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INTRODUCTION


One evening in late March 2016 we were having a going-away party in the Skip Garden in King’s Cross, London. It was a freezing evening, but it was magical, huddling around the fire pit, drinking beer, eating pizzas from the wood-fired oven in an urban garden rooted in the seasons and the community. We were both secretly hoping we could create a little slice of that magic and ethos in our new lives.


In a couple of days’ time we’d vacate our terraced house in east London, pack our two ginger cats into the car and drive to Northern Ireland to start a new life. We had almost no idea what we were doing, but we had a vague notion that we wanted to live in the countryside and start a business that involved cooking and growing food. A lot happened in the six months after we left London. We started a supper club and catering company; our first catering job was cooking all the meals for fifty bluegrass musicians for three days in the dungeon-like basement of a private boarding school. It was a baptism of fire!


Jo started an organic vegetable growing course and volunteered with a local organic market gardener. We hosted half a dozen supper clubs and found an audience for our events. We bought a farmhouse and smallholding in the drumlins (hump-backed hills) of County Down, moved in and promptly turned over the whole lawn to a huge kitchen garden. And we are still here, cooking for others, hosting supper clubs, teaching people to cook, grow and brew beer, making pizza in our own wood-fired pizza oven and growing vegetables, salads and edible flowers for ourselves, our events and to sell to others.


Our business is all about our passion for good food. We make food by hand, from scratch and with love. We serve it with merriment – and often with home-brewed beer. Our business connects us and our clients to the earth (the worms, the planet and the seasons) and we aim to consistently produce delicious, inspiring, surprising and beautiful food. We called ourselves The Edible Flower because for us, growing, cooking with and eating edible flowers summed up the ethos of our business.


It is our aim to share that joy through this book. It is a guide to the edible flowers we grow and cook with most often, the ones we’ve found to be the tastiest and the most useful, and the ones we can grow easily in a temperate climate. It is not a compendium of all edible flowers everywhere, but instead a helpful guide to help you create your own edible flower garden and then enjoy eating it.


As with many small businesses, we both do a bit of everything, but it’s primarily Jo’s job to grow produce and Erin’s to make it delicious. And that is how we’ve approached this book – Jo has written the gardening sections and it’s Erin’s voice in the recipes.



Why Grow and Eat
Edible Flowers


We grow edible flowers primarily because they bring us great joy. They are beautiful in the garden, and beautiful when we use them in food. They bring pollinating insects into our garden in great numbers. We don’t get many calories from edible flowers, but we get some unique flavours and a big helping of happiness; there is something truly magical about growing food from scratch and then eating it.


The food we cook at The Edible Flower is rooted in rustic home cooking; flavour, seasonality and stories are important to us, as well as generosity and beauty. Our food isn’t fine dining and it definitely isn’t about one perfectly placed flower petal in a fancy restaurant. Although Erin is a keen baker – and uses lots of flowers in her bakes, as you will see – we don’t primarily think of edible flowers as a pretty garnish for cakes. Fine dining and cake decorating are where people most often encounter edible flowers, but sometimes they can just feel like a decorative add-on. We want to show you that they can bring unique flavour, beauty, seasonality and an opportunity to slow down and literally ‘smell the roses’.


Flavour – Many edible flowers have delicious and interesting flavours that you won’t encounter anywhere else. Sometimes that flavour is announced by their smell (think of lavender, roses or chamomile), but sometimes it is more surprising. Nasturtiums smell of roses and honey but are full of peppery punch; magnolia’s sweet, citrus smell belies its strong, spicy, gingery flavour. Think of using edible flowers for their flavour the way you might use fresh herbs: sprinkle spicy calendula petals over your salad instead of basil; use mild, cooling borage flowers instead of mint; or substitute bright, menthol lavender for rosemary in marinades or when roasting meat or vegetables. As with herbs, spices and other aromatics, you can preserve the flavour of edible flowers by drying them or by making cordials and syrups, floral sugars and vinegars to use all year round.


Beauty – We think flowers are beautiful, so why not use that beauty to make your food look glorious? A handful of edible flower petals tossed through a green salad transforms it from everyday to special, while delicate violas used to top gingerbread biscuits make them into a splendid gift.


