British Beans & Peas

Chef’s Quotes

When I was small, my mother gave me a large felt pea pod with a zip. When it was undone, 6 tennis-ball sized peas looked out with smiling faces.  That’s when my healthy appetite for anything with a pod kicked in.

I get can’t enough of beans and peas and even when they are out season I revert to the tinned, dried and frozen ones.  Sunday nights are for baked beans on toast and fried salted broad beans are for the riverbank.  Fish fingers are pointless without peas as cod is without mushies.  Boiled, raw, stewed in salad – I like them anywhere, in fact.  When the summer markets are bursting with fresh peas and beans, the brown paper bags get raced home with love and attention in mind.  Things get steamy.  I frequently get ticked off with an ‘Are you going to pay for those?” by my greengrocer, Alan, as I can’t help mindlessly podding his peas into my mouth while visiting the stall.

But broad beans, above all, are my favourite vegetable and during their season my flat is littered with empty pods.  The sight of the first baby broads is like gazing on a newborn infant.

Peeled baby broads are the ultimate luxury, but peeling can be unnecessary, as the young skin is tasty.  Generally, do it only to impress someone you fancy.  However, I always peel them when they are old and large, as the skins can be tough and squeaky.
Pea pads make a good addition to soups, especially combined with the tougher part of asparagus stalks, so think twice before ditching them.  Cook, puree and push them through a sieve.

Valentine Warner, What To Eat Now – More Please!

Broad Beans and mint are fantastic together and make the perfect light summer vegetable dish.  Keep the leftovers and toss into a salad the next day.

Rachel Allen, Home Cooking

Before the great explorations of the sixteenth century, we only had the broad beans in Europe, and it would have played a huge part in the diet, being eaten fresh in the summer (pods and all at first, as is becoming popular among fashionable gardeners), then dried for winter use. 
Brian Turner, Favourite British Recipes

If broad beans are really young and tender you can just pod them and cook.  Usually though, it is best to remove the pale skin from each bean, revealing the bright green beauty underneath

The Hairy Bikers, Food Tour of Britain

I think Broad Beans want eating at the size of a thumbnail, but when they reach the size of a ten-pence piece, or bigger than that, they’re better cooked and skinned.  Pop out the bright green beans from their skins and put them in a bowl.  Dress, while still warm, with lemon juice and good fruity olive oil. 

They’re also delicious at the mature stage when pureed with a little olive oil, garlic and herbs and piled on a Crostini.

Sarah Raven’s Garden Cookbook

Peas eaten raw, straight from pods just picked from the plant, are as good as it comes.  If you have a party in the summer, leave bowlfuls of peas around for people to shell and eat.
Sarah Raven’s Garden Cookbook

Salad Nicoise is an excellent salad which features crunchy, just-cooked beans, waxy new potatoes and salty anchovies – if feel right on a hot summer day.

Sarah Raven’s Garden Cookbook

There are lots of ways of preparing runner beans, but I use a sharp knife to remove the sides and cut them across into 2 cm strips.  Runner beans have wonderful-tasting flowers, similar in flavour to the bean, so scatter them over any leaf salad and let them take centre-stage.

Sarah Raven’s Garden Cookbook

I find it hard to think of them (broad beans) as anything but quintessentially British.  I’m wrong, of course (as they originate from Europe) but even so, they have, over the centuries, made themselves as indispensable to our idea of early summer bounty as the first new potatoes or little green peas.

Sophie Grigson, The Vegetable Bible 
One of the best broad bean dishes I’ve ever eaten was based on this combination: spaghetti, tossed with broad beans, pancetta, garlic and the olive oil they’d been finished in, sprinkled with parsley and freshly grated Parmesan. Bliss.

Sophie Grigson, The Vegetable Bible 
Peas – nothing compares to the divine burst of pea sweetness unleashed on the tongue as you eat a just-picked just-podded raw pea….that is a rare and amazing pleasure.

Sophie Grigson, The Vegetable Bible 
Runner beans are at their best when ultra-fresh and picked at a moderate stage in their development.

Sophie Grigson, The Vegetable Bible 
I love stir-fried runner beans

Sophie Grigson, The Vegetable Bible 
I still find myself hesitating over what to call these most delicious long slender tubes of green.  Green bean always seems too vague – lots are green after all, but the term ‘French bean’ appears to have been redefined to denote particularly slim green beans, though these may also be sold as ‘fine beans’.  Not only do we have fine beans, occasionally French beans, but supermarkets also sell ‘bobby beans’ chunkier than the two, but still comparatively svelte in the bean world.  

Ultimately, there seems no alternative but to stick with ‘green bean’ as the umbrella name for all of them.

Sophie Grigson, The Vegetable Bible 
I respect them (broad beans) in their fur-lined pods in much the same way that others revere asparagus or artichokes.  In a salad with crumbly white cheese, baked with cream and parsley, tossed with chopped dill and fat bacon, they take on a must-have quality.  

Nigel Slater, Tender, Volume 1

As much as I like big flavours, I sometimes want something more gentle, a little genteel even.  French beans lend themselves to such cooking.

Too much is made of undercooking.  The flavour develops only once the bean is tender, so a crisp green bean cooked for seconds rather than minutes is all very well, but it will never have the favour of one that is cooked till it bends.  A perfect bean should have some bite to it, but be incapable of standing to attention.

Nigel Slater, Tender, Volume 1

The runner bean is flat and slightly coarse to the touch.  I regard hearing its loud snap as one of the highlights of the British summer, just as others do the crack of the cricket ball on willow.  

The smell you get from slicing freshly picked runner beans and the warm, herbal notes attached to the stalk of a tomato are, to my mind, the very essence of summer.  Put these two scents together and you have a recipe that is pure pleasure to make – a dish that could only mean midsummer.

Nigel Slater, Tender, Volume 1

More peas are eaten raw than cooked in my house.  They end up in salads of crab and coriander, or tucking themselves into the crevices of pale green Buttercrunch lettuce.  Many are eaten straight from the pod.

Sometimes, just before I go to bed, I like to walk along the paths, the gravel crunching under my feet, taking in the eerie shadows…..to burst a pods of peas and eat them in the dark is a sweet joy.

While it is difficult to find anything that a spoonful of peas would not grace, it is worth making sure that we experience them with some of the ingredients whose sweetness they flatter most.  Young lamb, battered cod, grilled plaice, poached ham, salmon in any guise, goat’s cheese are all enhanced by these little green ones. 

Nigel Slater, Tender, Volume 1

