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T
here is no person, Macedonian 
or foreign, who has not tried 
the top national dish called 
“tavce gravce” (beans in a 
skillet). This delicious meal 

can be found in every traditional eatery 
in the country, from the most prestigious 
restaurant to the grill kiosk. Cooked in 
a clay pot it can be seen slowly cooking 
for hours on the margins of the grill 
spreading its typical bean aroma mixed 
with traditional spices.

The culinary miracle is, of course, 
based on a demanding cooking process. 
The beans are washed and soaked in 
cold water for a few hours to soften (a 
gourmand would soak them overnight). 
After that the cooking process starts. 
After the beans come  to a boil, the water 
is thrown away to reduce the forming of 
gases during digestion. Then fresh water 

and chopped 
onions and red 
peppers are 
added. More onion, 
black pepper and 
other spices are 
fried separately 
and added to 
the beans. After 
almost two hours 
of cooking, all the 
ingredients are 
transferred to a 
clay pot. Then the 
dish is finished off 
by baking in the 
oven making sure 
it does not dry 
out or become too 

moist. Depending on the size and style 
of the restaurant as well as the number 
of guests, a bigger pot or smaller single 
portion pots can be chosen for the 
preparation of this dish. Given how long 
and demanding the cooking process is, it 
is no wonder that tavce gravce is the 
side dish of choice with all types of grilled 
and roasted meats. But it also goes down 
smoothly with fried fish or with pinjur as 
a starter, with homemade bread and white 
cheese, it is also suitable for vegetarians 
and those who are on a religious fast.

There is of course another story behind 
this ubiquitous Macedonian specialty, and 
it is connected with the high quality of 
beans produced around Tetovo. Tetovo 
bean is the brand that stands behind the 
dish. It is recognizable by its white colour 
and kidney shape as well as by the distinct 
taste.

White Beans in the Field, 
Delicacy at the Table
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The region called Polog is the traditional 
area of the cultivation of Tetovo beans. 
Polog is bigger than Tetovo area and 
also includes the town of Gostivar and its 
surroundings. This creates a local tension 
because up to now the geographical 
indication of the “Tetovo bean” has only 
been applicable to the produce of the 
five municipalities around Tetovo. The 
southwestern part of the Polog municipality 
would also like to use and profit from the 
registered appellation. 

There are also other regions that want 
to profit from the production of Tetovo 
beans. One of them is the neighboring 
Skopje area, but others are further away 
and abroad. Serbia produces “Tetovo 
Beans of Leskovac Area”. In Montenegro 
and Vojvodina there is Panonian Tetovac. 
In Slovenia the process of registering a 
Tetovo bean is underway. Even worse, 
some big markets in the region are selling 
“Tetovo Beans” produced in China. Experts 
say this is due to the confusion between 
a type of bean and a specific geographical 
origin. The initiative to protect Tetovo 
bean and an appellation claims that it 
is a specific bean variety originating 
and maintained locally for decades with 
local seeds that are spread among local 
farmers.

The third success story around the bean 
is connected with the cultivation process.
Traditionally beans are planted together 
with maize. Beans are nested between 
rows of maize and the planting is done 
simultaneously. The fields are irrigated 
when the beans are blooming. The harvest 
of beans precedes the harvest of maize 
and is done manually. During vegetation 
the soil is loosened three times and the 
plants are sprayed three times: after the 
first leafs emerge, after the plants reach 
a certain height and finally some two 
weeks after the second loosening. They 
are watered every 15 days as drought 
might badly affect the quality of the 
produce. When bean pods reach the right 

colour, they are harvested. This usually 
happens in two or three batches during 
the month of September. Bean pods are 
dried naturally and beaten to separate the 
beans. If the beans are still too moist, they 
are further dried in thin layers to reach a 
moisture level of 10-12%. Then beans 
are manually sorted and cleaned; all 
impurities, including unhealthy and broken 
beans and other seeds are removed. The 
grading of beans is done according to the 
size, weight and shape. Graded seeds are 
packed in bags and stored in dry places. 

Marketing experts recommend specific 
processing and packaging of beans. 
Beans of a specific geographic origin 
should not be sold in bulk or raw because 
of the danger of being mixed with other 
varieties, but there should be direct links 
between producers on the one hand and 
wholesalers and retailers on the other. 
The markets, especially green markets, 
usually have special bags where the 
white kidney-shaped Tetovo beans lurk 
in big quantities. However the reputation 
of Tetovo beans is well established and 
the quality is well known. So the buyers 
do not hesitate to buy them at a higher 
price as they know that the price is also 
the first indicator of quality. Very often 
consumers buy directly from farmers as 
Macedonia is a small country. There is a 
big potential for expanding in the regional 
markets, especially in Serbia, where there 
are at least three national dishes based 
on Tetovo type beans:prebranac (boiled 
beans), white beans soup and baked 
beans.

As the demand for Tetovo beans is 
growing there is a danger of a decrease 
of the local production and substitution 
by cheaper imported beans. The number 
of skillful growers is getting lower with 
the aging of the farming population, 
fast urbanization and emigration. But 
the popularity of Tetovo beans offers 
an opportunity of rural revival and a 
significant growth of agricultural income.
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