
Heirloom beans may be 
heading to new markets                                                          

By Matt Ernst, independent writer

Heirloom beans continue as strong sellers in Appalachian markets, 
and recent research and development efforts in the region could 
help take old varieties to new markets.

Marketing
Appalachian growers have long enjoyed local markets for vintage 
bean varieties handed down from generation to generation. Cus-
tomers at Kentucky farmers markets are willing to pay a price pre-
mium, usually around 25 percent over snap bean prices, for large-
seeded beans with a string.

In Eastern Kentucky, that translates to $35 to $80 per bushel for heir-
loom beans. “People do tend to buy more of these beans at a time, 
½-bushel or a bushel for home processing, compared to the quart of 
beans someone might typically buy in Lexington or Louisville for 
eating in a single meal,” said Shawn Wright, Horticulture Specialist 
at the University of Kentucky Robinson Center in Quicksand.

Knowing local preferences is essential to marketing heirloom beans. 
“At the Lexington Farmers Market, people always asked for greasy 
beans. At farmers markets here in Middle Tennessee, we hear peo-
ple asking for Case Knife beans, Partridge Head beans, Tennessee 
Cornfield beans,” said Michael Best, Professor at the Tennessee Tech 
School of Agriculture, in Cookeville. 

Genetic research
Tennessee Tech’s Oakley Farm, in nearby Livingston, now houses 
the Sustainable Mountain Ag Center (SMAC). That includes a col-
lection of more than 1,500 heirloom beans, started in Berea, Ky., by 
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Center, Burlington, KY. For 
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ness workshop, Wolfe Co. 
Extension Office, Campton. 
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January 6-7 - Kentucky 
Fruit and Vegetable Confer-
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Specialty Crop Conference, 
Springfield, IL. For more 
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Sustainable Agriculture 
Working Group Conference, 
Little Rock, AR. Click here.
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Bill Best, Michael’s father.

Each heirloom bean variety in the collection has 
been genetically sequenced by Tennessee Tech re-
searchers, led by professor Brian Leckie. “The next 
steps are looking at how these beans are geneti-
cally related. It will be real interesting to compare 
the genetics on beans from different regions and 
families,” said Michael Best. Tennessee Tech’s ge-
netics research could help in selecting improved 
bean varieties more suitable for wholesale mar-
kets, Best said.

Solving production puzzles key to market expansion
Production challenges can crimp heirloom bean 
yields. Wright said Mexican bean beetle and stink-
bug are probably the main two insect pests. Bean 
mites are problematic in hot and dry years and in 
high tunnels.

Diseases are the primary production headache. 
Heirloom varieties often show little to no disease 
resistance. “Disease is a pretty big problem just be-
cause of the hot and humid nature of Appalachia,” 
Wright said. “Anthracnose, bacterial blights, white 
mold, and damping off are serious issues.”

Protected culture can help in managing diseases. 
An ongoing Sustainable Agriculture Research 
and Education research project in West Virginia is 
looking at high tunnel heirloom bean production. 
On-farm research includes evaluating 12 bean va-
rieties on a cross-arm trellis system and tracking 
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The Sustainable Mountain Ag Center in Livings-
ton, Tennessee, includes a collection of more than 
1,500 heirloom beans.

harvest labor times per pound. Beans will be ana-
lyzed for nutritional values, taste and texture. The 
project includes detailed analysis of consumer po-
tential for the heirlooms.

Heirloom bean researchers and growers suspect 
some potential for foodservice use. The West Vir-
ginia University project has high-end foodservice 
markets in mind, like those in Northern Virginia 
and Washington, D.C. One barrier: most heirloom 
bean varieties have a string, which only appeals to 
some foodservice buyers.

In Tennessee, the Nashville restaurant market is 
especially attractive, said Michael Best. “Chef 
Sean Brock has told us publicly if we can grow 
and deliver these heirlooms, the restaurant mar-
ket is there,” Best said.

Brock is the Nashville chef that founded Husk, a res-
taurant with locations in Nashville and Charleston, 
Greenville and Savannah, S.C. He is now involved 
in developing a new Nashville complex prominent-
ly featuring heirlooms and Southern cuisine.

