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Praise for Eat Your Garden

‘Harry Holding is one of our most exciting young designers.’

MONTY DON

‘Eat Your Garden is a joy that will become a well-thumbed entry in the classics. I can’t wait to draw on so much of Harry’s thinking to transform my own gardens. This palette for the palate is a gift of a Gift. I love it and know that all who receive it will be sincerely grateful for it. Harry Holding has produced a feast of a book.’

SIR TIM SMIT, co-founder, the Lost Gardens of Heligan and the Eden Project

‘A feast of invaluable information and a truly inspirational book, coming from a lifetime of curiosity and practical experience.’

DARINA ALLEN, Ballymaloe Cookery School

‘Why not eat your garden? Why restrict ornamental gardens to non-edible plants? Harry uses the term edimental to describe plants which are both beautiful and delicious. They are the ones we want to grow, and Harry has plenty of ideas for this. Eat Your Garden describes how to grow food in an ornamental garden without losing ornamental as a quality. There are so many wonderful opportunities: let Harry guide you to see the amazing possibilities.’

CHARLES DOWDING, author of No Dig and Grow Together

‘When I first saw Harry’s Chelsea Flower Show garden, I was blown away by the planting. Once the penny dropped that it was an astonishing tapestry of edible flavours and forms, my brain fizzed with all the new edible delights that unfolded in front of me. I’m all about growing edibles, but Harry takes it to another level and proves just how imaginative and elegant an edible landscape can be.

‘Harry makes ecological gardening joyful, accessible and irresistibly inspiring. With clarity and warmth, he reveals how plants can be both delicious and ornamental, transforming borders and everyday spaces into productive, biodiverse ecosystems.

‘Eat Your Garden is a book we edible gardeners have been yearning for, a gentle shift in perspective, a reminder that our gardens can feed us in more ways than one. May it encourage you to plant boldly, harvest often and see your space through Harry’s generous, visionary lens.’

AUGUST BERNSTEIN, head of the Raymond Blanc Gardening School, Le Manoir aux Quat’Saisons

‘Eat Your Garden will change how we grow our ornamental and edible plants in the same place; it’s a book that brings together food and beauty. The case studies give insight into the endless possibilities open to us all, and you will never look at an herbaceous border in the same way again. The plant profiles are full of genuine surprises on the edibility of ornamental plants. I mean, who knew that the young leaves of that beautiful, woolly Stachys byzantina (lamb’s ear) can be fried in batter for a delicious amuse-bouche? Familiar old plants provide new flavours, textures and scents to delight even the most jaded palate. Yes, we can all have edimental spaces, and they can be as small or as large as you can manage. As Mr Holding says, “just give it a go”.’

ADVOLLY RICHMOND, author of A Short History of Flowers; plant and garden historian and presenter

‘Harry’s book offers a clear, practical roadmap for creating edible, beautiful and ecologically informed plantings. He absolutely nails the planting design process, offering enormous value in showing how to turn these ideas into reality.

‘People often ask me where to learn about edible meadows and edimental plantings. This is the book I recommend – a must-read for anyone interested in ecologically rich edible gardens.’

SID HILL, multi-award-winning ecological gardener and designer

‘This book is a gateway to understanding edimental gardening without compromising garden design. When applied to any garden, this concept reveals how edibles can become true architectural showstoppers. Harry elevates the meaning of the potager garden to a refined and contemporary level. Throughout the book, he shares not only the purpose and practicality of edible plants, but also subtly introduces forward-thinking design elements that inspire future garden features. Absolutely love it!’

REKHA MISTRY, author of Rekha’s Kitchen Garden

‘Here is a book that is actually needed – spanning the gap between “landscaping” and food production in an accessible, beautiful layout that you can actually put to use directly. A necessary addition to the world of foodscaping and regeneration.’

BEN FALK, author of The Resilient Farm and Homestead

‘Eat Your Garden by Harry Holding is a joyful and down-to-earth exhibit of the author’s memoirs as a landscape designer, world traveller and collaborator with Nature. Through Harry’s lens, readers are transported on an international journey to meet gardeners nourishing themselves, their communities and surrounding environments by harnessing synergies with Nature. Harry’s guidance, stories and insights will inspire and motivate professional and novice readers alike to befriend Nature and edimentals as their perennial companions and breadwinners.’

VANESSA HARMONY, owner and edimental grower, Colorado Edible Forest

‘Using varied real-life examples from high-rise balconies to multi-acre properties, Harry Holding shows how feasible it is to create landscapes that feed us. He makes a passionate and compelling case for gardens that are simultaneously beautiful, ecologically sound and tasty – then goes on to provide the tools for creating them.’

JEROME OSENTOWSKI, author of The Forest Garden Greenhouse

‘If you are keen to grow what you eat and, at the same time, enjoy creating a garden that is both a joy to be in as well as a place from which to harvest a great diversity of crops, Harry Holding’s knowledge and enthusiasm makes this a worthy addition to your garden reading.’

ADAM ALEXANDER, author of The Accidental Seed Heroes

‘Edimentals have come of age, eighteen years after I first coined the term. I have travelled the world since, talking to permaculturists, urban growers, teachers, foragers, ornamental gardeners and even the walled gardeners of the rich and famous, and they all “get” the low-input, low-carbon edimental garden, of great value also to the biodiversity of the place. One can go on summer vacation without worrying about the veg, fit them perfectly into the school year, and produce food even in very shady gardens and urban areas, along with many other advantages. I welcome Harry’s book, as I’m sure it will inspire an equally wide range of gardeners, making edimentalling the next level of ecofriendly gardening, feeding both us and the planet.’

STEPHEN BARSTOW, ESM (Extreme Salad Man); author of Around the World in 80 Plants
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Introduction


Gardening has been a part my life ever since I could walk and hold a trowel. Long before I knew what horticulture was, I knew what it felt like to be connected to nature. That spark, so often lit in childhood, can come from many places. For me, it was the Barton Hills National Nature Reserve, just a mile from our house in Bedfordshire.

