talk, I was hooked on the idea of 
growing heritage produce and I was delighted to be able to purchase several varieties of 
heritage tomato seeds.  That was the start of my obsession. 
 
In the past fifteen seasons, I’ve grown over 80 varieties of heritage tomato, starting with 
Black from Tula2 and Russian Persimmon3, the two varieties I purchased at the OHS meeting 
that fateful night.  Here are some of the lessons I’ve learned. 
 
First, it’s helpful to know some tomato terminology.  Most heritage tomatoes are indeter-
minate.  These are vine-type plants that can grow big (some over 3 m tall!) and require ei-
ther staking, or lots of room to sprawl along the ground.  Indeterminates produce flowers 
and fruit until the frost kills the plants.  I’ve learned to pick off any flowers that form after 
Labour Day so as to give the remaining fruit a chance to fully mature.  
 
If you grow in pots, look for determinate, semi-determinate or dwarf varieties, which have a 
more compact, bush-like form.  Determinate varieties were bred for commercial growing.  
They produce all their flowers and fruit in a single flush so that pickers can be brought in for 
a limited amount of time.  Then the plant dies.  Semi-determinate and dwarf varieties 
attempt to replicate the advantages of indeterminate plants – a long fruiting season, or ex-
tra-large fruit, but on a compact plant that is suitable for container growing. 
 
Reading descriptions of heritage varieties can be educational, amusing and sometimes a bit 
confusing.  Flattened fruits are wider around the middle than they are high.  Pleated fruits 
have gentle ridges that look as if someone gathered the excess skin into bunches top and 
bottom.  Black tomatoes are not really black but have a burgundy or mahogany tinge to 
their skins and sometimes also their flesh.  Some heritage varieties have a regular leaf, oth-
ers have a leaf with fewer lobes that resembles a potato leaf.  Not surprisingly, the latter 
are called “potato-leafed” varieties.  The “shoulders” of a tomato are the upper portion 
around the stem.  The “blossom-end” is at the bottom, opposite the end where the stem 
attaches the fruit to the plant. 
 
Not every seed vendor provides a description, so over the years, I’ve done a lot of research 
on line to find out the specifics of a particular variety.  This is where things can get very con-
fusing as it soon becomes apparent that the same name can be applied to several varia-
tions.  Variation may be the result of either genetic drift (the same grower saving her seeds 
from year to year, resulting in regional variations), or perhaps from accidental crosses that 
occur with other varieties growing nearby.  Tatiana's TOMATObase4 is the most reliable 
forum I’ve found for deciphering these regional differences and gaining an appreciation of 
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A few years ago, I took the time to certify 
my garden as a wildlife habitat, a welcom-
ing home for bees and other pollinators.  
 
It turned out to be a useful way to learn 
more about environmentally friendly gar-
dening, including pollinating insects.  Along 
the way, I gained knowledge about native 
and non-native plants to attract pollinators, 
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the variations within a specific variety. 
 
I love discovering the history behind different varieties.  Cherokee Purple5 dates to at least 
the late 19th Century and was apparently a staple food of the Cherokee people during their 
exile and diaspora.  A rich yellow beefsteak variety was renamed Dr. Wyche’s6after its 
breeder, who owned Cole’s Brothers’ Circus and fertilized his gardens with elephant ma-
nure.  Other varieties, such as Cosmonaut Volkov7 and Paul Robeson8 were named as tribute 
to famous people.  Mortgage Lifter9 was developed by an auto mechanic named MC 
"Radiator Charlie" Byles, who cross-bred four of the largest-fruited tomatoes he could find.  
The offspring turned out to be so good that Charlie was able to sell enough tomato plants at 
$1 each (in the 1940s) to pay off the mortgage on his West Virginia home. 
 
Every variety I try gets at least two seasons to prove its worth.  A mid-sized determinate 
tomato called Lime Green Salad10 taught me this lesson.  The first year I grew it, I got pre-
cisely one tomato from the entire plant.  The second year, growing in nearly the same spot, 
I got an abundant yield of lovely bronze-skinned fruit with bright green flesh and a delicious 
tangy taste. 
 