Seasonality – We live in rural Northern Ireland, in the northwestern United Kingdom. It is not the most hospitable of climates for growing flowers, so if we can grow something, you probably can too. We have long, dark winters, and at midwinter we have only six or seven good daylight hours. Our edible flowers are seasonal, and we don’t currently grow in polytunnels or under heat lamps, although we will overwinter a few flowers in our greenhouses to extend the season a little. For us, cooking with edible flowers is a way of marking the changing of the seasons, of signifying that this food is from this place at this very moment. The delicate violas and primroses of late winter are joined by calendula, borage and tulips in mid-spring. As we tip towards the summer solstice the hedgerows are full of elderflower and hawthorn and the garden has jaunty cornflowers, chamomile, dill and wispy coriander. Once all danger of late frost has passed, we can look forward to the summer bounty of nasturtiums, marigolds, dahlias, courgette (zucchini) flowers and more. As the season winds down, we hope the frosts don’t come too soon so that we can enjoy our tender edible flowers late into the year. The icy morning when we find that all the nasturtiums have turned to mush always marks the time to start using the stores of floral treats we have preserved over the kinder months. We hunker down with the fire lit and wait for the cycle to begin again.
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Slowness – Growing from scratch, picking and processing edible flowers for cooking and eating isn’t the quickest process in the world. It requires thought and care. And this is one of the reasons we love it. We are both doers; we have to-do lists as long as our arms and are always trying to be faster and more efficient. But when you want to harvest or cook with edible flowers, you must slow down. It takes delicacy to harvest them and time to process them; it forces you to relax a little, to lose yourself in the meditative task of plucking the petals from a pile of cornflower heads. It connects you to the earth and the seasons. And serving your guests with a dish containing the thousands of cornflower petals you picked so carefully shows all the love, care and attention you put into preparing that dish for them.


How to use this book – This book is intended to inspire you to eat and grow something new, regardless of your level of gardening and cooking experience. It is divided into two sections. The first is all about how to grow edible flowers in general; the second is a directory of flowers, with specific growing advice and lovely recipes for each.


If you are experienced at growing vegetables, you might want to jump ahead to the directory and start incorporating edible flowers into your growing plans for an increasingly vibrant and pollinator-friendly kitchen garden. Experienced ornamental growers may find you already grow many of the flowers covered in this book, so you can start dipping into our recipes as soon as the season is right.


If you are new to gardening, or find yourself in a new garden, we would encourage you to read some of the general gardening and garden-planning advice before reading about the specific flowers. And if you have no interest in gardening, or no garden, consider purloining some flowers from your neighbours, family or friends to get you cooking!


The recipes in this book are divided by flower, so if you want to find a recipe for borage or roses, for example, go to that particular flower section. Some key skills, such as pressing and drying edible flowers, making floral sugars, and making syrups and vinegars, apply to many different flowers. How-to sections on these are included under an appropriate flower, with details of how they apply to other flowers, too. Some of the recipes, although attributed to a particular flower, can be made with others, and there are notes on this in the individual recipes. Think of the recipes in this book as a starting point, and start to experiment with your own ideas as you get used to incorporating flowers into your cooking.


Botanical names – Throughout this book we use a combination of common names (e.g. carnation) and Latin or botanical names (e.g. Dianthus caryophyllus). Each botanical name is unique, so this is sometimes the only way to ensure you are talking about a specific plant; this is particularly important if you’re going to be eating a plant.


Words that appear after the Latin name, as in Dianthus caryophyllus ‘Giant Chabaud’, refer to a particular cultivar (cultivated variety) of that species with particular characteristics, in this case highly scented double blooms.
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How to Grow
Edible Flowers


The more I grow, the more I delight in the fact that growing can be so simple and effortless. When it works, it feels as though you barely do a thing – the seeds, soil, sun and rain do all the hard work for you. Your plants are lush, healthy, pest-free and of course delicious. It’s magical. But when things go wrong, it can feel overwhelming and complicated. It’s very easy to get bogged down in specific (sometimes contradictory) advice on exactly how to grow a particular plant or deal with a particular pest. With the unbelievable highs of seeing a seed germinate and grow into something beautiful and delicious come the terrible lows of seedlings getting entirely eaten by slugs overnight.


That is why this section starts with some general growing advice. Concentrate on working with nature to improve your growing environment (primarily the soil), and the plants will look after themselves – more or less.