Looking back, I realise how lucky I was to grow up near the awe-inspiring Chilterns landscape, where the countryside brushes up against the urban edge of Luton, a town just thirty miles north of London. The Barton Hills became my childhood wilderness. My sister and I ran wild through beech woods, splashed in chalk streams and roamed sunlit downlands grazed by semi-wild ponies. It was one big adventure, a magical place for our imaginations to roam. These days, I walk those same hills with a deeper appreciation for it as a biodiversity hotspot and highly protected environment – although stick-sword fighting with my sister has been replaced by boring my wife with my nerdy obsession for the rare wildflowers found there.

My parents ran two nursery schools, and my sister and I spent many weekends and holidays ‘helping out’. For me, this invariably meant time in the school gardens sweeping leaves and pulling weeds and probably spending more time playing and being a nuisance. For the long summer holiday, they would ship us off to our grandparents.

[image: ]‘Helping’ my grandfather, Ian, build a pergola in my parents’ garden.


On my father’s side, my grandparents lived in a modest suburban house with a large garden on the outskirts of north London. The garden was, and still is, my grandmother’s pride and joy. Over sixty years, they created the garden from scratch – my grandmother taking cuttings from any public planting she passed, propagating them and establishing them throughout the garden, while my grandfather built all the hard landscaping features, including their beloved summer house. I’ve always admired her no-nonsense approach to gardening. For her, it’s all about aesthetics and colour. Vegetable growing? A complete waste of space. In fact, she’s endured a lifelong battle to remove the asparagus beds (which resprout from any bits of the deep crowns and roots left behind), a hangover from the site’s history as a farm.

[image: ]Hanging out under the hawthorn trees that still stand.


My passion for food growing comes from my mother’s side. We’d spend holidays on the Norfolk coast in my grandparents’ caravan or stay at their home in Luton, a terraced house with a moderate-sized garden. For my maternal grandmother, gardens could be beautiful, but, more importantly, they had to be practical. Raised in a family that grew and sold vegetables at the market, productivity wasn’t optional, it was essential. Her tales of how the entire garden was dedicated to food growing when my mother and her brothers were young captured my imagination. The idea that you could sow seeds, nurture plants and eat them felt revolutionary to me.

[image: ]Gardening with my grandmother, Rita, working to keep the lawn edges in check. Note the Marigold gloves.


My evolving love for gardening spelled trouble for my parents. At the age of seven, I ‘knew’ I wanted to be a gardener and insisted on taking over one of the borders in their much-loved garden. Having absorbed these different influences from both grandmothers, I set out to create a border that not only looked beautiful but also produced food! A glorious collision of everything I loved about gardening and expressed with the reckless abandon of a child who was not held back by industry norms. Whether it was a success or a visual mess, only golden memories and family anecdotes could say… Whatever the case, it clearly left a lasting impression on me.

As a teenager, discovering that I could earn money gardening turned my passion into a vocation. Weekend jobs at garden centres evolved into private gardening clients, eventually leading to a small gardening business in Australia in my early twenties. I had travelled there to seek adventure, living in a campervan with my now wife and learning to garden in a very different climate. After a brief career detour into event management following a business degree, I focused wholeheartedly on horticulture. Seizing the incredible opportunity of a scholarship to study at the prestigious London College of Garden Design, based in the Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew, I honed my passion. Today, Harry Holding Studio is a multi-award-winning practice dedicated to creating ecologically sensitive spaces that nurture a deeper human connection with nature.

Food growing remained a constant theme throughout these formative years. While at school, a group of friends and I established a company, Grow Cook Eat, that set out to engage children in the act of growing their own food. This interactive grow guide, cookbook and seed collection recognised the importance of capturing the imagination of children at a young age. What better way to excite and inspire the next generation about the wonders of plants than through food? If more people could have the opportunity to grow at any scale – be it a window box or vegetable plot – an innate care for the natural world was bound to develop.

[image: ]Colourful prairie meadow-style planting in the garden of a neo-Gothic lodge in a graveyard in central London. Rich and diverse planting goes a long way towards creating a more ecologically sensitive garden.


For me, this business venture turned into an obsession with growing, and, several years later, I managed to secure a full-sized allotment (known in the US as a community garden plot), where I toiled away at growing neat rows of annual vegetables. Trying to balance time at the allotment – weeding, watering and harvesting – with growing my business and design studio proved too much. I had to give up the allotment. Surely there was a way to balance ‘larger-scale’ growing with the demands of a busy twenty-first-century lifestyle?

Around this time, I discovered the concept of ‘edimentals’ – edible plants that are also ornamental. Excitedly, I began working this inspiring group of plants into my designs, whether my clients were aware of it or not, and started to see for myself how beauty and productivity could work hand in hand. Although new to me, this idea is rooted in ancient wisdom and championed by contemporary practitioners, as we’ll explore later.

At my design studio, we lean towards the naturalistic end of the spectrum, creating gardens that are as nourishing as they are practical. For me, this approach speaks to the soul: it fosters connection with nature and delivers real biodiversity benefits. It’s what I seek in a garden and what many of our clients are drawn to. In urban environments, naturalistic gardens counterbalance the harshness of the built world, offering a remedy for our disconnection from nature. In rural settings, they help anchor a garden in its wider landscape, reinforcing a sense of place and belonging. The edimental garden brings all of this together while adding one crucial extra layer: edibility. These gardens don’t just enrich the soul, they provide nourishment.

I was fortunate enough to bring this fascinating world of plants to the Royal Horticulture Society Chelsea Flower Show in 2023. Our ‘School Food Matters Garden’ – over 80 per cent edible – which we created in partnership with the charity School Food Matters, funded by Project Giving Back, celebrated the power of edimentals. It went on to win the RHS People’s Choice Award (Sanctuary / All About Plants Gardens category) and a Silver-gilt medal.

[image: ]Lush textures and shades of green surround a bench in a woodland-inspired garden surrounding that same neo-Gothic lodge. A demonstration of how colour does not always need to take centre stage.


The delight and curiosity the garden sparked in the public’s imagination was a clear sign to me: edimentals hold vast, untapped potential. This is about more than just adding a few edibles to your garden – it’s about reimagining what a productive, beautiful, sustainable landscape can be. Since then, I’ve been on a journey to tap into that potential and unleash the power of edimentals. This book is part of that journey.