Such enthusiasm – and the production challenges 
of delivering more heirlooms to more consumers 
– are not new. But the region has a long heritage 
of beans, and local markets remain very strong. 
Meanwhile, the SMAC collection at Tennessee 
Tech keeps growing. “My dad has another 50 vari-
eties people gave him this year that he’ll grow out 
in Kentucky this season” Michael Best said. “We’ll 
add all the varieties that are tender and meet the 
seed bank’s requirements.” 
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By Brett Wolff, Extension Specialist
As we come to the end of another year, fresh off 
thinking about what we’re thankful for, one thing 
for which our CCD team is extremely grateful is 
all the new followers, newsletter subscribers, and 
friends we’ve met in the last year. Given that we 
meet people in all kinds of different contexts, we 
wanted to make sure that the people who found 
our price reports useful also know about the video 
we produce. We want to make sure the people 
who subscribe to our newsletter also know about 
our budgets. It’s also a good opportunity to reflect 
on some of the new developments this year as we 
look ahead to 2020. 

We continue to focus on maintaining the quality 
and relevance of the materials we produce. We 
have continued to release our very popular week-
ly price reports for farmers markets and produce 
auctions. We have small- and large-scale enterprise 
budgets for a variety of specialty crops. If you’re 
not yet familiar with our wide variety of publica-
tions, tools and resources, you should head over to 
the website and check them out. In the past year, 
we’ve updated a number of crop and marketing  
profiles and other publications including:
 •  Shiitake and Oyster Mushrooms
 •  Celery and Celeriac
 •  Strawberries (including plasticulture-specific)
 •  High Tunnel Brambles
 •  Pumpkins
 •  FSMA tool
 •  Apples
 •  Gourds
 •  Bedding Plants
 •  Bamboo
 •  Farmers Markets
 •  Grower Cooperatives
 •  Blueberry Budgets
 •  Strawberry Budgets
 •  Brussels Sprouts
We have also published a number of new resourc-
es based on client and partner requests including:
 •  Ginger and Turmeric profile
 •  Blossom End Rot fact sheet
 •  Movable High Tunnels: Opportunities and  
  Challenges for Producers

 •  3-Year Average Weekly Prices at Kentucky  
  Farmers Markets: 2016-2018
 •  High Tunnel Planting Date Calendars
 •  FSMA: Agricultural Water p. 1 & 2
 •  Organic Cucurbits
 •  Sweet Potato Podcast

A key part of our plan for the last five years has 
been to blend responsiveness and proactive-
ness in developing new resources and exploring 
new media. That means delivering high quality 
answers to questions like “when should I plant 
in my high tunnel” but also developing innova-
tive tools to help answer questions we think are 
important. We’ve started developing some of our 
own video content. We release some of it through 
Facebook and some of it through our YouTube 
channel. We have also introduced new interactive 
maps highlighting horticulture points of interest 
such as shared use equipment, horticulture supply 
stores, water testing labs, farmers markets and 
produce auctions. We are adding new resources 
all the time to help growers and service providers 
to easily identify resources near them as well as 
regional needs in the state. 

We’re always looking for new ideas and for ways 
to improve what we already offer. If you haven’t 
already, we would really appreciate you complet-
ing our CCD User Survey. This is one of the key 
ways we collect user feedback and it helps us plan 
for the future.

Need resources? The CCD has you covered  

https://www.uky.edu/ccd/pricereports
https://www.uky.edu/ccd/pricereports
https://www.uky.edu/ccd/tools/budgets
https://www.uky.edu/ccd/tools/budgets
http://www.uky.edu/ccd/
http://www.uky.edu/ccd/
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCQfp0ujIfpXEVX3GadvSr7g
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCQfp0ujIfpXEVX3GadvSr7g
https://www.uky.edu/ccd/maps
https://www.uky.edu/ccd/maps
https://uky.az1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_4NGLpQvU5FdOrjf
https://uky.az1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_4NGLpQvU5FdOrjf
https://uky.az1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_4NGLpQvU5FdOrjf
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A Specialty Crop Production and Marketing 
workshop will be held on Tuesday, December 10th, 
at the Boone County Extension Enrichment Cen-
ter, 1824 Patrick Drive, Burlington, KY. The work-
shop is designed for anyone considering commer-
cial produce production. Sessions will focus on 
community supported agriculture, marketing to 
restaurants, four-season production and market-
ing, organic production opportunities, mushroom 
production, blackberry and blueberry production, 

