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Our world today faces 

  

a tough challenge: ensuring food security while 
providing a balanced diet for everyone around 
the globe. The figures are daunting: around 800 
million suffer from chronic hunger and roughly 
two billion live with one or more micronutrient 
deficiencies. At the same time, over half a 
billion people are clinically obese. 

Overcoming hunger and malnutrition in the 
21st century means increasing food quantity 
and quality, while making sure we produce 
food sustainably, efficiently and safely. In 
September 2015, world leaders adopted the 
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, a 
plan of action for people, the planet and 
prosperity. It defines a list of Sustainable 
Development Goals aimed at ending hunger 
and malnutrition, as well as eradicating extreme 
poverty and tackling climate change, among 
other objectives. 

The International Year of Pulses helps to 
kick off the Agenda. Focusing on seeds for 
sustainability, FAO wishes to promote actions 
that will contribute to ending hunger while 
protecting the environment, the planet and its 
inhabitants. 

Pulses have been an essential part of the 
human diet for centuries. Yet their nutritional 
value is not generally recognized and their 
consumption is frequently under-appreciated. 
Undeservedly so, as pulses play a crucial role in 
healthy diets, sustainable food production and, 
above all, in food security. 

This book, Pulses. Nutritious seeds for a 
Sustainable Future, highlights the benefits of 
these relatively unknown seeds. Given that 
pulses come in thousands of varieties, it would 
be impossible to list them all. Thus, the book 
focuses on the main families of pulses to whet 
your appetite. This book illustrates the five 

F O R E W O R D

Nutritious seeds for 
a sustainable future
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main ways in which pulses contribute to food 
security, nutrition, health, climate change and 
biodiversity along with an overview of the 
production and trade in pulses worldwide. 

It also takes you on a voyage around the 
world to demonstrate how pulses are important 
historically and culturally, as reflected in today's 
cooking. We are honoured to present ten world-
class chefs sharing their secrets of both 
traditional and tasty pulse dishes. We hope these 
recipes will entice you to try some or all of them 
and encourage you to include more pulses in 
your weekly diet.

Throughout the International Year of Pulses, 
we will continue our efforts in bringing together 
a wide spectrum of different actors, from diverse 
sectors, to enhance awareness about pulse 
production and consumption around the world. 
Our intention is to create synergies amongst our 
many and valued stakeholders and to lay the 
foundation for projects aimed at expanding the 
role of pulses in sustainable food production. 

FAO is disseminating information on pulses 
in both print and multimedia, as well as hosting 
events at national, regional and global levels. 
Through these regional dialogues and global 
awareness campaigns, we aim to stimulate 

discussion and information exchange among 
civil society, farmers, the private sector, 
researchers, government representatives and 
policy makers, among others. 

Our team of nutrition experts is already 
compiling a food composition database of 
pulses as part of the FAO/INFOODS Analytical 
Food Composition Database providing specific 
data on pulses, biodiversity and their relation to 
agriculture and processing. 

This year marks the beginning of making 
pulses a household staple for those people and 
nations who may not know their incredible 
properties. At the same time, we have made 
good progress towards our goal of having pulses 
enriching the earth and sustaining entire 
populations. These super foods have been 
nourishing people since historical records began 
and a long time before.

So much still needs to be done to end world 
hunger and provide food security and nutrition 
for a swelling global population, expected to 
reach over 9 billion by 2050. But one concrete, 
promising, sustainable and cost-effective 
opportunity lies within the tiniest of seeds found 
in a multitude of plants: Pulses. Seeds for a 
sustainable future.

José Graziano da Silva
Director General
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Presence and  

power of  
pulses

Y
ou see them each 
and every day: at the 
grocery store, the 
farmer’s market, as 
side orders served 
with your favourite 

dish. So innocuous, or such a staple, 
they hardly garner a mention except 
when served as soup on a cold 
winter’s day. But these tiny, seemingly 
nondescript seeds or beans or pods…
have been packing a power punch 
for a power lunch since time began; 
possibly playing the starring role as 
the harbinger of our very survival as 
a species. And yet, you have never 
heard of them. What in the world 
are Pulses?

Pulses are ancient, very ancient. 
They are a hearty plant species that 
has existed for millions of years, 
a sort of wonder plant that grows 
in any conditions and climes. It is 
thought that their domestication 
could pre-date maize. Found on all 
four corners of the earth, excluding 
only the poles and infertile deserts, 
pulses are grown even in regions 
with extreme hot and cold climes. 
But they deserve their pride of place: 
For many, pulses provide the main 
source of plant protein. And they 
are not just good for you, they taste 
good, too.

Across cultures and cuisines, their 
culinary versatility has given rise to 
a host of delicious recipes on every 
continent. Amongst the praises of 
pulses are their vast geographical 
range, high nutritional value and low 
water requirements, their unique 
ability to self-fertilize, (adding 
necessary nitrogen to farmland 
and improving crops along the 
way), along with maintaining their 
health benefits over a long shelf life. 
All these reasons, make pulses an 
uncompromising enemy of hunger 
and malnutrition worldwide. Pulses 
are a genuine superfood for the future.

Air quality, access to clean drinking 
water and a healthy diet are three 
big challenges to humanity’s long-
term survival. Dry pulses, combined 
with other staples, will be the key 
to meeting these challenges. As a 
category of foodstuff, pulses vary 
widely in nutritional properties 
and flavour, while as a whole, their 
unique qualities make them ideal 
for sustainable farming. Scientific 
research into plant biofortification, 
to increase the micronutrient content 
and improve resistance to disease 
and weather, have yielded excellent 
results with certain pulses. As we 
delve into this age-old food, we 
discover that pulses are primed to 

open up new pathways for agricultural 
and nutritional developments that, until 
recently, were pure science fiction.  

And for good measure, from a cultural 
viewpoint, dry pulses are a symbol 
of travel, globalization and coming 
together. In ancient times, pulses 
kept the troops well fed, while in 
Italy, bags of pulses were served up to 
augur prosperity each new year. The 
domesticated pulse has been common 
to all peoples since olden times, with no 
distinction of race, religion or culture. 
If the need for food is something 
that unites every single human, the 
extraordinary global reach of pulses is a 
powerful universal language between 
nations. Pulses originating in Asia 
are found in Africa and vice versa, 
while the African varieties grow in the 
Americas, and American strains found 
their way over to Europe and Oceania. 
The widespread adoption of pulses has 
been diverse, yet constant and total, 
because they all have one thing in 
common: their unquestionable practical 
benefits which any nation or culture can 
appreciate.  

When the time comes to cross the 
final frontier and humanity reaches 
for the stars, there is no doubt that 
pulses will travel with humans 
wherever they may go.

 A brief   
guide  

        to Pulses
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P
ulses belong 
to the Fabaceae 
or Leguminosas 
family, these 
plants are the 
world’s third 

largest group of plant life. They 
are thought to have originated 
some 90 million years ago, with a 
diversification process beginning 
in the early Tertiary era. The 
Fabaceae family contains over 
20 000 species and 700 genera, of 
which only some are categorised 
as leguminous plants, such as 
the Vicia, Cicer, Lens and Cajanus 
groups. Humans have cultivated 
pulses since the dawn of farming 
as one of the first plants in the 
world to be domesticated. 

Dry pulses are the dehydrated 
edible seeds of these leguminous 
plants that produce from one to 
twelve grains of various sizes, 
shapes and colours within a 
pod. Their seeds can be used for 
human consumption or animal 
fodder. These hearty plants are 
not only healthy, they’re good 
for the earth as well. They can 
grow in arid lands requiring 
very little water – concentrated 
during their early stages of 
growth. Leguminous plants have 

nitrogen-fixation properties, a 
natural process that has been, 
and continues to be, important 
for soil enrichment. In short, 
unlike other plants, pulses carry 
properties that improve the soil 
in which they are grown and this 
helps other plants flourish as well.