What Eat Your Garden Provides

Whether you are a newcomer to edimental gardening or a seasoned professional eager to broaden your relationship with these extraordinary plants, consider this book a trusted guide. It will help sharpen your focus on which attributes you truly want from the plants in your garden, while offering an analytical framework for choosing those plants, rather than simply selecting whatever looks attractive at the nursery. You’ll come away with the practical knowledge of how to design, plan and integrate edimentals into your garden. While the theory behind why we want to work with these plants will be explored, the key takeaways will be actionable advice. Edimental plant lists, a glimpse into my planting design process and a unique garden design example will all provide a wealth of practical tips.

Understanding your site is essential, so we’ll dive into how to analyse your garden and its environmental conditions. Along the way, we’ll explore ideas drawn from perennial vegetable planting, permaculture systems, food forests, agroforestry, edible meadows, and growing on allotments and in kitchen gardens – all practices that support edimentals. These approaches are already widely valued for their regenerative potential, and we’ll distil those ideas into a form that works at the garden scale. All of this is brought to life through twelve case studies, featuring world-leading environmentalists, farmers, horticulturists, designers and plant experts. We’ll also explore a carefully selected list of edible plants, highlighting some of my personal favourites, before returning to the kitchen to see how edimentals can shape everyday living. Finally, we’ll step beyond the garden gate to consider the wider opportunities for bringing edible beauty into our shared landscapes and communities.


[image: ]Naturalistic design with edimentals in the ‘School Food Matters Garden’.



[image: ]The ‘School Food Matters Garden’: a foragable landscape with over 80 per cent of the planting being edible. A show garden demonstrating the power of edimentals.


While many of the ideas in this book can be applied globally, the practical advice focuses on temperate zones – from North America to the UK, Europe to Japan. The journey will take us to environments where edimentals intersect with more traditional ways of growing food using annual vegetables. Although annual vegetables are an area of great interest to me, they fall outside the scope of this book. Many excellent texts already exist on the topic, including books by experts featured in our case studies. For the same reason, Eat Your Garden does not provide detailed practical gardening or growing advice. Instead, it focuses on design thinking, plant selection and sparking a fresh approach to edible gardening.

For too long, growing your own food has often been characterised as only available to those privileged enough to have large gardens, access to an allotment or an abundance of time. This couldn’t be further from the truth. As a landscape designer, I’ve had the opportunity to test these ideas across a wide range of scales and settings, and I’ve seen firsthand how edimentals can thrive in almost any setting. More importantly, I’ve witnessed how they spark curiosity and joy in people of all backgrounds and ages. This book brings together my learnings alongside the voices of many inspiring practitioners with whom I’ve had the privilege of working. My hope is that it will inspire you – not just to grow edimentals but to reimagine what a garden can be.






[image: ]Beauty and food go hand in hand, as shown by this meadow-style edimental planting.








Chapter 1
The Power of Edimentals



Edimentals are a remarkable group of plants that represent a hugely diverse array of species – from trees and shrubs down to herbaceous perennials, bulbs and groundcovers. Thousands of species across the globe fit under this umbrella, and what unites them all is their dual role – they are as beautiful as they are useful. It is the combination of these two essential qualities that elevates edimentals and makes them incredible, garden-worthy plants. They offer a way to have your (plant-based) cake and eat it too – literally – and I believe they can unlock the joy of growing your own food for many more people. More than simply incorporating edibles into naturalistic plantings, the edimental garden represents a distinct garden philosophy, one that merges aesthetics, biodiversity and productivity.

A staggering number of plant species can be grown in the temperate zones of the world, and, of those, thousands are known to be edible.1 Globally, there are 40,000–100,000 species of edible plants, and yet fewer than 15 species provide 90 per cent of our food energy intake.2 Embracing an edimental approach to food growing is not about ripping up the rule book and changing everything we know and love about the plants we choose for our gardens. Rather, it’s about taking a fresh perspective on that broad palette while being open-minded to introducing new and sometimes seldom-used species, too. The vast number of plants to choose from and work with is daunting to both professionals and amateurs alike. But do not let those statistics overwhelm you; this book is a guide and roadmap through the world of edible plants.

[image: ]The Korean aster is a delicacy.


The fact is, you almost certainly have some edimentals growing in your garden or local park already – like the Mediterranean herbs that many of us frequently use in the kitchen, including rosemary (Salvia rosmarinus) and thyme (Thymus spp.). They also cover garden classics such as certain species of sedums (Hylotelephium spp.), goldenrods (Solidago spp.) and Korean aster (Doellingeria scabra). We already use some of them widely, and several are among my favourite vegetables.


Key Features & Benefits of Edimentals

In addition to their unique harmony of aesthetics and function, their positive traits are wide-ranging. Their multifunctional nature, immense diversity and dynamic qualities make them suitable for almost any situation. There are many features and reasons to include them in your garden. Below I’ve gathered some of the key ones.


Edible & Ornamental

There are thousands of edible plants growing in temperate regions. Many are high-quality edimentals offering substantial, reliable harvests and flavours that can hold their own in any kitchen. Others are more unusual and are perhaps grown as much for their story, their history or their novelty as for their culinary value. And then there are the more spurious ones – plants so striking or joyful to grow that they earn their place in the garden, even if they won’t revolutionise your cooking. This book embraces all of the above.

Edimentals combine beauty with productivity – the idea that food growing enhances aesthetics rather than compromises them. Edimentals have allowed me to enter a dialogue with my clients with a new focus: one in which beauty, functionality and food coexist in the same space. Beauty is subjective, of course – what appeals to me may not to you – but, with such a variety of forms, colours and textures, edimentals offer something for every taste. They are visually versatile, able to be woven seamlessly into formal borders, naturalistic meadows, cottage gardens, minimalist designs and more. They also provide year-round interest, with value that extends beyond flowers to seedheads, textured foliage and form. Edimentals challenge outdated notions of what food-growing spaces should look like, showing that edible gardens can be just as stunning as ornamental ones.



Beginner Friendly

There are plenty of barriers that stop people from growing their own food: lack of time and knowledge are two of the most common. That first step can often feel like a giant leap. Edimentals offer a gentler entry point. They can be planted once and enjoyed for years, with many being remarkably hardy and forgiving. In fact, they can often thrive even in neglected corners.

