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Rounding Up Jacob’s Cattle’

The heirloom-bean business

as have two things in common.

oth men are nuts about beans.
And both have discovered that
beans possess a mysterious power
to change the course of one’s life.
Beyond that, the two men are dis-
tinctly dissimilar. John Withee
grew up in Maine and worked for
many years as a medical photogra-
pher at a Boston hospital. He is
now retired and lives in eastern
Massachusetts. Guy Thomas was
born in New York City and, after
college, worked there for several
years. Today, anything but retired,
at the age of forty-one he runs a
million-dollar-a-year business in
Vermont. Thomas is a business-
man who sells beans but grows
none himself. Withee, who found,
to his regret, that he is anything
but a businessman, grew 230 dif-
ferent kinds of beans in 1981; he
sold none of them, but he did give
many away. The two men became
absorbed with beans at about the
same time, but neither had an in-
kling of how the diverse members
of the family Leguminosae (see
page 13) were going to change
their lives. We'll take up Withee's
story first.

;'!OHN E. WitHEE and Guy A. Thom-
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1. 'Brown Kidney' 2. ‘Aztec Black’ runner
3. ‘Christmas’ lima 4. 'Lady' cowpea
5. ‘Willie Clarke’ 6. ‘North Pole’ lima
7. ‘Sierra Madre’ 8. 'Yellow Eye' 9. ‘Red
Mexican' 10. 'Early Black Eye'cowpea
11. 'Pikes Original' 12. ‘Scotch’

Mlustration by Steven Damaskos

Jack Cook

As befits his Maine background,
John Withee speaks slowly and is
quick to laugh. He delights in talk
about his many interests—includ-
ing, to be sure, beans. His romance
with them, he will tell you, goes
back fifty years, to the time he |
worked on a truck farm in Maine, !
sold vegetables in Portland, and |

learned how to bake enough bean- |

hole beans—the beans, in a cast-
iron pot, are baked in a pit for
twenty-four hours or so—to feed
hundreds of hungry people at a sin-
gle sitting.

His passion for beans took a new
turn in 1970, when he decided to
throw a bean-hole bash for a few
dozen friends at his home in Mas-
sachusetts. Now, the tastiest culti-
var you can use for bean-hole
beans, he maintains, is ‘Jacob’s
Cattle’, a medium-size, slender,
white bean that is brilliantly
splashed with bright maroon. It’s
also known as ‘Coach Dog’, ‘Dal-
matian’, and ‘Trout’. But when he
went hunting for the beans for his
bean-hole bash, not a single ‘Ja-
cob’s Cattle’ could he find within
fifty miles. His second choice was
the ‘Soldier’ bean, white like ‘Ja-
cob’s Cattle’ and similar in size,
but marked around the eye with a
distinct maroon figure resembling
a soldier standing at attention. He
found no ‘Soldier’ beans, either. He
settled for some little white navy
beans, and, though his friends told
him the baked beans were the best
they’d ever eaten, John Withee
knew they'd have been better had
they been ‘Jacob’s Cattle’. Or even
‘Soldier’.

A few weeks later Withee made a
trip to Maine. The situation there
was alarming. He found ‘Soldier’
beans, but nary a ‘Jacob’s Cattle’.
Finally, on his way back to Massa-
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John E. Withee

chusetts, at a small store in Keene,
New Hampshire, he came across a
few pounds of ‘Jacob’s Cattle’,
gathering dust on a back shelf.

“‘Jacob’s Cattle’ used to be a
very common variety,” Withee
says today. “I figured if that one
was hard to find, what must be
happening to some of the other,
less common varieties? That’s how
it all began.”

What began was that he told his
many relatives in Maine that he
was interested in saving “heir-
loom” beans. The relatives told
their friends. It was all quite casu-
al. Every now and then a few
beans—including some cultivars
Withee had never heard of before—
arrived in the mail. In six years he
accumulated more than a hundred
different kinds. He stored them in
a cool, dark closet. His container
system was eclectic: matchboxes,
plastic bread bags, discarded pa-
per cups. Each summer he planted
a few of these seeds in his garden to
maintain their viability (bean-seed
viability decreases sharply after
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A DISTINCTIVE PRODUCT.. Milorganite
is a NATURAL ALL-ORGANIC fertilizer.
It is easy to apply, without danger of
burning, and watering-in is never neces-
sary. Milorganite never deteriorates or
hardens during storage. Milorganite con-
tains natural organic nitrogen, phospho-
rus, iron and all secondary and minor
elements needed by grass. All are re-
leased gradually and surely to insure
uniform color and growth.