Pulses, though small in size, 
pack quite a nutritional punch. 
Pulses are eaten all over 
the world in stews, flours, 
purées, accompaniments, 
snacks and desserts. They are 
a rich source of protein and 
essential amino acids that act 
as the perfect complement to 
cereals. They are also a good 
supply of carbohydrates and 
micronutrients, as well as high-
quality dietary fibre. Their low 
fat content and the interaction 
of their sterols have been proven 
to be effective at maintaining 
low LDL cholesterol levels and 
reducing blood pressure. 

And while some pulses are 
widely known, others are 
found only in certain regions or 
specific cuisines. Following is a 
classification guiding us through 
the most significant groups 
across the world of pulses. 

What does 
FAO 

consider as 
pulses? 

Though 
taxonomically it is 
correct to include 
fresh peas, green 
beans, soybeans 
and alfalfa in this 
plant family, the 
FAO categorises 

these as vegetables. 
Likewise, seeds 

that are grown for 
biofuel do not fall 

into the category of 
pulses as far as the 
FAO is concerned.

 A brief   
guide  

        to Pulses
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DRY
BEANS

Borlotti beans

Black beans

Adzuki beans

Cannellini beans

Red kidney beans

Haricot beans

Flageolet beans

Pinto beans

Mung beans

Urd beans  
(BLACK GRAM)

Tepary beans

LUPINES BAMBARA 
BEANS

BROAD BEANS

THE FOLLOWING LIST ILLUSTRATES  
THE MAJOR GROUPS �

Varieties  
of pulses
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DRY PEAS
Dried green peas

DRY PIGEON PEAS

VETCHES

DRIED COWPEAS

WINGED  
BEANS

SWORD  
BEANS

CHICKPEAS

Bambai chickpeas

Desi chickpeas 

Kabuli chickpeas

LENTILS

Red lentils

Yellow lentils

Green 
or brown lentils

Puy lentils 

Umbrian lentils
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DRY BEANS 
These are pulses of the genera 
Phaseolus, from the Americas, 
and Vigna, found in various 
parts of Asia. They include: 
common beans—pinto, 
black, white or in various 
colours—all belonging to 
the Phaseolus vulgaris root 
and one of the planet’s most 
widespread crops, lima beans, 
adzuki beans, black grams  
in various tones, mung beans, 
runner beans, ricebeans, 
moth bean  and tepary 
beans. Dry beans are the most 
widespread of all pulses and 
can be found virtually in every 
country on earth.

The International Center 
of Tropical Agriculture in 
Colombia holds more than 
36 000 samples of beans 
in its databases. The �rst 
domesticated beans in the 
Americas were found in 
Guitarrero Cave, in Peru, 
and dated back to around the 
Bronze Age. Evidence of pulse 
production around Ravi River 
in Punjab, the seat of the Indus 
Valley civilization, was found 
dating circa 3 300 BC. As a vine, 
the bean plant needs external 
support to grow, and native 
Americans were known to 
plant them alongside corn and 
squash, with the tall cornstalks 
acting as support for the beans. 
A staple food in the Middle 
East, South America, India and 
the Mediterranean, there is 
hardly a country in the world 

that does not have its own 
favourite bean dish today. But 
this was not always the case. 
In the past, people developed 
a love-hate relationship with 
beans. The upper classes in 
ancient Egypt shunned beans 
as they were considered 
food �t only for commoners. 
Ancient Romans used beans for 
balloting both in elections and 
in court. Black beans stood for 
opposition or guilt while white 
beans were cast in agreement or 
to declare innocence. 

Adzuki Beans
Deep red with a sweet, 
nutty flavor, these beans are 
particularly popular in Asian 
cooking. The Japanese call 
the adzuki beans  “the king 
of beans” and prize them for 
their reputedly health-giving 
properties to the liver and 
kidneys. In China, they form 
the base of a sweet paste 
used as a filling in a variety 
of breads and in mooncakes 

to celebrate the mid-Autumn 
festival. They can also be 
ground into flour as well as 
used whole in casseroles and 
warm salads. 

Black Beans
Glossy black kidney-shaped 
beans are a favourite in 
Caribbean cuisine. They are 
surprisingly sweet and adding 
black beans to any dish adds a 
dramatic flair to soups, mixed 
bean salads or enchiladas.

Cannellini Beans
Also known as “Italian white 
kidney beans” or fasolia beans, 
these white beans are slightly 
small, kidney-shaped with 
a square end. When cooked, 
they have a �uffy texture and a 
slightly nutty, mild �avour. The 
cannellini bean  is a popular 
feature of Italian cuisine, 
appearing in dishes such as 
minestrone, pasta e fagioli soup 
and as a stewed bean side dish 
made with garlic and rosemary.

Varieties of pulses
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Borlotti Beans
These rather large, plump 
oval-shaped beans are 
pinkish-brown in colour 
with reddish-brown streaks 
and a bittersweet flavour. 
When cooked, they are tender 
and moist, making them 
interchangeable with red 
kidney beans  in most recipes 
such as vegetable stews, 
casseroles and salads. 

Red Kidney Bean
Shiny, deep mahogany red 
kidney beans retain their 
colour and shape when cooked 
and have a soft mealy texture. 
A favourite in South American 
cooking, they are commonly 
used in chili con carne. They 
are also an integral part of 
northern Indian cuisine, where 
the beans are called rajma and 
are part of a dish of the same 
name. In southern Louisiana, 
USA, red kidney beans are in 
the classic Creole dish of red 
beans paired with rice.

Flageolet Beans
Originating from France, the 
flageolet bean  is a small, 
mint-green and kidney-
shaped haricot bean. Picked 
before full maturity and 
dried in the shade to retain 
its green colour, this is the 
most expensive bean at 
market. The French treat this 
special flageolet bean simply: 
cooked until tender and then 
seasoned with herbs and a 
simple dressing to best enjoy 
its firm and creamy texture.

Haricot  
(or Navy) Beans 
These beans go by different 
names: navy bean, haricot 
or pearl haricot bean,  

white pea bean or  pea 
bean. These versatile, dry 
and ivory–coloured beans, 
small, with a slightly �attened 
oval shape, are smaller than 
many other types of white 
beans. The haricot beans are 
usually found in pies 

17
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as well as in various soups. 
Unlike canned vegetables, which 
lose much of their nutritive 
value during the canning 
process, navy beans maintain 
their nutritive value even 
when canned.
 
Mung Beans
These small, oval, olive-coloured 
beans are mainly cultivated 
today in India, China, and 
Southeast Asia, but are widely 
eaten in their sprouted form, 
beansprouts. Mung beans 
are also cultivated in hot, dry 
regions of Southern Europe and 
the southern United States and 
used as an ingredient in both 
sweet and savoury dishes. 

Pinto Beans
The pinto bean is a smaller 
and paler version of the borlotti 
bean. Speckled and in a variety 
of colours, it earned its name 
of “painted bean”. A staple in 
Mexican cuisine, it is most often 
eaten whole in broth or mashed 

and refried with garlic, chili and 
tomatoes and eaten with rice or 
as a filling for tortillas, topped 
with cream and guacamole.

Tepary Beans
This little-known bean is 
one of the oldest agricultural 
pulses of the American 
Southwest and Mexico. In 
Mexico alone there are over a 
hundred registered varieties 
of the tepary bean. Tepary 
can be toasted and then 
ground and mixed with water, 
but when cooked they are 
light and mealy. 

Urd Beans  
(Black Gram)
These grey-black seeds are 
similar to mung beans in size 
and texture. The urd bean 
is widely eaten in Southeast 
Asia as a purée or daal and 
is known by many names, 
including urd, urd bean, 
urad, urid, black gram, 
black lentil or white lentil.  

Varieties of pulses

18



BAMBARA 
GROUNDNUTS
Vigna subterranea emerged in 
West Africa. These underground 
pulses grow exclusively in 
Africa (with a different name 
depending on the country) and 
they are very similar to peanuts, 
though their fat and protein 
content is lower. Their colour 
varies depending on the variety. 
Bambara beans are actually very 

hard seeds. Their seeds must be 
boiled for a long time before they 
can be used in stews. They are 
also eaten as a snack or to enrich 
certain flours or porridges. They 
are a very important food source 
in small African communities. 

