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The Edible Layer

The practice of eating flowers is documented across virtually every ancient culture.
Roman cooks used roses, violets, and elderflowers in their preparations. Medieval

European monks cultivated flower gardens that served simultaneously as aesthetic
pleasure and a kitchen resource. In Asia, Chrysanthemum and Lotus flowers have

been culinary staples for millennia. The Aztecs incorporated quash blossoms
extensively in their cuisine - a tradition that persists in Mexican cooking to this day.

What is remarkable is how completely this practice faded from mainstream Western
gardening through most of the 20  century. The postwar separation of ornamental
and edible gardens removed flowers from most gardeners’ culinary consciousness.

The revival began in the 1980s when chefs rediscovered crystallized violets and
nasturtium salads, and has since cascaded into home gardens worldwide.

th

Beyond mere edibility, the best culinary flowers offer something distinctive: flavor.
And the flavors are as varied as the flowers themselves - from the bright, peppery
punch of Nasturtium, to the honey-sweetness of borage; from the complex floral-

herbal notes of lavender, to the green, vegetal crunch of a squash blossom. Growing
edible flowers means cultivating flavor as intentionally as any vegetable gardener.

Your Year at a Glance
January: Winter Structure

February: Alpine Plants
March: Special Treasures for Early Spring

April: Moss Gardening
May: Edible Flowers

June: Summer Fragrance Plants
July: Weed Control

August: Late Summer Vines
September: Ornamental Seed Heads

October: Late Fireworks
November: Texture, Evergreen Anchors, Preparing the Base Layer (Soil)

December: Conifers
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Growing Edible Flowers

Growing flowers for the table demands the same attention as
the vegetable garden - with the added reward of ornamental
beauty throughout the season.

Golden Rule: Know Before You Eat
Before consuming any flower, confirm three things: 1. you
have correctly identified the species; 2. the specific variety is
edible - not all varieties of an edible species are safe; 3. the
plant has been grown without pesticides. This applies even to
familiar plants (e.g., daffodil bulbs are toxic).
The Golden Rule: When in doubt, leave it out!

The No-Spray Rule
This is the single most important principle of edible flower
gardening: never use pesticides, herbicides, or synthetic
fertilizers on plants whose flowers you intend to eat. This is
non-negotiable. Most conventional garden pesticides are
systemic - meaning they are absorbed into plant tissue and
cannot be washed off. Even contact sprays leave residues that
persist in the flower itself. Grow edible flowers organically
from the outset, in soil that has not been treated with
synthetic chemicals.

Harvesting for Best Flavor
Harvest edible flowers early in the morning after any dew has
dried. Choose blooms that have just fully opened - this is
when flavor is at its peak and petals are most turgid. Avoid
flowers past their prime (petals begin to drop or brown), as
flavor degrades quickly after peak bloom. Harvest into a
shallow basket or tray, not a bag, to prevent bruising. Use
within hours of picking for best results, or refrigerate loosely
between damp paper towels for up to two days.
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Featured Edible Flowers

Borage
Flavor: Fresh, clean cucumber - mild and delicate.
Culinary Uses: Float in cocktails, lemonade, and Pimm’s; freeze in ice cubes; garnish
on salads.

Calendula
Flavor: Mildly tangy, slightly bitter, faintly peppery. *Petals only.
Culinary Uses: Stir petals into rice (saffron substitute), salads, and soups.

Chamomile
Flavor: Mildly sweet, apple-like floral with a gentle, bitter undertone.
Culinary Uses: Classic tea; infuse into cream or milk for desserts; garnish cakes.

Lavender
Flavor: Floral, perfumed, slightly sweet with herbal camphor undertones.
Culinary Uses: Herbes de Provence; shortbread; lemonade syrup; crème brûlée.

Nasturtium
Flavor: Bold peppery-spicy, like watercress. Petals and leaves are both edible.
Culinary Uses: Salads, sandwiches, compound butters; stuffed with cream cheese.

Pansy/Viola/Violet
Flavor: Mildly sweet, faintly grassy. Violets sweet, floral, and perfumed.
Culinary Uses: Salad garnish; crystallized for cake decoration; freeze in ice cubes.

Rose
Flavor: Varies by variety: can be honey-sweet, spicy, fruity, or floral.
Culinary Uses: Rosewater; Turkish delights; jams and jellies; salad garnish.

