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The vegetable herald of spring. The legume so  
delicious, only half a harvest will ever make it back to 
the kitchen. The crop that gives back to the soil as 
much as it takes out. They can be a bit finicky to 
grow, but isn’t it worth giving peas a chance? 
 

Peas have been a staple in our diet since prehistoric 
times. It is likely that they were first cultivated in Turkey, 
where seeds found in archaeological digs have been 
dated at around 7 500 years old. 
 

Peas are rich in fibre and vitamins A and C, a significant 
source of folic acid, potassium and vitamins K and B1 
and help reduce some harmful forms of cholesterol. 
 

In gardening terms, peas can be broadly divided into field 
peas, traditional garden peas, sugar snaps and snow peas. 
Field peas are grown mostly for their dried seeds which 
are used for animal fodder and in soups and other dishes. 
The pod of the garden pea is discarded in favour of  
tender immature seeds. Snow peas and sugar snaps have 
edible pods - the former with a broad, flat pod and the 
latter with a pod that looks like garden peas, but with a 
thinner wall. Sugar snaps and snow peas are the most 
commonly grown in the Canberra region. 
 

Site and soil 
Peas will do best in a well-drained, moderately rich soil. 
Because they come with their own supply of nitrogen, the 
soil doesn’t need to be nitrogen-rich. For this reason, 
peas can be planted after a ‘greedy’ crop. Try not to plant 
peas after beans (in the same bed), to avoid transfer of 
similar pests. 
 

A sunny position is preferable and a fair bit of garden is 
required to grow enough plants for a decent yield. 
 

Planting 
Sow seeds to a depth of 5cm (or a little deeper in warmer 
weather) at intervals of around 10cm. Rows should be 
spaced between 50-90cm apart, depending on variety - 
dwarf varieties need more space as they have a broader 
form than climbing and tall varieties. 
 

To avoid seed rot, plant seeds in moist soil (preferably in 
temperatures above 5 degrees) and don’t water until  
germination occurs. Only mulch around strong seedlings, 
and keep mulch away from stems. A cloche may be used 
to protect tender seedlings. 
 

Bush or dwarf varieties generally support themselves, but 
for most other varieties, some type of trellis or stake will 
help productivity, air circulation and harvest.  
 

Peas prefer cool weather. Mature plants are not greatly 
affected by frost, but heavy frosts may prevent flowers 
from setting into pods. If you are planning to plant peas 
in warmer months, they’ll be happier in a spot in the  
garden with a bit of shade. 

Harvesting 
Once pods begin to form, they need to be harvested  
regularly, before the pods go wrinkly. Harvest starts 8-10 
weeks after planting and lasts for between 3-6 weeks. 
 

After the final harvest, cut the stems off at ground level, 
rather than pulling the plant out of the ground. This way, 
the nitrogen in the roots will be released back into the 
soil, ready for the next crop. 
 

Problems 
Powdery mildew - a grey powder on the leaves - is the 
peas’ most common complaint. Avoid overhead watering 
and try a foliar application of liquid fertiliser on a warm 
day. 
 

Choosing and using 
Choose pods that are crisp and bright green with no  
evidence of splitting. The smaller the pea, the more  
tender it will be. 
 

Peas are best eaten on the day they are picked or bought. 
If you have to store them for a day or two, put them in a 
plastic bag in the crisper - they will turn starchy if left at 
room temperature. 
 

Boiled or steamed peas team up well with mint, butter 
and shallots, or cream and herbs, but are equally  
magnificent au naturel. Snap and snow peas are perfect 
in salads and stir-fries. 
 

References and further reading 
• The Canberra Gardener (HSOC) 
• Organic Vegetable Growing (Annette McFarlane) 
• From A la Carte to Zucchini (Anthony Barker) 
• Botanica’s Organic Gardening (Judyth McLeod) 

 