LUPINES
Including Lupinus albus, native 
to the Mediterranean, and 
Lupinus mutabilis, originating 

in South America, these 
are a popular snack usually 
preserved in brine or pickled. 
They are widely grown in 
Australia, Europe, Russia and 
South America and actually 
boast several species within 
each variety, each with a 
different level of bitterness or 
sweetness. They are also used 
as an additive to enrich cereal 
flours, as they can contain up to 
40% protein. 

19
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Lupin, lupine or lupini 
beans were popular in 
ancient Rome and were 
cultivated throughout the 
Roman Empire. Today, 
the European white lupini 
beans are commonly sold 
pickled in brine and can be 
eaten with or without the 
skin. 

DRY BROAD 
BEANS 
Native to the 
Mediterranean and perhaps 
Central Asia, broad beans 
are undemanding, high-
yield crops grown far and 
wide,
including in Australia, 
Bolivia, China, Ecuador, 
Egypt, Ethiopia, Peru and 
Venezuela. Broad beans 
are also called fava beans, 
pigeon beans, horse 
beans, and Windsor 
beans. Broad beans 

have a long tradition of 
cultivation, being among 
the easiest of plants 
to grow in harsh, cold 
climates. With a strong, 
nutty flavor and tough, 
light brown outer skin 
and creamy texture, broad 
beans make an excellent 
accompaniment to a wide 
number of dishes. 

Ancient Romans also 
cultivated broad beans and 
used them to celebrate the 
Roman feast of Fabaria, as 
offerings to the gods. 

DRIED 
CHICKPEAS
Cicer arietinum or 
chickpeas originated in 
the region now known as 
Turkey. Highly prized for 
their culinary versatility, 
nutritional value and 
storing potential, they are 

widespread around the 
globe. European colonisers 
brought them to the 
Americas and they are a 
plentiful staple in European, 
Arabic, Mexican, North 
American and western 
Asian cuisines. Also called 
garbanzo beans, robust 
and hearty chickpeas look 
like shelled hazelnuts and 
delight palates with their 
delicious nutty flavour and 
creamy texture. A favourite 
in Mediterranean and 
Middle Eastern cultures 
– falafel and hummus are 
two of the most popular 
chickpea dishes. In 
India, chickpeas are also 
ground into flour to make 
flat breads and fritters. 
Chickpeas are also used for 
split pea (daal) or for flour 
after the hulls are removed, 
particularly in India and 
Pakistan. There are three 
main types of chickpea: 

Varieties of pulses
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Desi has small, darker 
seeds and a rough coat. 
Grown mainly in India, 
Ethiopia, Mexico and Iran. 
“Desi” means ‘country’ 
or ‘local’; its other names 
include Bengal gram or 
kala chana which means 
black chickpea or  chola 
boot . Desi is probably the 
earliest variety because it 
closely resembles seeds 
found at archaeological sites. 
Domesticated chickpeas 
have a wild plant ancestor, 
Cicer reticulatum, which 
only grows in southeast 
Turkey, where the chickpea 
is believed to have 
originated. Desi is used to 
make chana daal, which is 
a split chickpea with the 
skin removed. 

Bambai chickpeas are also 
dark but slightly larger than 
desi. They, too, are popular in 
the Indian subcontinent.

Green Chickpeas 
are a common sight in the 
bustling markets across the 
state of Maharashtra, India. 
Tender, immature green 
chickpeas are roasted over 
hot coals before the skin is 
removed. They are deliciously 
creamy as soups, in hummus, 
falafel, as a unique pesto or 
tossed into salads. 

Kabuli is lightly-coloured, 
larger, and with a smoother 
coat and is mainly grown in 

the Mediterranean, South 
America, and in Southeast 
Asia. The name means “from 
Kabul”, and this variety was 
thought to come from Kabul, 
Afghanistan when it was 
introduced to India and then 
to Africa.

An uncommon black 
chickpea, ceci neri, 
larger and darker than 
the desi variety, is 
grown only in Apulia, in 
southeastern Italy. 
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FAO INTERNAT IONAL  YEAR OF PULSES

LENTILS
Lens culinaris are thought to 
have originated in the Middle 
East. Coming in a wide variety 
of colours, from yellow to 
red-orange to green, brown 
and black, they originated in 
Asia and North Africa. The 
lentil is one of the oldest and 
hardiest foods. There is no 
legume more resistant to arid 
lands than the lentil. It needs 
very little water to grow and 
can survive the coldest of 
climates. Lentils do not need 
to be soaked before cooking 
and are ideal for thickening 
soups, casseroles and when 
cooked with spices, make for a 
delicious daal. Their tolerance 
of arid land and extreme 
temperatures, their multiple 
culinary uses and the way their 
flavour marries with almost 
any plant or animal ingredient, 
have led to their consumption 
all over the world. It is no 

wonder they have been a 
treasured foodstuff since 
the Egypt of the pharaohs. 
Archaeologists also discovered 
traces of lentils buried with the 
dead in Egyptian pyramids. 
The humble lentil had by this 
time already reached mythical 
status and was praised for its 
ability to enlighten the mind, 
even in the afterlife. 

Yellow Lentils
Although less well-known 
than red lentils, bright yellow 
varieties are similar in taste 
and they are cooked in the 
same way.

Puy Lentils 
These are small, dark blue-
green bead-like lentils found 
in the Auverne region in 
central France. Considered 
to be the tastiest of all the 
varieties, they retain their 
shape during cooking. 

Varieties of pulses
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their shape. They are ideal for 
casseroles, stuffings and when 
mixed with herbs can make a 
wonderful vegetarian pâté. 

Umbrian Lentils
Italy and the Mediterranean 
diet in general has a long 
history of gorgeous lentils. 
These golden-brown Italian 
lentils are often cooked with 
onion, garlic and herbs. In 
some regions, they serve as 
a bed for spicy sausages or 
hamhocks or are served as 
soups or condiments. Italians 
and in the Philippines start 
off the new year by eating 
lentils just after midnight — 
according to tradition, the 
more lentils you eat, the more 
pennies you bring in — so 
serving up a huge dish of 
lentils is thought to bring 
wealth and good fortune 
throughout the whole year!

wonderful thick puree. Ideal 
for thickening soups and 
casseroles, when spiced up, 
they make a delicious daal. 

Green and Brown 
Lentils
Unlike the red and yellow 
varieties, these common 
disc-shaped lentils, known as 
continental lentils. Although 
they turn soft, they still retain 

Red Lentils
Rich in both colour and 
taste, these deep–orange 
split lentils, also called 
Egyptian lentils or masoor 
daal, are the most familiar 
variety. Although lentils are 
quite hard even when fresh, 
unlike other pulses they do 
not require soaking prior to 
cooking. During cooking, 
they disintegrate into a 
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FAO INTERNAT IONAL  YEAR OF PULSES

DRIED PEAS
Of the genus Pisum, they are 
thought to have originated in 
the Mediterranean or Middle 
East. They were mentioned 
by Columella, one of the 
most important writers on 
agriculture in the Roman 
Empire. They are used for 
making soups and flours and 
in various eastern cultures 
they are enjoyed as a snack. 
The world’s leading producers 
of dry peas are northern 
countries like Canada, 

Russia and the Ukraine. Dry 
pea seeds were cultivated 
by hunter-gatherers and 
archaeological evidence 
suggests that these peas 
would have been planted in 
the eastern Mediterranean 
and Mesopotamia regions in 
the Neolithic Age.

Unlike lentils, peas are soft 
when young and require 
drying. Peas are tiny spherical 
seeds and are available either 
whole or split. Usually boiled 
or steamed, like split lentils, 
split peas disintegrate into 
a thick puree, making them 
perfect for daals, pureés, 
casseroles and soups. Peas 
have also played an important 
role in science. In the mid-
19th century, Austrian monk, 
Gregor Mendel, through 
his keen observations of 
pea pods, developed the 
principles of Mendelian 
genetics, the foundation of 
modern genetics.

VETCH
Vicia sativa was consumed 
by humans as early as 
the Neolithic Era, and its 
cultivation was standardised 
and documented during the 
Roman Empire. It is now 
primarily grown as fertiliser 
or livestock fodder. 

