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Lima beans 

We've occasionally tried to grow lima beans in the past, without much success. The main 

problem was that we expected them to mature around the same time as pole snap beans. 

When they were ready to pick it was September, our usual time for foreign travel. I had 

never experienced fresh-cut young lima beans and considered the eating quality of those I 

had met inferior to runner beans and broad beans. We were inspired to try again on seeing 

the photo at the Historical Society of 'Cows at the Beach, 1906' taken at La Jolla Shores. The 

legend stated that lima beans and grapes were farmed there. Years ago I had a patient from 

Escondido who regularly brought me lima beans that he claimed he grew on perennial 

plants that he had grown from seed several years earlier. 

In late June we planted a variety from Seeds from Italy called simply fagiolo rampicante lima 

(climbing lima bean). We pre-soaked the seeds, something that some experts advise you not 

to do, and they germinated very well. That was probably because the soil was warm by that 

time and they may have rotted in the ground if we started them in early May. We watered 

them daily though the heat of July and August and they grew mightily. When they reached 

the top of our six-foot bean tuteur, I ran lengths of twine to neighbouring posts, and it was 

clear that they could grow to 15 feet or more if support were available. 

Pods began to form in September. After experimenting a bit, we learned that if you want 

tender beans without the dry mealiness that many find off-putting, you need to cut them as 

soon as the pods begin to swell. I was surprised to find how large the two to four beans in 

the pod were when they were shelled. They are most tender when the seed coat is cream-

coloured. As they mature they show pink patches and eventually the seed has a beautiful 

pattern of pink splashed with violet brown. They go from tender to mealy in only two or 

three days and so it's important to keep picking them every day or two. 

Shelling the pods can be a bit challenging. I find it's best to trim away a bit of the greater 

curvature, being careful not to damage the seed. Then they can easily be split open. 

Most food writers recommend simmering the beans for 30 minutes or more before serving 

them in dishes like succotash. If you harvest them at the tender stage, ten minutes of 

cooking is plenty.  

At the time of writing, October 1st, we have been picking them daily for about ten days and I 

expect we will have another month, at least, of harvest. Most garden writers describe them 

as tender annuals but they are perennial in their native Central America. My patient from 

Escondido, the 'bean man' as he called himself, claimed to grow them through the winter.  

That must have been thirty years ago and with the climate change, which has allowed us to 

ripen tomatoes year round, I'm hoping to keep picking fresh lima beans for several more 

months. 