[image: ]Goldenrods flowers make a wonderful tea and bring vibrant tones into late summer.


A few years ago, after moving to Bristol, I took on an allotment again – this time as a space to experiment with low-input food growing and to see how edimentals would perform with minimal intervention. One spring, I got my answer. I was away for two months during an uncharacteristically dry, warm spell and the plot went completely unwatered. Yet when I returned, the edimentals were still going strong. They’d held their own, quietly getting on with it, while the annuals we had been establishing were, understandably, a sorry sight. This sort of resilience makes edimentals ideal for those just starting out. They invite experimentation and ease – and with so many underused edible plants out there, they encourage creativity, too, offering beginners a more relaxed, exploratory way into gardening and food growing.



Maximises Space

With over half the world’s population (more than four billion people) living in urban areas, space is at a premium.3 Edimentals allow food production without requiring separate vegetable plots. They’re ideal for small spaces, thriving in pots, balconies and a broad range of urban settings. They climb vertical surfaces (like grapevines) and can be integrated into city infrastructure through green walls and living roofs.

[image: ]Globe artichoke is bold and architectural, adding striking structure to a garden. In the kitchen, it shines as a dish in its own right, especially when fried whole in the classic Roman dish carciofi alla giudia.




Perennial

Being perennial, edimentals return year after year. One of the greatest benefits of this is the time and resources saved by not having to sow seeds and replant annual vegetables. They improve soil health by reducing disturbance, tying into the ‘no-dig’ approach – a method of leaving soil undisturbed to protect its structure, retain carbon and support a thriving soil ecosystem – and promoting beneficial microbes and mycorrhizal fungi.4 Dense root systems suppress weeds, reduce erosion and retain moisture. These same roots access deeper stores of nutrients and water, increasing resilience to pests, diseases and drought.5 The result: lower input, longer returns.


[image: ]Nothing beats the first Wye Valley asparagus of the season – fresh, green and fleeting. It’s as valued for its flavour as for its beauty. After harvest, I let it ‘fern’, enjoying its soft, light-catching foliage all summer long.




Low Input & Maximum Rewards

Once established, edimentals require minimal care: less water, fewer inputs and pest interventions than most annual crops. They are classic low-input, high-output plants and represent the perfect remedy for our over-scheduled twenty-first-century lifestyles that leave little time for intensive vegetable gardening, something I have found to be the biggest barrier for those interested in giving food growing a try. For all those benefits that come from being perennial, they are much easier to grow organically, which is good for the health of our ecosystems as well as our bodies.



Resilient & Climate Adaptable

No matter where you are in the world, the impacts of climate change are becoming increasingly visible, with phenomena such as hotter summers, wetter winters and stronger storms becoming more prevalent every year. Edimentals are well suited to cope. Their deep roots allow them to tap into water reserves inaccessible to annuals, improving drought resilience. Many are cold-hardy or heat-tolerant, helping to extend the growing season and adapt to unpredictable weather. Some even contribute to carbon sequestration, making them part of the climate solution.



Biodiversity

Alongside the climate crisis sits the biodiversity crisis. Edimentals help restore balance by providing berries, nuts, seeds, shelter and nectar for insects, birds and mammals. They favour polycultures over monocultures, creating resilient, self-sustaining systems. With long flowering periods, they offer vital nectar across the season – a lifeline as pollinator numbers continue to fall.



Low Cost

While the initial investment may be higher, edimentals are cost-effective over time due to their low-input nature. Being perennial, they don’t need to be replaced regularly. Many can be propagated by division or cuttings – or may self-seed and spread naturally, creating new plants for free. Because they fulfil multiple roles (beauty, human and pollinator food, wildlife habitat), they eliminate the need for separate ornamentals or pollinator plants as you might choose for a traditional vegetable plot.



Culturally Diverse & Customisable

Edimentals exist in every food tradition. They give people the opportunity to grow plants that reflect their cultural heritage as opposed to being restricted to the local palette of vegetables. They support food sovereignty and reconnect gardeners to traditional dishes and ingredients that can be hard to source. Whether it’s Asian perennial greens, Mediterranean herbs or Andean tubers, edimentals open the door to diverse growing and cooking traditions.



Food Security

There’s nothing quite like eating a plate of food you’ve grown, harvested and prepared that same day. Even on a small scale, edimentals can provide fresh, homegrown food year-round, reducing our reliance on distant supply chains and imported produce from industrial farms. They offer a practical way to relocalise food production and encourage a deeper sense of self-sufficiency, allowing individuals and communities to reclaim some control over what ends up on their plates.


[image: ]Babington’s leek standing tall under a quince tree. This perennial leek is poised to flower in a globe-shaped head that will later set tight clusters of edible bulbils.


Crucially, edimentals help fill the tricky gap in early spring and late autumn when annual crops are scarce. They provide a steady source of food that trickles in throughout the seasons, helping you stay connected to what you grow and eat while supporting other food systems you may already have in place.



Case Study

The Godfather of Edimentals

STEPHEN BARSTOW

In 2008, Stephen Barstow, a British-born, Norway-based plant guru, coined the term ‘edimentals’, a portmanteau of edible and ornamental, in his book Around the World in 80 Plants. I came across Stephen’s work through his blog (www.edimentals.com) while researching for our ‘School Food Matters Garden’ at the 2023 RHS Chelsea Flower Show. It was clear from his extensive research, detailed writing and generous online presence (see his popular Facebook group, Edimentals and Perennial Vegetables) that I’d discovered the ‘Godfather of Edimentals’. His message is simple but powerful: edible landscapes can be just as beautiful as purely ornamental ones, so why choose one or the other? His decades of dedication and deep botanical observation have influenced horticulturalists, botanists, designers and conservationists around the world. Stephen’s life’s work has been the single greatest motivator behind my own exploration into edimentals. I knew that I had to meet him. So, when he invited me to his home in Norway to explore his garden, I jumped at the opportunity.

[image: ]One of Stephen’s many ‘super salads’ bringing beauty and diversity into the kitchen.