THE IDEAL PARK, CEMETERY AND
HOME LAWN FOOD...Itis easy to have
aluxuriant turf. Follow the method used
by leading golf courses everywhere.
Grass is a VORACIOUS FEEDER and
ample, slowly-released plant food en-
courages existing grass to spread and
produce dense turf. Instead of reseed-
ing constantly, the best golf courses

The natural organic fertilizer...
Use in any season...

Ideal for Lawns, Parks,
Cemeteries and Athletic Fields

FERTILIZE REGULARLY EACH YEAR
—with MILORGANITE.

Milorganite cannot burn the turf since
it is not salty and Milorganized turf re-
quires less water than other fertilizers.

MIXGRASS SEEDWITH MILORGANITE
.. The best way to insure even distribu-
tion of seed on new turf areas and when
reseeding a poor lawn. Milorganite gets
the young grass off to a fast start and
hastens establishment of a dense. uni-
form grass cover. Milorganite is also
ideal for trees, shrubs, and flowers.

MILORGANITE'S TRUE VALUE PROVED
BY ANALYSIS AND RESPONSE! Milor-
ganite is the greatest bargain in fertilizer
today. It is loaded with dollar value mate-
rials completely lacking in other fertiliz-
ers sold for turf and ornamentals.

Milorganite does not burn and is almost impossible to over-apply.

DO NOT USE ON EDIBLE CROPS

MILWAUKEE METROPOLITAN
SEWERAGE DISTRICT

735 N. WATER ST., MILWAUKEE, W1 53202

by Stirling Macoboy

» more than 500 in full color
» 9% x 12% inches* 208 pages
» hardcover and jacket

Published by Lansdowne Press.

“THE COLOUR DICTIONARY OF CAMELLIAS

is the most extensively color-illustrated book on
camellias in the English language.™
Milton H. Brown, Execufive Secretary.
The American Camellia Society =

» almost 2,000 species and cultivars

» $35.00 retail includes postage and handling

Send your check to The American Camellia Society, P.O. Box
1217, Fort Valley, Georgia 31030. State your full name, ad-
dress and zip code and allow three weeks lor delivery.

A must Jor every serious
camellia hobbyist
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five years or so, even under good
storage conditions). He was having
a lot of fun. He especially enjoyed
the letters and calls he got from
people who, like him, were crazy
about beans. He had found himself
a marvelous hobby:.

Withee retired from his job in
1976. That left him with a bit of
time on his hands. Because he was
having so much fun with beans, he
figured he'd have even more fun if
he expanded a bit. Besides, his
closet now contained more beans
than he had the time or garden
space to handle. So he formed a
nonprofit organization. He called
it Wanigan Associates.

For an annual fee of two dollars
(soon raised to five dollars, for rea-
sons that will become poignantly
clear), a member would receive a
quarterly newsletter all about
beans, written by Withee, and a
catalog listing the cultivars he had
accumulated. A member could se-
lect from the catalog any two culti-
vars to grow, with a small charge if
more cultivars were wanted. In ad-
dition, Withee would send along
two or three other cultivars, which
the member was expected to grow
and harvest for Wanigan Associ-
ates as part of their effort to keep
neglected beans in circulation.
Members were also encouraged to
seek out other heirloom beans and
send them to Wanigan Associates.
(The name of the organization
comes from an Indian term. As
John Withee explains it, “Years
ago my search for old-time beans
led me to my home state, Maine. I
found that Withees had been lum-
bering people, and coupled that
with the fact that woodsmen are
prodigious bean eaters, or were
then. More research led to the
word wanigan, associated with the
spring drive. Earliest references
gave wanigan as an Abnaki [Indian
tribe of Maine] word, meaning
‘that into which something strays.’
In Maine, it described a cookshack
on a raft, which was floated down-
stream with the drives.”)

The Maine Sunday Telegram ran
a feature story on Withee and his
organization’s attempts to save
heirloom beans. Then two national
magazines picked up the story. The
growth curve of his hobby rose
sharply. The previously friendly re-
lationship between Withee and his

mailman began to decay. Instead
of a few beans arriving now and
then, he began receiving several
pounds a day. And letters—a lot of
letters—many of which enclosed
no check, not even a stamped enve-
lope. They did, however, enclose
demands, like the one from the
lady in North Dakota who wanted
Withee to identify, sight unseen, “a
bean my great aunt Millie used to
grow, pinkish, or sort of brown,
with little black, or maybe purple,
spots.” To the dismay of Mrs.
Withee, another closet had to be
emptied of clothes. Withee began
to feel a mite tense—more tense
than a retired man with a wonder-
ful hobby should feel.

