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August 13, 2004
Brrrrr!  This is August?  Iowa August?  (Notice the date?  Written last week, the weather has changed, again.)  Snuggle (and cuddle) weather, for sure.  But our poor tomatoes are shivering in the ground!

The heirloom tomatoes are growing inside the hoop house and we keep the doors tightly shut and the sides rolled down as long as the sun doesn’t break through and beat upon the plastic.  The inside air warms up fast with any amount of sunshine.  Scorching becomes a real possibility.  

Our crop of heirlooms has been fantastic this year.  By being under cover and yet in the soil and with lots of wind blowing through, we’ve been able to harvest perfect heirlooms and still retain the flavor of tomatoes grown outside.  Outdoors, with cold rains and temperature fluctuations, some varieties would produce tomatoes, but very few of high enough quality to offer for sale.  Most were dropped on the ground as fertilizer. 

I was lazy this summer and didn’t always roll the sides down in the hot summer evenings (there were a few hot nights!).

Thus the tomato horn worm moth, which flies only at night, found her way inside and depositied her eggs.  Some tomatoes are damaged by the resulting worms and get thrown out the sides.  Plus, mice always find their food, whether it be tomatoes, peppers, or beets.

Nate was washing leeks, “There’s a cat.”
“Yup!  She’s hanging kind of low; looks like a mama.”

“It IS a mama.”

“I wonder where her babies are?”

“Under the reefer.”

“How do you know that?”

“I stand here washing and I see things!”

Something is digging up mounds of dirt inside the hoop house.  Probably a rat.  I hope that mama cat has the neighbors over some night and takes them hunting for their supper!
Grasshoppers don’t mind living under a plastic roof either.  They can be a real problem in a greenhouse as there is no moisture in infect their breathing gills.
There’s even birds in the hoop houses.  Just the common house sparrow, but still birds.  With the circulation fans running, I can’t hear the bars swallows outside so I’m learning to appreciate the humble sparrow. 

Yesterday a garter snake streaked away, making a b-line for the greenhouse.  I don’t mind the startle of a snake when I’m on my feet but that tomato house is so overgrown and crowded that I must pick on my knees, 
Sometimes almost on my belly, crawling along, shoving a crate in front of me.  I’m not looking forward to meeting that snake nose to nose!  (Mmmmm, he would eat the crickets and grasshoppers.)

Steel posts are pounded into the ground and a nylon trellis material stretched from post to post with wire running through the top for support.  Henry twisted anchors into the ground and wired the end post to it.  But he only finished one end of the hoop house.  The weight of the tomatoes is laying the posts over flat on the other end.

The Wapsipinicon Peach heirloom tomato has extended far higher than the  trellising and is falling over to the next row.  I have a little tunnel to crawl through and must spread the plants apart in order to stand up and find the tomatoes on the upper branches.  Feels like I’m punching a hole in the ozone!

Brandywine has fallen off the trellis and is covering the New Zealand spinach and is crawling out the roll-up sides.  The tomatoes are beautiful!  If it weren’t for the tomato horn worms, the mice and the grasshoppers, Brandywine would be as perfect as any hybrid.  (Critters eat hybrids, too.)  The flavor, of course, is outstanding.  Folks just haven’t been too keen on pink tomatoes, usually the color of Brandywine, so this year we planted a red strain.  Brandywine also comes in yellow and black.  

In the black/purple tomato department, we grew Cherokee Purple (pre-1890), Black Krim (Russian), Black from Tula (also Russian), Black Prince (a salad type from Siberia) and Black Cherry.

Black Prince feels, looks and almost tastes like a plum.  Of course the taste is still tomato but your eyes and teeth fool you into

thinking it is a plum.  Usually black tomatoes are lower in acid and much more mellow than red tomatoes.

The ‘sausage’ type tomatoes caught my eye this year.  Maybe it was all the available colors.  We grew Cream Sausage, a sweet creamy white/pale yellow; Green Sausage, a rich, tangy, sweet lime green/yellow striped; Striped Roman, a long, pointed red fruit with wavy orange stripes; Orange Banana, a unique, orange banana-shaped fruit with fruity sweetness; and Roman Candle, a beautiful, neon yellow banana-shaped fruit bursting with intense sweetness and flavor.

What is a ‘sausage’ tomato?  Simply an elongated paste tomato.  Smaller in size, about 3 to 4 inches.  It’s not a problem to gobble the whole thing!

I’m not sure if the tomato horn worm has favorite varieties or if the moth justhappens to lay all her eggs in one area but certain varieties are decimated by the worm.  Orange Banana has few fruit that survive unscathed.  Martino’s Roma is another.  The ground beneath the plant is lettered with worm chewed tomatoes.  Yet I love the color of Orange Banana.  It really stands out in a box of all the mixed colors. 

Last week at the Sioux City market, a lady asked, “do you have any regular tomatoes?’
“Regular tomatoes?”

“You know . . . regular tomatoes!”

“She means ‘cheap’ tomatoes,” piped in her daughter.

“Sorry, ma’am, we don’t grow cheap chemical tomatoes.  We don’t grow chemical anything.”

“Life isn’t cheap.  You will pay.  Either you pay the farmer to protect the soil, protect life, to grow life-sustaining food, or you pay the doctor, the lawyer, the government to apply band aides, on the land, your body, etc.  But you won’t get through life without paying.  Who you pay is your decision.”

Simply put . . . Check out our organic tomatoes!  Try something different.  Taste all the different flavors of the heirlooms.  You won’t be disappointed!

As to other vegetables, we finally dug far enough into our potato planting to find more fingerlings.  This week it’s Red Thumb.  We haven’t washed them yet, much less eaten any.  (It’s BLT time at our house!)  Our seed catalog describes it as “a relatively new fingerling with one of a kind brilliant red skin and unusual red flesh.  Red Thumb cries out for a place in a gourmet setting.”

Sangre has also surfaced.  “A very dark red skinned 1982 release from the University of Colorado, used in restaurants cooked whole on the plate, with olive oil and a few flakes of parsley….Yummm!  Also makes dandy creamed potatoes and peas.”

The broccoli shoots are awesome if you peel the tough skin from the stems.  All the sweetness is in the stem, not in the floret.  Years ago, when our kids were babies, I froze broccoli for my in-laws.  Brother-in-law said, “Be sure to put in enough stem.  Don’t throw it away!”  He was correct although store bought broccoli seems different; those stems don’t peel.

Peeling takes a bit of time but the results are worth it.  Keep the shoots intact.  Serve raw with dip or steam lightly.  Take a moment to arrange them in little bundles and watch your gourmet cooking reputation grow!

Don’t miss the shallots.  On a kabob, shallots are a caramelized sweet morsel; in a pot roast, the crowning touch.  Missing the harshness of onions, chopped shallots can be sprinkled on salads, creamed, or used in sauces.  Shallots will keep on your counter through the winter.

My allotted space is full but our crates are not!  I better work!

Harriet, Lissy, and crew
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