DRIED PIGEON 
PEAS
Cajanus cajan, are native to 
the Indian subcontinent, 
though their origin is 
sometimes disputed with 
Africa, where they are known 
as Congo peas. Colonial 
settlers introduced these 
plants to the Caribbean, 
and they are now a common 
feature of the region’s cuisine. 
Highly resistant to drought, 
their roots are ideal for 
enhancing soil. In addition 
to being a food source, in 
some eastern countries they 

Varieties of pulses
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are used to house insects for 
ink and resin production. But 
their greatest consumers are 
found in Asia. Today, they 
are mainly produced in India, 
Africa and Central America 
and are widely available 
everywhere. In India, pigeon 
peas are as important to the 
diet as chickpeas and are 
widely used to make daal 
or paired with cereals for a 
nutritiously complete meal.

DRIED 
COWPEAS
Of the species Vigna 
unguiculata, are pulses from 
West Africa that travelled 
relatively early on to Asia, 
sometime in the third 
millennium BC. They are 
grown and consumed all over 
Asia, Africa (especially Sahel, 
where the bulk of the world’s 
cowpeas are produced), 
Southern Europe, and 
Central and South America. 
Their cultivation needs 
and nutritional properties, 
combined wtih their ability 
to coexist with other crops 
in semiarid regions, make 
them an important part 
of the pulse family. Also 
known as the black-eyed 
pea, southern pea, crowder 
pea, lubia, niebe, coupe 
or frijole, the cowpea is an 
essential ingredient in Creole 
cuisine and Indian curries. 
The small cream-coloured 

bean bears a distinctive 
black dot on its side, where 
it was once attached to its 
life-giving pod. 

OTHER DRIED 
PULSES 
Less widely grown and 
consumed , these fall into 
various plant genera, such as 
the sweet hyacinth beans 
(Lablab purpureus) native to 
Africa, Brazil’s jack beans 
(Canavalia ensiformis), 
sword beans (Canavalia 
gladiata) from certain 
tropical regions in Asia 
and Africa, winged beans 
(Psophocarpus tetragonolobus) 
originating in New Guinea 
and velvet beans (Mucuna 
pruriens), of tropical origin. 
The grass pea, Lathyrus 
sativus, is known by various 
names. They are eaten in 
Asia, Eastern Africa and in 
European countries, such 
as Italy and Spain.
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Caring for & cooking your pulses

StorageStorage

Keep in mind

Most dry 
legumes can 
be stored for a 
long time, even 
for years, without 
spoiling and still retain 
their nutrients. As a 
general rule, pulses 
will retain excellent 
quality for 18 months. 
Although the longer 
they are stored, the 
more time-consuming 
and expensive it is to 
cook them. In any event, 
chefs prefer the freshest 
legumes when they are 
in season, which in the 

northern hemisphere 
begins in September, 
and in the southern 
hemisphere, around 
March. 
To start with, your 
legumes will be 
found sold by the 
bulk at markets or 
pre-packaged from 
stores. Once home, they 
should be stored dry, 
preferably in airtight 
glass containers. When 
selecting, be sure to 
read labels and choose 
those that do not have 
added flavors 

Water is the most important ingredient for pulses (also 
called legumes), and distilled or mineral water may be used 
when tap water is hard or contains excess chlorine or lime. 

The proportion of water to the legume should be enough 
to cover the legume and not too much that it cannot be 
absorbed. When legumes are not pre-soaked or they are more 
than 18 months old, two parts of water in weight or volume 
should be used to one part of legumes. If they were soaked in 
advance, one somewhat generous portion of water is sufficient 
to compensate for evaporation when they are cooked over 
medium heat. In any event, when cooking in an open pot 
you must always make sure that the liquid completely 
covers the legumes, and add water if needed; hot 
water if cooking chickpeas, and cold or lukewarm 
water for other pulses.

If the legumes were not pre-soaked, they can still be 
softened by covering them with cold water and adding 
one-half teaspoon yeast for each half kilogram of legumes. 
After cooking over low heat for 40 minutes, drain and add 
cold water (less water if cooking chickpeas) to start the 
stewing process. Chickpeas are the only legume that should be 
cooked – after pre-soaking them for no less than eight hours 
– by placing them into hot or boiling water instead of placing 
them into cold water, which is what is done with other legumes. 

If they are cooked in a pressure cooker, this precaution 
should also be taken and they should be placed into the pot 
with hot water. Furthermore, to prevent them from breaking or 
losing their skins when they bump into each other during 
boiling, they should be placed in a strainer before putting them 
into the pot.Ingredients that are added to legumes may modify 
their overall nutritional value, and including appropriate 
ingredients in their preparation may greatly add to their taste 
and properties, whether it is fresh produce, meat or grains.

At the end of cooking, if the broth is very liquid and needs to 
be thickened, the most effective thing to do is to puree it using a 
blender or by stirring it by hand, taking a couple of spoonsful and 
mixing it with the stew, and sieving the pot later to bind the broth.  
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Condiments�Ö�ÖCondiments
The best seasoning for 

legumes is one that offers both 
olfactory and taste nuances that 
expand the diversity of stews. Don’t 
be afraid to try out many aromatic 
and special herbs, such as cumin 
and other spices, that help 
digestion and are especially 
delicious. 

One bay leaf is often added 
to cooked lentils, which gives them 
a delicious aroma and flavour. 
Another classic among seasonings 
is a mix or bouquet of aromatics, 
called a bouquet garni in 
professional cooking, comprised of 
thyme, parsley and bay leaf, ideal 
for stews and casseroles. Special 
seasonings such as whole pepper 
corns, cloves or curry, provide 
unusual savory flashes of taste, 
boldly fusing with vegetables, such 
as okra in Cajun cooking. Masalas 
or tahini offer yet another taste 
sensation to your pulses. 

Paprika is an ingredient in 
dried pepper reduced to a powder 
by grinding. Its range in flavours 
may be sweet, smoky or spicy, 
which makes it an ingredient that 
expands the possibilities of 
nuanced flavours. Remember that 
paprika should be added to the 
sauté when the oil is already warm 
because cooking it on high heat 
makes the stew bitter. Garlic, onion 
and oil are used to refry items and 
should be added at the end of the 
cooking process.

and those with the 
lowest sodium content 
possible, in order to 
be able to season them 
to your own taste. 
In some cases, taste 
may be modified by 
the additives used 
during the preservation 
process. But keep in 
mind, these pulses 
still offer nutritional 
alternatives that reduce 
preparation times.
Storage should be in 
a cool, dry place. If 
pulses are exposed 
to a somewhat warm 

environment, there is 
the same danger of food 
poisoning, as with any 
other seasoned food. 

they are usually 
prepared by boiling 
them, there is no risk of 
food poisoning provided 
that they are cooked 
and eaten immediately, 
or if refrigerated after 
cooking. 
Keep in mind that 
there is also the risk of 
fermentation, especially 
with soups stored in 
warm places. In tropical 
environments, legumes 
should always be stored 
in the refrigerator after 
they have been cooked 
and cooled. 

Pulses are usually 
stored in a glass jar or 
can or vacuum-packed 
or frozen are good 
for quick and easy 
preparation. Because 
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Caring for & cooking your pulses

In general, legumes 
are quite easy to cook. 
1) Place them in a pot 
covering them with 
plenty of water and 
ingredients that add 
flavor. 2) Heat the 
water till boiling, and 
then 3) Cook on low 
heat until soft. 

To stew legumes, place 
(prepped) pulses into 
your pot and bring to 
boil as above. They 
should be cooked 
over low heat with 
a little bit of olive 
oil and a vegetable 
such as onion, garlic, 
leeks or shallots, as 

seasoning. When soft, 
add them to a pot of 
chopped vegetables, 
or whatever recipe 
you are preparing. Boil 
everything together, 
taste for salt, and serve. 
If pre-cooked legumes 
are used, first rinse 
them, mix them directly 
in the pot with the 
seasonings and some 
water or broth, and 
bring to a low boil. 

To serve pulses in 
salads, once they are 
tender, rinse them and 
let them cool. Prepare 
your salad, adding 
them perhaps on the 

top for a nice touch, 
making sure not to 
break them. 

