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Hi! I’m Farmer Bee.
Welcome to the farm!

From Farm  to School  – 
Crops of North Carolina
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Special thanks to.. .  
Cindy Marion, Yadkin County School Nutrition Director

Doug and Michelle Patterson, Patterson Farm

Jack Ruff, Marketing Specialist, North Carolina Department  
of Agriculture and Consumer Services

Tracey Bates, School Nutrition Specialist, North Carolina  
Department of Public Instruction

Thank you!
This book is dedicated to the farmers of North Carolina who grow tomatoes and  
the school nutrition professionals who prepare and serve them to our students.  

This project coordinated by:  
Heather Barnes, Marketing Specialist  
North Carolina Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services 
and 
Karen Baltimore, Graphic designer and Illustrator	

Design and illustration by Karen Baltimore
For more of her work, please visit  
www.karenbaltimore.com
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Have you ever wondered where the tomatoes served at your school 
come from?
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They come from farms like this one! North Carolina is the seventh 
largest tomato producing state in the United States. 
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North Carolina farmers grow 85 million pounds of tomatoes every 
year in greenhouses and fields. You can buy them from May through 
October. Come with us! We’ll show you!!
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Tomatoes grow all across the state. The top producing counties in 
North Carolina are Henderson, Buncombe and Rowan.  

Pictured are slicing, Roma, Cherry and 
Grape tomatoes. These are common 
varieties, but there are many others 
including heirloom. Tomatoes can be 
different colors, such as green, orange 
or yellow.
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A tomato vine has a stem, roots, leaves, flowers and fruit. The fruit of  
the tomato vine has a wall, seeds and skin.    

Fruit

Seeds

Leaves

Flower

Stem

SkinWall
Roots

Tomatoes are  
grown in every state 

except Alaska.
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In February, farmers begin planting tomato seed in trays. It is too 
cold outside for seed to grow, so trays are kept in a greenhouse. They 
will germinate, or start growing, within 10 to 14 days.  
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Seedlings will grow in the greenhouse for five to seven weeks. Then the 
young plants will be moved from the trays and transplanted in the field.

Have you ever  
seen the seeds in  
a tomato? They  
are so tiny!
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Did you know fruits and vegetables had relatives? Peppers, eggplants 
and potatoes are relatives of the tomato.

Tomatoes are  
botanically a fruit,  
but nutritionally  
a vegetable.
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Farmers start getting fields ready for planting in March. After the soil  
is disked, a bedder is used to form raised beds. They will plant tomatoes  
in a field that has not had tomatoes or any of its relatives planted there  
in the last three years. 
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Raised beds are covered with plastic to help control weeds. Drip tape 
is placed under the plastic to water the plants. White plastic is used for 
tomatoes picked in summer because it reflects light, keeping soil from 
getting too warm. 
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Black plastic is used for plants that will be picked in the fall or spring 
because it absorbs light and warms the soil. Some farmers will not use 
plastic, choosing to plant on bare ground.

Did you know  
the Aztecs and Incas 

were first to  
grow tomatoes?
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Farmers transplant young plants to the field from April to July.  
Workers cut a hole in the plastic and place each plant by hand, just  
like strawberries. Plants will grow in the field for six to seven weeks.

Tomato plants  
need eight hours of 
sunlight every day.
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After transplant, workers will drive stakes into the ground beside each 
plant. Stakes will support the vine as it grows. Home gardeners can use 
wire cages instead of stakes for support.
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Twine is tied around the stakes to help keep vines off the ground. This 
helps the plant take up less space and makes harvest easier. As the plant 
grows taller, up to five strings will be added.
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A few weeks after being transplanted, leafy shoots called suckers will 
start growing from the stem. Workers pinch off the suckers. If they do  
not, the plant will use energy to grow suckers and not fruit.
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Yellow flowers will bloom four to six weeks after transplanting. Once 
honey bees have visited the flowers to pollinate them, small green  
tomatoes will form. Flowers and tomatoes can be on the vine at the 
same time.

Butterflies, moths,  
beetles and birds also  

pollinate plants.
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Immature fruit will be green. As the fruit ripens, the color changes 
depending on variety.
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All North Carolina tomatoes are picked by hand. Since they ripen at 
different times, workers will harvest fruit from the same field many 
times over the next few weeks. 
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Workers place tomatoes into plastic buckets and then empty them 
into wooden bins. The fruit can be stored at 55 degrees Fahrenheit  
for up to one week before it is packed.

It is estimated  
workers walk over 100 

miles to harvest a  
one-acre field!
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The first step in packing tomatoes is to lower the bin into water so 
the tomatoes float out. This decreases bruising. Tomatoes move over a 
rolling conveyor that turns each one so it can be inspected for quality. 
Next, they are washed and separated by size. 
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Finally, tomatoes are packed. Slicing and Roma tomatoes are usually 
packed in a 25-pound box. Grape and cherry tomatoes are often packed 
in plastic clamshell containers.
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Tomatoes can be fresh, frozen, canned, juiced and dried. They are used 
to make juice, ketchup, salsa, pizza sauce and other foods.

Fun fact:  
The average American  

eats over 30 pounds of 
tomatoes each year.
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All tomatoes grown in North Carolina are sold fresh. You can buy them 
at grocery stores, roadside stands and at your local farmer’s market.



26

Some North Carolina tomatoes are picked up by North Carolina  
Department of Agriculture and Consumer Service trucks and delivered  
to schools like yours across the state.

www.gotobenc.com

NC Department of Agriculture  and Consumer Services

NCDA & CS
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Tomatoes are very nutritious. One cup of raw tomatoes has around 30 
calories. They are cholesterol-free, low in fat and sodium and an excellent 
source of vitamins A and C. I love tomatoes on my cheeseburger! How 
are tomatoes served at your school?
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Tomatoes and some other fruits and vegetables naturally release ethylene 
(pronounced eth-uh-lene) gas when they ripen. You cannot see or smell  
ethylene. Keep fruits and vegetables that do not produce the gas, such as 
carrots, asparagus and apples, stored separately. 
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Did you know tomatoes continue ripening after being picked? To ripen 
a tomato, store it stem side up at room temperature away from the sun. 
Use ripe tomatoes within three days.
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Tomatoes have many uses and can be eaten raw or cooked. They can  
be diced fresh for taco salads or cooked in sauces for pasta or pizza.

Did you know  
you can eat  

tomato seeds?
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Tomatoes can also be part of a tasty after-school snack! Grab a small 
bowl and add two tablespoons of hummus. Dunk your favorite veggies 
in the hummus and enjoy. I like to have carrots, lettuce and snow peas 
with my tomatoes! 
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It’s fun to help make salads with tomatoes for a healthy meal, but be 
sure to ask an adult for help. What do you like on your salad?



This publication was supported by the U.S. Department of  
Agriculture’s (USDA) Agricultural Marketing Service  

through grant 12-25-B-1688. Its contents are solely the  
responsibility of the authors and do not necessarily  

represent the official views of the USDA.
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www.ncfarmtoschool.com

The North Carolina Farm to School program has  
been supplying school cafeterias with fresh, NC grown 
produce since 1997. The program is coordinated by  
the North Carolina Department of Agriculture and 
Consumer Services. For more information, please  
visit ncfarmtoschool.com.
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