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By Robin Mittenthal, University Apartments Community Gardens Committee 

 

Possible garden tasks for May: All of the cold-weather crops that you could have planted last month can still be 

planted this month (see old Garden Plot columns at 

http://www.eagleheightsgardens.org/tips/monthlyadvice.shtml).  By the end of the month (the last week, to be 

safe from frost), you can also plant just about anything else you might want to grow.  Tomatoes, eggplants, and 

peppers should be planted as transplants (small plants you bought or grew in your home) rather than seeds – 

summer here is short, and if you plant seeds now, the plants will not mature in time.  Vine crops like cucumbers 

are best planted as seeds, though garden stores do sell small plants.  Some crops you might like to eat such as 

watermelons will not do well here unless you get them extra heat through use of black plastic, row cover, or 

both.  The gardening manual available at http://www.eagleheightsgardens.org/index.shtml covers use of these 

materials, as does http://attra.ncat.org/attra-pub/summaries/seasonext.html. 

 

News from the Eagle Heights Garden Committee March meeting:  There were a record number of applications 

for garden plots this year.  As a result, a record number of people are now on the waitlist for a plot.  The 

committee discussed ways to get more people gardening, including creating new plots on land that is currently 

not being gardened, splitting some existing plots in half, and restricting the number of plots each person can 

have (because demand for garden plots used to be much lower, some long-time gardeners have two plots).  All 

of these options are being explored.     

   There have recently been requests to allow gardeners to drive into the gardens, but after discussion it was 

decided that maintaining a no-cars policy was best overall.  Gardeners who need to move heavy loads to or from 

their plots should park across the street from the garden entrance and bring a garden cart to their car.  Gardeners 

found driving into the gardens may be fined by the university.    

   A UW graduate student named Vincent Smith is trying to measure how much food is produced by urban 

gardeners.  If you meet him in the gardens he may ask you if you are willing to participate in his work. 

 

This month’s column:  In surveys of gardeners around the world, tomatoes are almost always one of three most 

commonly grown crops.  This is pretty amazing, since tomatoes only reached the old world (Spain, first, and 

other countries later) from Mexico in the 16
th

 century and were viewed with suspicion when they first arrived.   

   Aztecs and other pre-Colombian peoples of Central America had been enjoying tomatoes since at least 1000 

B.C. (the word “tomato” comes from xitomatl, a word in the Nahuatl language), but it’s not hard to understand 

why Europeans were skeptical -- the wild relatives of the tomato that they knew were small, weedy, and tasted 

bad, and the texture and acidity of tomatoes were also unfamiliar.  Because of this, Europeans initially used 

tomatoes only to make medicines and love potions (tomatoes were sometimes called “love apples” because it 

was believed that eating one would make you fall in love with the person who gave it to you).   

   Fortunately, sometime in the 17
th

 century, Spaniards, Italians, and others around the Mediterranean started to 

actually eat the things both raw and cooked, and the recipes they developed are a useful addition to the rich 

culture of tomato cookery created by the peoples of the Americas.  Tomatoes were (and are) a useful addition to 

any diet, with significant amounts of vitamins A and C as well as pigments called lycopenes that may make 

tomatoes red and may help to prevent cancer. 

   Alas, I don’t have space here to talk in detail about how to grow tomatoes.  For that information, see either the 

manual mentioned above or one of the following web sites: http://urbanext.illinois.edu/veggies/directory.html 

(for basic information) or http://attra.ncat.org/attra-pub/tomato.html. (for a focus on organic production).  Here 

are just a few key tips: 

1) Don’t forget to fertilize!  A handful of an all-purpose organic fertilizer mixed into the soil of your planting 

hole will give you many more and better-tasting tomatoes. 

2) Put the plants in deep.  Tomatoes root from their stems, so when you put them in the garden, bury them 

deeper than they were in the pot you took them out of.  Ideally, you’d put at least 15 cm (6 in) of the plant 

underground – more if the plant is large.     

3) Forget standard tomato cages.  The cylindrical wire cages that garden stores sell to support your growing 

tomato plants are useless, too small and weak to support a healthy, productive plant.  Instead, stick a strong 



metal stake at least 45 cm (1.5 feet) into the ground and tie your plant to it with strong string every 10-15 cm (4-

6 in) as it grows. 

4) Harvest your tomatoes when they are just beginning to turn red.  Bring them home, set them on a plate out of 

direct sunlight, and check them each day until they are ripe.  They are easier to move around when they are not 

yet fully ripe, and you will keep them away from small animals in the gardens that like ripe tomatoes. 

5) Think about investing in a food drier or learning to can tomato products so that you can eat your own 

tomatoes all year long.  Because of their high acidity, tomatoes are one of the safest and easiest foods to 

preserve at home.  See the manual for tips on this.    

 

Next month: a column on cucumbers, the fifth and last in my series about the history and cultivation of major 

groups of vegetables. 


