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Passage:   Shiny, Red Decorations Narrative 8.6 

In colonial times, farmers grew plump red tomatoes. Incredibly, no one ate them. Instead, tomatoes were 
used as decorations. Most people believed that tomatoes were deadly poison. 

Well before colonial times, the Aztecs in Central American and the Incas in South America first grew 
tomatoes. Wild tomato plants can still be found in Peru’s mountains. Hundreds of years later, Cortez 
discovered tomatoes in gardens in Mexico. But tomatoes did not come from Mexico. Spanish explorers 
brought tomatoes back to Europe and the Caribbean. From there, early colonists brought them to 
America. 

Except for its fruit, all parts of a tomato plant are poisonous. Early botanists noticed that the tomato 
plant closely resembled a poisonous plant known as deadly nightshade. Later, a European botanist 
classified the tomato as a “wolf peach.” This name linked the misunderstood tomato to poison and 
werewolf superstition. Much later, botanists changed their views and renamed the tomato the “edible 
peach.” 

Why did people believe that tomatoes were poisonous? Until the 1800s, rich people ate with pewter 
flatware off pewter plates. Acidic foods, like tomatoes, caused lead to leach out of the pewter into their 
food. This caused lead poisoning and death. Poor people ate from wooden plates, so they were not afraid 
to eat tomatoes. 

By the 1800s, tomato seeds were sold in catalogs. It seemed like everyone was growing them by the year 
1824. Joseph Campbell built his empire on tomato soup. Tomato ketchup became extremely popular. By 
the turn of the 20th century, waves of European immigrants brought tomato recipes to North America. 
Tomatoes were absorbed into American kitchens. Now, the average American eats twenty pounds of 
tomatoes per year. 
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Question Incorrect Correct Type 
1. What is this story about?
(tomatoes) 

Main Idea 

2. What is the only part of the tomato plant that is NOT poisonous?
(the fruit) 

Fact 

3. What other plant does the tomato plant closely resemble?
(deadly nightshade) 

Fact 

4. Other than poison, to what did European botanists link the tomato
plant? 
(werewolves) 

Fact 

5. Why didn’t poor people get poisoned by tomatoes?
(they ate with wooden plates instead of pewter) 

Fact 

6. For what purpose did colonists grow shiny red tomatoes?
(for decoration) 

Fact 

7. Where did the Aztecs first grow tomatoes?
(in Central and South America) 

Fact 

8. From where did the early colonists bring the first tomatoes to
America? 
(Europe and the Caribbean) 

Fact 

9. Why didn’t poor people who ate tomatoes off of wooden plates
get poisoned? 
(lead did not leach out into their food as it did off the pewter plates 
of the rich people) 

Inference 

10. Why was everyone growing tomatoes by 1824?
(any logical response: because they were easy to get, people no 
longer ate off of pewter plates, and everyone knew that tomatoes 
were not poisonous, it was easy to purchase seeds and grow them) 

Inference 

11. Early 20th century immigrants brought something with them that
made the tomato a staple food of the American diet. What do you 
think they brought? 
(any logical response: traditional foods/recipes that contained 
tomato) 

Inference 

12. What does the word “leach” mean in this passage?
(to extract/pull/suck out of) 

Vocabulary 

Total (circle the outcome) 
Green   10-12 Correct 
Yellow  4-9 Correct 
Red       1-3 Correct
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