How we grow – Here at The Edible Flower, we try to grow food (and the very occasional non-edible plant) as simply and sustainably as possible. We use a set of principles and approaches borrowed from a mixture of movements: organic gardening, no-dig gardening, regenerative agriculture, forest gardening, permaculture and agroecology. The common thread running through all these movements is that we aim to work with nature, not against it.


My priority is always to look after the soil. I feed the soil, not the plants, by using organic material to feed soil organisms, in the form of a layer of compost added to the surface of my vegetable and flower beds annually. I recognize and respect the delicate ecosystem of life in the soil and I try to minimize disturbing it.


I try to grow plants well, choosing the right plants for the conditions, getting the timing right and protecting plants when they are young and vulnerable. I grow most of my plants from seed in a greenhouse.


I control pests and diseases naturally, and my aim is to achieve a natural balance between pests and predators. I avoid monocultures (large areas of the same crop), provide habitats for predators and where necessary use my wit and cunning against pests, often in the form of a physical barrier to protect plants at the right moment.


I’m going to try to convince you that if you concentrate on the following key approaches for your garden, growing edible flowers – or anything else – will be simple and pleasurable.


Learn to love your soil – If I could encourage all gardeners to do just one thing, it would be to get to know and learn to love their soil. Soil is complicated, but here I cover the basics that I think any gardener should understand.


Soil is a mixture of mineral particles, organic matter, air and water. It is often classified based on the size of mineral particle that it contains. These particles are called sand (the biggest particle), silt (medium) and clay (the smallest). A soil with a balanced mixture of sand, silt and clay is called a loam. One with a lot of sand is a sandy soil and one with lots of clay a clayey soil. Sandy soils drain well but don’t hold on to moisture or nutrients. Clayey soils hold on to nutrients and water, and can even become waterlogged. We have a clayey soil at The Edible Flower.


This classification based on the size of soil particles is called soil texture. Generally speaking, when it comes to soil texture, you work with what you’ve got. There isn’t much point in trying to change it. However, regardless of your soil texture, you can always improve your soil in other ways. The best way is to add organic matter, such as compost. This improves the soil structure – that is, the way the soil clumps together into crumbs. It improves the drainage of your soil, regardless of texture, and its ability to retain nutrients. It also feeds the microfauna in the soil.


Feed the soil – This is a fundamental principle of organic growing: feed the soil, not the plants. (The non-organic approach is to ignore the soil, instead providing nutrients to the plants using soluble fertilizers, which can be consumed by the plants very easily, but will wash away in water. There are many reasons why this is a bad idea for your plants and the planet in the long term).


When I say ‘feed the soil’, what I’m actually saying is feed the soil organisms: worms, beetles, bugs, fungi and bacteria. There is a whole ecosystem of life in healthy, undisturbed, balanced soil, and if you want to grow great plants easily, enlisting the help of this army of microfauna is crucial. They make nutrients available to plants, and importantly, these are stable insoluble nutrients that can hang out in the soil until the plants need them. Your plants will be healthy, they will grow at sensible rates and they will be far less susceptible to pests and disease.


Another way to put this is that soil biology trumps soil chemistry. Good soil life is more important than the particular chemical make-up of your soil, and if your soil is full of life, you can get away with imperfect soil chemistry.


So, what do soil organisms eat? Well, of course, some eat other soil organisms (soil protozoa eat soil bacteria, for example), but in terms of the food you’re going to provide, it is carbon-based materials, or organic matter, primarily in the form of compost. Compost is just a word for broken-down organic matter, whether that be composted kitchen and garden waste, composted horse manure or even composted wood chips.


In a natural ecosystem such as a forest, plants or bits of plants die and fall to the surface of the soil (or lie under the soil, in the case of roots), and the soil organisms eat them from below. It’s a balanced cycle of growth and decomposition, with all the nutrients being recycled between plants, soil organisms and the soil.


In your garden, it’s a bit different. You take vegetables, fruit or flowers away from your garden to eat them or admire them in vases. You also take away weeds, and plants that have finished being useful. It’s your job as the gardener to replace what you take away, and you do this in the form of compost. All plants need, and therefore seek, slightly different combinations and quantities of nutrients from the soil. These nutrients end up in the leaves of the plants, and if the leaves end up in your compost heap, they will create a diverse, balanced diet for your composting microfauna and an array of nutrients in your compost. When you spread that compost over your vegetable and flower beds, that array of nutrients will feed an array of soil organisms and ultimately make growing happy, healthy plants as easy as it can be. That brings us to the next rule.