Stepping into Stephen’s Edible Garden feels like entering another world. A steep, sloping hillside just outside Trondheim, Norway, it overlooks the fjord like a green amphitheatre, the drama of the landscape echoed in the garden itself. Narrow paths wind through dense, layered planting, brushing your legs and drawing you deeper into a world of lush greenery before opening into glades where trees give way to sunlight and cinematic views. Perennials soar – cow parsnip (Heracleum maximum) towers above with plate-sized umbels, while angelicas (Angelica archangelica) lend an Alice-in-Wonderland atmosphere with their architectural foliage and oversized blooms. At ground level, mashua (Tropaeolum tuberosum) tumbles over the paths and jewel-like flowers flicker through the understorey, guiding your eye across the space. The palette is lush and textural: shades of green pierced by sparks of colour and movement. Birds call from the canopy; bees dance around pollinator magnets. It is immersive, abundant and utterly alive.

[image: ]Hostas: much loved for their bold foliage, glorious textures and delicious flavour – mild, slightly sweet, and reminiscent of asparagus when cooked.


And that’s the point. ‘I’ve observed about eighty-five different species of birds in the garden,’ Stephen told me, ‘including a first-ever sighting in the county, the red-breasted flycatcher.’ Here wildlife isn’t incidental, it’s integral. The garden buzzes because it was built to host life. Beyond feeding himself and his family, he has always been driven by a desire to create a sanctuary for birds, insects and humans alike.

Stephen has spent the last forty-five years cultivating one of the most diverse and experimental edible gardens in Europe. It all began in the 1970s, when he became vegetarian and moved to Norway for his work as an ocean wave climatologist. ‘When I arrived, there were literally three vegetables in the supermarket,’ he recalled. ‘To continue with an interesting diet, we really had to grow our own.’ He started with annuals, guided by a British book on raised bed gardening and John Seymour’s The Self-Sufficient Gardener. One entry, the only perennial in the book, leapt out: sea kale (Crambe maritima). He planted it. Forty-five years later, that same plant is still thriving. Perennial resilience proved transformative.

Around the same time, Stephen joined a local foraging group and discovered more than sixty wild edible plants growing along the coastline of the fjord by his house. He began cultivating them in his garden, and something clicked. ‘Perennials look after themselves,’ he said. ‘No watering. No fertiliser. Low input, high diversity. Ninety per cent of the world’s approximately one hundred thousand edible plants are perennials.’ Captivated by their beauty, usefulness and self-reliance, Stephen began to seek them out wherever he could. ‘Fuelled by my collectomania – which I inherited from my stamp-collecting dad – I started collecting edible plants from around the world.’ Since then, he’s logged over eight thousand entries in a detailed Excel spreadsheet, tracking what he grew, where and when. The diversity is extraordinary: at one point he was growing over two thousand varieties of edimentals! Nowadays, he has scaled down the number to a ‘mere’ one thousand-plus in his quest to develop a succession plan to simplify the garden and convert it into a nature reserve.

[image: ]Sea kale was once known as ‘the most British of vegetables’ and can be seen growing out of shingle and sand along coastlines.


But Stephen doesn’t just grow plants – he has shaped a movement. ‘It became more and more obvious that many of these perennial vegetables were great ornamentals too,’ he told me. ‘If they beautified your garden as well as being edible, they would be more easily taken up by ornamental gardeners.’ True to scientific form, he developed a rating system – an ‘edimentality scale’ of 1 to 5 – and then, with his characteristic humour, extended the system to include edi-ento-mentals (good for insects) and edi-avi-mentals (good for birds). ‘It was all a bit mental,’ he grinned, ‘but fun, too.’

The garden itself evolved organically. ‘I didn’t know about forest gardening back then,’ he said, ‘but it turns out that’s what I created.’ The site is far from forgiving: winters regularly drop to −20°C (−4°F), and in the coldest months the sun barely crests the horizon. In summer, it almost never sets. The soils are thin, and the slopes are dramatic. Yet out of this landscape, Stephen has carved a living, breathing plant archive. One small patch of flat ground, at the top of the slope, is reserved for annual vegetables, but the rest is devoted to edimental experimentation.

Remarkably, this is just one of three gardens he’s created. In the local Ringve Botanical Garden, near Trondheim’s city centre, Stephen curates an allium collection of over four hundred varieties. Nearby, the World Garden in the Væres Venner garden at Ranheim, a community space with more than two hundred edible species from across the globe, is open to the public twenty-four hours a day. He’s spent a lifetime sharing this message: beauty and food are not separate.

Stephen’s creativity extends to the kitchen. ‘We have about ten or twenty generic ways of preparing food, and hundreds of plants could be layered into any of those dishes.’ These are not novelty meals, they’re the edible expression of biodiversity. Each salad, stir-fry or soup becomes a celebration of the living garden outside. With that much edible diversity on your doorstep, it’s no wonder he gained the reputation of being ‘The Extreme Salad Man’, creating what must surely be the most diverse salad ever made. It took three days to prepare and included 537 different plant varieties.

That extreme salad was an ambitious and complex endeavour, but his advice to others is simple: ‘Grow the food you enjoy eating. You don’t need two thousand plants, but do try
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		The chalk downlands and beech woodlands of Barton Hills.



		‘Helping’ my grandfather, Ian, build a pergola in my parents’ garden.



		Hanging out under the hawthorn trees that still stand.



		Gardening with my grandmother, Rita, working to keep the lawn edges in check. Note the Marigold gloves.



		Colourful prairie meadow-style planting in the garden of a neo-Gothic lodge in a graveyard in central London. Rich and diverse planting goes a long way towards creating a more ecologically sensitive garden.



		Lush textures and shades of green surround a bench in a woodland-inspired garden surrounding that same neo-Gothic lodge. A demonstration of how colour does not always need to take centre stage.



		Naturalistic design with edimentals in the ‘School Food Matters Garden’.



		The ‘School Food Matters Garden’: a foragable landscape with over 80 per cent of the planting being edible. A show garden demonstrating the power of edimentals.



		Beauty and food go hand in hand, as shown by this meadow-style edimental planting.



		The Korean aster is a delicacy.



		Goldenrods flowers make a wonderful tea and bring vibrant tones into late summer.