Winter is just around the corner, and specialty crop 
growers throughout the region have a variety of 
conferences to choose from. Here’s a rundown of 
what’s coming up:
Jan. 6-7 - Kentucky Fruit and Vegetable Confer-
ence, Lexington. A bargain ($40 if you pre-register 
by Dec. 13th, $60 afterward), this conference features 
two days of educational sessions, a trade show and 
networking opportunities, in addition to two new 
pre-conference sessions on Sunday, Jan. 5th (A  Farm 
Food Safety Plan Writing Workshop will be offered 
from 3 to 6 p.m. EST, and a Farmers Market Short 
Course will be held from 3 to 6:30 p.m.). Click here to 
see the program, and here for registration informa-
tion.
Jan. 8-10 - Illinois Specialty Crop Conference, Spring-
field. Educational sessions for vegetables, fruit, cut 
flowers, beginning farmers, food safety, agritourism, 
hemp and more. For details and registration infor-
mation, go to https://www.specialtygrowers.org/
iscc.
Jan. 22-25 - Southern Sustainable Agriculture Work-
ing Group Conference (SSAWG), Little Rock, AR. 
Short courses, mini courses, field trips, numerous 
educational sessions, a large trade show and much 
more. To see the full conference program and regis-
tration information, go to https://www.ssawg.org/
january-2020-conference.
Feb. 11-13 - Indiana Hort Congress & Expo, India-
napolis. Educational tracks include fruit, vegetables, 
greenhouse/high tunnel production, wine grapes, 
food safety, etc. For the conference program and 
registration information, visit https://www.india-
nahortconference.org/.
Feb. 13-15 - Ohio Ecological Food and Farm Asso-

ciation Conference, Dayton. Ohio’s largest sustain-
able food and farm conference will  feature nearly 
80 educational workshops on sustainable farming,  
livestock, homesteading, gardening and business. 
Be sure to visit the trade show. Registration is open; 
for more information and to register, go to https://
www.oeffa.org/conference2020.php. 
Feb. 19-22 - West Virginia Small Farm Conference, 
Charleston. More than 110 classes on farm manage-
ment, marketing, beginning and advanced horticul-
ture, value adding and wholesale markets, farm-
to-school, agritourism, risk management, farmers 
markets and more. The keynote speaker will be 
Jennie Love, president of the Association of Specialty 
Cut Flower Growers. Click here for details.
Feb. 20-22 - PickTN Conference, Franklin. Classes 
on vegetable production, agritourism, marketing, 
beekeeping, organic production, winemaking, flow-
er production, farmers market management and 
more. For details and to register, go to https://www.
picktnconference.com/.
March 5-7 - Indiana Small Farm Conference, Danville.
Workshops on food safety, vegetable crop planning, 
mushroom cultivation, biological orcharding, and 
sessions ranging from vegetable production to farm 
management and marketing. Click here for details.
March 6-7 - Organic Association of Kentucky 
Conference, Louisville. Registration is open for the 
2020 OAK Conference, Healthy Soils, Healthy Farms: 
Reshaping Kentucky with Organics. The program 
features short courses, more than 60 educational 
workshops, a trade show, and more. Go to https://
www.oak-ky.org/conference-agenda. For registra-
tion information, visit https://www.oak-ky.org/
conference-registration.  