For beans or lentils, 
place them in a pot and 
cover with cold water 
or broth; do not salt 
them to keep them from 
hardening. To make 
them more tender, 
once the legumes have 
just started to boil, 
you can change the 
water for cold water, 
or you can shock it 
up to three times: 
adding a splash of 
cold water to decrease 
the boiling. When 
removing legumes, 

The first step in prepping 
legumes for cooking is to 
wash them, as they might 
contain impurities that 
should be eliminated, such 
as the remains of the hull or 
the chaff, dirt, small stones, 
or small seeds that will 
not soften during cooking. 
This is a precaution that is 
increasingly less necessary, 
because packaged legumes 
go through an effective pre-
selection process. To wash 
them, place pulses in a larger 
strainer or colander and 
you should run your fingers 
through them to remove any 
foreign substances; Repeat 
the process again under 
a running faucet or water 
source. Once rinsed, place 
pulses in a large vessel for 
soaking. Be sure to use a 
large bowl because the 
legumes may increase in 
volume up to two to three 
times, depending on the 
variety. 

Soaking should ideally not 
last more than 12 hours. After 
this time, the water should be 
changed. Soaking legumes 
for 24 hours will start the 
fermentation or sprouting 
processes. After soaking, 
rinse them until the water 
runs clear to eliminate the 
sugars that come loose during 
soaking, making pulses 
difficult to digest. 
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especially beans, 
swirl the contents of 
the pot by picking up 
the pot by its handles 
rather than using a 
spoon, which will 
prevent the legumes 
from breaking. In 
truth, this only affects 
the aesthetics of the 
dish, but to many 
chefs, that is equally 
important! Salt to 
taste and serve.

Chickpeas are an 
exception to how 
legumes are usually 
cooked. As previously 
stated – but it bears 
repeating – start with 

warm water and a little 
salt, and if more water 
needs to be added, 
always add hot water. 
Adding in cold water 
– which is fine for 
other legumes – causes 
chickpeas to undergo 
a brusque temperature 
change that interrupts 
the cooking, causing 
them to harden thus 
preventing them from 
cooking uniformally.  

Cooked legumes 
should not be left at 
room temperature for 
more than four hours. 
It is best to keep them 
above 55ºC so that 

they do not develop 
any type of bacteria, 
and they should be 
refrigerated or frozen 
as soon as possible 
after cooling. If they 
are going to be used 
in salads, add vinegar 
or lemon zest to keep 
bacteria from growing.

To lessen flatulence 
caused by legumes, the 
best remedy is to drain 
them after cooking, 
and then soak them 
again for one hour in 
cold water. Discard 
the water and then 
continue preparing 
your recipe. 

Here we look at the basic 
necessities in order to prepare 
everyday pulse dishes. Simply put, to 
pre-prepare legumes, you will need: a 
strainer or colander to wash and rinse 
your legumes, an appropriate bowl in 
which to soak them, and a pot in 
which to cook them over low heat.  

Pots, pans or casserole dishes 
should be made of stainless steel, or 
they should be enamel-coated. 
Wooden spoons or utensils should be 
used for stirring, because handling or 
simple contact with metal instruments 
during cooking can deteriorate, break 
or remove the skin off the legumes. 
Wide casserole dishes can be used in 
which the legumes just cover the bottom 
of the pan. This will allow them to cook 
uniformly, with the added advantage 
that the legumes resting on the bottom 
do not bear the weight of those on top. 

A pressure cooker is very 
efficient, especially for shortening 
cooking times, although some expert 
chefs are hesitant to use them. 
Except for the risk of opening them 
too soon when there is still pressure 
inside – nearly impossible today with 
more modern pressure cookers – this 
type of cooking does not spoil 
legumes in any way. In fact, pressure 
cookers perfectly concentrate all the 
pulse qualities, moreso than cooking 
them in an open pot. Pay close 
attention to each manufacturer’s 
instructions on cooking times and 
temperatures so that your legumes 
don’t turn into mush.
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1. Nut rition
Pulses are some of the most nutritious 

crops on the planet.

2. Health
They offer one of the best investments  

in your heart and overall health.

3. Climate Change
Their cultivation helps reduce greenhouse gases and provides 
increased carbon sequestration which is good for the planet.

4. Biodiversity
Pulses improve soil fertility and nourish crops 

planted alongside them.

5. Food Security
They are a low-cost crop for farmers, they flourish  

in arid lands and have a long shelf life.

F A O  I N T E R N A T I O N A L  Y E A R  O F  P U L S E S

FIVE WAYS PULSES
IMPACT OUR WORLD
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Striking the right 
nutritional balance is a 
problem round the world
Either it is a question of taking 
in too much – with obesity an 
epidemic affecting 500+ million 
– or too little, with 800 million 
chronically hungry. Pulses 
provide the perfect solution. 
Beans, broad beans, chickpeas, 
lentils and peas are key 
ingredients of a healthy diet that 
can address both issues in each 
and every serving. 
Pulses are naturally packed with 
low-fat protein and fibre. Rich in 
nutrients, vitamins and minerals, 
they are excellent antioxidants 
that counteract our natural 
ageing processes. Pulses contain 
twice the amount of protein 
found in whole grain cereals 
(wheat, oats and barley) and 
three times that of rice. Protein 
quality matters, particularly for 
growth and development. 
Some of the key minerals 
found in pulses include iron, 
potassium, magnesium and 
zinc. Pulses are also particularly 
abundant in B vitamins; 
including folate, thiamin 
and niacin.
Pulses are also high in complex 
carbohydrates and fibre, which 
means that they are slowly 

digested. Not only does this give 
a feeling of satiety, but it also 
helps stabilize blood sugar and 
insulin levels by reducing spikes 
after mealtimes. This makes 
pulses an ideal choice for people 
with diabetes, while improving 
insulin resistance makes 
pulses play a role in weight 
management. 

Pulses and rice –  
a perfect match
While they may have higher 
protein-content than grains, 
pulses have an incomplete set of 
amino acids.
In contrast, what pulses are 
missing can mostly be found 
in rice and other cereals. This 
is why rice and pulses, across 
cultures and continents, are 
often eaten together. Our 
ancestors must have intuitively 
known this, which might 
explain the wide variety of 
exotic pairings of beans, 
chickpeas or lentils, from 
South America to Asia and 
throughout the Mediterranean. 
Whether traditional delicacies 
or national dishes, pulses 
hold pride of place across 
the culinary spectrum, and 
undoubtedly, they will be 
served with grains.

While pulses are highly nutritious 
alone, to reap the full benefits from 
this bundle of healthy seeds one 
needs to increase the body’s ability 
to absorb their nutrients more 
fully. In many cultures, it comes 
naturally to combine pulses with 
foods rich in vitamin C. So you 
might find someone sprinkling 
lemon juice on lentil curry. This 
allows the body to absorb the 
iron found in pulses even better. 
The iron found in chickpeas, for 
example, is absorbed with difficulty 
unless combined with vitamin C. 
Being able to absorb as many of 
the nutrients available in pulses 
becomes particularly important for 
vegetarian and plant-based diets. 
All said, it takes very little to make 
pulses a potent food for preventing 
iron deficiency anaemia in women 
and children and contributing to 
overall good health.  