		Globe artichoke is bold and architectural, adding striking structure to a garden. In the kitchen, it shines as a dish in its own right, especially when fried whole in the classic Roman dish carciofi alla giudia.



		Nothing beats the first Wye Valley asparagus of the season – fresh, green and fleeting. It’s as valued for its flavour as for its beauty. After harvest, I let it ‘fern’, enjoying its soft, light-catching foliage all summer long.



		Babington’s leek standing tall under a quince tree. This perennial leek is poised to flower in a globe-shaped head that will later set tight clusters of edible bulbils.



		One of Stephen’s many ‘super salads’ bringing beauty and diversity into the kitchen.



		Hostas: much loved for their bold foliage, glorious textures and delicious flavour – mild, slightly sweet, and reminiscent of asparagus when cooked.



		Sea kale was once known as ‘the most British of vegetables’ and can be seen growing out of shingle and sand along coastlines.



		Stephen Barstow with his prized udo (Aralia cordata).



		A glade opening within the Edible Garden.



		Edimentals set against the backdrop of a Norwegian fjord at Stephen’s Edible Garden.



		Four of the major challenges shaping global food and farming systems today.



		Industrial agriculture prioritises short-term yield and scale.



		A depiction of the sterile food system – an extractive, globalised model that depletes soils, disconnects consumers from growers and prioritises profit and convenience over ecology, fairness and nutrition.



		A vision for a fertile food system – one that restores soils, shortens supply chains, supports growers and reconnects people with the sources of their food, creating a foundation for nutritious and sustainable diets.



		Some of the leading approaches driving positive change in food and farming systems. While each method differs in practice and philosophy, all share common aims – rebuilding soil health, enhancing biodiversity, reducing reliance on synthetic inputs, and creating more resilient, regenerative landscapes.



		Late-season colour with Jerusalem artichoke, a perennial species of sunflower.



		Edimental systems are already widely used across a range of approaches – from edible meadows to food forests – and they have huge potential to shape spaces like school and community gardens, too.



		Sir Tim Smit, co-founder of the Eden Project.



		‘The crater of a volcano’: the Eden Project pit, ready for transformation.



		The Eden Project in Cornwall, with its iconic biomes housing global plant collections, demonstrates the power of a big idea to transform a former clay pit into a living classroom for ecology, art and education. In the foreground, nature play structures invite children to explore and connect with the natural world.



		Around the world, oak trees were historically renowned for their nutrient-dense acorns.



		Foraging awakens something ancient within us – the instinct to seek, notice and harvest from the land – rekindling our bond with the natural world.



		Stinging nettles don’t make it onto my edimental list but they are one of my most valued foraged foods.



		Even in the heart of a city, edible plants thrive in overlooked places – reminding us that urban environments hold abundant foraging potential for those who know where to look.



		Today our limited diet consists of just a few staple vegetables despite the thousands of edible plant species once part of human diets.



		An array of edimentals brings diversity into the kitchen.



		Sorrel is an essential species for the small copper butterfly.



		Wild garlic is my favourite basil substitute when making pesto.



		Hawthorns are resilient, diverse and widespread across the temperate zones.



		Sea buckthorn has one of the highest vitamin C contents of all fruits.



		To enjoy their bold foliage set against a wall, figs are great to grow against south-facing elevations of buildings.



		Yarrow is a magnet for pollinators and can be brewed into a fragrant herbal tea when used in moderation. Historically, it was also used in beer brewing before hops became common.



		Vibrant pink chive flowers bring colour and flavour to the garden. They belong to the diverse allium family – one of the most accessible and rewarding groups of edible plants.



		Mandy Barber’s garden in Devon showcases the beauty and productivity of perennial food.



		Mandy Barber, founder and grower at Incredible Vegetables.



		Neat, weed-free rows of veg are the gold standard of traditional food growing yet challenging to achieve with our busy twenty-first-century lifestyles.



		An alternative approach: the edible meadow at my allotment, punctuated by fruit trees and flanked by berry bushes and annual crops.



		Perennial veg or edimental? Perennial brassicas are often vigorous, woody and a little unruly. While valuable as a long-lived food crop, they lack the ornamental qualities that characterise true edimentals. I’m afraid they wouldn’t make their way into my borders.



		The mastermind behind Birch Farm, Josh Sparkes.



		Stunning polycultures bring diversity and complexity to traditional crops at Birch Farm.



		Sun-loving herbs like those on this windowsill can provide a steady supply of fresh flavour, even in the smallest indoor spaces.



		There’s an edimental for all scenarios, even balconies and rooftops.



		Jason Williams, the Cloud Gardener, transformed his high-rise balcony in Manchester into a thriving edible and ornamental garden, proving that even the smallest urban spaces can nurture biodiversity and community.



		Jason’s balcony garden sits eighteen floors above the city, filled with fruit, herbs, flowers and even edible ponds.



		Bringing trees into even relatively small spaces is an effective way to add layers, depth and structure to the garden. Here a crab apple holds the border with seasonal interest and edible fruits.



		Strawberry gems tucked in between stepping stones in a garden that draws on forest garden principles of layering edimentals.



		My plot in Wales, Long Barn Farm, in its early days. It is now on its way to becoming a richly layered edible landscape.



		‘Green Walls in Schools’ initiative in action – inspiring the next generation and planting an array of edimentals such as strawberries, rosemary and thyme.



		The green roof at the central London neo-Gothic lodge transitioning to an edible meadow with the introduction of edimentals like chives.



		Dame’s rocket, asphodeline and Californian poppies bring a splash of colour while the pomegranate tree and globe artichoke leaves provide architectural presence in the ‘School Food Matters Garden’.



		Ribbons of hot colour work their way through the planting and contrast against softer tones and calming greens.



		Wild garlic (Allium ursinum) and false strawberry (Potentilla indica) knit together the ground layer of Martin Crawford’s food forest in Dartington, Totnes, suppressing weeds and offering seasonal delights.



		Some of the core concepts that underpin permaculture design – from working with living soils and perennial systems to creating diverse, multi-layered and circular growing models.



		Ben Falk tending his beehives. Another yield that can come from an abundant, diverse permaculture system



		Water capture, management and use are an essential part of permaculture design thinking.



		Ben’s magical edible landscape in Mad River Valley, Vermont.



