The Tomato in England

Published 15 June 2026, with Serin Quinn.

It took around 130 years from the first records of tomato plants in
England, to recipes for them becoming relatively common

Why!? The stories you may have heard are probably wrong.

Serin Quinn: In England, the earliest recording that people are
really eating tomatoes is 1720, and we know that it’s in England as a
plant from about 1590. So there’s kind of a big gap. So why does it
take that long.

Jeremy: [590s to 1720s.Around 130 years.And there’ve been all
sorts of explanations for the delay, most of which suggest a kind of
cultural block. That people were suspicious of foods not from Europe.
That there were medical fears because, according to the humoral
theory, tomatoes were cold and wet and that wasn’t good for you. Or
perhaps, being in the nightshade plant family, perhaps they were
poisonous. Serin Quinn’s answer is a lot more down to earth.

Serin: So | turned to garden manuals. So these are books written so
that people can, well, garden.And if you look into those, how they’re
describing growing tomatoes, they have a huge problem to overcome,
which is that the tomatoes aren’t producing fruit. This is obviously a
big problem if you want to eat tomatoes. And the reason for this that
they give is that in their terms, the sun is just not hot enough. Now
what does that really mean? Well, if you contextualise what the 17th
century, you know, the |6th century, environmentally, what we have is
what we call the Little Ice Age. It’s a period in which Europe in
general — actually, the world really — is about one degree colder
than what scientists call the average. And today, in comparison, we're
one degree higher.And actually we're about |.5 edging towards 2
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degrees higher. So if you actually compare today to the Little Ice Age,
we’re talking two degrees colder or 2.5 to 3 degrees colder.

Jeremy: | mean, you know, people joke about the English climate
today, but back then it was it was even worse. It was colder.You had
the frost fairs on the Thames, when the Thames froze over. So the
problem wasn’t deep suspicion. It was that they just couldn’t grow the
fruit. So, in looking at the gardening magazines and other records,
when do you start seeing regular fruiting tomatoes in England?

Serin:When they first start growing tomatoes in England in the 17th
century, like | say, they have these issues, but they persevere because
for them, for the English in the 17th century, the tomato is a very
interesting plant. They’ve never seen anything quite like it. And if you
think about it, it is sort of unusual. It’s bright red. It’s got this sort of
fruit that’s a bit soft and weird, and it’s all just sort of unusual. So they
do want to grow it and they want to grow it as an ornamental flower
actually. So not for its flowers, but as a sort of ornamental plant. And
so they persevere in trying to grow tomatoes as well as other, you
know, delicate exotic plants. So other types of flowers.

And for this they use various gardening technologies, which are very
sort of basic when we start in, you know, 1600, especially things like
hot beds.And a hotbed is basically horse dung, horse dung and straw,
but it will sort of ferment and it gives off heat and that will help you
germinate your seeds.And it also therefore means that you can grow
plants about a month earlier because you don’t have to wait for the
hot spring weather to germinate plants.You can do it artificially. And
by sort of pushing that time period in which you can grow tomatoes
about a month earlier, it means that you get a stronger plant when it
comes to the summer months. So this is the first sort of early start
to get a few tomatoes, but it’s still not, you'’re not getting a load of
tomatoes.You're getting maybe one successful plant.

Jeremy:And is this an aristocratic thing? | mean, I'm thinking of
pineapples and glasshouses and, you know, hotbeds for melons and all
that. Is the tomato an aristo thing?

Serin: Absolutely, yes. So your pineapple example is, | think, the best
known sort of cultural example of this type of gardening that we see
aristocratically in this time period. So you have, you know, massive
glasshouses for things like pineapples. Tomatoes don’t quite need all
that technology, but they absolutely do need some tech and a lot of
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labour. And this is why it is very much an aristocratic thing. Tomatoes
remain very aristocratic until really the mid |8th century.

Jeremy: Okay.You mentioned 1720 as a kind of as as a kind of start
for tomatoes being visible in England.What's happening to them at
that point?

Serin:Well, there’s two sort of influences that are happening in 1720.
So I'll start with the garden influence where we're at, in 1720 or
thereabouts, we actually see — well, the |8th century in general —
we see a shift in the Little Ice Age. So you still, it continues, generally
speaking, up until the 19th century, but you get these periods of much
warmer weather in the 18th century. So looking at gardening manuals,
| tracked, | made a sort of big graph of when gardening manuals say
that the fruit is ripe, and compared that to the data that we have on
temperatures and at the sort of spikes in temperature.We actually
get a harvest period that comes much, much closer into the summer
months. So in the |7th century, we're having a harvest at sort of late
September into October, and then the plant dies because it gets too
cold.-When we are sort of in the 1720s when we get these hot years,
we’re having a harvest of June. So if you imagine the difference that it
makes to have June to October instead of late September to October,
we’re having a huge sort of boost in the amount of yield that each
tomato plant will be giving.