Top
10 reasons

to eat pulses
1. Low-fat

2. Low sodium
3. Good source of iron

4. High source of protein
5. Excellent source of �bre
6. Excellent source of folate
7. High source of potassium

8. Low glycemic index
9. Cholesterol-free

10. Gluten-free

1. Nutrition�
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Bambara groundnuts

Broad beans

Cowpeas

Lentils

Pigeon peas 

Adzuki beans

Pintos beans

Black beans

White beans

Mung beans

Red kidney beans

Chickpeas 
ALL VARIETIES

Kabuli chickpeas

Desi chickpea

Urd beans (black gram)

Lupin beans

Cannellini beans

Borlotti beans

Peas

Vigna subterranea

Vicia faba

Vigna unguiculata

Lens culinaris

Cajanus cajan

Vigna angularis

Phaseolus vulgaris

Phaseolus vulgaris

Phaseolus vulgaris

Vigna radiata

Phaseolus vulgaris

Cicer arietinum  		
	

Cicer arietinum

Cicer arietinum

Vigna mungo

Lupinus albus

Phaseolus vulgaris

Phaseolus vulgaris

Pisum sativum

(376) 1590

(300) 1260

(335) 1418

(297) 1240

(301) 1260

(329) 1377

(347) 1452

(324) 1354

(337) 1411

(347) 1452

(337) 1408

(355) 1484 

(372) 1565

(343) 1441

(341) 1427

(371) 1554

(279) 1166

(291) 1216

(308)1294

20.1

26.1

21.1

25.4

18.4

19.9

21.4

21.3

23.3

23.9

22.5

21.2 

22

21

25.2

36.17

23.4

20.2

18.44

5.9

1.8

1.2

1.8

1.5

0.53

1.23

1.2

1.5

1.15

1.06

5.4 

6

5

1.64

9.74

1.6

2

1.4

5.9

1.8

1.2

1.8

1.5

0.53

1.23

1.2

1.5

1.15

1.06

5.4 

6

5

1.64

9.74

1.6

2

42.4

SCIENTIFIC NAME ENERGY
(kcal) kJ

PROTEIN
(g)

FAT
(g)

FIBRE
(g)

NAME

ALL PULSES HAVE 0 CHOLESTEROL

Nutritional   values
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Although North 
America is home 
to two developed 
countries

where meat and fish protein are 
preferred by consumers, these are 
also countries with exceptional 
farming models. The culture of 
pulses in Canada and the United 
States is closely linked to their 
extraordinary production processes 
and export trade. Canada alone 
exports lentils, beans and chickpeas 
to 150 markets worldwide, with 
the main producing regions being 
Alberta, Manitoba, Quebec and, 

above all, Saskatchewan. Much 
of this is largely in part to the 
important role of tinned pulses, 
especially baked beans. Baked 
beans are a culinary feat not only 
in terms of how they are preserved, 
but also for how well they can 
travel. They have even achieved 
cultural icon status through cinema, 
television, literature and in many art 
forms. Just think of Andy Warhol’s 
Black Bean.
We should also keep in mind 
that these are two countries 
with powerful multicultural 
societies. And this cultural 
plurality is naturally reflected 
in the food found in great 

T H E  S U P E R F O O D 
O F  T H E  F U T U R E

 North
America�
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R
onald A. Pickarski has 
become a rising star for 
vegetarian chefs 
specialising in pulses. 
He combines them with 
spices and wheat f lour, 
creating a vegetarian 
meat substitute, turning 
this into prime veggie 
burgers, whose taste and 

texture feels like meat in the mouth. He works 
his magic turning black beans, quinoa and 
sun-dried tomatoes into a delicious and healthy 
bread. Pickarski is deeply interested in the 
proteins present in pulses, since these are the 
most important molecules in terms of an 
organism’s structure. They even regulate body 
mass and he wants to make sure that pulses are 
an integral part of our diet in the future. He uses 
statistics sensitively and consistently, citing the 
figure that by 2054 the global population will 
need approximately one billion tonnes of protein, 
and alternative sources such as pulses can 
provide one third of this amount.

N O R T H  A M E R I C A ’ S 
B R I G H T  F U T U R E 

O F  P U L S E S

R O N 
P I C K A R S K I 

A N D  
E C O - C U I S I N E

The chef prepares 
vegetables for 
his white bean 
polenta.
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with pre-Hispanic cooking methods, were the reasons for 
insisting,” says chef Muñoz Zurita. He did not back down 
when faced with committee scepticism over what to do 
with a 40 kilo dossier. 

For Muñoz Zurita, Mexico and arguably Latin America’s 
undisputed top chef, beans are synonymous with 
Mexican cuisine. He is well aware that times change 
and with social transformation comes new urban eating 
habits, changing diets and influence by global trends and 
classism. And while rural traditions can often go relegated 
to the dust bin of the past, in Mexico, beans remain a daily 
staple in a country where over 100 varieties are produced. 

Muñoz Zurita points out that the milpa – the ancestral 
agro system of Mesoamerica that produces bean and 
maize crops – is consistent with systems developed by 
other civilisations around the world. In other words, soya 
and rice in the East, beans, chickpeas and wheat in Africa, 
beans and maize or wheat in the Americas, and beans, 
chickpeas, lentils and wheat throughout Europe owe their 
growth to early Mexican farmers.

It is widely known that natural growing cycles and 
eating habits have brought us to eat pulses and cereals 
together, thereby increasing the nutritional potential 
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One country deserves special 
mention, given its demographic 
and geographical size: Brazil, 
which has a longstanding 
tradition of feijões (black beans). 
This versatile pulse is an 
ingredient of its national dish, 
feijoada, a unique speciality in 
the culinary world. Depending 
on the ingredients, it can 
go from the most humble, 
rudimentary dish, to a 
delicacy fit for a royal banquet. 
According to texts like Luís da 
Câmara Cascudo’s História da 
Alimentação no Brasil, this is due 
to the fact that the dish takes 
its origins from banquets held 
by plantation owners; leftovers 
would be collected by slaves 
and labourers who used them to 
make a tasty, low-cost meal. The 
dish is now an institution, as 
likely to be seen in a luxury hotel 
as it is in the most humble of 
households. Its nutritional value 
stems from a combination of the 
feijões’ excellent plant protein, 

the stewed pork, and high-
grade carbohydrates in the form 
of rice or farofa (cassava f lour 
essential to Brazilian cuisine). 
It can even be combined with 
vitamin-rich fruit (especially 
oranges, originally consumed to 
prevent scurvy) and any other 
ingredient that the imagination 
and resources allow. 

Another leading Brazilian recipe 
featuring pulses is tutu a mineira, 
a humble meat and black bean 
stew made from the leftover 
broth from feijoada or feijao 
preto, thickened with farofa and 
seasoned with chilli, pepper and 
garlic. And while chickpeas are 
fairly rare in the country and 
seldom grown or consumed, 
lentils are quite popular in 
Brazil, though almost all 
lentils are imported. Brazilians 
have even adopted the Italian 
tradition of eating them on New 
Year’s Eve in the belief that 
they bring prosperity. 

In the last century, Brazil, with its 
landmass accounting for almost 50% 
of South America and its renowned 
enthusiasm for pulses, seemed like the ideal 
country to absorb Mexico’s plentiful 
chickpea surplus. The mission was 
entrusted to famous writer and gastronome 
Alfonso Reyes, the Aztec country’s 
ambassador to Rîo de Janeiro from 1936 
to 1937. Chickpeas, known in his 
homeland as granos de pico (peaked 
grains), were virtually unknown in Brazil. In 
his Memorias de Cocina y Bodega, Reyes 
explains how Dulce, his Brazilian chef and 
accomplice, promoted his cause. Instead 
of calling them garbanzos, she presented 
them at embassy lunches as braganços 
– a direct reference to the famous 
Portuguese Braganza dynasty which ruled 
the Brazilian Empire before independence. 
The ambassador jokingly attributes the 
introduction of the Mexican chickpea to the 
Brazilian market precisely for this subtle 
rebranding. To this day, the chickpea 
remains popular in Brazil.

The feijõada Maní is the most 
innovative interpretation on record of 
Brazil’s national dish. It was created by 
Helena Rizzo and her husband, chef 
Daniel Redondo in 2009. It occurred to 
them during a trip to Spain, when the 
famous chef Ferran Adrià developed the 
culinary technique, spherification, which 
uses calcium lactate gluconate and 
alginate, two ingredients that have a 
magical aesthetic effect on food. Inspired 
by this method, they returned to use it on 
the Brazilian black bean to create their 
own gastronomic synthesis of the 
famed feijõada. 

Judía, frijol, poroto, haba, 
habichuela, feijões, fréjol, frísol, fríjol, 
fréjol and frijón are all words denoting 
beans in South America, often with 
different stresses, like in the plural fríjoles, in 
Colombia, the first syllable is accented 
instead of the second. 

