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Edible salad burnet with ornamental succulents and euphorbia.
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For our mothers, Christine and Garna, our partners, Linval and Jay,
and the next generation, Ana and Lauren.
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‘La Crema’ sage.
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       INTRODUCTION
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Welcome to the beautiful edible garden.

This is a book about edible garden design. It is also a heartfelt invitation to join us in the practice of gardening. For us, gardening is a way to connect with the land, our community, and, perhaps most importantly, ourselves. It is also an opportunity to create and to be inspired. When you pursue food production and beauty together, you form meaningful spaces that have the power to both ground and uplift.

This book features ideas and projects that we have developed as Star Apple Edible + Fine Gardening, our San Francisco Bay Area–based edible landscape design service. Our approach is to redefine the plant palette to utilize edible and ornamental plants throughout your garden in a way that is both beautiful and productive. You can put this information to use in creating a space that includes vegetables, fruits, herbs, flowers, and other ornamental plants. We outline how to start, providing design principles and step-by-step guidance for a range of spaces, from front yards and backyards to smaller areas like decks, porches, and side yards, and even container gardens and window boxes.

We recommend that you read the first two chapters thoroughly and then refer back to them as needed as you work through your garden design. If you want to start with designing a garden for the backyard or a narrow side yard instead of the front yard, it’s fine to jump between chapters three, four, and five according to your needs. Use chapter six as a reference in planting and maintaining your edible garden throughout the year.

For further inspiration, we’ve included photographs and sidebars throughout the book from our book partners, Jill Rizzo, Alethea Harampolis, and David Fenton. Photographers David and Jill capture the simple, intangible beauty of the garden and its harvests. At their floral design business, Studio Choo, Jill and Alethea highlight the beauty of the natural world in unexpected floral designs. Their sidebars include instructions for simple ways to utilize edible and ornamental plants from your garden as creative arrangements in your home.

This book is meant to provide general concepts for designing a garden that incorporates edible plants, so we do not include sowing times or specific vegetable- or fruit-planting guidelines because these differ depending upon the climate zone you live in. Instead, we encourage you to use this book along with a vegetable- and fruit-growing guide that covers those specifics. Where we can, we offer multiple plant choices to fit most climate conditions and garden styles so that you can select plants from our suggestions as well as search for other plants on your own.

Once your eyes are open to this new way of thinking about edible plants, you’ll start to see the potential for beauty and food production everywhere you look. Most important, have fun and enjoy the transformation that is about to take place in your garden.
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—Stefani and Leslie
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       ONE
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Principles for Successful Edible Garden Design

You know you want to grow food, but you don’t live on a farm and you don’t want your front or backyard to look like one. You want to create an edible garden, but you also want it to be beautiful. So where, and how, do you start? In attempting to create a space that reflects good landscape design and supports sustainable food production, it quickly becomes clear that we are straddling two different worlds. In this chapter we will share with you the principles from both small-scale organic farming and landscape design that are necessary to create a beautiful edible garden. Whether you are making changes to your existing garden or making plans for a new one, these ideas provide the fundamentals you need to approach your own garden space.

We’ve all seen the enthusiastic vegetable gardener whose yard overflows with corn, tomatoes, cucumbers, and zucchini. A garden like this is definitely productive; however, these summer vegetable favorites are all annual plants that will live and die within a single season. There will be a short stage in midsummer when the garden is green and full, but these annual vegetables are not enough to keep the garden looking good throughout the year.

In order to have an edible garden that is attractive and productive year-round, you’ll need to expand your focus beyond the typical vegetable garden that most of us are familiar with. By using basic design principles you can create a meaningful, enjoyable space where fruits, vegetables, herbs, flowers, and ornamental plants thrive together. The four major considerations for creating a beautiful, productive garden are (1) establishing a pleasing, balanced overall look; (2) arranging plants for both utility and aesthetics; (3) using a mix of ornamental and edible plantings for year-round beauty and production; and (4) maintaining a unified design style throughout the garden.
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As with all “rules,” of course, the magic is in their interpretation. In later chapters we’ll be giving examples of how these design principles apply to the front yard, backyard, and other smaller spaces. As you read through the book, remember that your goal is to create a space that you love to live with and eat from, so you should approach these ideas as tools to use in developing a garden that really works for you and the way you live.

Principle #1: Balance

We are all searching for it, aren’t we? So it’s not surprising that our gardens need balance, too. Balance is the first, and most important, design principle that you should keep in mind when designing your garden. When people say a garden has “a good flow” or “a good feel” about it, they are talking about the garden’s balance. Balance is achieved by the grouping and repetition of like elements within a space.

You can give your own garden a balanced look by grouping plants and arranging hardscape materials so that elements of structure, color, texture, and quantity are repeated in a purposeful manner throughout your landscape. An annual-vegetable bed that is incorporated into an overall garden design using these techniques will not look messy or out of place. Instead, there will be a seamless transition between edible and ornamental areas of the garden and a sense that everything belongs exactly where it is.