And this is when we first see in things like gardening manuals, people
really discussing how to use tomatoes.And so we can sort of say with
some certainty that they’re not just growing them ornamentally any
more, but they’re actually growing them in order to eat them.And |
would argue that that aspect of yield, actually getting sort of a good
amount of tomatoes because the weather is better, is one of those
reasons.And when we have colder months, so when we get to the
turn of the 19th century, we have a big return of the Little Ice Age, so
the really bad weather, and the gardening manuals describe that. They,
again, are struggling to get any yield from the tomatoes at all. So you
see that the weather really is something that’s continuing to impact
tomato consumption.

Jeremy:And you say that the gardening manuals are switching,
they’re switching to how to use them.And what are they saying?
Because for us today, | mean, a tomato is essentially eaten raw in a
salad. | mean, yes, you know, I'm in Italy, of course we cook with
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tomatoes, but basically most people think of it as a raw vegetable. So
how are they being used in cooking?

Serin: Interestingly, salad vegetables aren’t really, or tomatoes as a
salad vegetable isn’t really attested to as much in England, but we do
see that attested very early on in, for instance, in Spain. So from really
the early |7th century, they’re being used as a salad vegetable in Spain.
In England, what we see described from, as | say, the 1720s onwards
are sort of two varieties.You have ... The other influence that | was
going to mention that happens in the 1720s, which is that there is a a
renewal of the Inquisition in Iberia. This might seem like a strange
turn of topic, but there’s a renewal of the Inquisition.

Jeremy: Nobody expects the Spanish Inquisition.

Serin:Absolutely. So there’s renewal and there’s a necessity for
Iberian Jews to move away from this big Inquisition. And one of the
few places in Europe that is actually a safe haven that you can
continue practicing your religion is strangely England. So we have
thousands of people who are moving to, especially London, from
Iberia. And we have attested in these things like gardening manuals,
encyclopaedias, the way that tomatoes are consumed, which is as a
soup or as a sauce.And the authors say things like, those of us who
are used to eating with Jewish families are familiar with having tomato
soup, or know how to use them thanks to this knowledge in various
ways. So evidently there is this sort of Iberian influence, this sort of
influx of information coming in about how to make tomato soup and
tomato sauces.

The other influence is a sort of an older, we can maybe call it maybe
more of a European — English sorry — influence, and that is pickling
tomatoes. So this is what we first actually see recorded in the 1720s,
which is that authors are saying we can pickle them like we pickle
mangoes.And this is actually then taking us to another colonial sort
of aspect, which is the European presence in Southeast Asia and
pickled mangoes, which is a huge fashion at the time period, but they
can’t get hold of mangoes.And so they use what they have at home in
England. And one of those things is tomatoes.

Jeremy: | want | want to focus on the Jews coming from Iberia, Spain
and Portugal. The method of using tomatoes in Spain and Portugal
comes directly from the conquest of the New World, yes? | mean,
they bring the recipes back with them, and then culturally those
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recipes come to the UK. So what are the key features of the way
tomato is used in soups and sauces in |beria? And does it map to the
way it’s used in the New World?

Serin:Yes, absolutely. So this has been a huge part of my research, sort
of following this question of soups and sauces, so I've done a great
deal of research on the Mesoamerican context. Unfortunately we
don’t have much information about how people in Mesoamerica —
so modern day Mexico, that is to say — ate tomatoes prior to the
Spanish conquest.This is partially because so many sources were
destroyed at the time period, obviously a huge cultural destruction
that occurred there, but also because a different way of recording
information doesn’t really lend itself to things like recipes. So we don’t
really have anything from prior to the conquest, but we do have
records made by the Spanish in the few decades that follow the
conquest, so up until sort of the 1570s.And these record that the
ways that tomatoes are consumed in Mesoamerica by the indigenous
Nahua people, which is to say what we popularly know as Aztecs, is as
a soup and a sauce.And importantly, what they record is that the
sauces are made with chilli peppers.