C U R I O S I T I E S

Feijoada (black 
beans) in the 
restaurant, A Figueira 
in São Paulo.
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C
osmopolitan flavours and 
new techniques are 
central to professional 
cookery in the world’s 
metropolis. Sometimes, 
chefs find themselves 
beholden to the trends 
and tastes sizzling around 
an urban environment. 
São Paulo, for example, 

has been moving towards more Italian or French 
ingredients and flavourings. Traditional charcoal 
grill houses are transformed into buzzing social 
scenes, keeping in step with the growing status 
derived from the country’s pastures and cattle. 
While on the home front, beans, cassava and 
rice remain the main staples, a healthy dietary 
legacy of colonial Brazil. And while some of the 
city’s most popular restaurants like A Figueira 
still offer a tremendous weekly service of the 
mainstay feijoãdas, testifying to the lasting 
importance of this national dish, it would appear 
that an awkward classist attitude has arisen; 
one that tends to snub popular, traditional 
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F E I J O Ã D A

Chef Rizzo 
selecting 
pulses at 
the market.
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Israeli cuisine (and even the more 
rudimentary Qatari, Omani and 
Yemeni cuisines) share many 
recipes for pulses which differ in 
little more than their name. This is 
the case of fasoulia, a typical bean 
stew that can be found anywhere, 
from Greece to the southernmost 
part of Arabia. 

There is no doubt that the 
tradition of eating a selection of 
small dishes typical to the region, 
widely known by the Persian term, 
mezze, has propelled the global 
reach of various pulse-based 
dishes, such as leblebi, hummus, 
borani and falafel, all of them made 
from chickpeas, or lentil salads 
and bean purées, like fava. 

Turkey, the bridge between 
Europe and Asia, is one of 
the world’s leading chickpea 

and lentil producers and 
exporters. These pulses have 
deep roots in Turkey’s national 
cuisine, with Ottoman, Greek, 
Eastern European, Sephardic 
and of course Middle Eastern 
influences. Simple and nutritious 
dishes like rice with chickpeas, 
known as nohutlu pilav, as well 
as combinations of rice with 
lentils or beans, are staples 
in Turkish households, as are 
mercimek çorbası (lentil soup) 
and tutmaç, to which noodles 
are added. Turkey’s cuisine also 
uses plenty of beans, surprisingly 
perhaps, given that they are far 
less produced than other pulses. 
Whether as an accompaniment 
to meat dishes or in salads, 
purées, stews or soups — many 
entirely vegetarian — beans hold 
a historic place of honour in 
Turkish cuisine.  

Chef Didem 
Senol looking for 
ingredients in an 
organic shop in 
Istanbul. 

The Bible mentions adashim or 
lentils up to six times (Genesis 25:24, 2 
Samuel 17:28, Ezekiel 4:9), proving that it 
was a vital pulse in the Jewish diet.

Lentils can even be found growing 
wild in the southwest of Turkey and the 
north of Syria, which is where some 
palaeobotanists believe that they 
originated.

The mythical King Priam of Troy  
(in modern-day Turkey) had amongst his 
treasures many sacks of dried broad 
beans. He valued broad bean stews over 
any other pulse for stimulating his warrior 
spirit in the legendary Trojan War against 
the Greeks.

Ibn Abi Zayd’s Islamic text 
Al-Risala expressly condemns usury in 
the case of transactions of products such 
as lentils, beans, lupins, chickpeas, peas, 
broad beans and green beans.

Falafel or felafel is a deep-fried 
patty made from broad beans or dried 
chickpeas and is very common in Arab 
and Jewish cuisine (Arabic,  falāfil  
and Hebrew, פלאפל faláfel). To make it, the 
pulses are not cooked, but rather are 
soaked in water to soften them, their skins 
removed and then they are blended. Next, 
vegetables, spices and aromatic herbs are 
added to make a thick mixture. This is 
shaped into rolls, the ends are slightly 
pointed, and then they are fried in olive oil.

Karisik Tursu, made from chickpeas 
with pickled and spiced vegetables on 
vine leaves, is a delicious traditional 
Turkish pickle dish which keeps for over 
five weeks. 

Next-door to Turkey, Greece also 
shows a love for pulses, with winter 
dishes that are national institutions: 
Fasolada is a Lenten soup made with 
haricot beans and vegetables, with fried 
leek added at the end; Fakes is a lentil 
soup eaten as a main course after mezze.

C U R I O S I T I E S
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L
okanta Maya is one of 
Turkey’s most acclaimed 
restaurants. Its specialities 
are inspired by the country’s 
traditional dishes, though at 
the same time it has a 
reputation for being at the 
cutting edge of cuisine. The 
owner is Didem Senol, the 
chef who opened it in 2010 in 

the Karaköy district of Istanbul after a formative 
journey that took her from pursuing a degree in 
psychology at Koç University in the city on the 
Bosphorus straight to New York. Inspired to 
become a chef by the warmth of home-cooked 
stews, her travels to North America brought her 
to the French Culinary Institute in Manhattan’s 
SoHo. But before returning home, she gained 
valuable work experience at the Eleven Madison 
Park restaurant there. 
Back in Istanbul, she worked at Un Teras, a 
fashionable urban restaurant specialising in 
classic ufak yemekler tasting menus (little dishes 
similar to mezze or tapas). But in 2006, she 
joined the Dionysos Hotel in Kumlubük, on 
Turkey’s southwest coast as their Head Chef. Her 
experience in the Mediterranean kitchen at this 
unique tourist destination led to her f irst 

T U R K I S H  P A S S I O N

D I D E M 
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D E V O T I O N 
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The chef shows off 
a handful of dried 
broad beans.
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or mashed, or the dishes made with them) and 
ever since I was a boy, not a day has gone by 
when they have not been a part of my diet. My 
favourites are rā jmā (red kidney beans in a spicy 
curry) and pindi chole (a chickpea curry). Mung 
and mungo beans (green and black gram) are 
also very important to my cooking,” says Kapoor. 

The chef also notes that, given the size of the 
country, what and how much people eat varies 
from region to region. Thus, mung and mungo 
beans are eaten more in the north, lentils and 
chickpeas in the east, and pigeon peas in the 
south and west. This fosters a great diversity 
of dishes which varies region to region, 

Chef Sanjeev 
Kapoor in front 
of his restaurant. 
Magadano dessert 
and some samples 
of pulses.

�

  South and
   Southeast
  Asia

135



























black gram and mung beans. This 
mountainous country is also a 
major producer of lentils, which are 
often used in daal bhat along with 
rice, one of the most widespread 
culinary combinations across 
much of Asia. In China’s Uighur 
regions, Mongolia and eastern 
Russia, pulses are not commonly 
consumed, but occasionally appear 
in certain dishes, such as the 
Russian salad vinaigrette, with 
white beans, or in Mongolian kashk, 
which is sometimes made with 
mung beans.

In Oceania, and particularly across 
the many Pacific Islands, there 
is no great tradition of eating 
pulses, though nowadays they are 
being consumed more and more. 
Australia and New Zealand have 
both moved toward becoming 
major producers and their people 
are responding to the influence of 
global gastronomic trends.

As for China, the world’s most 
populous country and the third 
largest by land mass, pulse growing 

has always centred around the 
soybean, a product that was rare in 
the West until the second half of the 
twentieth century, despite having 
arrived in Europe in the seventeenth 
century. The Chinese were early 
Neolithic farmers, developing highly 
advanced agriculture systems in later 
periods, as mentioned in the records 
of the Emperor Sheng Nung. 

Chinese cuisine is as complex and as 
vast as the country’s territory. Today, 
global trends toward fusion food and 
the cosmopolitan nature of cities like 
Hong Kong, Macau and Shanghai, 
have led to a cultural shift towards 
pulses in the region. China’s major 
cities have started to adopt a variety 
of international culinary habits and 
trends making it easy to find pulses, 
such as those seen on the menus 
in increasingly popular Spanish 
and Mexican restaurants. Despite 
China’s large-scale production 
of lentils and beans of the genus 
Phaseolus, these crops are primarily 
grown for export and it is less easy 
to find them in street markets as 
one might expect. 

In Japan, during the Bunsei 
and Ansei eras, silver coins were 
minted in the shape of beans or 
peanuts.

