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Tomatoes, originating from the highlands of 

South America, have evolved over centuries into one 

of the most beloved and versatile fruits of the world. 

Among the diverse range of tomato varieties, heirloom 

tomatoes stand out as time-honoured treasures, 

offering a tantalizing glimpse into the history, genetics 

and culinary traditions of agriculture unlike the 

modern hybrid varieties, which are bred for 

uniformity and commercial production. This article 

aims to provide a comprehensive understanding of 

heirloom tomatoes. 

Origin and history 

Heirloom tomatoes, often revered as "heritage" 

or "vintage" tomatoes, are unique in the way that they 

have not been subjected to the extensive hybridization 

and genetic modification that characterizes many 

modern tomato varieties. Instead, they represent a 

direct link to the past, with individual cultivars often 

bearing names that harken back to their regional or 

familial origins. These tomatoes have been cultivated 

for generations, preserving their distinct 

characteristics and flavours. 

Heirloom tomatoes trace their 

origins to diverse regions, 

including South America, Mexico 

and Europe. Some heirloom 

varieties have histories dating 

back hundreds of years. 

Distinctive characteristics 

Diverse appearance: What sets heirloom tomatoes 

apart is their captivating diversity. They defy the 

uniformity of their commercial counterparts by 

exhibiting a remarkable array of sizes, shapes and 

colours. They can be round, pear-shaped, ribbed, or 

even resemble miniature pumpkins. And, the skin of 

these heritage cultivars often has beautiful, intriguing 

patterns – stripes, marbling, streaks, blotches, or 

blushes of blue or pink. From the humble cherry-sized 

“Sungold” with its vibrant orange hue to the hefty, 

ribbed “Brandywine” with its rich pinkish-red flesh, 

each heirloom variety tells a unique story through its 

appearance and flavour. 

Flavour profiles: Perhaps the most celebrated aspect 

of heirloom tomatoes is their extraordinary flavour. 

While commercially produced 

hybrids can be fairly insipid, 

heirlooms that have been allowed 

to ripen on the vine have strong 

flavours – sweet, rich, tart, or a 

combination of all of these at once. 

They offer a sensory adventure 

that ranges from the robust, 

earthy undertones of the “Black 

Krim” to the sweet, tropical notes of the “Pineapple” 

tomato. It is this wide spectrum of flavours that 

elevates heirlooms to a gourmet status, making them 

the preferred choice of chefs and home cooks seeking 

to create dishes bursting with taste.  

Open-pollinated: Heirloom tomatoes are typically 

open-pollinated, which means they can be pollinated 

naturally by insects, wind, or other mechanisms. 

Open-pollination plants breed true, or grow “true-to-

type”. This means that the seeds collected from an 

heirloom tomato will grow plants similar to their 

parent plants. This characteristic allows for the 
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preservation of their genetic traits through seed-

saving. Thus, heirloom tomatoes have been passed 

down through generations, carefully cultivated and 

cherished by dedicated gardeners and seed savers 

who recognize the importance of maintaining this 

genetic diversity. 

Note: A tomato variety needs to have existed for more 

than half a century to be an authentic heirloom tomato! 

Cultural significance 

Each heirloom variety often comes with its 

own story, passed down through generations, adding 

depth to the cultural and historical narratives 

associated with these tomatoes. 

For instance, “Reisentraube”, a cherry tomato 

variety was brought to the US by German immigrants, 

and handed down through generations of 

Pennsylvania Dutch people as 

far back as the mid-1800s. And 

then, there is “Nebraska 

Wedding”, an orange cultivar, 

which was brought to 

Nebraska in the late 1800s, 

where it was passed down at 

weddings to new brides in 

farming communities. 

It is, however, 

important to note that heirloom tomatoes, just like 

heirloom quilts or jewellery, are passed down because 

they have great value to the person handing them 

down. 

What exactly do heirloom tomatoes taste like? 