So I've essentially not seen a single record about how to use
tomatoes that does not mention chilli peppers. It’s not the same vice
versa. So people talk about chilli peppers and don’t talk about
tomatoes, but when they talk about tomatoes, it is always with chilli
peppers.There’s a medical reason for this, perhaps. So in Nahua
medicine, there’s a huge importance of balance, and this is quite
similar to contemporaneous Europe, but sort of the healthy body is a
balanced body.And heat and cold is also a part of that. So heat of the
chilli pepper is balanced by the cold of the tomato and vice versa. So
it’s a balanced meal in that sense.

But tomato-chilli sauces are really sort of the food ... of the sort of
the form ... that tomato takes in Mesoamerica. And this is sometimes
as what the Spanish called as a cazuela. So, like a casserole is how
you'd maybe translate that, as stew or soup, which is then made with
beans or with turkey meat, turkey eggs, fish, salamanders, these sort
of things, and served often with maize in some form, so a tortilla or
so on.And then, when you go to Iberia, when you follow those ... the
movement of tomatoes to Iberia, what we have from written recipes
as well as from sort of general descriptions of life, is that tomatoes
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are always combined again with chilli peppers. So our earliest recipes
have chilies in these sauces.

And they also are quite similar in the way that they apply these sort
of sauces. So again sort of casseroles with beans, with chicken meat
instead of turkey, with chicken eggs, and with fish. So it’s a very similar
form of consumption. But very importantly, the taste profile of these
sources is explicitly this tomato chilli formation.Then once we go to
England, we see exactly the same thing. So again chilli peppers always
in these sauces.

Jeremy: So the thing about chilli peppers, of course, is that you can
dry them and you don’t have to grow them. But are the English also
trying to grow chili peppers?

Serin:Yes. So if you follow the gardening manuals again, you again get
descriptions of how to grow chilli peppers.They have the same sort
of issues, with the advantage of course that you can dry them, which
you can’t — well you can obviously sun dry a tomato, but you don’t
do that in England. So the preservation of chilli peppers is much
easier.And also in these sauce recipes from the 18th century, they
specifically use what they call capsicum vinegar. So they’re actually
preserving the spice of the chilli pepper in vinegar, and therefore
providing that heat without necessarily having to have those fresh
chilies.

Jeremy:And where’s the capsicum vinegar ... Is that being imported
from lberia, or dried ... Have you figured that out?

Serin:They’re mostly making it.VWe have recipes for capsicum vinegar
especially. They actually make loads of different types of vinegar.
They’re quite vinegar mad in the 18th century. So raspberry vinegars
and all these sort of different flavours. But they’re probably importing
some chilli peppers because of this ability to transport them, and
growing the rest, if you know what | mean. So it’s a sort of a balance
there.

Jeremy: So you've got tomatoes yielding properly, if you want to say,
in the middle of the I8th century.Then they kind of, you know, you’ve
got the tail end of the Little lce Age, and then you come into the 19th
century with a lot more technology. | mean, tomatoes are never going
to be a field crop in England, but do they become less aristocratic, as
it were, and more available to ordinary people?
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Serin:Yes, absolutely. So the timeline you give is sort of perfect in
that sense. So still sort of at the turn of the 19th century, they're very
much aristocratic.We know, for instance, that the Prince Regent
would have chicken or partridge in tomato sauce.They’re still part of
those sort of elite diets around 1800. But as we get into the mid 19th
century, we start to see a lot more attestations from sort of normal
life that are describing seeing tomatoes, eating tomatoes and so on.

So there’s one sort of memoir that I've read from the 1870s, when
the author was a little boy, and he talks about the first time that
tomatoes came to the Leicester food market and what this ... sort of
as a surprise, and how his mother made tomato soup, which she’'d
heard about, and all these sort of things. So this is for him as a little
boy, the first time he’s seen tomatoes. And he’s from a working class
family. His mother works in a factory you know, it’s a very normal
family.

So the reasons behind this are really threefold. So first you just have
the improvement of weather from the Little Ice Age.Things are
getting sort of less freezing cold. Secondly, and thirdly, you have the
technological aspect. So firstly, you have the rise of commercial
greenhouses. Prior to this period, greenhouses are very aristocratic.
So again, there’s the labour aspect, but really it comes down to, well,
the price of glass, which is very expensive.There’s a tax on it. It’s not
really something you can access to make a large sort of commercial
enterprise. Likewise the actual glass itself is ... They haven’t cracked
sheet glass, as we call it, so large panes of glass, until about the 1850s.
So these two developments mean that you can actually build a
commercial greenhouse as a sort of industrial sort of person and
start growing greenhouse foods. So you can grow them in England to
a scale.

