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Broad beans 

Many of our friends are unaware that lima beans and broad or fava beans are entirely 
different. The former, like the familiar Phaseolus vulgaris, is native to the New World, and 
was unknown in Europe and Asia before the Columbian voyages. The broad bean, Vicia faba, 
probably originated in the Levant and has been cultivated for at least four millennia. When 
Pythagoras required his followers to abstain from beans, it was the fava bean that he 
proscribed. 

Unlike the common bean, favas are a cool weather vegetable. We've grown them 
successfully during the summer months but they do better in the autumn and winter, 
supplying a legume at a time when hearty, stomach-filling crops are scarce. We make a first 
planting in October and a second in early January. The second matures more quickly than 
the first and we usually pick the fruit from mid-February through April, the two plantings 
giving us a single but longer harvest. 
For several years I saved the seeds and the progeny were healthy and retained their 
desirable quality. However, last year some of the seeds showed brown spotting and the 
mature plants and the pods were deformed and diseased, probably infected with Chocolate 
Spot, Botrytis fabae. This year we trashed the old plants instead of putting them on the 
compost pile, bought new seed, and set out the plants in a bed where we haven't grown 
favas for several years. 

The seed germinates more reliably if it is kept moist between paper towels for a couple of 
days. You should plant them when the roots are from 1/4 to 1/2 inch in length. They are 
fragile and tend to break off if allowed to get longer. I then plant them in a 4 to 5 inch 
container and set them out when roots emerge from the drainage holes. They will do fine if 
you plant the seed directly in the ground but this method ensures that the plants are 
properly spaced. 

 The plants will need support after they reach a height of about two feet. The flowers mostly 
drop until the plants are four to five feet, and at six feet I pinch the tips. This encourages the 
flowers lower down on the stalk to form fruit. 

You need to observe the plants closely for black bean aphids (Aphis fabae). If you kill the 
first colonies with insecticidal soap or a spritz of isopropyl alcohol they don't usually 
reappear. If you let them get ahead of you they can destroy the whole crop. 

I've read from several sources that the pods are tasty if you pick them at a length of less 
than six inches. We've tried them once or twice and weren't impressed. It seems a waste 
when the beans would be at their best in a week or so.  If you cut the pods when they begin 
to bulge over the seeds, you won't need to discard the seed coat and its slight bitterness 
gives them a delicious flavour.  Most articles on cooking with favas recommend the tedious 
job of 'double-shelling', i.e. removing the seeds from the pod and then peeling off the seed 
coats. It is necessary if you harvest them at a more mature stage. In many countries, like 
Egypt where ful medames is considered the national dish, the beans are mostly dried and 
are consumed as a dip, porridge or stew. We use the mature seed, mostly in soups, but find 
them less interesting at that stage than when they're young and tender. 


