
This is the year of the tomato: consistently warm, sometimeshot, and just enough rain. 
Although tomatoes are grown in almost every country and

climate zone from sub-arctic to semi-desert, it wasn’t always so.
For more than a hundred years, Europeans considered the
exotic fruit with suspicion because it belongs to the nightshade
family. After it’s introduction by Cortes in 1521, tomatoes were
planted in flower beds. With a touch of black humour, Cosimo
de Medici had baskets of the fruit delivered to his mansion as
table decorations. 
Times and tastes change and I now have kilos of tomatos in

my freezer. In the ’50s and ’60s, the pea was the vegetable of
choice because it was always available canned and frozen. Now,
in the space of two generations, the tomato has gone from a
seasonal salad crop to the most ubiquitous of vegetables. (I
should add that in US statistics, the potato places first with 55%
of total sales, but is not considered a vegetable; it is classified as
a carb since most are sold as French fries.)  
Easy to germinate from any saved seed, the modern tomato

is a large plant with a big appetite; getting them to produce
implies work. The Aztecs created what we might call a raised
bed called a chinampas. Essentially a patch of marsh or shallow
lake, they piled it with compost and dirt to create a muddy island
fenced off to protect it from animals. Tomatoes grow like vines
creeping over the ground and climbing over low-growing
obstacles in a way that amused Cosimo as he sauntered around
his Florentine gardens. A single tomato vine can reach fourteen
feet. For the past two hundred years, modern tomato cultivation
has focused on controlling this messy habit by tying them to
poles and strings. Recently, Erich Stekovics reinvented
contemporary tomato cultivation. 
If you look up Eric Stekovics, you find a column of articles in

German about the ‘Der Kaiser der Paradeiser’ (the Emperor of
Tomatoes). At the Stekovics’s 36-acre farm in Austria, Erich
maintains some 3,200 tomato varieties, growing about 800 a
year in a four year rotation. 
East Austria is a lot like Alberta, and from a gardener’s

perspective is either too hot or too cold. So Stekovics raises his

seedlings under poly-tunnels until after the last frost. The
ground is deeply dug with lots of compost, then the tall young
plants are buried almost to the tip and mulched with straw. They
are watered once, then Erich walks away. His tomatoes are
never watered again. Neither are they staked, tied, pinched or
stopped. They are simply left to grow in a jumbly jungle. His
results have confounded horticultural experts from across
Europe because of a consistently high yield and exceptional
flavour. Sounds too good to be true.
At the end of May this year I selected a weedy 20ft by 6ft strip

near the bottom of my kitchen garden. I had attempted to grow
there for three years with limited success, so I turned all the
weeds (couch grass, nettles and dock) over, layered it with
farmyard manure and covered the whole thing with black poly.
I even buried the edges of the poly to prevent slugs from setting
up camp. Later I made small slashes down the centre with a
utility knife, sprinkled some 10-10-10 slow-release fertilizer and
planted tomatoes four at a time with a couple of zucchini at each
end for closure. After one initial soaking, they have not been
watered all summer. 
So here we are in early September: The cherry tomatoes in

the greenhouse have been producing well since early July,
followed by the larger varieties three weeks later. The cherry
tomatoes outside that are tied up began ripening in mid-August
and those on the ground at month end. As I write, the
greenhouse plants are still growing but fruit production has
slowed down, while those outside are growing and producing
like there’s no tomorrow. 
We all know that field produce tastes better than greenhouse

produce because the former gets direct, strong sunlight
including the UV. To protect the plant from sunburn, the leaves
and fruit develop a layer of phytochemicals, many of which add
colour, aroma and flavour not available to protected indoor
plants. It has also been recorded that plants grown slowly and
left to mature ‘naturally,’ will also taste better than those grown
under ‘optimum’ conditions and ripened in a semi-trailer with
ethylene. Depending on the variety, a really ripe tomato should
be slightly sweet, acidic and loaded with volatile oils, some of
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which also show up in basil—which is why that herb is often
used to boost the flavour of insipid tomatoes. 
Consequently, my outside plants are a much darker green

and the fruit is tastier, if later to ripen.  
I am just now beginning to harvest the larger ones left to

grow into a jungle. I should add that this was a stellar year for my
zucchinis also grown with no water; 2-3 fruit a day for the past
two months, I mean how many can you eat?
The moral to the story seems to imply that the Stekovics

method does work and given that this is not a prairie climate, is
slower and more sensitive to variations in the weather. Next year
I intend to plant fewer tomatoes in the greenhouse, plus a
substantial bed outside using the Stekovics no-water technique.
And I will tie up all the plants to maximize their exposure to light
and keep the fruit out of reach of slugs on damp nights. 
As a coda on the Der Kaiser der Paradeiser: Stekovics the

entrepreneur has turned his 36-acre holding into a thriving
family business, for, in addition to excellent produce sales at
premium prices, ‘Der Kaiser’ also gives four-hour tours of his
farm at 40 Euros a shot. 
Limited to around 20 people at a time Erich has a walking

‘tomato theatre’ where the acolytes are toured, entertained and
dined, leaving loaded with souvenirs of the fruit and jars of
tomato jam. By early summer, Stekovics is completely booked
up for the season. He is now taking bookings for 2015. You do
the math. 
Volumes have been written extolling the virtues of the

traditional red fruit and volumes more have been filled with
tomato recipes, from soups and cakes to pizza and wine. Almost
all of which constitute another way of preserving a taste of
summer for midwinter reminiscences. Stekovics, who is
beginning to look like a tomato, will happily sell you any of these. 
My wife and her business partner have a jam, jelly & chutney

business at the farmer’s market and recently added tomato jam.

Customers were not impressed—until a sample jar was
presented open, next to a plate of crackers—‘try one!’ The result
always closed with a sale. A couple holidaying from France also
commented that all the stores in their country carry a variety of
tomato jams from around the world. Portugal and Patagonia
are currently in vogue.   

Welsh Tomato Jam: (also available in
Gaelic if you can read it)
Peel and simmer very ripe red tomatoes with half their weight
of sugar for at least 20 minutes. This should be enough to release
the pectin, and if not, cook longer until very smooth. Add lemon
juice to taste and spoon into jars. Seal and sterilize as you would
for other preserves. Store for at least a month before buttering
your toast.

Portuguese Doce de Tomate:
Very ripe red tomatoes, peeled and seeded plus almost the same
weight in sugar. Add a couple of cinnamon sticks, some lemon
peel and whole cloves to taste. Stirring frequently, simmer for at
least an hour until it thickens. Strain off the cinnamon, lemon
and cloves. Add a good dollop of sweet ruby Port wine, stir, jar,
and sterilize.
Moroccan Tomato Jam:
Bake, or better still, roast the tomatoes on a BBQ, until soft and
slightly burnt.
Remove the skins and seeds. In a skillet, fry with a little olive

oil until fairly dry. Add a little honey, cinnamon, paprika and
minced chillies to taste. Adjust with salt and pepper. Stir in some
orange flower water and serve fresh with cilantro and a very
good soft cheese.
I have not actually tried this but I think sun-dried tomatoes

and a serving of grilled cod would turn this into a hot party
favourite. 0
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