Squash Blossom
Flavor: Mild, sweet, slightly vegetal. Delicate flavor.
Culinary Uses: Stuff and fry; fold into quesadillas; sauté with herbs; use in soup.
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Culinary Uses & Recipes

The kitchen garden and the flower garden are most eloquently united in a handful
of timeless techniques that showcase edible flowers at their best.

How To:

6

Crystallized Flowers
Brush clean, dry flowers
with lightly beaten egg
whites. Dust with
superfine sugar and dry
on parchment paper for
12-24 hours. Store in an
airtight container.

Best: Violet, Pansy,
Borage, Rose petals

Infused Syrups
Steep 1 cup flowers in
hot, simple syrup for 30
minutes. Strain; bottle
when cooled. Refrigerate
for up to 2 weeks. Use in
cocktails, lemonade, 
sauces, and dressings.

Best: Lavender, Rose,
Violet

Flavored Vinegars
Fill jar with clean petals
and cover with white wine
vinegar. Steep 2-4 week in
a cool, dark space. Strain;
rebottle. 

Best: Nasturtium, Rose,
Calendula, Tarragon
flowers

Flavor Pairings by Category:

Delicate/Sweet 
Violet, Pansy,
Borage

Floral/Perfumed
Rose, Lavender,
Chamomile

Peppery/Sharp
Nasturtium,
Arugula flower

Herbal/Complex
Calendula,
Marigold, Thyme
flower

Three Simple Preparations (for beginners!):

Floral Compound Butter
Blend softened butter
with chopped Nasturtium
flowers and leaves, a
pinch of salt, and lemon
zest. Roll in parchment;
chill. Slice onto grilled
corn, fish, or warm bread.

Flower Ice Cubes
Place one or two small
edible flowers (Borage,
Violet, Pansy) into each
compartment of an ice
cube tray. Cover with
water and freeze. Use in
cocktails, lemonade,
and sparkling water.

Flower-Pressed Salad
Combine mixed greens
with torn Nasturtium,
Calendula petals, Borage
flowers, and Viola faces.
Dress lightly with a honey-
lemon vinaigrette. No
recipe required.
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Ecology & Safety

Every flower in the garden is, first and foremost, a pollinator resource. The plants we
have chosen to grow for our own tables are simultaneously among the richest
sources of nectar and pollen available to bees, butterflies, and hoverflies.
Calendula, borage, and phacelia are consistently ranked in the top tier of bee-forage
plants by pollinator researchers. Nasturtium is a key larval food source for several
butterfly species.

Growing edible flowers, therefore, creates a layered ecological benefit: we harvest
what we need while the flowers continue to serve pollinators, and the plants
continue to produce blooms in response to our harvesting. It is a genuinely
reciprocal relationship - one of the most elegant examples of the garden as
ecosystem.

*An important safety note: Not every beautiful flower is safe to eat. Edibility is a
specific quality determined by the plant’s chemistry, and it varies not only by
species, but sometimes by variety within a species. The edible flowers discussed in
this guide have long culinary traditions and well-established safety profiles - but the
cardinal rule always applies: never eat a flower unless you are absolutely certain
of its identification and edibility.

The Essential Safety Guide:
1. Identify with certainty before eating any flower. Use multiple references!
2. Never eat flowers from florists, nurseries, or roadsides - these are almost always

treated with pesticides. Items not treated with pesticides will be specifically
identified as such.

3. Introduce new edible flowers gradually - some people have sensitivities to
specific plant families.

4. Remove stamens, pistils, and green parts before eating most flowers - typically
only the petals are used.

5. People with plant allergies should exercise extra caution!
6. Never eat flowers if you are pregnant without consulting a physician; some have

contraindications.
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Next Month Preview

In June, we will ascend into the most evocative layer of the garden - the fragrant
layer. While edible flowers nourish both eye and palate, fragrant plants speak
directly to memory and emotion, triggering responses that no other sensory
experience can replicate. We will explore the science of plant fragrance: how

volatile aromatic compounds are produced, why scent varies through the day, and
which plants offer the most extraordinary olfactory experiences in the summertime.

From the ancient roses that perfumed the gardens of Persia to the night-blooming
Jasmine, that transforms a summer evening; from the cottage-garden opulence of

lavender and sweet peas to the unexpected revelations of lemon verbena and
rosemary in full bloom - the fragrant layer is one that engages the garden visitor at

the most primal level.
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