The beans kept right on coming.
There was ‘Mrs. Bagley's Fence
Bean’, described by Withee as “a
kidney-shaped seed with the mark-
ings of a pinto”; ‘Henderson's
Lima’, “a small lima from 1893,
home-saved and a commercial
seed since’’; ‘Lazy Wife', which
“dates back to 1810, seed white
with faint gray veiling”; ‘Jacob’s
Ox’, “a nearly all-red strain of ‘Ja-
cob’s Cattle’”’; ‘Bumblebee’, “a
large, very fat, oval, white bean
having a large, red, butterflylike
area at the eye, a great heirloom in
northern New England”; ‘Com-
tesse de Chambord’, “a snap bean
from France—it may be heirloom
there’’; ‘Holstein’, a ‘“red and
white, flattened, oval seed from
New Mexico, very old in heritage”’;
‘Limelight’, “an English commer-
cial snap bean given me by a con-
tented Vermonter”; ‘Monel’, “a
tiny black seed with a prominent
white eye, from Kenya"; ‘Money
Bean’, “a white kidney with spots
of recl, yellow, and brown all over”;
‘Mexican Red Runner’, “the larg-
est bean in the Wanigan collection,
egg-shaped (almost an inch from
end to end), light purple overall
with black spots and streaks”;
‘Will Bonsall’, “a bush bean of un-
usual coloration from Farmington,
Maine—plump seed, tan with 95
percent overlay of black.”

In an alarmingly short time,
Wanigan Associates accumulated
no less than 1,200 cultivars. They
crowded every nook and cranny of
the modest Withee home. Not a
closet survived unscathed.

At that critical point, Withee fell
ill, ill enough to be hospitalized for

several weeks. Hundreds of enve-
lopes, some full of beans, piled up.
There were also many beans he
had grown in his garden test plots
the previous summer, which he
had not yet threshed out.
“Wanigan Associates,” says John
Withee today, “was my downfall.”
Characteristically, he laughs. “I'm
a lousy businessman. The five-dol-
lar membership fee barely covered
the cost of the newsletter, let alone
the postage to reply to all those let-
ters and mail out the beans.”
Something had to be done. Two
organizations he'd previously com-
municated with about beans came
to his aid: the Seed Savers Ex-
change, operated by Kent Whealy
in Princeton, Missouri, and the Or-
ganic Gardening and Farming Re-
search Center in Kutztown, Penn-

The Family Leguminosae

The world of beans is complex. Members of the
family Leguminosae, of which beans represent
several genera, produce their seed in pods. The ;
most common of the cultivated, edible beans is {
the genus Phaseolus, native to the tropical
Americas. The most common species of the lat-
ter is Phaseolus vulgaris, which includes a huge
number of cultivars and strains. There is also
Phaseolus lunatus, the so-called lima bean,
named for its origin in Peru, and Phaseolus coc-
cineus, commonly known as the scarlet runner
bean; it has a subspecies, alba, the white runner
bean. There are more than four thousand culti-
vars of those three species.

There are many other genera in addition to
Phaseolus. Glycine Max, the soybean, comprises
several hundred cultivars; Vigna radiata, the
mung bean; Vigna angularis, the adsuki bean;
Vigna unguiculata, the so-called cowpea; and Vi-
cia Faba, the fava bean, also known as the horse-
bean, as is the species Canavalia ensiforma, oth-
erwise called the jack bean. The term kidney
bean is sometimes used to refer to the entire
Phaseolus vulgaris species, which is confusing
because it is also the name of several cultivars of
P. vulgaris, of which the red kidney is perhaps the
best known. J.C.

sylvania, of which Dr. Richard
Harwood is director. The OGF Re-
search Center accepted the task of
sorting and cataloging the Wani-
gan collection. They also took sam-
ples of each cultivar for storage at
their special facilities in Kutz-
town. The Seed Savers Exchange,
which deals with all kinds of open-
pollinated seeds, including beans,
became a clearinghouse for seed
exchanges through a newsletter
that Kent Whealy publishes.
Withee, however, has not given
up his position as America’s fore-
most preserver of heirloom beans.
“I hope that I've gotten this thing
back to hobby size,” he says. “But I
still want to hear from people who
are interested in beans. And I'll
still be sending some neglected
varieties to growers with whom
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I've established a strong relation-
ship over the years.”

