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     There is a strong 
market for heirloom 
tomatoes.  Consumers 
say they taste better and 
have thinner skins than 
“regular tomatoes.”  
Consumers also have a 
nostalgic attraction to 
the “ole timey” varieties 
that Grandma used to 
grow.  Heirloom varie-
ties come in many inter-
esting colors and shapes 
and have fun names that 
make them stand out 
from the standard indus-
try tomato.  The market 
for ORGANIC heirloom 
tomatoes is particularly 
strong. 
     This consumer inter-
est should be an excel-
lent opportunity for lo-
cal growers, except that 
heirloom tomatoes have 
several production prob-
lems.  Most heirloom 

tomatoes have little or 
no disease resistance.  
This makes organic pro-
duction, in particular, 
very difficult.  In a wet 
season, heirloom varie-
ties often fall victim to 
blight before they get 
the chance to yield 
much fruit.  Heirloom 
varieties have a ten-
dency to crack and are 
often very rough in ap-
pearance, which makes 
them difficult to pack 
and sell commercially.  

Tomato breeder, Dr. 
Randy Gardner, has de-
veloped several new 
disease resistant experi-
mental hybrids with 
heirloom qualities.  
Hopefully, these new 
hybrids will have the 
flavor of heirlooms but 
with the desired charac-
teristics of standard 
commercial tomatoes, 
e.g., disease resistance, 
uniform size, and good 
shipping characteristics. 

Introduction  

Objectives: To compare 
yield, disease resistance, 
nutrient content, and 
taste of new heirloom-
type hybrids and heir-
loom varieties grown in 
conventional and or-
ganic production sys-
tems.  
 This study is a split plot 
design and has four rep-

licates.  Main plots are 
composed of four farm-
ing system treatments, 
Control (conventional 
fertilizer only), Conven-
tional, Organic 1 
(Brandt), and Organic 2.  
Subplots are four tomato 
varieties.  In the Con-
ventional plots, the to-
matoes are being grown 
using conventional prac-

tices as recommended 
by the NC Cooperative 
Extensive Service, in-
cluding synthetic fertil-
izers, fungicides, and 
insecticides.  In the Or-
ganic 1 (Brandt) plots, 
the new Brandt ClawEl 
organic OMRI approved 
fungicide and insecti-
cide are being used.  In 
the Organic 2 plots, 
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Serenade and Neem, are 
used as fungicide and in-
secticide, respectively.  In 
all organic plots, tomatoes 
are being grown using 
organic practices as ap-
proved by the National 
Organic Program, includ-
ing organic soil amend-
ments, such as  compost 
and fish emulsion.  Con-
trol plots received no fun-
gicides or insecticides, but 
did receive the same syn-
thetic fertilizers as the 
conventional plots.   In all 
plots, the tomatoes are 
grown on raised beds with 
black plastic and drip-
irrigation and high trel-
lises.  All varieties are 
indeterminate.   
     Tomatoes are being 
harvested weekly and ana-
lyzed according to total 
weight, size, and quality 
(including burst and 
crack). 
     Additionally disease 
and insect pressures are 
being monitored.  The 

fungal pathogens, Alternaria and 
Septoria have been observed in 
control plots, but rarely in other 
treatment plots.  Tomato spotted 
wilt is present and has killed 
around 8 of  640 total test plants.  
Late blight has not been observed, 
but will likely arrive in the control 
plots before the season’s end.  The 
tomato hornworm has been noted 
in control plots, often parasitized.  
However, no hornworms or other 
pests have been noted in any other 
of the cropping system plots, in-
cluding the two organic plots. 
     Plant tissue analysis is being 
conducted to determine the nutri-
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ent content of varieties and treat-
ments.  Results are forthcoming. 

     A taste preference 
test will be conducted 
at today’s demonstra-
tion.  We will gather 
data on people’s taste 
and shopping prefer-
ences when consider-
ing the purchase of 
tomatoes.  

Two tomato hornworms in control plots.  The 
hornworm in the foreground has been parasitized 
by a wasp.  The hornworm in the background is 
healthy. 
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The objective of the 2006 study was to determine if three heirloom type hybrids had flavor comparable to three favorite heir-
loom tomatoes and to compare production in conventional and organic production systems.  The study was a split-plot design 
with production system as the main plot and variety as the subplot.  There were four replications.  There was no difference in 
yield between organic and conventional production systems (Table 1).  Cherokee Purple (heirloom), Mr. Stripey (heirloom), 
and NC0455 (hybrid) had the highest total yields.  Heirloom tomato fruit tend to burst and crack.  The hybrids exhibited little 
of these disorders (Table 2).  In the taste tests, participants rated two of the hybrids, NC05114 and NC0455, as the best tasting 
(Table 3).  We concluded that these new hybrid tomatoes did have flavor comparable or superior to several favorite heirloom 
tomatoes and that they could be successfully grown in organic and conventional production systems. 

Last Year’s Objectives and Results 

Total Yield for Heirloom and Hybrid Tomatoes Grown Under Organic and Conventional 
Cropping Systems
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