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All About Tomatoes  

When you think summer, the tomato is sure to come to mind.  It 
is the most popular home grown crop in America.  It is technically 
a fruit but is treated as a vegetable.  
 
Juicy and often sweet, tomatoes come in a wide range of shapes and sizes from tiny currant 
tomatoes to giant beefsteaks and in colors from green to brownish purple. Different varieties 
are better than others in certain preparations. Plums, for example, with their relatively low 
water content, makes great sauce while cherry tomatoes are great for quick sautés and for 
using raw in salad. Many tomatoes, especially the plum variety, are often canned or frozen to 
be used in cooler months.   
 

HEALTH BENEFITS 

Tomatoes are a good source of water to help keep you hydrated and antioxidants that offer sun 
protection by neutralizing free radical damage to the skin caused by the sun’s ultraviolet rays.  
Cooking the tomatoes yields 33% more protection. 

Tomatoes are one of the top 5 food sources of fiber, potassium, vitamins C, A & E, as well as beta 
carotene and lycopene, which helps reduce risk of developing cancer.  Heating a tomato helps break 
down the cell walls making many of the nutrients, especially the lycopene more accessible.  Since 
most of these nutrients are fat soluble, it is best to include some healthy fat in your tomato 
preparations (i.e. olive oil or avocado) 

CHOOSING AND STORING 

The most important consideration to help ensure a flavorful tomato is to buy locally grown or grown 
them yourself.  The riper the tomato when picked, the shorter its lifespan.  So, the longer the distance 
a tomato must travel to get to you, the less ripe it is in when picked.  Although tomatoes will continue 
to “ripen” off the vine, they will never be as good as those allowed to fully mature on the vine.   

Many of the tomatoes found in large supermarkets are bred for high-yield production that strain the 
plant, resulting in tomatoes without enough sugars and other flavor compounds to make them tasty.  
The commercial varieties are usually hybridized and engineered to be sturdier with thicker walls and 
less jelly and seeds (where most of the flavor comes from).   

Choose tomatoes with intact skins and no bruises, that are firm but yielding under gentle pressure, 
and with a deep color (though not necessarily red as it comes in all colors). Oddly shaped tomatoes 
are fine and cracked skin is OK, but avoid tomatoes that are overly soft or leaking juice.  A good 
tomato should smell fresh and feel heavy for its size.   

Once you get your tomatoes home, store them stem end down on your countertop, and wait to wash 
until ready to use.  Storing stem side down helps prevent moisture from escaping and bacteria from 
entering through the stem scar which will help prolong shelf life.  If the vine is still attached, leave it on 
and store tomatoes stem end up.  Do not refrigerate as cold damages the enzymes that produce 
flavor compounds and ruins the texture by rupturing tomato cells, which makes the flesh mealy.  Keep 
tomatoes out of direct sunlight and above 55 degF, ideally between 68-78 degF.  A temperature below 
55 will slow down and prevent ripening and temperatures over 80 will cause rapid spoilage.   
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PREPARING 

Different recipes call for different preparations though the core is almost always removed. To remove 
the core, use a sharp paring knife to carve a V-shape around it or scoop it out with a melon baller.   

If your recipe calls for peeling the tomatoes, cut an X in the bottom skin, place in boiling water for 
about 15-30 seconds (the riper the tomato the less time needed) and then immediately transfer to a 
bowl of ice water; this will loosen the skin and make peeling them much easier. After about 60 
seconds in the ice bath, grab an end of the curled skin with your knife and carefully peel off.  If your 
recipe calls for removing the seeds, hold a halved tomato over a bowl, squeeze it gently, and work out 
the seeds with your fingers. 

PRESERVING 

Freezing:  Tomatoes are one of the few crops that do not have to be blanched before freezing.  You 
can core, peel (if desired) and freeze them whole in freezer storage bags or containers.  Freezing will 
preserve the tomato flavor better than canning, where the high temperature will destroy some of the 
flavor. 

Canning: Tomatoes are considered a high acid food, however the levels may not be high enough to 
ensure a safe product.  Therefore, tomatoes must be canned using a pressure canner, or be acidified 
using commercial lemon juice or citric acid before processing in a boiling water bath.   

Drying: Tomatoes can be dried using a dehydrator or slow roasted in the oven to produce a “sun-
dried” type product.  These tomatoes must be stored in an air-tight container and stored in the 
refrigerator or freezer.    

COOKING TIPS 

• 1 lb. fresh whole tomatoes yield about 1 1/2 cups chopped 

• Choose plum types for best results – meaty plum, or Roma, type tomatoes contain less 
moisture than other varieties, making them best suited for sauces, stews and canning. 

• Salt tomatoes for more flavor – For raw tomato applications like salsa, it is best to salt the 
chopped tomatoes, let them stand 30-60 minutes and pat dry before using.  The salt will help 
force the flavor compounds to separate from the proteins, making them more accessible to our 
taste buds for a fuller and more complex flavor.  The salting will also help remove excess 
moisture which can result in a watery result. 

• Don’t Cook tomatoes in reactive metals – Tomato acid will react with cast iron or uncoated 
copper or aluminum leading to harsh, metallic taste and can damage the surface of the 
cookware.  It is best to use stainless or coated pans. 

• Don’t add tomatoes too early in a dish – The acid from tomatoes can prevent other foods from 
breaking down.  Ingredients such as onions and beans should be fully softened BEFORE 
tomatoes are added. 

• Tame Tartness/Acidity with Sugar – Tomatoes vary in their sweet-tart flavor profile.  Adding a 
pinch or two of sugar can tone down acidity and enhance flavor from proteins.  Adding a 
“sweet” ingredient like carrot to a tomato sauce can achieve the same result with no added 
sugar.   
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COMMERCIAL CANNED OPTIONS 

Out of season, canned tomatoes are usually a better choice over bland off-season fresh 
options.  It you want a chunkier texture in your finished dish, choose diced tomatoes as they 
contain more calcium chloride, a natural additive added to maintain firmness, than whole 
tomatoes.  Choosing whole tomatoes and crushing them yourself will give a smoother, more 
broken down texture when cooked. 

In addition, whole tomato products will contain higher quality and riper tomatoes than more 
processed products such as diced, crushed or pureed.   

 

FUN FACTS 

• Tomatoes are the 4th most popular market vegetable after potatoes, lettuce and onions 

• The average person eats 22-24 pounds of tomatoes per year.  One-half of that amount 

is from ketchup and/or sauce 

• Most of the flavor and the highest amount of vitamin C is in the tomato jelly, the 

substance that surrounds the seeds.  If you choose to remove the seeds from a 

tomato, strain them and reserve the jelly for another use.   

• Tomato leaves are toxic to humans 

• There are between 10-25,000 tomato varieties 

• The term heirloom has no strict definition.  It usually refers to older, more interesting 

varieties that are propagated for eating qualities rather than commercial attributes of 

symmetrical shape and long storage capabilities 

• Vine-ripened ONLY indicates that the tomatoes were picked when 10% of the skin 

started to break or turn from green to red.  Most regular supermarket tomatoes are 

picked fully green and then blasted with ethylene gas to develop texture and color, but 

lack flavor.   

• Although both members of the nightshade family, Tomatillos are the fruit of a different 

plant and are different in flavor and usage from a green tomato.   
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