vy THomas was graduated

from American University in
Washington, D. C., and went to
work in New York City for the mar-
keting department of a large cor-
poration whose primary activity
was the manufacture of plate glass.
In 1969 he bought a 360-acre for-
mer dairy farm in Castleton, Ver-
mont, and five years later decided
he should do something with the
land. He solicited help from Win
Way, a highly regarded agronomist
with the extension service at the
University of Vermont. Way sug-
gested that he grow beans, a crop
once widely cultivated in now-lac-
tophilic Vermont. Indeed, Way
himself had grown 22 acres of ‘Sol-
dier’ beans in the 1960s, harvesting
10,000 pounds of beans and turn-
ing a tidy profit.

Guy A. Thomas

Guy Thomas likes challenges. He
had never before grown anything
on a large scale and had no train-
ing in any phase of agriculture,
botany, horticulture, or any other
related discipline. In short, he
didn’t know beans about growing
beans. But in 1975, in one fell
swoop, Thomas became Vermont's
largest grower of beans. He plant-
ed all of the suitable open land on
his property in Castleton, plus
some rented acreage near Burling-
ton (about an hour’s drive to the
north)—sixty acres in all—to ‘Pin-
to’, ‘Red Kidney’, and ‘Soldier’.

The results were unfortunate. It
was a very wet fall in Vermont, and
the yield from his fields was poor.
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Thomas lost money. It proved to be
money well lost, however, for he
learned two invaluable lessons: 1)
He was really not all that crazy
about growing beans for a living,
and 2) There wasn't a single seed
merchant in the entire United
States that offered much of a selec-
tion of bean seeds. This last obser-
vation caused a bright light to
flash on in the brain of the former
plate-glass marketer. Paraphrasing
the conclusion of many a hard-
working farmer, he said to himself,
“Well, there sure doesn’t seem to
be a lot of money in growing beans.
But I'll wager there’s some money
in selling bean seeds.”

Thus was born a new seed com-
pany. Thomas's first “catalog” was
a ten-page pamphlet, of which four
pages were devoted to order forms.
It was stapled by hand; it had no
covers, no illustrations, no color
photographs. But it did list, and
lovingly describe, a sizable selec-
tion of bean-seed cultivars—green,
yellow, bush, shelling, drying, pole,
lima—thirty-two cultivars in all.

At that point, Thomas made one
of his few mistakes. To advertise
the catalog, he put together a five-
line classified advertisement that
said:

Dry Bean Garden Seeds—larg-
est selection in the country.
Over 20 varieties. 100% natural,
untreated. Write for free list.
VERMONT YANKEE BEAN
SEED COMPANY.

The ad ran in a handful of coun-
try-oriented magazines early in
1976. Among them was Southern
Living, which claimed a reader-
ship of five million, almost all of
it in the South. But the ad in
Southern Living, which cost
Thomas thirty-five dollars, gen-
erated almost no response. "It
did not take me long,” he laughs,
“to figure out why the response
was so lousy.” He changed his
company’s name to Vermont
Bean Seed Company and now
gets lots of business from Dixie.

Despite the Yankee doodle,
5,000 persons in all responded to
the ad, and*Vermont Bean Seed
did $11,000 worth of business.
The light in Thomas’s brain took
on a warm, steady glow. “This
could be a very nice little busi-
ness,” he thought.

But he did want to expand the
operation slightly. To do that he
needed more capital than he had
left from the bean-field misad-
venture. He went to the place
where capital is kept. True, he
told the banker, he had almost no
experience in the seed business,
but he was young (not yet forty)
and ambitious and energetic,
and he was sure he could make a
little money at it. The banker in-
timated that Thomas had been
out in the bean field too long.
Thomas visited another bank.
The second, apparently, was a bit
more daring, or hungry, than the
first. It advanced Thomas a line
of credit up to $21,000. Not
much, but enough to compile
and mail Vermont Bean Seed
Company's beautiful 1977 cata-
log. Today that catalog is some-
thing of a collector’s item. Like
the first catalog it contained no
color—which immediately set it
apart from almost all other seed
catalogs—but instead included
handsome pen-and-ink drawings
on country themes, done by local
artists. The cover pictures a
funky, down-to-earth-looking
country store. The large format,
casy-to-read catalog listed nearly
a hundred kinds of beans. Thom-
as bought mailing lists and fed
them into a computer. He then
mailed out 100,000 catalogs, a
twentyfold increase over the
first. Again he advertised the
catalog in several publications,
including Southern Living. He got
back $112,000 in orders. Volume
has grown considerably every
year since.

