
SOUTHEAST WALES - A HOTBED OF HERITAGE VEGETABLES 

 

In these challenging times being able to spend the days of isolation and social 

distancing in my vegetable garden is the most pleasurable and satisfying of pursuits.  

You may be surprised to learn that this corner of Wales is home to a modest number 

of delicious heirloom vegetables.  Heirloom vegetables are those that come from a 

specific place and that have links to a family or a community and have been grown by 

the same people for many years.  Heirlooms are also adapted to grow in the 

neighbourhood from which they come, which makes them of special value to a 

grower like me. 

 

Our food culture is a vital part of our sense of self.  It is also something that has been 

lost over the last fifty years or so.  Ask someone where their fruit and vegetables 

come from and one is most likely to get a blank look; shipped in from all over the 

world, a French bean has become a nameless and tasteless edible green pencil in a 

plastic container on a supermarket aisle.  But our relationship with what we eat – 

and hopefully grow - doesn’t have to be so detached. 

 

Wales has its own climbing French bean.  Called District 

Nurse, it is an heirloom that has been grown for 

generations in Cardiff.  Now it is growing at Wales 

National Museum of History at St. Fagans. It is held in 

the Heritage Seed Library (HSL) and I grow it too. 

 

The most traditional of all beans surely is the runner 

bean.  No allotment or kitchen garden would be 

complete without a 

row of this, most 

British of vegetables.  

And in this corner of 

the world there are four distinct varieties.  Most 

famous and one of my favourites, is Stenner which 

was bred in Cardiff by Brython Gwylfa Stenner in the 

1970’s.  He followed in the tradition of plant 

breeders by carefully selecting the traits he was 

looking for from another bean called Enorma.  He 

created a prize-winner that had no equal and was 

National Champion for over twenty years.  When 

Brython died, in the nineties, his widow donated 



some of his seeds to the HSL.    The Miners Bean was an heirloom that was widely 

grown throughout south Wales in the nineteenth century.  It had black seeds and 

sadly seems to have become extinct although I like to believe that there is a 

passionate gardener still growing it in some corner of the region. 

 

This bean however was not the 

only black-seeded heirloom.  A 

likely off-spring is Brecon Black. 

Grown for the table rather than the 

show bench, I was able to acquire 

seed from another library, the Irish 

Seed Savers’ Exchange and save 

and share seed for others to grow 

for themselves.  It too is now 

growing at St. Fagans.   

 

A few years ago I was giving a talk 

on Tiddenham Chase and one of 

the audience gave me another 

black-seeded variety called 

Rhondda Black.  It is delicious and 

also very long, so a good 

competitor.  It was bred by bean 

enthusiast Allan Picton, on an 

allotment outside Merthyr.  In 1963 he found a black-seeded ‘sport’ amongst some 

Enorma that he was growing for showing.  Over the next twenty years he too, 

diligently selected and bred a distinct variety as a competition bean which he named 

after the valley in which it was grown.  Fortunately, like Stenner and Brecon Black, it 

is also very tasty. Right on our doorstep and one I have yet to grow myself is the 

Pyllmeyric bean, donated to the Heritage seed library many years ago Hopefully I 

shall be able to grow and share it with friends and neighbours in the years to come. 

 

Growing local varieties from seed saved oneself continue a tradition that, in the case 

of the runner bean first took root over 5,000 years ago in southern Mexico.  

Introduced into Britain in the sixteenth century and known as the Scarlett Runner it 

was first grown for its beautiful flowers but it wasn’t long before it became a much-

loved stalwart of our own food culture. 

 

© Adam Alexander 2020 


