
 
	  

Tomato Mania Hits Cal Poly 
Students grow, market and sell tomato plants perfect for the Central Coast 

Published in the Spring 2010 edition of Ag Circle magazine 
 
 Bloody Butcher, Golden Mama, Razzleberry Hybrid and Tiny Tim. What do all these 

names have in common? They are all tomato varieties grown by Cal Poly students for the annual 

Tomato Mania tomato sale. Cal Poly students grew over 70 varieties of tomatoes and basil plants 

for the sale, held every year the first weekend in April at the Poly Plant Shop.  

 Tomato Mania began 10 years ago as a student enterprise project in the Horticulture and 

Crop Science department. Students start growing the tomato plants in January and tend to them 

for the four months leading up to the sale. Dr. Hannings, the advisor for the project, says that 

students work very hard for those four months and that being part of the project takes a lot of 

dedication. Project member Erica Guido agreed with Hannings. “It’s a lot of work in a short 

amount of time,” said Guido. “But I learned a lot and it was a good experience.”  

When the project first started, no one dreamed it would be this big. In the first year, only 

a handful of varieties were grown. Student Jeff Hillman said that there were a total of 78 

varieties grown this year, 15 of which are heirloom varieties. “Each year we’ve had growth of at 

least 30 percent,” said Hannings. “The first year, the total profits were about $2,500. This year 

we made $17,000 in the first day.” In 2010, more students than ever participated, meaning that 

the project could grow even more, resulting in the increased profits.  

The large profits can be associated to strong community support for the event. People 

from all over the county come out every April to get a hold of the specific tomato plants they 

want and know will grow well where they live. Only plants known to grow well in the Central 

Coast are sold. Cal Poly alum Diane Pilloud says she comes out every year. “I love tomatoes and 



 
	  

like to support Cal Poly,” said Pilloud. “Every year they have a great variety of plants that I 

know will grow at home.”  

Whether your interest in tomatoes is small or large, Tomato Mania can help you out. 

Seven year old Catherine Reid has been coming to the sale for years with her parents and claims 

to love tomatoes. Catherine’s mother, Christina Reid of Paso Robles, says she comes out and 

buys at least 12 tomato plants each year, in addition to a cactus for Catherine and any herbs the 

Poly Plant Shop has for sale. In addition to families such as the Reids who buy their tomato 

plants in bulk, many students come out and buy only a plant or two.  

Cal Poly’s history with tomatoes goes back farther than the beginning of Tomato Mania 

10 years ago. The staple of Tomato Mania, the Murray Smith variety, was developed here at Cal 

Poly by Dr. Howard Brown. Dr. Brown named the variety for his good friend and Cal Poly 

speech professor, Murray Smith. The Murray Smith was bred with the central coast climate in 

mind and is very popular among customers and is one of the biggest sellers. The variety is 

characterized by its bright red color and small core. Cal Poly remains the keeper of the seed for 

the Murray Smith. 

Event organizers stress that if you want the best choice of tomato plants, you should get 

to the Poly Plant Shop the first day of the sale. After the first day of the sale this year, over half 

of the varieties were already sold out. So if you love tomatoes and want to support the Cal Poly 

Horticulture and Crop Science department, mark your calendars for April 1, 2011 and catch 

Tomato Mania.  

 
 