The computer now has squir-
reled away in its maw the names,
addresses and buying histories of
more than 85,000 customers.
They live in almost every state in
this country, and several foreign
countries as well. New York
State holds the lead for the most
customers, followed closely by
Ohio, Pennsylvania, and Califor-
nia. Vermont ranks a modest six-
teenth. Of course, Thomas chau-
vinistically observes, Vermont has
a population of only half a million
people.

Nune of the beans sold by Ver-
mont Bean, one might be sur-
prised to learn, are grown in

Vermont. Most come from south-
ern Idaho. It doesn’t rain much
there—about four inches a year, on
the average. In Vermont, as Thom-
as learned in 1975, more rain can
pour down in one autumn month
than falls in an entire year in
southern Idaho. If the plants be-
come wet when the beans are dry-
ing, they get moldy and discolored.
And if there’s one thing any seed
house quickly discovers, it's that
gardeners don’t buy seeds a second
time if those they got the first time
were moldy and discolored. Of
course, most plants need more
than four inches of water a year. In
the bean fields of southern Idaho,
most of it arrives via pipes, and
during the critical period before
the harvest no water is allowed to
touch the beans.

The 1982 catalog of Vermont
Bean Seed lists seventy-two culti-
vars of beans. There are five that
no other seed company in this
country carries, plus several other
old ones that are still difficult for
home gardeners to find. How did
Thomas find them? He telephoned
a few commercial seed growers
and asked if they had any old bean
cultivars on hand. Many, it turned
out, did.

“What I want to do,” he says, “is
repopularize some of those old var-
ieties that, for some reason, have
lost their appeal to the gardening
public. A lot of them were excellent
beans—good yields, good taste,
disease resistant. The ‘Vermont
Cranberry’, for instance; it had al-
most become extinct. It’s a beauti-
ful-looking bean (red, speckled,
and striped with purple), and one
of the sweetest tasting I know.”
Thomas's campaign to restore the
popularity of heirloom beans
seems to vc succeeding. Demand
for “Vermont Cranberry’ is now so
heavy that the amount of seed an
individual could purchase from
Vermont Bean in 1982 was limited
to four ounces.

Guy Thomas has another love
besides beans: long-distance run-
ning. In 1978 he ran in the New
York Marathon and placed 710th—
not bad, considering there were
16,000 entrants. Bill Rodgers won
the event, and Thomas crossed the
finish line just forty-five minutes
behind him. Thomas did equally
well in the 1979 and 1980 New
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Stimulate your mind on a Questers nature
tour. We search out the plants and animals, birds
and flowers...and explore rain forests, mountains and
tundra, seashores, lakes and swamps. There is ample
time to photograph, absorb, reflect. Naturalist guides,
small tour parties, first-class accommodations.

Worldwide Nature Tours
1982 Departures

The Americas

Everglades: 11 days, Apr. 8, Nov. 4 « Hawaii: 15
days, Feb. 14, Mar. 21, Oct. 10, Dec. 19+ Alaska: 17
days, June 12, 26, July 10, 24, Aug. 7 = Pacific
Northwest: 12 days, June 20, Aug. 1 « Superior
Forest Canoe Trip: 9 days, July 10, Aug. 14 + North-
west Canada: 16 days, July 2 « Churchill:
11 days, July 17 « Newfoundland: 16 days, June 13+
Baja California: 11 days, Apr. 16, Oct. 15+ Southern
Mexico: 14 days, Feb. 14, Dec. 19 » Costa Rica &
Panama: 16 days, Feb. 13, Nov. 20, Dec. 18+ The
Amazon: 17 days, Jan. 17, May 9, July 4,
Aug. B, Oct. 10, Nov. 14 » Galapagos: 15 days,
Jan. 28, Apr. 22, July 15, Aug. 5, Oct. 28 » Peru:
23 days, July 17, Nov. 6« Patagonia: 21 days, Nov. 6
* Trinidad & Tobago: 11 days, Mar. 8, Nov. 8.
Europe