Mulch, don’t dig – To be honest, I was pretty surprised to learn how strong the culture was of digging in vegetable growing and gardening. (When I say digging, I mean using a garden fork to incorporate organic matter into the soil.) It really is a lot of hard work.


No-dig gardening, or no-till farming, an approach that is being adopted more and more around the world both in gardens and on farms, gets rid of this hard work. And, rather than being just as good as the digging approach, it seems as though magic things happen when you stop disturbing the ecosystem and the delicate physical structure that exists just a few inches below the surface of the soil.


Instead of digging, you mulch. You add a layer – say 2.5 cm (1 in) – of compost to the surface of your flower or vegetable beds, or around your trees. This is food for the soil organisms. It is their job to incorporate it slowly over time, as required. But this layer of organic matter does other wonderful things to your soil. It improves the soil’s ability to hold on to water, and it also magically improves the drainage. It helps you achieve the horticultural holy grail of soil that is both water-retentive and free-draining.


After you’ve been mulching and growing in the same place for a few years, you will have glorious soil. If you dig down a little bit (say to plant a dahlia tuber), you will see how the dark, crumbly organic matter is slowing being incorporated into the lower levels of the soil. The soil will be firm enough for your plants’ roots to grip, but friable enough that you can whip out any weed seedlings easily.


Get weed-free – Being on top of weeds is a wonderful feeling. It makes you want to hang out in your glorious weed-free garden. Once you’re weed-free, it’s really quite simple to stay that way. And being weed-free isn’t just something to aspire to if you want a neat garden; if you want to grow good flowers, vegetables or anything else, it’s a no-brainer. Weeds compete with your plants for light, water and nutrients. They are also hiding places for slugs and other pests. And, most importantly, if you have weeds you have to weed all the time because they will spread, whereas if you don’t have weeds it all becomes much easier to manage.


I would advise you to create growing spaces in your garden that are limited in size, based on your willingness to stay on top of the weeds. Grow intensively and weed-free in a small area, rather than having a bigger area with no time to weed it (leave other areas wild and the wildlife will love it). Get on top of the weeding, using light exclusion – see below – or by digging out your weeds, then stay that way through hoeing or hand-weeding.


* Light exclusion – All plants get energy from the sun through the amazing process of photosynthesis. If a plant is not photosynthesizing, it’s getting weaker, and if it keeps getting weaker it will die. A very simple way to kill weeds is by excluding light. You can do it with any opaque material: a piece of black plastic or thick wool carpet, geotextile or a thick layer of compost. The vast majority of perennial weeds will die after 12 months of this treatment. It may sound like a long time, but plan ahead and you will be delighted with the results.


Mulching your bed with compost each year is a form of light exclusion, since soil is a seed bank for weed seeds. All naturally occurring topsoil will contain lots of dormant seeds that may have been there for years, and if you expose that soil to the light, those seeds will germinate and start to grow. By regularly covering the soil with compost (which should be relatively free of weed seeds) and gardening in a way that avoids disturbing the soil as much as possible, you will never expose the weed seeds to the light, so they will never germinate and won’t cause you any problems.


* Dig it out – If light exclusion isn’t practical and you have some well-established perennial weeds (weeds that survive from year to year, such as nettles, brambles, buttercups and dandelions), digging them out may be your only option. I use a hori-hori knife to dig out as much of the crown of the plant as possible without disturbing the soil too much. If you don’t get all the root out, don’t panic, just repeat the process if a new set of leaves appears. The weed will be using up its stored energy (often in the form of starch in its thick roots) in creating new shoots, and as long as you remove the leaves before it can replenish itself from the sun you will exhaust it.


* Hoeing – You will always need to do a bit of weeding to stay on top of your weeds. There may be weed seeds in your compost, or seeds may be blown in from elsewhere. A quick hoe to knock the top off very small weed seedlings is all you need, and I recommend an oscillating hoe, or hand weeding for very small beds or high raised beds. The smaller the weed seedlings the better. Above all, you want to avoid a weed going to seed, which would mean you have to do lots of extra weeding weeks or months later. If you’re harvesting flowers or other produce, that’s the ideal time to pull out any tiny weeds you notice.


