
RUNNER BEAN  
WIGWAMS, DOMES,  
TUNNELS AND IGLOOS

Living willow wigwams, domes, tunnels and igloos are a great place for children to play in, however it 
may not always be possible or necessary to plant a living willow structure.  Living willow structures 
take a fair amount of upkeep to maintain every year.  Space also has to be sacrificed as they are a 
permanent feature. 

A perfect alternative is a runner bean wigwam, dome, tunnel or igloo: 
• They are easy to put up  
• They are not permanent and are taken down in the winter 
• The beans are edible, nutritious and delicious  

Dens and hideouts are great for children, where imagination can run wild! 
• The enemy is attacking and shelter needs to be sought 
• The giant is chasing and catching up, Jack needs to get to the top of the  

beanstalk as fast as possible 
• The teddies are having a party and have invited their friends 
• A shared snack is better hidden in a den 
• Capture the flag 

Stories, books and games that can be linked with this project include: 
Jack and the Beanstalk; Eddie’s Garden and How to Make Things Grow; King Jack and the Dragon 

SITING THE BEAN STRUCTURE 
There are several options to choose from, all dependent on personal preference and space available. 
The structure can be sited on the lawn, this is ideal as the children can sit on the grass, it can also be 
sited on a gravel area, or in the vegetable garden. There are a couple of things to bear in mind when 
choosing a site: 

Light:  Runner beans need about five to six hours of sun (around half a day) to grow and fruit well.  

Wind: Choose an area that is sheltered from the wind as the containers and structure can be blown 
over. 

The Lawn: The stakes are pushed into the grass and the beans are planted into large pots, a brick can 
be placed under each pot to allow the grass to be strimmed or trimmed around the pot. There may 
be a few bald patches at the end of the season but a light raking and a fine sprinkling of lawn seed, 
plus wildflower seed and it will return next spring. 

A Gravel Area: The stakes will need to be able to be pushed into the ground.  Ensure there is not a 
membrane under the gravel.  Decorative pots could be used to create an attractive feature.  Place a 
tarpaulin in the den to sit on. 



In the Garden on Soil: The bean seeds or plants can be sown in the soil next to the stakes.  Place a 
tarpaulin or some bark chip in the den to sit on.  The soil will become compacted from use, however 
if potatoes are grown the following spring they will break up the soil.  

INSTRUCTIONS FOR GROWING THE BEANS  
Runner beans are ready to pick 12 to 16 weeks after sowing. 

Growing beans in pots: 
1. Sow seeds from April to early July. 
2. Choose pots at least 25cm wide. 
3. Fill the pot with peat free compost or garden soil. 
4. Plant 2 runner bean seeds per pot 2cm deep. 
5. Plant 2 nasturtium or calendula seeds in the same pot as companion plants.  These will look 

attractive growing alongside the beans, their flowers will attract the pollinating insects helping to 
pollinate the bean flowers.  Plus, the nasturtium will help keep pests away from the bean blossoms 
and beans. The flowers are also edible. 

6. Keep the pots moist. 
7. Either place the pots in a green house or undercover in a bright space. 
8. Or protect beans with small home-made cloches, cut empty drink bottles in half and put one over 

each seedling, to give extra warmth and to protect against slugs. 
9. Slugs love runner bean seedlings, it is always worthwhile growing a few extra beans for 

replacements, in case of slug or wind damage. 
10. When the risk of the frost has gone, usually the end of May, the pots can be placed next to the 

bean structure and encouraged to climb up. 
11. Runner beans are very thirsty and hungry, especially when they have bean pods growing.  They 

will need to be watered every day and fed with an organic liquid feed regularly. 
12. When the runners reach the top of the canes, pinch out the tops (this means cutting the very tip 

off).  This will encourage the plant to send out more shoots – and beans – below. 
13. Harvest the beans young from July onwards.  
14. Pick the beans every 2-3 days. 
15. The more you pick the more pods will be produced. 

Growing beans in the soil: 
• Construct the structure before planting the beans  
• The beans can be planted from the beginning of May until early July in the soil 
• Plant 2 beans per stake 2cm deep  
• Follow instructions for growing in pots 7-14  



INSTRUCTIONS FOR BUILDING THE BEAN STRUCTURES  
The amounts given are all variable and can be altered according to what materials are available,  
the size of child/children and the space available.  

WIGWAMS 

You will need: 
• 6 x 2-metre-long bamboo canes or sticks   
• Twine or ‘Biostretch’ garden string 

Follow the instructions: 
1. Tie a piece of string 80cm long to a tent peg or small stick (the length of string can be altered 

according to the area available). 
2. Push the peg or stick with the string into the centre of the area to be used. 
3. Hold the string taught and make a circle around using sand, small sticks or stones as markers. 
4. Using the 80cm string mark out 6 points around the circle. 
5. At each point push a 2 metre cane or stake into the ground (If the ground is too hard use a 

penknife or short kitchen knife to cut-out a core of soil and place the cane into the hole).  
6. Allow a space for a doorway. 
7. Tie the stakes at the top to form a wigwam. 
8. String or straight sticks can be tied around the wigwam to encourage the beans to grow side 

wards, this is optional. 
9. If using pots of beans, place each pot next to each cane and encourage the beans to grow up the 

canes. 
10. If a brick is placed under each pot it will reduce the amount of grass that is killed and will allow the 

grass to be strimmed or trimmed underneath the pots. 

