
Peas please! 

Pease porridge hot,  

Pease porridge cold.  

Pease porridge in the pot,  

Nine days old. 

Some like it hot,  

Some like it cold. 

Some like it in the pot,  

Nine days old. 

Did you ever wonder what in the world that Mother Goose rhyme was talking about? 

Well, for thousands of years, peas were a staple food (staple food = a common and important food) in 

countries all around the Mediterranean sea.  They originated in the Middle East and North Africa over 

10,000 years ago, and spread quickly throughout Europe and Asia.  By the first century, they got to China:  

by the 15th century, they came to North America.   

Before the last few hundred years, people didn’t usually eat peas “green”, the way we do.  Peas are very nu-

tritious, packed with protein, fiber, and several essential vitamins, and they are very filling.  Like beans, dried 

peas keep for a long time, and they can be boiled in water wen they are needed and cooked in many differ-

ent dishes.  The “pease porridge” in the nursery rhyme was a thick, traditional English dish — guaranteed to 

nourish you, make you feel full, and keep for a while. 

Now we have refrigerators to store food, and foods from all over the world available in stores.  We don’t 

often rely on pea soups and pea porridges to keep us nourished.   Peas in the United States are still a com-

mon food, but they are not a staple food. 

 

So why grow peas? 

Because peas are fun,  

and tasty,  

and easy to grow! 



Head Start 

Pea seeds like cool weather, and they aren’t hurt by occasional frosts.  

So while other plants are barely waking up, , you can start peas from 

seed as soon as the ground softens in spring.   

Pick a sunny spot with soil that is neither soggy nor hard, or use a large 

container filled with potting soil.  Put pea seeds a few inches apart, and 

push them into the soil until your finger disappears at the middle knuck-

le.  Depending on the weather, your peas could come up in as little as 3 

days or as long as a few weeks.   

If you want to make sure they come up fast, you can start them indoors 

in newspaper or cardboard containers filled with potting soil — but be 

sure to plant the containers outside into the ground before the peas are 

tall enough to flop over. 

Growing Up 

Pea plants are vines, and want to grow upwards.  Make sure you 

put stakes or supports in the soil next to the seeds, after the 

plants come up and you can see where they are. 

Vines climb in different ways.  They don’t spend energy on making 

stems rigid enough to support themselves.  Instead, they cling or 

climb on taller, more sturdy structures: walls, trees, other plants, 

anything that holds still and doesn’t fall over.  Some vines climb by 

winding their stems around something stronger than they are: 

beans do this.  Some make little clinging rootlets all along their 

stems that dig into tree bark or brick walls: ivy does this.   

Peas use tendrils, which are actually leaves that are modified to 

cling around stems or other supports. 



Because peas climb up, they don’t need much space in the garden.  And because several parts are edible, 

you don’t have to wait to start nibbling until the pea pods to develop! 

Sometimes you can grow peas just for their sprouts and use them as microgreens, which is just a complicat-

ed word for small salad greens.  (Of course, if you want pea pods, you do have to let them grow.)  If you 

planted too many pea seeds and they look crowded, cut some off when they are a few inches tall, and put 

them in your salad or on a sandwich.   

When your pea plants get tall and strong 

enough, they will make flowers.  Even the 

flowers are edible*, but don’t eat too 

many: it’s the flowers that will develop 

into peas! 

Some peas make fancy tendrils that are 

extra curly or have little leaflets on them: 

fancy chefs use them in restaurant dishes, 

but you can grow them easily at home if 

you pick the right pea variety. 

*Special warning: DON’T confuse “Sweet 

Peas” with regular edible peas such as 

“Sugar Snap Peas”.  Sweet peas are related 

to peas, and look a little like them,  but they 

are POISONOUS, and are only grown for 

SWEET PEA: NOT EDIBLE 

Sweet Pea differences from edible peas:    

Leaves are smaller, a little rougher.  Flowers 

are fancier and more colorful.  Stems are not 

round, but are thinner and rougher. 

Peas with other microgreens: 

good in a sandwich! 

Edible pea flowers 

Extra fancy pea tendrils 

But of course, the REALLY tasty part of the plant is that pod with 

the peas inside! 



Edible peas come in a few different colors, heights, and cooking types.  (For all cooking suggestions, be sure 

you have adult help or permission.) 

 

Snow peas are sometimes fastest, because you can eat the pods while 

they are very young and flat, and the peas inside are still tiny.  Snow 

peas are traditionally used in many East Asian recipes.  They taste great 

in stir fries.  Try some sautéed in sesame oil, with a little soy sauce. 

 

 

Snap peas, sometimes called sugar snap peas or mange-tout peas, 

have a sweet pod as well as tasty pea seeds.  Pick them when the 

pods are fat but not bumpy, and they will be crisp and sweet.  

Don’t wait until the peas make bumps in the pod, or they will be 

tough and starchy.  You can eat these raw in salad, or with your 

favorite dip.  They are also very nice cooked whole, the same as 

snow peas. 

 

Shelling peas, also called garden peas or English peas, are the ones we take 

out of the pod before we eat the green, tender seeds.  Pick them like snap 

peas, when they are fat but not bumpy: just don’t eat the pod.  (It won’t hurt 

you, but it will be tough and bitter.)  It’s fun to split them open and pop out 

the peas with your fingers.  Try these cooked in an easy, traditional way, sau-

téed with a little butter and a few pieces of chopped mint.  They can also be 

dropped into boiling water for a few minutes (this is called blanching), and put 

quickly into  a bowl of ice water.  Then you can freeze them, and cook them 

later — or eat them for a cold veggie treat on a hot day! 



Field peas are the old type that people grew for thousands of years.  If you really 

love pea soup, grow these.  They take longer than other types of peas, because you 

have to wait for the pods to dry out on the vine before you pick them, and you have 

to plant a lot of plants to collect enough dried peas for soup. 

 

Snow peas, snap peas, and shelling peas taste best when you eat them as soon as you possibly can after 

picking.  As soon as they are broken off the vine, the sweet sugars in peas will slowly start turning to 

tough starch, and they will not taste as good.  So if you want them for dinner, don’t pick them the day be-

fore, or even the same morning!  Wait until you’re almost ready to cook.   

If, after you grow peas, you decide you like grow-

ing food… well, peas can be just a beginning!   

Peas don’t like hot weather, and when they have 

made peas seeds, their life cycle is over.  When 

summer hits, pea plants will die naturally.  Beans, 

which are related to peas, are also vines — but 

they love the hot weather!  So when your peas 

start making pea pods, plant a few bean seeds 

right next to them.  When you cut down your pea 

vines after they die, the beans will be coming up 

right where they were, and you can grow them up 

the same support! 

Planting one food crop after another, in the same 

space, is called succession planting.  Succession 

planting is a great way to have tasty food always 

growing in your garden.   

So start with peas! 