The second factor is that you have transportation developments in
this period. So one of the best places for growing tomatoes in, well,
England, so to speak, at the time, is actually Guernsey, the Isle of
Guernsey, which is in the Channel Islands. It has a better environment
for it. But also prior to this period, you're never going to get
tomatoes from Guernsey across the ocean into London without
them completely rotting in the time frame that you need. But with
ship technologies being much faster, much more reliable, and then
once you get to the coast, you get the train and canal technologies
again, really getting things from A to B at a completely different time
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scale than a century before. So with both the combination of these
commercial greenhouses and transportation, you’re just seeing such a
scale of tomato production that you wouldn’t have seen before
happening in England.

Jeremy: So with the commercial greenhouses and an increased
market availability and demand for tomatoes, is that when you start
seeing English tomato breeding? Because there’s an awful lot of that
that goes on in the late |9th century.

Serin:Yeah, absolutely. So tomato breeding and also breeding of loads
of different types of vegetables is such a hugely popular thing in the
Victorian period.You actually start to see an interest in breeding
different varieties already in the |7th century, more with flowers, so
different types of tulips and so on. So they have the sort of beginnings
of that culture already in the |7th century. But with tomatoes, it’s
really only in the 1800s that is and 1900s that you really have this
explosion of varieties, at least in England. For the most part, they’re
actually usually consuming what we might today call a beef tomato. So
this kind of chunky, big red tomato, and some cherry tomatoes.VWVell
again, what we would call cherry tomatoes. So very little variety in
the 18th century and early 19th century, with a preference for red
rather than yellow, which is interesting, but I'm not really sure why
they seem to prefer red.

Jeremy:So all in all, | mean, it’s a complicated story, but it’s kind of,
you know, various factors come into play, as they so often do in
stories of foods moving from one place to another. Do you have any
sense for why this explanation of they were strange; they were
foreign; they were poisonous; they were, you know, unusual. Do you
have any sense for why that sort of seemed to be an acceptable
explanation for so long?

Serin:Yes. It’s a really interesting question. | can’t exactly say for
certain, of course, because | can’t, you know, read the minds of all the
people who wrote these things. It kind of comes from, | think, a
variety of perspectives. So when you think about the potato, for
instance, the history of the history of the potato, the big book on
potatoes is one called The History and Social Influence of the Potato
by Redcliffe Salaman. It’s written in, | think 1949, if I'm correct. And
Salaman was not a historian. He was a plant scientist. So he did this
— I mean, it’s a really incredible book; it’s so detailed, it’s so
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interesting, but he had no training as a historian. He had no ability to
look at a primary source and say, what is this actually saying? Not just
what it’s, sort of, what’s written, but what is it? What'’s behind all of
this? So he really just reports everything as he reads it.

And he also adds sort of from his own perspective, | think, a lot of
ideas about superstitious Europeans that to him make sense. So, for
instance, he, in regard to the potato, writes about he has this idea that
because the potato isn’t mentioned in the Bible, then Europeans
would never have eaten it.This is sort of nonsensical. Lots of
vegetables aren’t in the Bible. So there’s these sort of ideas that he
comes up with, which | think if you say them with enough authority,
people will simply believe them.

But | think this comes back to, in many ways, what we think about
people in the past. | think we have quite a judgemental idea of
medieval and early modern Europeans.We think, well, you know, they
had such a superstitious society, they were very prejudiced. Obviously
there were people who were absolutely very superstitious and were
very prejudice and especially, you know, did horrible and terrible
things. But that doesn’t mean that every single person went through
their lives, you know, thinking the worst of everything. But | think we
have this idea of them that they’re a bit stupid.When you sort of read
popular histories of the tomato, for example, you have ideas that, I've
seen one in, | think Atlas Obscura, that people thought that it would
cause werewolfism because the scientific name for the tomato is
Lycopersicon, which means wolf peach.This is completely ... There’s
absolutely no evidence for anything like this, but it will get published
and people will believe it because it sounds like something that could
be true.

Once you actually take people seriously in the past, once you respect
their point of view, it’s a sound logical system. It’s just completely
different to our one.And | think that’s the real issue that we come
across when we're talking about food in the past, is that people don’t
take it seriously enough and respect the people that they’re writing
about.

Transcripts are possible thanks to the generosity of Eat This Podcast
supporters. If you find the transcript useful, please consider joining
them.
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