DOMES 



This can be constructed using bamboo canes or flexible willow rods if available (as in the igloo). If the 
willow is dry it will need to be soaked in fresh water for 5 days, after 5 days remove the willow and 
leave it to mellow for 2 days wrapped in damp sheets in a shady spot. 

You will need: 
• 12 x 1.5-2 metre long bamboo canes   
• 12 x 1 metre long bamboo canes 
• Twine or ‘Biostretch’ garden string 

Assembly instructions:  
1. Tie a piece of string 80cm long to a tent peg or small stick (the length of string can be altered 

according to the area available). 
2. Push the peg or stick with the string into the centre of the area to be used. 
3. Hold the string taught and make a circle around using sand, small sticks or stones as markers.  
4. Using 40 cm of string mark out 12 points around the circle. 
5. At each point push a 2 metre cane or stake into the ground (If the ground is too hard use a 

penknife or short kitchen knife to cut-out a core of soil and place the cane into the hole).  
6. Allow a space for a doorway. 
7. Push a 2 metre cane into the centre of the dome. 
8. To form the roof attach 1 metre canes between each upright and the centre cane, tie securely.  
9. Brace the doorway with a 1 metre cane over the top. 
10. String or straight sticks can be tied around the dome to encourage the beans to grow side wards, 

this is optional. 
11. If using pots of beans, place each pot, next to each cane and encourage the beans to grow up 

the canes. 
12. If a brick is placed under each pot it will reduce the amount of grass that is killed and will allow the 

grass to be strimmed or trimmed underneath the pots. 

TUNNELS 

The tunnel is straightforward and is constructed as in traditional been sticks, or flexible willow rods if 
available.  

You will need: 
• 8-12 x 2-metre-long bamboo canes for uprights  
• 3-6 x 2-metre-long bamboo canes for bracing sides and top 
• Twine or ‘Biostretch’ garden string 



Assembly instructions: 
1. Use a 1 meter cane as a width measure. 
2. Place the cane on the ground, at each end of the cane push a 2 metre cane or stake into the 

ground (If the ground is too hard use a penknife or short kitchen knife to cut-out a core of soil and 
place the cane into the hole). 

3. Measure 40cm along and push 2 more canes into the ground 1 meter a part. 
4. Tie each pair of canes at the top. 
5. If using willow rods, bend the willow over and secure with string. 
6. Continue for as long as the tunnel is needed. 
7. Brace the tunnel at the top and sides with canes. 
8. If using pots of beans, place each pot, next to each cane and encourage the beans to grow up 

the canes. 
9. If a brick is placed under each pot it will reduce the amount of grass that is killed and will allow the 

grass to be strimmed or trimmed underneath the pots. 

IGLOO 

The igloo ideally requires flexible willow rods. If the willow is dry it will need to be soaked in fresh 
water for 5 days, after 5 days remove the willow and leave it to mellow for 2 days wrapped in damp 
sheets in a shady spot.  If willow is not available, a square shape can be constructed using bamboo 
canes, if using this method follow instructions for the dome with a doorway attached. 

You will need: 
• 12-15 x 2 metres flexible branches e.g. willow rods 
• 12-15 straight sticks for bracing sides  
• Twine or ‘Biostretch’ garden string 

Follow the instructions: 
1. Tie a piece of string 80cm long to a tent peg or small stick (the length of string can be altered 

according to the area available). 
2. Push the peg or stick with the string into the centre of the area to be used. 
3. Hold the string taught and make a circle around using sand, small sticks or stones as markers. 
4. Using 40 cm of string mark out 12 points around the circle. 
5. At each point push a 2 metre willow rod into the ground (If the ground is too hard use a penknife 

or short kitchen knife to cut-out a core of soil and place the cane into the hole). 
6. Allow a space for an opening. 
7. Bend the willow over at the top to create a roof secure with string or twine. 
8. Create a tunnel from the opening leading out of the igloo using three sets of 2 metre willow rods.  
9. Bend the willow over to create an arch and secure with twine. 
10. Brace the igloo with straight sticks. 



11. If using pots of beans, place each pot, next to each cane and encourage the beans to grow up 
the canes. 

12. If a brick is placed under each pot it will reduce the amount of grass that is killed and will allow the 
grass to be strimmed or trimmed underneath the pots. 

GROWING THE FUTURE 
The Growing the Future project at the National Botanic Garden of Wales is a five-year project to 
champion Welsh horticulture, plants for pollinators, the protection of wildlife and the virtues of 
growing plants for food, fun, health and well-being.   

Whether you are a seasoned gardener, a fledgling grower or a budding beekeeper – we want to 
help provide training, information and support to you.  For more information on the project’s events 
and courses, please call 01558 667150, email gtf@gardenofwales.org.uk or visit  
botanicgarden.wales/science/growing-the-future. 

This project has received funding through the Welsh Government Rural Communities – Rural 
Development Programme 2014-2020, which is funded by the European Agricultural Fund for Rural 
Development and the Welsh Government. 
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