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I. INTRODUCTION

The snap pea is a type of edible-podded pea that is conspecific to field
and garden peas (Pisum sativum L.). Edible-podded peas lack pod parch-
ment or fiber, unlike field or garden peas that have fibrous pods. Within
the edible-podded group, the most important trait that separates snap
peas from snow peas is the thickened pod wall of the snap pea. Most
contemporary snap pea cultivars have wrinkled seeds with green cotyle-
dons, white flowers, and short internodes. The most recent introductions
may also be stringless (lacking strings in the pod sutures).

Presently popular as a vegetable, the snap pea has been cultivated at
least since the 19th century, and probably even centuries earlier. In the
19th and early 20th centuries they were known as “butter” or “butter
sugar” peas. Over the years, they enjoyed only limited popularity and
may have disappeared from the vegetable seed trade in the 1960s and
early 1970s prior to the cultivars released in 1979 and thereafter. The use
of the term “snap pea” in America originated with the release of Gallatin
Valley Seed Company commercial cultivars, the first of which was
‘Sugar Snap’. Snap peas are sometimes referred to as “sugar snap” peas.

The pea has been grown and consumed for at least 8,000 years, pri-
marily as a pulse. Peas were the subject of one of the first systematic
plant breeding efforts of Knight (Hedrick 1928), and provided the tool
for Mendel (1866) to elucidate the science of genetics. A number of
reviews of pea breeding and genetics are available beginning with White
(1916, 1917), and continuing with the publications of Wellensiek
(1925a,b), Wade (1937), Lamprecht (1948), Blixt (1974), Gritton (1988),
Cousin (1997), and Muehlbauer and McPhee (1997). To date, no review
has specifically dealt with the snap pea. To be sure, much of the research
on other types of pea is relevant, but some aspects of production, breed-
ing, and genetics are unique to the snap pea. Most information con-
cerning commercial aspects of the snap pea remains unpublished, as
does the history of snap pea breeding. In this review, we present a syn-
thesis of unpublished information, current knowledge, and the pub-
lished literature.
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