Hardscape Materials

An important element to be balanced is your hardscaping materials, such as the natural stone or wood used for patios, decks, paths, and steps, among other elements. Well-designed landscapes complement a home’s architecture. When choosing hardscaping materials to use in your yard, look to your home’s exterior and repeat a material used in its construction. You can choose another one or two materials to repeat throughout your garden, but try not to use too many different materials; adding more may result in a jumbled, imbalanced look. For example, if you are using metal edging as a border for your planting beds, you could also use metal trellises or arbors within the planting beds. Similarly, natural quarry stone–edged planting beds are wonderful combined with similarly colored decomposed-granite pathways, as both share the same hues and stonelike appearance. If you are building steps in this same garden, repeat the stone again for a cohesive look.
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The colors and shapes of the pomegranate trees, ‘Hidcote’ lavender, textured succulents, bronze-colored grass Carex testacea, and groundcover herbs repeated along this path work together to create a sense of balance in this garden.

Height

Hardscaping and plants can be used together to provide a sense of balance through your garden. If you have an impressive tall tree on one side of your garden, it will look best if you place a second, or even a third, vertical element, such as a tall vegetable trellis or patio arbor, in another area of the garden. If all the tall elements are grouped together on one side of the garden, that part of the garden will feel overloaded and heavy. Instead, distribute the points of vertical interest across the landscape; they help keep the eye moving through the garden and establish a sense of balance. Similarly, a solid wall in one part of your garden might be echoed and balanced by a low hedge of dense, evergreen plant material; this helps distribute visual weight throughout the entire area and avoids a feeling of imbalance.

Color

Color plays such a big role in the look and feel of a garden that its importance cannot be overlooked. The colors you use should enhance the design and balance of your garden—not throw it into chaos. Choose your colors purposefully; you’ll be happier with the results if you choose just three or four colors and stick to them. These colors should be repeated throughout the garden to establish a cohesive look.
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Lime thyme and verbena add strong purple and emerald-green colors to the landscape.
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The burgundy foliage of the ornamental purple smoke bush contrasts beautifully with the variegated leaves of the edible Chilean guava and green leaves of the culinary herb Nepeta nepetella. White, green, and burgundy are a good color trio for repeating throughout the garden.

Keep in mind that a plant’s color is not limited to its fruit or flower color. The leaf color, also known as foliage, of both ornamental and edible plants can supply color to your garden, too. Actually, more often than not, it is foliage color that makes the bigger visual impact in a garden. The color burgundy, for example, can be found in the foliage of ornamental shrubs, like burgundy loropetalum, Japanese maple, and purple smoke bush, and also in the flowers and fruits of edible plants such as the pomegranate tree, the stems of ‘Ruby Red’ chard, or the leaf color of ‘Bull’s Blood’ beets. In winter, the bare branches and trunks of the deciduous blueberry and Japanese maple are both tinged with coral and red tones. But don’t forget shades of green, especially plants with white-and-green-variegated or chartreuse-colored leaves, which are great for lightening up a shady planting area.
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Repetition of texture and color make for a visually balanced front yard. This planting includes ‘Red Beauty’ yarrow, English thyme, ‘Martinii’ euphorbia, gray-foliaged ‘Kellerei’ yarrow, ‘White Anniversary’ variegated oregano, and ‘Berggarten’ sage.

You can make almost any color combination work well, as long as you stick to a few colors to establish your theme and use other colors selectively. One combination of colors that’s versatile in a garden is a base of yellow, purple, and gray, with dashes of red or orange as accent colors. You can use a mix of edibles and ornamental plants such as ‘Moonshine’ yarrow, lavender, and pineapple guava to establish your main theme. Then use the fruit and flowers of currants, salvia, red sunflowers, and pomegranate for seasonal red accents. Similarly, white, green, burgundy, and silver make for a beautiful base; choose any additional bright color as an accent.

Used in this way, color helps create a balanced and cohesive look among your planting beds. In an integrated edible, ornamental garden that includes many different elements, color is an especially helpful tool for achieving balance across your landscape.

Texture and Shape

Plant leaves can be big or small, lush or fine, fuzzy or glossy, rounded or spiny. Mixing different leaf sizes, shapes, and textures helps add subtle depth and visual interest to a garden. Repeating texture and shape in ornamental and edible plants is also an excellent way to create balance throughout your landscape. A good example is the long, narrow leaves of phormiums and leeks. The grassy fronds of each plant reference and play off each other, and can establish a similar textural feel in two different parts of a garden.
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Peppermint contrasts with delicate euphorbia and the wide, lilypad-like leaves of variegated nasturtium.
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The varying leaf sizes, shapes, and textures of rhubarb, edible purslane and borage, Carex testacea grass, and burgundy-hued loropetalum add depth and visual interest to this garden.

Rhubarb, a perennial, adds great texture to any garden. Its large, rounded leaves (which are poisonous and thus not edible; only the leaf stems are edible) not only contrast wonderfully with narrow, spikier grasses, but they also repeat the rounded edges of the foliage of many fruit trees, such as fig—but at a lower planting height. Dramatic gunnera or other large-leafed subtropical foliage are ornamental plantings that mimic the shape of the rhubarb leaf and bring in a contrasting texture for visual interest and balance.

