Green Giants

Freshly picked British peas and beans taste delicious and come with no air-miles attached. Available now until the first frosts, fill your plate with this summer’s delights whilst you can.

Peas and beans are classed as legumes meaning they are seeds grown in a pod.  
 

‘Green’ beans and peas differ from the like of kidney beans in that they are picked young enough to be eaten straight from the pod. Indeed, the pod itself is often eaten too - think of mange tout meaning ‘eat everything’. As a general rule, the younger, the better, as immature and freshly picked peas and beans are sweeter, less starchy, and tender enough to eat raw. You will never get this type of pea outside the summer months, so take advantage of produce available at farm shops, farmers’ markets, and pick-your-own farms for the freshest fare. Older and late season crops still taste great, but their coarser texture works best in casseroles, soups or purees, which soften the cell walls to release the flavour and nutrients.  

Peas are undoubtedly an ancient crop. The Greeks cultivated them, and they have been found in Swiss Bronze Age remains. Dried peas were an important part of the diet during the Middle Ages being cheap, filling, wholesome and with a good shelf life. By the 1600s freshly picked ‘green’ peas had become "both a fashion and a madness", although it was not until the 18th century that the world's first sweet tasting pea was developed by plant breeder Thomas Edward Knight of Downton, near Salisbury. Modern garden pea varieties trace back to Knight's selection, hence why garden peas were known around the world as "English peas" up until the beginning of the 20th century.

 

Green beans are thought to originate in South America, from where they were carried northwards by migrating Indian tribes. They were introduced into Europe around the 16th century by Spanish explorers returning from their voyages to the New World, and subsequently were spread through many other parts of the world by Spanish and Portuguese traders. 

Broad beans are the oldest of all our beans, dating back to the stone ages.  The subject of mystical beliefs including that broad beans offered in marriage ensured the birth of a baby son, they were considered so important that theft from an open field could result in a death sentence. Like the pea, broad beans have been enjoyed by both rich and poor - a staple food for soups and broths, and often roasted and ground into flour, they were also served in the big houses smothered with sumptuous sauces. 

Nutrition

All peas and beans are low in calories, salt and fat, and bursting with health-boosting vitamins and minerals. French and Runner beans, mange tout and sugar snap peas contain only around 23 calories per 100g. They are an excellent source of vitamins A (betacarotene), C and K, and a good source of fibre, potassium, folate and iron, plus other trace minerals. These small vegetables contain the nutrients needed to strengthen bones, help reduce the risk of heart disease, attacks and strokes, boost the immune system, and offer anti-inflammatory benefits.

Broad beans are more filling, but still only contain 59 kcal per 100g when podded, whilst shelled peas clock in with 83kcal per 100g. Both contain vitamins A, C, B6, folate, calcium and phosphorous. Broad beans are a cheap and healthy source of vegetable protein, containing 5g per 100g, which is more than the equivalent weight of milk or yoghurt. If that’s not enough to persuade you to tuck in, research suggests that the cancer-fighting substance L-dopa, found in broad beans, can also boost libido!  

Buying, Storing & Eating

Fresh peas and beans win every time on taste, texture and food value. If you don’t grow them yourself, seek out local farms which do and buy direct from the producer. If possible, buy them loose, which means you can pick out the best, as well as saving on unnecessary packaging. 

Peas

BUY: Green firm young pods with little space left between the individual peas. Avoid discoloured or wrinkled pods as well as overfull ones where the peas can be tough. As a guide, 1 kg of pods gives you 350-450g of peas. 

STORE: Whole in the fridge for up to a week – just remember the longer you leave them, the starchier they’ll become and may be better cooked than raw. 

EAT: Shell the peas by pressing your thumb and forefinger into the top of the pod and push the peas out with your thumb. Discard any that are discoloured or blemished. Wash in cold water and use as soon as possible. Steam or boil for 2-3 minutes or until tender and serve with butter and chopped herbs such as mint or chives.  

Mange Tout & Sugar Snaps

Mange Tout pods are flatter and softer than the firmer round Sugar snap, but are treated similarly. 
BUY: Bright green, unwrinkled fairly firm pods.

STORE: In the fridge for up to a week, although they are best eaten fresh.

EAT: Remove any ‘string’ on mature peas. Try raw in salads or with dips, or else stick to quick, light cooking methods, such as stir-frying or steaming for 2-3 minutes - over-cooked pods will fall apart and taste watery. They should be tender, but retain some ‘bite’.
French Beans

These are also called ‘dwarf’ or ‘string’ beans, even though modern hybrids no longer have the string that had to be pulled off the pod before cooking. 
BUY: Beans that feel smooth with a vibrant green color, free from brown spots or bruises. They should have a firm texture and 'snap' when broken. 

STORE: Unwashed fresh beans in a plastic bag in the fridge for up to a week, although they are best eaten fresh. 
EAT: Wash under running water and remove both ends of the beans by either snapping them off or cutting them with a knife. Boil or steam for about 5 minutes until tender, and serve hot or cold in a salad, or do as the French and briefly sauté the pre-boiled beans with garlic and butter and serve with a steak straight off the BBQ.

Runner Beans 
It's true that mature runner beans can be stringy and fibrous. To enjoy them at their best, eat them when smaller and young and freshly picked.  
BUY: Bright green pods of no longer than 15cm (6 inches) and they will be sweet and tender and may not even need stringing. 
STORE: In the fridge for up to 5 days. They can be frozen by blanching for 1-2 minutes, then slicing and freezing in a plastic bag.

EAT: Finely slice and boil briefly for 2 minutes before serving.

Broad Beans

Broad in name and nature, the way you can use these beans changes with the season. The first Spring pods can be eaten whole. Shortly after (when they are more readily available), they can be shelled and treated as peas, eaten raw or lightly steamed  - you won't need to take the skin off the beans themselves but later in the season you will have to skin them to reveal the tender green bean beneath and  they will benefit from longer, slower cooking. The wrinkled beans of the end of summer are best dried or made into soups. Broad beans have quite a following at pick-your-own farms, farm shops and farmers' markets because these freshly-harvested beans have a much better taste and texture than those found in non-direct outlets.   

