Runner Beans

Preparation

Runner beans need fertile soil, rich in humus and moisture retentive. 

Hence the need for manure/ compost and/or trenching. 
The other requirement is a good frame to support the climbing plants
For the supports most of us use 8ft canes, or bean sticks, pushed about 9-12” into the soil and sloping inwards to form a crossover at about 12-15” from their tops.  Where they cross they should be firmly secured (tape, wire or string), to horizontal wires or canes. Strong wire between two, or more, permanent posts is good and experience has shown us that runner beans will thrive on being in the same position year after year.  

Be aware that your frame can be destroyed by high winds if it is not rigid enough. 
Position the vertical sticks about 15in or 40cm apart.
Have one side of your framework adjacent to a path as this makes them more convenient to pick and utilises your land better.
There are other arrangements of sticks suggested on various websites.

You can also use the wigwam arrangement of sticks but personally I find that this cramps the plants at the top for development and picking..

Sowing

Don’t sow too early as the young plants are susceptible to winds and late frosts as well as slug and snail damage. Two plants to a stick is good. 
Sow seeds of runner beans from mid-May to the end of June 5cm (2in) deep in position and sow some spares as a group to transplant later to replace any failures.

Alternatively, for an earlier crop, sow the beans in a tray with compost at mid-end of April indoors and plant out at mid-end of May before they get too leggy (but you may need to give them some protection). Consider some Climbing French beans as well.

A follow on late crop can be considered as well, sowing late July/early August.
Cultivation

Remove competing weeds
Encourage plants to climb your supports by attaching carefully. Remember they climb anti-clockwise. Watch out for slug damage when they are small and take action.

Some suggest pinching out the growing tips when the plants are 6in high to encourage side shoots which are said to flower better.

As summer hots up (we should be so lucky) keep plants moist by watering (rainwater best) if necessary and some suggest adding a little hydrated lime (builder’s) to the water to reduce soil acidity. 
Feed with liquid, or blood, fish and bone, or Growmore when flowering starts, if needs be.

Keep a sharp look out for black fly. Rub out with finger and thumb, spray with water/washing up mixture, or a bee-friendly spray. REMEMBER we have a bee hive at the Down Road site. The honey bees should give us better pollination and therefore bean crop.
When the plants have reached the tops of the sticks remove the growing tip.

Cropping starts late July and can go on for 8-10 weeks. Pick beans regularly (every 2-3 days), pick smaller rather than bigger. Make sure that you pick off all totally mature beans (the ones you missed before) or they signal the plant to finish.
Flower set

Runner beans sometimes fail to set and there are a number of causes.
Frost damage, insect damage, sparrow pecking,  lack of moisture, lack of soil nutrients,  soil too acidic, lack of pollinating insects and a failure to pick off mature pods.

After cropping
Clean and save your canes.  Cut off the bean plants at soil level.  Compost the plants (although the stems will be slow to rot). Retain the roots in the soil as they have nitrogen nodules and dig in when preparing the soil for your next crop.
Varieties

Runner beans provide high yields from a relatively small area of ground.
In terms of taste there is little to choose between the different varieties.

Some are less prone to stringiness than others.

Good results can be had from traditional Enorma and Scarlet Emperor. 

Lady Di, White Lady and Red Rum have good reports. 

Newer stringless varieties and even a Runner/French cross are now available.
Climbing Blue Lake is a reliable climbing French variety.
Culinary
If picked young runners do not need de-stringing. We prefer cross slicing and cooking in water until they still retain a slight crunch, in preference to slicing them longitudinally through a bean slicer.
Storage
Surplus produce can be cross sliced, blanched and deep frozen but personally I much prefer the fresh taste.  The pre-freezer way was to salt down in stoneware jars which did retain more crunch, but involved a lot of effort and salt.

Further Reading

http://apps.rhs.org.uk/advicesearch/Profile.aspx?pid=667
http://www.mr-fothergills.co.uk/Vegetable-Seeds/Runner-Bean-Scarlet-Emperor_2.html#.Uy64APl_sqQ
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