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How can you get old beans to soften faster and cook more quickly?  What exactly happens to make these 
beans so hard? 
 
Beans are dried down to 16% water content when they are sold to wholesalers, and this moisture level 
continues to drop.  The surface of dry beans has pores called micropyles.  As the beans dry down, more 
moisture is lost and the openings of the micropyles shrink.  (If the beans dry so much that the micropyles 
shrink closed, those beans will never soften.  The only solution is to grind them into flour.)  Then when it is time 
to cook the beans, it takes longer for the beans to absorb water through the micropyles and soften.[1]  
 
Fortunately, we have a few tricks we can employ to hasten cooking and softening.  The first involves brining 
the beans, which is exactly what it sounds like:  the beans are soaked in salted water.  "Ah," you say, "I've 
always heard that adding salt to beans will lengthen the time it takes to cook."  And that is 
true.  However, brining beans in salted water is not the same as cooking beans in salted water.  The following 
explanation of the brining process comes from Dr. Guy Crosby, science editor of America's Test Kitchen  and 
author of The Science of Good Cooking. 

 
Brining beans involves the same process as soaking in plain water except the brine contains a low 
concentration of salt (sodium chloride). During brining the sodium ions slowly exchange with calcium ions 
that are part of a very large molecule called pectin. Pectin strengthens the cell walls in the beans, and 
calcium strengthens pectin. So natural pectin can produce skins on the outside of dry beans that are 
difficult to soften and expand, and can eventually burst when the inside of the beans become over-
cooked. Exchanging sodium for calcium ions during brining weakens the pectin so the skins become more 
flexible and can expand without bursting as the interiors to cook to a soft creamy interior.[2] 

 

For each pound of beans, dissolve 3 tablespoons of salt in 1 gallon of water.   
 
Soak the beans for 8-24 hours, and then drain.   
 
And not to worry:  the sodium only penetrates partway to soften the skin.   
 
The beans are not going to be salty in the least.[3]                                                         
 An added bonus of brining the beans is that the skins do not burst while cooking. 
 

A second tip for cooking and softening beans faster is to: 
Add a little baking soda to the cooking water, about 1 teaspoon per cup of beans.  
                                                                                    
The baking soda alkalinizes the water and helps weaken the pectin in the walls of the beans so that they 
absorb water and soften more quickly.  Beans to which baking soda is added to the water cook in about 
half the time.[4] Unfortunately, adding baking soda to the cooking water will damage thiamine.  In a 
situation where vitamins really count, you'll have to weigh whether the advantage of cooking beans faster 
outweighs the loss of thiamine.  Consider other options for softening old, hard beans before resorting to 
baking soda. 
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