In linking ornamental and edible parts of your garden, repeat textures from the landscape in your vegetable beds and in the transitional planting beds that surround them. The broad, fuzzy leaves of ‘Berggarten’ sage, planted among your edibles, can be mimicked elsewhere in your landscape with ornamental, low-growing lamb’s ears.

Quantity

How you group your edible and ornamental plants is an important design decision. As described above, plantings of a certain height, density, color, or texture in one part of the garden should be paralleled or at least referenced by a similar planting in another part of the garden. If you design a garden bed so that larger numbers of the same plant are grouped with each other, they will have a stronger visual impact than if they are planted separately. This technique is referred to as mass plantings.

Grouped together en masse, smaller, less substantial plants can become a real visual presence in the garden and can help establish balance. For example, as long as the planting is massed enough, the grassy texture of small garden chives can be balanced against a much larger ornamental grass placed in another part of the garden. While one red lettuce would go unnoticed, a large clump of them is significant enough to provide visual balance against a larger tree or shrub with burgundy foliage, like a red Japanese maple.
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Unless you are highlighting a special focal-point plant or are planting vegetables in your annual-vegetable planting bed, you should avoid planting a single plant (often referred to by garden designers as a “onesie”) on its own. Too many single plants placed on their own throughout the garden leads to a choppy look that feels haphazard and unbalanced.

Principle #2: Arrangement

How you arrange and set plants out in your planting beds is another key design principle. Taking into consideration symmetry and asymmetry, plant height and harvest frequency, and underplanting (planting one plant beneath another, such as setting out groundcovers beneath a tree) as arrangement techniques will help create an attractive and productive edible garden.

Symmetry and Asymmetry; Even and Odd Numbers

One of the most effective tricks for creating a strong visual impact is to use symmetry and asymmetry in combination with even and odd numbers of plants. Whether you are planting edibles or ornamentals, the same ideas apply.
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Planted in straight lines, the braising greens in this urban modern vegetable bed reflect the linear, geometric style of the surrounding hardscape and ornamental plantings.
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Staggered planting of purple choi.
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Stylistically, a symmetrical planting (one that is the mirror image of its parts) is helpful in achieving a structured, formal effect. Planting in matching pairs or even numbers is often used to create a formal garden. This “matchy-matchy” approach can sometimes end up looking simplistic and forced, so use it judiciously. Likewise, plants set out in straight lines are often appropriate for an urban, modern design style, but when edibles are planted this way in other style gardens, they can resemble rows of crops found on farms.

In contrast, an asymmetrical planting is the basis of a more organic, relaxed look. For most garden styles it is usually the best way to achieve a feeling of natural balance. When placing your structural features, such as hardscaping, evergreen plants, and fruit trees, try to use groups of three to create asymmetrical triangles of similar heights and densities. This will create a structural framework that you can then fill in with other plantings.

In general, you should place your plants—both ornamental and edible—in odd-numbered groups. But rather than treating this as a hard and fast rule, take a commonsense approach: does it really matter if you have just planted twenty-one alpine strawberries or twenty? Probably not, because this is a massed planting whose effect is in its volume, not its detail. You can, however, easily tell the difference between a smaller group of four and five plants. This applies whether you are placing five small lettuces, five large cabbages, or five fruit trees.

Height

The order in which plants are positioned in a planting bed should take into account plant height. Generally, layout in a planting bed is based on the plants’ height, with the tallest plants being placed in the back of the planting bed and the shortest in the front. Focal points are the exception—plants meant to be focal points are often placed in the center or front of a bed, surrounded with lower-growing plants.

In general, you never want to plant a low-growing groundcover at the back of a planting bed, behind a taller plant, because you won’t be able to see and appreciate it. When you integrate edibles into your planting beds, the approach becomes even more common sense. Don’t place strawberries, which will grow seven inches tall, at the back of the bed behind a six-foot-tall guava or ornamental shrub, because you won’t be able to see and know when to harvest the strawberries.

Remember that your garden beds also need plants of varying heights in order to look good. Choose a mix that includes tall, mid-height, and low-growing plants for visual interest. If you do not know the growing habit of a plant, take some time to look it up. Reference books, the Internet, or nursery plant tags are a great place to start. While we advocate good pruning practices to control the height of your fruit trees and other larger plants, understanding the growth habit of a particular plant before you buy it will help you know how to arrange it within your planting beds for the best overall look and harvesting ease.

Harvest Frequency

How often you
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Underplanting
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Principle #3: Year-Round Beauty and Harvests



Perennial Edibles
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Blooming Seasons



Here are a few winter- and early spring–blooming perennial plants that provide seasonal beauty in your garden:
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Succession Planting











Intercropping
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Principle #4: Unified Style
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Mediterranean



Mediterranean Edible Plants




Cottage Garden



Cottage Garden Edible Plants




Urban Modern



Urban Modern Edible Plants (Think Sculptural)






Traditional



Traditional Edible Plants




Woodland



Woodland Edible Plants




Tropical/Exotic



Tropical/Exotic Edible Plants
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