Make compost – Making compost is one of the most important things we can do in the garden, because it’s food for all the soil organisms. ‘Compost’ simply means organic matter that has been broken down (i.e. ‘eaten’) by micro-organisms. Before it is ‘ready’, the ingredients (leaves, grass clippings, shredded twigs and so on) will still be recognizable. When it is ready to use, it should be uniformly dark brown and crumbly, and should smell clean and earthy.


It’s easy to make compost, although it is tricky to do quickly. These are the six key elements for successful home composting:


*Balance green and brown materials – ‘Green’ materials (kitchen peelings, grass clippings, weeds) are rich in nitrogen and generally damp. ‘Brown’ materials (straw, autumn leaves, twigs, newspaper) are rich in carbon and often quite dry. Layer up a diverse mixture of the two – humans thrive on a varied diet, and so do compost heaps and soil organisms.


If you find your compost is smelly and waterlogged, mix in additional brown material. If it isn’t breaking down and is dry and twiggy, add some green material. Mixing in a load of grass clippings is a really useful boost in this situation, but do make sure the grass doesn’t sit in a claggy lump on top.


* Moisture – About 70 per cent moisture is optimal. A dried-out compost heap will do nothing for years. Aim for the moisture level of a wrung-out sponge: wet, but not dripping or waterlogged. You can water your heap to make it wetter, or mix in grass clippings. Cover your heap to keep moisture in and avoid it becoming too wet in rainy weather. I find a piece of old carpet laid over the top is ideal.


* Heat – This is vital for fast bacterial breakdown and for killing weed seeds, and the way to achieve it is through volume. I’ve been lucky enough to visit some colossal municipal green waste heaps in the depths of winter, and the heat is immense! At home, the bigger the better, but the minimum is about 1 cu. m (35 cu. ft) if you want it to generate heat for quick composting. My heaps are 1.5 × 1.5 m (5 × 5 ft) in plan and about 80 cm (32 in) tall. (If you manage to get your heap up to around 65°C (150°F) then the majority of weed seeds should be killed. That means less weeding later on.) Small heaps will still create lovely compost; the process just takes longer.


* Air – The primary decomposition processes occurring in your compost heap are aerobic – that is to say, they need oxygen. Air will have been trapped in your heap when you built it. The classic way to keep the process going and reintroduce air is to ‘turn’ the heap, lifting it all with a fork (I find a lightweight pitchfork ideal) from one spot to another. I’ve spent several years investigating ways to avoid this hard work, but my conclusion is that it is worth turning your compost heap at least once, normally about three months after you start building it. Not only does this speed up the composting process, but also it is an important way of seeing how your compost is progressing, what has and hasn’t broken down. It’s how to become a better composter.


* Surface area – The larger the surface area of the material in your compost heap, the quicker it will break down. Cut large items into smaller pieces, use a shredder, or mow over bigger bits with a lawnmower before adding them to your heap. Don’t put in massive clumps of roots; spend time breaking them up with a spade or fork.


* Time – If everything is perfect, between three and six months, otherwise a year or maybe two.


* What to include –


YES: Vegetable peelings, teabags, prunings from trees and shrubs (chipped, cut up or mowed over), annual and perennial weeds (ideally no seeds), twigs, torn-up newspaper, wood ash, grass clippings, crushed eggshells, coffee grounds, guinea pig/rabbit bedding, chicken poo, soil (in small amounts).


NO: Cat litter, large sticks or logs, big clumps of roots, very prickly things, cooked kitchen waste, too much of anything.
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Creating an
Edible Flower Garden


The thought of redesigning a garden can be overwhelming. You may even hold out hope that one day you’ll have the savings to employ a professional to do a full redesign and landscaping job. That’s a perfectly good option, of course, but if you don’t have the finances for it, here I will guide you towards transforming your garden gradually into something productive and full of joy.


This section sets out tasks to do over three years to replan and rejuvenate a garden or part of a garden. It’s a ‘slow’, low-cost, sustainable approach. The primary focus is on creating a garden in which to grow edible flowers, but these guidelines can be applied to growing anything you want.


Three things
to do in Year 1
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