Take advantage of conferences throughout region

Specialty crop workshop scheduled for December 10th in Boone County
high tunnel tomato production, and hydroponic 
production in high tunnels. There will also be a 
display of equipment designed for small-scale 
growers, including plastic layers, flame weeders, 
power sprayers and row covers. Registration will 
begin at 8:30 a.m. EST. Registration is required. 
You may register by calling 859-586-6101, or on-
line at boone.ca.uky.edu. Lunch will be provided 
to attendees who register. For more information, 
click here. 

https://www.uky.edu/hort/sites/www.uky.edu.hort/files/documents/2020_F&V_Conference_Program.pdf
https://kyhortcouncil.org/2020kyfruitandvegconf/
https://www.specialtygrowers.org/iscc
https://www.specialtygrowers.org/iscc
https://www.ssawg.org/january-2020-conference
https://www.ssawg.org/january-2020-conference
https://www.indianahortconference.org/
https://www.indianahortconference.org/
https://www.oeffa.org/conference2020.php
https://www.oeffa.org/conference2020.php
https://extension.wvu.edu/conferences/small-farm-conference
https://www.picktnconference.com/
https://www.picktnconference.com/
https://www.purdue.edu/dffs/smallfarms/small-farm-conference-2020/
https://www.oak-ky.org/conference-agenda
https://www.oak-ky.org/conference-agenda
https://www.oak-ky.org/conference-registration
https://www.oak-ky.org/conference-registration
http://boone.ca.uky.edu
https://www.uky.edu/hort/sites/www.uky.edu.hort/files/documents/Commercial_Specialty_Crop_Production_&_Marketing_2019.pdf


Thanks for reading!
If you know someone who would enjoy our 
newsletter, or you’re not subscribed yet yourself, 
visit www.uky.edu/ccd/newsletter and click 
“Subscribe Now.” Or call Brett Wolff at 859-218-
4384 , or Christy Cassady at 859-257-1477. Stay up 
to date with the Center on Facebook at https://
www.facebook.com/ccduky/

Christy Cassady, Extension Specialist
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End of calendar year to be warmer and wetter than average
By Joshua Knight, Senior 
Extension Associate, Horticulture
The NOAA’s Climate Prediction 
Center is forecasting an above- 
average chance for warmer than 
average temperatures through-
out December. While this trend is 
firm in the first half of December, 
there may be short duration cold 
weather events in the second half 
of the month. Overall this trend is 
predicted for the entire continental 
U.S. and especially the eastern half 
of the country, with the lone excep-
tion of Utah and the Four Corners 
area of the Rocky Mountains.

Kentucky should see above-aver-
age rates of precipitation through-
out December. In the first half of 
the month, this will be part of a 
larger system affecting the eastern 
U.S., though the probability of pre-
cipitation will drop below average 
in Florida and South Texas over 
the entire month.

New ID-36 is available online
The new edition of the Uni-
versity of Kentucky pub-
lication ID-36, Vegetable 
Production Guide for Com-
mercial Growers, 2020-21, 
is now available online at 
http://www2.ca.uky.edu/
agcomm/pubs/ID/ID36/
ID36.pdf. Printed copies 
will be available after the 
new year. Please contact 
your local county extension office if you want a 
printed copy.

Growing Pumpkins webinar Dec. 19th

A number of Kentucky Cooperative Extension Ser-
vice offices will be hosting a Growing Pumpkins 
webinar on Thursday, December 19th, from  6:30 
to 7:35 p.m. EST. Speakers and topics will be Ric 

Bessin, insect management (6:30-6:50 p.m.),  Emily 
Pfeufer, disease management (6:50-7:15 p.m.), and 
Matt Springer, wildlife management (7:15-7:35 
p.m.). Please contact your local extension office 
to see if the webinar is being hosted there. If not, 
your county agent should be able to help you find 
the closest county that is hosting it.

http://www.uky.edu/ccd/newsletter
https://www.facebook.com/ccduky/
https://www.facebook.com/ccduky/
http://www2.ca.uky.edu/agcomm/pubs/ID/ID36/ID36.pdf
http://www2.ca.uky.edu/agcomm/pubs/ID/ID36/ID36.pdf
http://www2.ca.uky.edu/agcomm/pubs/ID/ID36/ID36.pdf


Department of Horticulture
N-318 Agricultural Science Center
Lexington, KY, 40546-0091