Iceland: 16 days. June 11, July 2, Aug. 6 * Islands/
Highlands of Scotland: 21 days, May 27, July 15,
Aug. 19 « Switzerland: 17 days, July 16, Aug. 13+
Greece: 19 days, Mar 29, Sept. 20 « Spain:
20 days, Apr. 16, Sept. 3

Asia and Africa

Israel: 16 days, Mar. 15, Oct. 18 » The Himalayas:
23 days, Mar 18, Oct. 7 » India: 23 days, Jan. 30,
Oct. 30, Nov. 27 = Sri Lanka: 18 days, Feb. 19,
Nov. 19 + Kenya: 23 days, Feb. 4, July 22, Oct. 21+«
Zimbabwe & Botswana: 19 days, July 8, Aug. 5.
Australasia

Australia & New Zealand: 30 days, Feb. 13, Oct. 2+
New Zealand & the Milford Track: 22 days,
Feb. 12, Nov. 12 « The Complete Australia:
35 days, Sept. 3.

To learn more, write requesting the 1982
Directory of Worldwide Nature Tours. Indicate if
you are interested in any particular tour and we will
send the corresponding Detarled Itinerary.
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Questers Tours & Travel, Inc.
Dept. HOR, 257 Park Avenue South
New York, NY 10010 = (212) 673-3120
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Qualify for Energy Tax Credits

Featured in:
© The Energy Saving House, 1982 World's Fair™ Knoxville, Tenn.
® Con Edison Conservation Home, Briarcliff Manor, N.Y.
@ U.S. Dept. of Energy Brookhaven House, Upton, N.Y.
e Kohler Demonstration House, Kohler, Wisconsin

GREENHOUSES #
910 Route 110, Dept. T-207 H

© 1982 Four Seasons Greenhouses
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Farmingdale, N.Y. 11735
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Mig. by Four Seasons Solar Products Corp. e vee®

Bring light, air and sunshine into your

home. A solar lifestyle enables you to

enjoy a warm sunny climate-all year. This

beautiful insulated Four Seasons Greenhouse can create

open sun-lit spaces bringing the pleasures of greenery to your

family. Perfect as a solar collector, or hot tub enclosure.

® The PP.G. bronze finish modular aluminum frame provides
a wide range of sizes.

© Fasy Do-it-yourself Prefab Kit saves construction costs.
Shigped Freight Prepaid.

o Quality features: Factory insulated doule and triple glaz-
ing, Stainless Steel fasterners, Patented Pow R Vent™,
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free standing and window units.

1 40% Federal tax credits plus up to

55% State. (If qualified).
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Accurate information . . .

meticulous
selection and quality

This big, book-style 76

page catalog, is your
_ﬂ.m. single most reliable
source for superior garden
plants ... hundreds of treasures
for your garden, many of them
obtainable only from Wayside.
All illustrated in faithful full
color. Spring flowering bulbs,
hardy perennials for sun and
shade, shrubs, climbers . . .
from all over the world . . . all
professionally evaluated and
tested nationwide . . . expertly

propagated and sent at the
optimum planting time for you.

WAYSIDE

GARDENS -

503 Garden Lane, 4 l
Hodges, S. C. 29695 - '
— D = S _: Hpea st e
For your personal copy; plus 8 complimen-
tary copy of our big Spring Catalog, send
$1.00 (credited on your first order):

Name

Address

City

State Zip

WAYSIDE GARDENS
503 Garden Lane, Hodges, S. C. 29695
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York Marathons. He did not com-
pete in 1981, however. He did not
have time. The * ‘little, part-time”
business had grown some. Ver-
mont Bean Seed Company mailed
out close to half a million catalogs
and did more than a million dol-
lars’ worth of business that year.
These days, Thomas contents him-
self with jogging to and from the
bank.

As for John Withee, he now has
time enough to consummate, rath-
er than merely pursue, his great ro-
mance. He was able to complete a
book about beans that he had
started putting together back in
1976, before Wanigan Associates
began threatening to overwhelm
him. The closets of the Withee
home hold clothes again, which
pleases Mrs. Withee. Letters from
bean lovers around the world are
now answered fairly promptly.
And, having planted 230 cultivars
of beans in his garden in 1981,
Withee's plans call for some 270 in
1982.

