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Beans & Peas – Things You Didn’t Know!
Runner Beans

· The runner bean is native to South America where it has been cultivated for more than 2000 years and there is archaeological evidence of its existence much earlier than that.

· Runner beans were brought to the British Isles in the seventeenth century by John Tradescant (gardener to King Charles I) and were grown as a decorative plant before being used as a food in Britain.

· Runner beans are also known as scarlet runners, string beans, snap beans or stick beans.  
· If you have had runner beans in the fridge for a couple of days, to check for freshness, snap a bean in half.  The bean should break with a clean snap and the inside should be fresh and juicy.

· To prevent losing some of the lovely bright green colour of the beans when cooking, simply cook in lots of water and leave the lid off.  This allows the acid formed when the chlorophyll in beans reacts with the acids in the water to be diluted and escape.
· Cook for anything between 5-20 minutes.  Interestingly, Italians, normally so fond of everything al dente prefer these beans pretty well cooked.
· Runner beans are extremely popular in the south west of England and Wales with retailers recording very strong sales in both regions.

· Delia Smith says, “This vegetable is, for me, the crown prince of all British vegetables. Although runner beans are imported all year round, they're never quite the same as our own end-of-summer crop, which provides a feast for almost two months.”
Broad Beans

· Broad beans will grow in most climates and most soils.  They were a staple food for people throughout the Dark Ages and Middle Ages, grown for feeding people and livestock.
· Seventeenth century gourmet, Castelvetro, writes about broad bean purée served with raisins or used as a stuffing for fried pastries – served sprinkled with sugar or honey.
· Today broad beans grow in temperate regions across the globe. They are 
known as fava beans in America where they haven't reached the same level of popularity as in Europe. They are enjoyed across northern China and are crucial to Egyptian cuisine as a key ingredient in the national dish, Ful medames, and in falafels.

· Habas fritas (deep fried or roasted broad beans) are a delicious and addictive bar snack, popular in Spain.
· Antonio Carluccio says, “A plate of very young, tender beans, eaten raw with pecorino is still one of the delights of springtime in Tuscany.”
· Like humans, broad beans like to be treated differently according to their age!  Very young, they can be eaten, pod and all. A little older, they need to be podded and cooked.  A bit older still, it’s best to parboil the beans, pop them out of their skins and finish off the cooking in butter or olive oil.  When the beans change from their lovely emerald colour to a paler greyish green, the flesh goes mealy and the skin becomes thick – best to use these older beans for a delicious purée.
· Podding broad beans turns your skin black – great fun for the kids to see!
Green Beans
· The bean of many names, Green beans are also known as bobby beans, round beans, snap beans and dwarf beans.  In France, conversely, they are haricots verts and in Italy they are called fagiolini.

· Green beans are distinctly different to French beans which only grow successfully in hotter climates, the dwarf bean is the true British green bean. 
· Green beans should always be cooked al dente to be enjoyed at their best.  

· One variety of the green bean is called ‘Speedy’!  Aptly named as this is one of the quickest beans to produce pods to pick – from May if grown under glass.
Peas

· Peas were cultivated as long ago as 5700BC with pea cultivation spreading throughout Europe, India and China by 2000BC.

· Dried peas became a staple food of European peasants during the Middle Ages and have been eaten since the Stone Age. This is because peas were cheap, plentiful and when cooked made an inexpensive, filling, wholesome meal. 
· At the end of the 14th Century, the Italians had cultivated a dwarf variety of peas called Piselli novelli which were to be eaten fresh. When Catherine de Medici of Italy married Henry II of France in 1533, she brought many of her favourite foods with her, among which were Piselli novelli. The tasty new peas were so different from the peasant fare that a new fashion craze was started in French cuisine. The French called their flavoursome tiny peas petits pois, a name that remains today.
· Pisello (the Italian for peas) is a rather juvenile slang word for the male configuration – heard in school playgrounds throughout Italy!
· There are 40,000 hectares of peas grown in the UK each year, that's equivalent to about 80,000 football pitches. This produces 160,000 tonnes of frozen peas, which is equivalent to two billion 80g portions.
· Fresh peas are quite different in flavour and texture to marrowfat or mushy peas which tend to have a grainy texture.  While frozen peas are a good substitute when fresh peas are out of season, nothing beats fresh peas during the British summer!
· Jamie Oliver says, “Fresh peas are one of the real joys of the world – there is something wonderful about the taste of freshly podded peas served simply with a little butter.”
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