		One of the many ponds scattered across Ben Falk’s landscape, serving multiple functions – from water management and irrigation to swimming, storm resilience, microclimate creation and food production. Arrowheads grow along the margins, adding beauty and edible abundance.



		Layers in action at Central Rocky Mountain Permaculture Institute with plant communities that include fruit, berries, perennial crops and nutrient accumulators like comfrey.



		The ecological layers of a forest garden – from canopy to groundcover – work together to create a resilient, self-sustaining system rich in food, habitat and beauty.



		Sid Hill and Chris Hull's edible meadow at the ‘Microbiome Garden’, RHS Chelsea Flower Show, 2024.



		Jerome Ostentowski, the founder of CRMPI and leading voice in permaculture practice and greenhouse design.



		Gardening is a powerful community-building activity. Jerome seeks out double yields from every element at CRMPI; here, compost piles become worm farms.



		Edimentals, including hollyhocks, naturalising across the mountainside at CRMPI.



		Growing edimentals at an intimate commercial scale despite the tough conditions of 2,134 metres (7,000 feet) elevation and long, dry summers.



		CRMPI has been leading education in permaculture and forest gardening for almost forty years.



		Jerome and CRMPI are world-renowned for pioneering ‘climate battery’ technology to heat greenhouses and grow tropical food forests.



		Vanessa Harmony, Colorado Edible Forest.



		Vanessa’s beautiful nursery set in the dramatic Colorado landscape.



		Sid Hill, designer, teacher and permaculturalist.



		A beautiful scene from one of Sid's designs in Cornwall, UK. Edible musk mallow spills over the artistic pathway made from local and salvaged materials.



		Sid has been pioneering edible meadows as a way to create low-input, productive plantings. Here, a handful of edible leaves and flowers, including mallow, violet and cornflower, are gathered fresh from the meadow.



		Mallow, fennel, Babington’s leek, love-in-a-mist and lavender growing in harmony beneath a pear tree at my allotment.



		Allotments in the UK (community garden plots in the US) play an important role in localised food production and community building.



		Charles Dowding enjoying the bounty of annual vegetables at Homeacres.



		Charles’s work is a showcase of the great beauty and innate satisfaction found in neat rows of perfectly grown vegetables.



		Edimentals and flowering plants are woven throughout the traditional crops and rows at Homeacres.



		A variety of winter salad crops intermingle with garlic in one of Charles’s polytunnels.



		Assessing your soil should be a sensory-driven process.



		Taking time to notice the subtleties of your garden is an invaluable process.



		Wildflowers thriving in dry stony soil in Turkey. Lean and mean conditions often produce the most diverse plant communities.



		Soil is built in layers over time – from surface humus and fertile topsoil to the deeper subsoil, parent material and bedrock that anchor the landscape.



		Different soil textures – clay, silt, sand and loam – determine how well soil holds water, drains and supports plant life.



		Making your own compost at home is a cost-effective and deeply gratifying way to create organic matter from recycled garden and kitchen waste, closing the loop and feeding the soil that feeds us in turn.



		Some robust edimentals and ornamentals growing out of rubble in my garden in Bristol. Edimentals like sea buckthorn, Turkish rocket and red valerian share beds with toxic plants like spurges and foxgloves.



		The ostrich fern is a delicious edimental for moist soil conditions and for naturalising along the edges of water features.



		Chamomile, well known for its calming qualities as a herbal tea, makes an excellent drought-tolerant lawn alternative in free-draining soils.



		Hop trefoil taking advantage of the microclimate created at the top of this drystone wall in Turkey.



		Edimentals aside, it’s important to design places to pause – spaces to sit back, watch wildlife and soak in the surroundings. Even in compact gardens, seating can be immersed in planting for a richly sensory experience.



		The view from the house blurs the boundary between indoors and out. A dining terrace, greenhouse and layered planting invite daily interaction with the garden, where food and beauty grow side by side.



		A meandering deck leads through fruit trees and diverse planting, creating mystery, rhythm and discovery. Layers of edimentals, shrubs and groundcovers blend orchard-style planting with the intimacy of a small-scale forest garden within an urban/suburban space.



		At the heart of the garden, a naturalistic pond gathers rainwater from the greenhouse and green roof, sustaining a rich community of plants and wildlife that thrive across its many moisture gradients – from standing water to saturated soil and drier edges.



		Ferns growing from walls illustrate how plants adapt to even the narrowest ecological niches, thriving where moisture, shelter and a foothold align to create challenging yet exploitable conditions.



		Sweet flag establishing in a pond and soon to form an extensive colony.



		Plant niches extend both above and below ground. A thriving plant community makes full use of these varied spaces, with roots and shoots occupying every available layer to share light, water and nutrients efficiently.



		Bluebells under beech trees are a magical sight and celebration of spring.



		The three essential layers: structural or emergent species for height and form, a mid-layer of long-season interest, and a low groundcover layer that knits the planting together.



		Bugle makes a great shade-tolerant carpet layer with minor edible qualities.



		My Bristol garden demonstrates successional planting, with edimentals thriving in shallow, rubble-rich soil. Sea kale, garlic cress and stringy stonecrop mingle with red valerian and yarrow. While many are edible, some, like spurges, are toxic – a reminder that, even in an edimental garden, it’s vital to exercise caution and be certain of any plant before you eat it.



		In the ‘School Food Matters Garden’, ornamental species were woven among edibles to provide structure, texture and vital habitat.



		This garden applies forest garden principles to a small suburban space, layering edimentals through a design that remains primarily recreational. Roses soften the boundaries while hazel, crab apple and juneberry provide height and structure. Rosemary, mint and wild strawberries weave through the lower layers.



		Sketching a planting scheme in elevation (side view) can help to process your thinking and work towards a desired design.



		Plant palettes are a great visual aid that assist with the shortlisting process.



		Step 1



		Step 2



		Step 3



		Twenty-four of our plants are laid out in a naturalistic fashion throughout our example border.



		A wild, free-flowing mix of edimentals, where structure comes from trees, shrubs and hard landscaping rather than overly manicured borders.



		Muted tones and lush green textures bring visual interest to the forest garden mix.