It is no surprise that Withee is an
expert on growing beans. “The
most important thing here in New
England,” he says, “is not to fool
around with the low end of the
temperature range.” He explains
that, while the soil must warm to
at least 50 degrees Fahrenheit be-
fore beans will start to grow, they
won't do really well until the soil
temperature hits 60 degrees. He
considers 65 degrees the ideal
bean-seed-planting temperature.
“It is no news to old gardeners,” he
writes, “that beans planted early
in open ground will often not show
flowers one day earlier than beans
planted two weeks later, when con-
ditions were better.”

Because he deals with many
beans that come from warmer cli-
mates and require a growing sea-
son that is longer than New Eng-
land’s, Withee gains a few days by
what he calls “presprouting.” He
does this by washing the seeds and
then soaking them in tepid water
for a few hours until they swell.
Then he places them on a single
layer of moist paper towel. He cov-
ers the seeds with another layer of
moist paper towel, places them in
a plastic bag in order to retain the
moisture, and puts the bag in a
spot where the temperature will
stay between 70 and 80 degrees

Fahrenheit. When the radicle (root-
let) first appears, the seedlings can
be gently planted in the garden.
The soil must be kept moist for sev-
eral days. Withee often plants
seeds of scarce, valuable bean cul-
tivars in peat pots, then trans-
plants them when conditions im-
prove. Or he will simply roll up the
moist towels and put them in the
refrigerator, where the low tem-
perature stops all growth. When
soil temperature reaches an ac-
ceptable level, he takes the seeds
out of the refrigerator, allows them
to warm gradually, and plants
them. By planting only the beans
that have sprouted he gets a 100
percent stand with no skips.

One of the beans listed in With-
ee’s last annual catalog, which was
published in 1980, is called ‘King
Tut'. It's a white runner bean, fair-
ly large, not too distinguished
looking. But it has an enchanting
history. In 1922, the fabled tomb of
King Tutankhamen was opened.
Among all the golden treasures
were a few large, white bean seeds.
An archaeologist took the seeds
back to England, where his gar-
dener planted them. Amazingly,
they grew and produced seed.
Now, the gardener, the story goes,
happened to be a friend of a wom-
an who had since gone to live in
Maine, in Lewiston, and he sent
her some of the seeds. She planted
them, and they produced seed.
John Withee heard about the beans
and wrote to her. She sent him
some of the seeds. Withee grew
them, and they are now listed in
his catalog.

Withee smiles as he tells the sto-

y. “Of course,” he says, “the whole

thing is highly dubious. Number
one, let's suppose the orignial
seeds did come out of the tomb.
How did they get there? There is
no evidence that they were placed
there with King Tut and remained
viable for five thousand years,
none at all. Also—and this is the
clincher for me—that type of bean
just wasn't grown in Egypt at the
time. The seeds could have been
brought into the tomb just a few
years ago by rats, of course. I've
not been able to keep seeds viable
more than six years, and even un-
der ideal storage conditions the
limit seems to be about ten. Still,
it's a fascinating story.”

He adds, after a pause, “The
point is that seeds will die out. If
you don’t keep it planted, a par-
ticular variety can disappear from
the face of the earth forever, a terri-
ble thing.”

But there's more to it than sim-
ply keeping a particular cultivar
extant, Withee emphasizes. Last
fall he went to Arizona to attend a
conference sponsored by the Meals
for Millions Foundation, with sup-
port from the National Sharecrop-
pers’ Fund. There, he says, a very
important point was made: “What
we need to do is not just preserve
all these different varieties of
beans that have played such a vital
part in the nutritional history of
man, but keep them growing, for
human consumption, in the areas
in which the variety first appeared.
That's where they do best. After
all, the varieties survived not be-
cause of people like me but be-
cause they prospered naturally and
provided good food for the local
population.”

Guy Thomas, one suspects,
would heartily concur. %
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Jack Cook, a free-lance writer special-
izing in rural life, wrote “Northern
Seeds for Northern Gardens: Johnny's
Selected Seeds,” in March 1982,

Enurces

Vermont Bean Seed Company
Garden Lane

Bomoseen, Vermont 05732
(802) 265-4212

Free catalog

John Withee no longer handles gen-
eral correspondence. He requests
that all inquiries regarding heirloom
beans be sent to either of the follow-
ing organizations:

Kent Whealy
Seed Savers Exchange
RR.2

Princeton, Missouri 64673

Dr. Richard Harwood

Organic Gardening and Farming
Research Center

Siegfriedale Road

R.D. 1, Box 323

Kutztown, Pennsylvania 19530
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