In general, heirloom tomatoes taste sweeter 

than other tomato varieties. There is also an interesting 

association to be made between the colour of heirloom 

tomatoes and their flavour, however, it is not an exact 

science, and there are exceptions. Still, the following 

considerations can be kept in mind if one goes for 

shopping heirloom tomatoes: 

i. Yellow heirloom tomatoes: they tend to have 

milder tastes with less acidity. 

ii. Pink heirloom tomatoes: usually the sweetest 

tomato variety, with a good balance between 

acidity and sugar content. 

iii. Orange heirloom tomatoes: another sweeter 

variety with low acid content. 

iv. Red heirloom tomatoes: often mistaken for the 

average “grocery store hybrid tomato”, these 

have strong flavours that lean more towards 

acidity than sweetness. 

v. Black heirloom tomatoes: more of a maroon or 

purplish colour; these tomatoes usually have 

an earthier taste that some people even call 

smoky. 

vi. Striped heirloom tomatoes: not just eye-

catching, but also tongue-catching with their 

very sweet and juicy taste. 

Heirloom tomatoes vs. Hybrid tomatoes vs. 

Genetically modified tomatoes 

Unlike hybrid tomato seeds, which are 

produced through the cross-pollination of two tomato 

plants with complementary desirable properties, 

heirloom tomato seeds are developed through 

selective breeding within their own type by selecting 

the seeds from plants with the best characteristics. For 

instance, many people think that the well-known 

“Roma” tomato was created by crossing a “Pan 

American” tomato with a “San Marzano” tomato to 

create a tomato having traits from both. 

Another important distinction between 

heirloom tomato types and hybrid tomato varieties is 

that heirloom tomato seeds can be planted and will 

produce plants that resemble the ones from which 

they were originally collected. In hybrid tomatoes, this 

does not always happen; if the seed is fertile to begin 

with, it might grow into a plant that resembles one of 

the grandparents or something entirely new.  
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To generate hybrid tomato plants that yield a 

lot of fruit, are disease and pest-resistant, retain for as 

long as possible (to make it easier to export them 

across the world) and have the best appearance, 

tomato plants need to be regularly cross-bred. 

While this facilitates commercialization and 

reduces waste from rotting tomatoes, at some point 

the breeders lost sight of the value of flavour and 

nutrition. This is why heirlooms typically taste better 

and offer more health advantages than other types. 

What about genetically modified (GM) 

tomatoes? A GM tomato is a tomato variety whose 

DNA has been altered in a laboratory to increase the 

same properties mentioned above, i.e., disease 

resistance, aesthetics, storage capacity and even the 

absence of seeds. As a result, it is a quick route to 

hybrid tomatoes but unquestionably a departure from 

what nature intended. 

Challenges and conservation 

Genetic erosion: Heirloom tomatoes, celebrated for 

their rich history, diverse flavours and cultural 

significance, are facing a perilous threat – genetic 

erosion. While these unique tomato varieties have 

been cherished for generations, changing agricultural 

practices and the ascendancy of commercial hybrids 

have placed their genetic diversity at risk. Efforts to 

conserve and promote their cultivation are essential. 

Seed saving: Seed saving in heirloom tomatoes serves 

as a bridge between the past and the future, enabling 

the conservation of unique genetic diversity and 

cultural heritage. By encouraging seed-saving 

practices, we not only ensure the survival of heirloom 

tomato varieties but also contribute to the preservation 

of agricultural traditions and the protection of 

biodiversity, securing a vibrant legacy for generations 

to come. 

Conclusion 

Heirloom tomatoes are not just agricultural 

crops; they are living symbols of our agricultural and 

culinary heritage. Their remarkable genetic diversity, 

rich history and unparalleled flavours make them not 

only a culinary delight but also a valuable genetic 

resource in the face of a changing climate and 

agricultural challenges. As consumers and growers 

alike rediscover the charm and flavours of heirloom 

tomatoes, their preservation and cultivation continue 

to be celebrated, ensuring these unique tomato 

varieties remain a vital part of our food culture.   
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