One of the most famous scenes 
in the popular video game Super 
Mario Bros, created by Shigeru 
Miyamoto for the Japanese 
company Nintendo, is the 
Beanbean Kingdom, inhabited by 
beings in the form of beans. 

The Shanghai Institute of 
Endocrinology, Jiaotong University, 
the Ruijin Hospital and other 
Chinese institutions are researching 
the weight-loss properties of 
chickpeas. Their studies are inspired 
by the use of this pulse in traditional 
Uighur medicine from Xinjiang,  
an autonomous region of 
northwest China.

Bottled dried pea soups are 
very popular in China, one of the 
world’s leading producers of this 
dry pulse. 

Pulses are used in the East to 
make desserts. Eight-treasure rice 
pudding is a Chinese dessert made 
from peanuts and dried red beans.

The Australian filmmaker 
Trevor Graham produced the 
documentary Make Hummus Not 
War, in which he delves into the hotly 
debated provenance of hummus. He 
puts forward the idea that it could even 
be used to resolve the conflicts between 
the Lebanese, Israelis and Palestinians, 
who have disputed the origin of this dish 
before international courts.

In New Zealand, organic pulse 
farming proliferates, in particular 
lentils, dried chickpeas, mung beans and 
adzuki beans, establishing the country 
as a major food supplier in 
Oceania for the future.

BEIJING (CHINA) 
Market seller 
handling celery stalks. 

C U R I O S I T I E S
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our diet is a serious mistake and it leads to a 
terrible nutritional imbalance. Dried pulses 
help us reduce fat levels and strengthen our 
immune system. They contain protein, amino 
acids, carbohydrates, B vitamins, carotene and 
inorganic salts like calcium, phosphorous, iron, 
potassium and magnesium, but they have a low 
sodium content,” says the chef She, who, in 
addition to being a renowned chef is an expert 
in traditional Chinese medicine food.

She Zengtai is an innovator who has 
reconciled the rituals of Hui and halal cuisine, 
investigating their dietary taboos while 
f inding creative new ways to achieve ethnic 
culinary perfection. “I like using soybeans, 
peas, red adzuki beans and mung beans. All 
of these pulses are very versatile. I use them 

in 20% of my cooking, married with meat 
and vegetables, as well as tofu. To cook them, 
I l ike to use a pressure cooker, but then, 
depending on the dish, other methods can be 
used,” he explains.

As for buying pulses in his area, She explains,  
“I get pulses in Beijing from places like the 
great Niujie Muslim Market, where there is a 
strong affinity with these products, sometimes 
at the Lotte Mart supermarket, and also in 
the Dongcheng district. You won’t f ind much 
difference in the price of the products, but 
the important thing is to make sure of the 
quality. Every time I go, I meticulously select 
the pulses and do a lot of comparing before 
buying. A recipe should always be tackled 
using the right ingredients.”
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There are practically as 
many pulses in North 
Africa as there are sand 
dunes in the Sahara, 
but it is the chickpea 
that stands alone. 

In all probability they arrived in 
the region in ancient times with 
the Phoenicians who brought with 
them numerous vegetable species.

From the legendary city of Tyre, 
the Phoenicians founded the 
Punic State, with Carthage as its 
capital in what is now Tunisia. 
From there, the chickpea migrated 
to Western Europe via the Iberian 

Peninsula, before spreading 
across most of the Mediterranean 
during various military 
campaigns. While the Islamic 
conquest of the Maghreb brought 
still other pulses to the region, 
it reaffirmed the chickpea’s 
predominance as a food staple. 

Coming from a hostile 
geographical context in which 
inhabitants have always had 
to outsmart the desert, the 
dry chickpea has steadfastly 
remained a reliable food 
source for the region’s nomadic 
tribes. Thanks in part to its 
unquestionable nutritional 
value and long shelf life, 

P U L S E S  A N D 
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T
he Swiss Vieux-Bois restau-
rant, part of the École 
Hotelière Genève, is located 
opposite the United Nations 
headquarters in Geneva. Due 
to its proximity, culinary 
integrity and cosmopolitan 
service, with students from 
over 40 countries, its dining 
rooms host a mainly interna-

tional clientele. It must be one of the most efficient 
“hands-on” hospitality schools in Europe, with 
restaurants and gardens open to the public. Its 
versatile students, studying cookery, hospitality 
and restaurant management are trained to become 
both chefs and managers. 

Mohamed Fedal came to the Vieux-Bois for three 
years at the age of 18, (1985-1988). He remained in 
Europe where a culinary revolution was underway 
in the early 1990s before gaining experience in 
the kitchens of famous North American hotels. 
Ultimately, homesickness brought him back to 
his native Marrakesh. Mohamed Fedal, known in 
professional circles as Moha, now 30, purchased 
the home of French fashion designer Pierre 
Balmain, located in Dar El Bacha, his childhood 
neighbourhood, near the Medina of Marrakesh. 
And in 1999, he opened the Dar Moha Restaurant 
(seating capacity 140), where he returned 
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strong agricultural industries, 
such as Kenya and Uganda. There, 
broad beans are an ever-present 
accompaniment in traditional 
homemade cooking — along with 
ugali, rice and the vegetable known 
as mchicha, a type of amaranth. They 
are always prepared simply with just 
a touch of salt, pepper and, at most, 
a little tomato. The cooked beans 
are eaten with minimal garnish and 
accompanied by animal protein, be it 
fish or meat. 

For the African continent, with its 
infinite nature reserves made up 
of savannahs, forests, mountains 
and beaches, its countless protected 
animal species and over 120 tribes 
and scattered ethnic groups, their 
abundant production of pulses 
serve not only as an excellent 
source of food and nutrition for 
the population, but also as an 
efficient way of preserving this 
unique ecosystem.

Mandela’s favourite recipe. Influenced 
by European and Asian cuisine, South 
Africa boasts a tradition of pulse 
dishes such as the popular sheep’s 
trotters or pork and beans. 

Madagascan cuisine, influenced 
by the busy trade with America 
starting in the sixteenth century 
and with Asia long before then, 
combines a variety of preparations 
and products, from pork and 
Bambara bean stews to pots of lima 
beans with potatoes. Of course, in a 
country with a Portuguese colonial 
history like Mozambique, feijoãda 
features. And travelling further 
east, to the Seychelles archipelago 
in the Indian Ocean, lentil dishes 
are commonplace.

Tanzania is distinguished as one 
of the world’s leading producers 
of dry beans. In fact it’s Africa’s 
top producer, well over and above 
other countries in the region with 

On Kenya’s central highlands, 
a dairy industry has emerged 
thanks to fodder enriched with 
pulses. Indirectly, these plants are 
improving the nutritional quality of the 
milk and in turn, the quality of life of 
local subsistence farmers and 
their animals.

Trials introducing native South 
African pulse varieties to parts of 
Australia have been successful, 
contributing to the rise in pulse 
consumption in Oceania.

Githeri, a Kenyan dish of 
sweetcorn and pulses is always 
associated with the “mother.” It is 
one of the healthiest specialities of 
southeast African cuisine and remains 
a staple among the Kikuyu and Meru 
ethnic groups. Throughout the 20th 
century it is a mainstay of school 
menus in versions that also include 
tubers. It is equally popular among 
young people and diners of high-end 
restaurants.

Southern Africa grows some 
native pulse varieties that are rare 
in other regions. These include: the 
small-grained Vigna vexillata or the 
Tylosema esculentum, which 
inhabitants of the Kalahari call the 
marama bean, sometimes used as a 
rich source of a milk similar to soya; 
the Guibourtia coleosperma or 
Bubinga tree, with edible seeds that 
serve medical purposes; or the 
Canavalia ensifolia and the Bauhinia 
petersiana, pulses that can also act 
as a coffee substitute.

The development of 
agrotourism in the north of 
Tanzania, near the volcanic regions of 
the Ngorongoro, is fuelling an interest 
in unusual pulses among foodies 
interested in ethnic cuisine.

The hand of 
Chef Jackson 
with a handful 
of peas at the 
Karatu market. C U R I O S I T I E S
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