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A TOUCH OF TOMATOPHILIA

As kids in Hungary, we were always on
the lookout for empty bottles. They weren't
easy to come by, because everyone, it seems,
was collecting bottles, not only wine bottles,
but all others as well.

Our grandmother, as all other grand-
mothers in Hungary, rewarded us with little
favors for the empty bottles we brought in — a
"filler” (penny) to buy candy; a chunk of
gingerbread (we called it ‘‘mezeskalacs”’); an
apple, a few nuts, or some dried fruits.

The empty bottles were in demand for
keeping tomato juice, which is somewhat sur-
prising since we never drank tomato juice in
Hungary. I remember once, when I was about
seven years old, a boy named Harry Rose had
come from the United States to settle in our lit-
tle town. I saw him eat a raw tomato, and
went running to my grandmother, screaming,
“Harry’s going to die! He's eating a raw
tomato!”’

Eventually, I was reassured and calmed.
Nearly every Hungarian family cooked up
tremendous amounts of tomato juice to be used
in that favorite of all Hungarians — tomato
soup.

In our gardens the first tomatoes began
ripening at the end of June and into July, with
the bulk of the crop going to market around
mid-August. Then a second harvest ripened as
September slipped into October. Sometimes the
tomatoes could no longer ripen on the vine, so
they were picked half-ripe and placed on win-
dow sills by the dozen; even by the hundred.
One autumn; I remember the entire
neighborhood took on a rosy glow from
countless tomatoes basking in the sun.

Preparing the tomato juice became a major
household activity. It started at dawn when the
big kettle, originally used to cook plums into

the thick “‘lekvar,’” was filled with cut-up
tomatoes, and slowly brought to a boil.
Sometimes, if needed, a little water was added.
The air became heavy with the sweet fragrance
of the simmering tomatoes.

After a while, the tomatoes were transfer-
red to a very special kitchen utensil, a strong
horsehair sieve with two rollers moving back
and forth and pressing the softened red mass
into a big cauldron.

Now those empty, zealously-collected bot-
tles: first they were cleaned with lead pellets,
then with hot water and the suds of homemade
soap. After rinsing, they were placed, upside
down, over long wooden ‘‘fingers’’ rising from
wooden trays.

Now the ruby-colored, thickened tomato
Juice was poured into the waiting bottles, to be
covered with squares of casing soaked in
lukewarm water.

The filled bottles were individually wrap-
ped in wet newspaper and placed in a large
tub that was filled with water up to their necks,
and allowed to cool slowly to room
temperature.

Then the bottles were put to bed on cup-
board shelves for their winter sleep until called
upon in preparing tomato soup or sauce to be
served with boiled beef or chicken.

That was the Hungary of my youth. Here
and now, in the U.S.A., we don’t have to col-
lect empty bottles to re-create authentic, old-
fashioned Hungarian tomato soup. Here is the
recipe I learned from Grandma. (For veal
bones, you can substitute chicken backs and
necks, or wings.) Add sugar to the tomato juice
and paste to cut acidity and enhance flavor.
Fresh lemon juice just before serving evokes a
nice tang. One other difference from the old
recipe: Use cornstarch instead of flour. This
will make your soup translucent, syrupy. . .and
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