
Ken Cook (and his sidekick 
cat, Rusty) has been growing 
vegetables and fruit primarily 

for personal use and sharing it with 
neighbors, friends, and co-workers for the past 26 
years. Since his retirement Ken has branched out 
to offer heirloom tomato plants for sale as well 
as selling tomatoes and other vegetables from 
his home to local restaurants and the Concord 
Co-op. He grows a whopping 125+ varieties of 
tomatoes of all sizes, colors, and shapes from all 
over the world, specializing in heirlooms.

For a home gardener/farmer, business is 
booming! Ken started selling to the Co-op last 
summer. He quadrupled the amount of tomato 
seedlings sold to the general public this spring and 
sold out in 3 weeks by the 1st of June. He did not 
expect such an interest and demand. 

Ken’s focus on heirlooms has helped garner the 
interest. Over the years, he has collected more than 
1,500 tomato varieties. He has been a member of 
the Seed Savers Exchange for more than 25 years 
and also a member of Seeds of Diversity Canada. 
Before retiring, Ken traveled all over the world, and 
everywhere he went he made it a point to collect all 
types of vegetables seeds. Although he specializes in 
tomatoes, his vegetable seed collection is quite unusual 
and extensive containing more than 100 different 
cantaloupes/muskmelons/watermelons, as well as 
pumpkins/squashes/zucchini, peppers, beans and peas.

For Ken, farming is in his roots. 
“My grandfather had a 200-acre, self-sustaining 

farm along the Saco River in Maine, and the family was 

essentially self-sufficient having cattle, dairy cows, pigs, 
chickens, sheep, goats, and horses. He raised and sold 
dozens of vegetables and also sold lumber and hay for 
income. There were several barns and workshops spread 
throughout the property and two grist mills. He was still 
farming when he was 89 years old,” 
Ken explains.

When asked about what motivates 
him and keeps him farming, Ken says, 
“It is extremely gratifying to be able 
to grow your own food. We have one 
and only one criteria when it comes 
to tomatoes (and other vegetables), 
and that is taste – everything else is 
secondary. We believe in biodiversity 
and sustainable agriculture – feed the 
soil. Healthy soil = healthy roots = 
healthy plant = great tasting tomatoes. 
We practice all organic techniques 
and utilize no insecticides, pesticides 
and fungicides.”

When asked about plans for future 
expansion of his farm, Ken said, “We 
hope in the near future to have some 
additional land cleared and set-up 
a small greenhouse to meet the unexpected interest and 
demand not only for our tomatoes but our other varied, 
unique and hard to find vegetables as well. We are quickly 
running out of space to exercise proper long-term crop 
rotation, utilizing tried and true sustainable techniques 
practiced generations ago by old-time farmers and the 
Amish, Shaker, and Mennonite communities.”

On the Farm
SEEDS OF OUR HISTORY: Rusty’s Heirloom Tomatoes
by Shane Smith, Outreach Coordinator
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We’ve all heard of the Brandy Wine heirloom 
tomato, but what about Black Krim, Canistrino, 
or the Amish Paste? Heirloom tomatoes come 

with many fanciful names and are found in a wide variety 
of colors, shapes, flavors and sizes. The size of an heirloom 

tomato can range from that of 
a cherry tomato to the size of a 
sugar pumpkin. The colors can 
range from red, purple, orange, 
blue, black, or green and can 
appear “tie-dyed,” solid, or 
striped. Some heirlooms have a 
typical round shape and others 
can be lobed like peppers. 
According to the University 
of Florida Extension, heirloom 
tomatoes also taste better and 
have more nutritional value than 
many ubiquitous hybrids.

 There seems to be some 
debate on proper definition 

of what an heirloom 
tomato is. What 

comes to my mind 
when I hear the 
word “heirloom” 
is a variety 
that is handed 
down through 
successive 
generations of 

a family. In fact, family heirlooms 
are one category of heirloom 
tomatoes, but there are also commercial 
heirlooms, which are those that have been 
in circulation for more than fifty years, such as Beefsteak 
and Brandy Wines. The third type is created heirlooms 
which come from crossing of two known parents (either two 
heirlooms or an heirloom and a hybrid).

Regardless of interpretation, most authorities agree that 
heirlooms by definition must be open-pollinated. Open-
pollinated tomato varieties reproduce themselves in one 
of two ways: cross-pollination between two plants (via 
wind, insects, or water) or self-pollination (between male 
and female flower parts contained within the same flower 
or separate flowers on the same plant). It is generally 
agreed that no genetically modified organisms can be 
considered heirloom cultivars. It should also be said that 
without pioneering heirloom seed savers, a few major seed 
companies would control all seed distribution. Collecting 
and saving heirloom seeds helps preserve the genetic 
diversity of the world’s food crop. This is important because 
hybrid plants cannot be propagated from the seeds of 
the original plant, thus insuring the dependency on seed 
distributors for future crops.

Are you a gardener or farmer considering growing 
heirloom tomatoes? Be warned, growing heirloom tomatoes 
can sometimes be a fussy affair! Heirlooms are more subject 
to fungal rot and splitting then most hybrids. Many plants 
also produce small amounts of fruits during heat waves.

Photography courtesy of Rusty’s Heirloom Tomatoes.

Focus on Food
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by Ken Cook, Heirloom Tomato Farmer, Rusty’s Heirloom Tomatoes

the Natural Buzz August 2011 l Page 9