		Vibrant pinks and aromatic foliage create a sensory experience, elevated to waist height in the oversized pot.



		Saskatoon (Amelanchier alnifolia).



		Saltbush (Atriplex halimus).



		Sea buckthorn (Hippophae rhamnoides).



		Sichuan pepper (Zanthoxylum simulans).



		Udo (Aralia cordata).



		Sea kale (Crambe maritima).



		Fennel (Foeniculum vulgare).



		Solomon’s seal (Polygonatum biflorum).



		Sochan (Rudbeckia laciniata).



		‘Terracotta’ yarrow (Achillea millefolium ‘Terracotta’).



		King’s spear (Asphodeline lutea).



		Greater pignut (Bunium bulbocastanum).



		Korean aster (Doellingeria scabra).



		Citron daylily (Hemerocallis citrina).



		Bistort (Bistorta officinali).



		Black salsify (Scorzonera hispanica).



		Lamb’s ear (Stachys byzantina).



		Society garlic (Tulbaghia violacea).



		Chives (Allium schoenoprasum).



		Purple poppy-mallow (Callirhoe involucrata).



		Wild strawberries make an excellent shade-tolerant groundcover, preventing weeds and producing delightful fruits.



		Sweet woodruff (Galium odoratum).



		Hosta (Hosta ‘Fortunei Hyacinthina’).



		Bladder campion (Silene vulgaris).



		Chinese artichoke (Stachys affinis).



		Creeping thyme (Thymus serpyllum).



		Persian shallots (Allium stipitatum).



		Cuckoo flower (Cardamine pratensis).



		Colombia lily (Lilium columbianum).



		Hardy kiwi (Actinidia arguta ‘Issai’).



		Groundnut (Apios americana).



		Caucasian spinach (Hablitzia tamnoides).



		Hops (Humulus lupulus).



		Water chestnuts (Eleocharis dulcis).



		Himalayan water creeper (Houttuynia cordata).



		Arrowhead (Sagittaria latifolia).



		A spring harvest of edimentals – including alexanders, Babington’s leek, sweet cicely, hosta shoots and lovage – brings diversity back into our diets.



		A rosemary plant catches the evening light in a richly layered border – a garden that invites daily harvesting and deepens the rhythm between kitchen and garden.



		The classic perennial veg rhubarb is widely known to have toxic leaves but safe and delicious stems.



		Cornelian cherry is widely grown for its delicious fruits and admired for its resilience. It is a plant that thrives across a range of conditions.



		Nuts are among the most nutrient-dense foods we can grow; they are rich in protein, fats and minerals. A surprisingly wide variety can thrive in temperate gardens, including hazelnuts, walnuts, sweet chestnuts and heartnuts.



		Angelica seedheads are sculptural in winter and delicious to cook with in the kitchen.



		Edible flowers bring a new dimension of flavour and colour to a dish, and, with so many common garden flowers being edible, they offer one of the most accessible ways to start eating from your garden.



		Asparagus is one of the most successful edimentals and perennial food sources – a great example of delicious edible shoots.



		Turkish rocket has delicious bitter leaves that are versatile and can be cooked in many ways – sauteed like spinach, added to stir-fries, or blanched and dressed with olive oil and lemon.



		Oca tubers make for a great potato alternative, with a tangy, lemony flavour and jewel-like colours that bring visual delight to the plate.



		Camassia is a well-loved ornamental yet overlooked these days as a potential food source.



		Dried seeds can be kept for a long period of time and provide valuable nutrition during less fruitful months.



		Harvesting an abundance all at once gives the opportunity to dry flowers, foliage or roots and make herbal teas (as with the chamomile flowers here).



		Bamboo shoots are a widely eaten plant in many parts of the world.



		Jerusalem artichokes, one of my favourite root crops, signal the coming of autumn. They are delicious in rich, velvety soups or roasted to bring out their sweet, nutty flavour.



		Many leafy greens can be swapped out for a variety of edimentals, such as daylily, Turkish rocket, wild garlic and mitsuba, offering alternatives to common vegetables such as spinach, lettuce or kale, while adding new flavours, textures and colours to the plate.



		Stephen (aka ‘The Extreme Salad Man’) strikes again



		Pickling and fermenting are great ways to extend the life of edimentals and boost your gut microbiome in the process.



		There are herbal teas for all occasions. Growing your own edimental teas and drying for future use is a rewarding process.



		Biophilic design principles are being embraced in my home through this oversized palm anchoring the landing and reaching toward the skylight above – a daily reminder of our innate need for and connection to nature.



		The fresh scent of citrus trees brings a sensory experience to a sunny room.



		Foodway at Concrete Plant Park, New York City – the first edible public park in the city – features a food forest, layered edimental planting, annual vegetable beds and a restored meadow that enhances biodiversity while inviting the public to forage and reconnect with nature.



		A vibrant example of community agency, the Bronx River Foodway shows the power of people coming together through food, beauty and shared stewardship. It redefines public space as a place of nourishment, culture and ecological restoration.



		Edimentals, medicinal plants, traditional annual vegetables and ornamentals are woven together in a tapestry of beautiful plantings across the park.



		An outdoor edible classroom at the Beacon Primary School, Liverpool, UK. One of the two school gardens created from the relocation of the ‘School Food Matters’ RHS Chelsea Flower show garden.



		Honeyberry fruits ripening to a beautiful blueberry-like colour. They have a sweet, tangy flavour that makes them especially popular with children. They’re easy to pick, delicious to eat straight from the bush and one of the first fruits of summer.



		Lovage marches skywards, reaching awe-inspiring heights. Children love it for its towering scale and the strong, celery-like scent released when they brush against its leaves.



		Anise hyssop engages children with its unique liquorice flavour.



		Dainty flowers of wood sorrel create a magical carpet in woodland-style plantings.



		The rapid growth of hops makes them an enchanting climber for an edible classroom.



		What if every school had an outdoor edible classroom? The power of outdoor learning and nature connection through food is showcased here in Alec Reed Academy.



		A simple woodland walk that weaves among hazels and hawthorns creates a magical environment for imaginations to run wild.



		The ‘School Food Matters Garden’, freshly planted in its final home having been relocated after the 2023 RHS Chelsea Flower Show.
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