On the other hand, if a plant fails to produce over three or more growing seasons, I give up.  
I had no success at all with a variety called Ananas Noire11; in three years it produced only a 
single fruit and that came so late in the season it was mushy with late blight.  Another disap-
pointment was Indigo Rose12, a new introduction from Oregon State University that has 
dramatic deep purple skin, the result of back-crossing with wild varieties of tomato.  In 3-4 
years of growing it, my plants produced modestly and the fruit achieved the advertised 
“vibrant indigo-coloured skins”.  However, after leaving them on the vine until frost, not a 
single fruit ever ripened enough to eat; every one was still completely green inside and hard 
as a bullet. 
 
The Indigo Rose example begs the question of how a “new introduction” can be considered 
an heirloom variety.  The answer lies in the parentage of the new variety. Indigo Rose earns 
an heirloom designation because its parents were heirloom or archaic varieties.  Archaic 
varieties may include any of the 13 different species within the Lycopersicon genus.  Cross-
breeding with these wild ancestors can endow the offspring with greater disease resistance, 
enhanced nutritional content, better adaptation to variable environmental conditions, or 
simply new and different flavours and appearances.  
 
At least one ancestral species -- Lycopersicon pimpinellifolium – has been reintroduced to 
cultivation under the names Wild Currant13, or Tea-cup tomatoes.  I’ve grown several of the 
available cultivars.  While the fruits are tiny, about the size of currant, they grow abundantly 
in clusters on large, sprawling plants, and typically pack a strong tomato flavour. 
 
Not every heirloom tomato will produce every year, but the genetic diversity they represent 
offers growers an insurance policy that will become more and more important as we in-
creasingly deal with the impacts of climate change.  Besides their wide variety of flavours 
and appearances, heirloom tomatoes are also fun to grow.  Given them a try!

as well as other ways to make my garden 
environmentally friendly and sustainable.  
There are also opportunities to browse 
through other gardens across the country 
as photos are often shared on these sites.  
 
Sure, there was some paperwork and it 
took a few weeks to hear back that the 
garden was officially certified, but overall 
there was that sense of accomplishment 
that my garden really was heading in the 
right direction as a refuge for local wildlife, 
including native and non-native bees.  
 
Even though in Ontario, at least, the num-
ber of beekeepers and honeybee hives is 
on the rise and hopes for the bee popula-
tions are more optimistic, many people are 
concerned about bees these days.  Not 
coincidentally, therefore, there are many 
ways to certify your garden nowadays as 
bee-friendly.  Here are a few certification 
sites currently available for Ottawa garden-
ers: 
 
The Backyard Habitat Certificate- is availa-
ble through the Canadian Wildlife Federa-
tion.  To become certified, you are required 
to prove that you garden responsibly, in-
cluding providing food, water and shelter 
for wildlife.  Their website (http://www.cwf
-fcf.org/en/) offers suggestions for 
attracting bees and other pollinators to 
your garden, including plants to grow.  
 
In addition to educational materials, post-
ers and videos about bees in the garden, 
packages of small plants are marketed, 
called Blooms for Busy Bees, and including 
Yarrow (Achillea millefolium), Blanket Flow-
er (Gaillardia sp) and Bee Balm (Monarda 
dydima).  Certification, albeit for a price, 
comes with a personalized sign to hang in 
your garden; a talking point for telling 
friends and neighbours about ways to sus-
tain the local bee population by providing 
them with nectar and pollen sources.  
 
Bees Matter- is a Canadian coalition whose 
goal is to promote bees and bring 
knowledge about bees to Canadians.  Their 
website (www.beesmatter.ca) provides a 
wealth of information and toolkits to farm-
ers, gardeners and schools.  It’s a useful 
online resource to learn more about bees 
and ways to help them.  
 
Take time to learn more about bees on this 
site.  You can even order a free Buzzing 
Gardens seed packet with enough seeds for 
a bee-friendly five foot square garden.  
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THE LEGACY OF THE THREE SISTERS  

Edythe Falconer 
Master Gardener of Ottawa-Carleton 

 
A guild was a medieval association of craftsmen or merchants, often having considerable 
power or a guild is a group of species that have similar requirements and play a similar 
role within a community. 
 
The Three Sisters – corn, beans, squash were as important to the indigenous economy as 
wheat, oats and barley are to us in the present day.  Corn continues to be an  important 
food crop.  That corn, beans and squash were planted together was not an accident.  
These crops were mutually beneficial and it makes sense to grow them together even to-
day.  However there are other combinations that can yield up the same benefits while at 
the same time being both ornamental and edible.  We call them guilds and I hope to 
demonstrate how an ancient practice can easily be transported into the 21st century in 
large or small gardens for us to  sustain body and soul.  For an in depth understanding of 
the history and function of guilds refer to the August 2016 issue of the Edible Garden.  
GUILDS: TAKING COMPANION PLANTING TO THE NEXT LEVEL  by Rebecca Last.   
 
A major component in any of the examples I provide will be plants that I refer to as 
“anchors”.  Anchor plants for today’s guilds would include corn and also a wide range of 
dwarf fruit trees.  Chokecherries, elderberries, Nanking cherries and hazelnut bushes can 
also act as anchor plants and don't need to be replanted on an annual basis .  
 
Just as corn is still a viable anchor, pole beans remain as able partners ready to climb any-
thing vertical and at the same time do the important job of nitrogen fixing – the salient 
feature of all legumes.  However if we substitute some low growing berry bushes at the 
base of each anchor we can still have a nitrogen fixer by planting bush beans as ground 
cover. 
 
In the Three Sister story squash provides both food and important groundcover.  Soybeans 
planted closely together can provide nitrogen, nutrition and ground cover.  Sweet pota-
toes are not legumes.  However once established they make excellent groundcover and 
are surprisingly drought resistant.  
 
When creating the guilds of today, we are looking to include as many edibles as possible, 
one or more legumes, and suitable groundcover.  
 
The Three Sisters were often installed on top of middens and rotting tree roots for more 
nutrition.  A midden is a dunghill or refuse heap.  Today’s equivalent would be well-rotted 
manure and mature compost. 
 
Some sources insist that there’s a fourth sister deserving of recognition and that is the 
Rocky Mountain Bee Plant – Cleome or Spider Plant to us – inedible and smelly – but an 
excellent pollinator plant – pretty too! 
 
Another potential feature of these threesomes or foursomes is the shade provided by 
each layer – anchor plants in particular.  Longer periods of hot dry weather seem to be the 
current trend and obviously each anchor plant is subject to four exposures – E, W, N. S.  
On the side exposed to afternoon sun we can add sun lovers, on the north side shade lov-
ers, and so on.  While anchor plants and filler plants should probably be perennial the 
groundcover level plants need not be and can be composed of annual edibles and pollina-
tor plants.  
 
Build some guilds and you could end up with a miniature forest with miniature sunlit 
glades – islands of shadow and islands of sun - glimmers of light and shivering leaves – 
over a tranquil pond.  Edible fruit and berries could be yours on an annual basis. Once the 
patterns are established the “guilds’ as described are to some extent self-sufficient or even 
permanent – gardens that are resilient, productive and lasting.   

Seeds include Lanced-shaped Coreopsis 
(Coreopsis lanceolata), New England Aster 
(Symphyotrichum novae-angliae), Dense 
Blazing Star (Liatris spicata), Golden Tick-
seed (Coreopsis tinctoria) and Sneezeweed 
(Helenium autumnale).  While no certificate 
per se is provided, by participating your 
location will be added to their honeybee 
coverage map.  Each year, nominations are 
encouraged for their Pollinator-Friendly 
Community of the Year award. 
 
The Pollinator Partnership- is a North 
American pollinator protection campaign 
that originated south of the border a cou-
ple of years ago with the goal of reviving 
the health of bees, butterflies, birds, bats 
anther pollinators.  They hope to register a 
million public and private gardens to sup-
port pollinators.  Already, they have estab-
lished a pollinator garden network that 
represents 800,000 gardeners, 10,000 
school gardens and 250,000 pollinator gar-
dens across the US and parts of Canada.  
 
Their website 
(www.pollinatorpartnership.ca) includes 
details on certification, as well as planting 
guides for different parts of North America. 
One useful guide to download includes 
plant lists for the Ottawa River Valley area. 
Beekeepers, farmers and gardeners are all 
welcome to apply to register.  

Watch for Trowel Talk the Master Gardeners of Otta-
wa Carleton electronic monthly gardening newsletter 
available on the 15th at http://mgottawa.ca/ 
 
Visit the Almonte online community newspaper ‘The 
Millstone’ - http://millstonenews.com/ -for a column 
by David Hinks of the Ottawa Carleton Master Gar-
deners; under the Gardening tab. 
 
Master Gardeners of Ottawa-Carleton and Master 
Gardeners of Lanark County are member groups of 
Master Gardeners of Ontario Inc., a registered charity 
with the mission of providing gardening advice to 
homeowners. 
The Edible Garden logo was created by Jon Last 
(jonlast13@rogers.com). 

Susan Bicket 


