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About Raymond Blanc OBE

Born and raised in a village near Besançon in eastern France, Raymond came to Britain as a young waiter in 1972. Five years later, he launched his first restaurant, Les Quat’Saisons in Oxford. There he gained his first Michelin star in 1979, followed two years later by a second star. The accolades have never stopped for Raymond who, quite remarkably, was entirely self-taught.

Le Manoir aux Quat’Saisons, in the Oxfordshire village of Great Milton, opened its doors on St Patrick’s Day in 1984, with Raymond as Chef-Patron. Ever since it has retained two Michelin stars, and today Le Manoir is an icon of the hospitality world, a shining example of true excellence and acknowledged as one of the finest hotels in Britain. Meanwhile, Raymond’s Brasserie Blanc group (part of the Heartwood Collection) has fourteen restaurants in England. A natural teacher, he is also well known for mentoring many talents, scores of whom have gone on to become Michelin-starred chefs.

Raymond has long been recognised as a great champion not only of gastronomy but also of sustainability. He is President of the Sustainable Restaurant Association, as well as Vice President of Garden Organic. In 2025 he was appointed as an Ambassador of The King’s Foundation, the charity that is underpinned by His Majesty King Charles III’s philosophy of harmony: that by understanding the balance, order and relationships between ourselves and the natural world, we can create a more sustainable future.

In 2007 Raymond was appointed an OBE, and six years later was awarded the Légion d’Honneur, France’s highest decoration. A much-adored personality, he has presented television series including Raymond Blanc’s Royal Kitchen Gardens, Simply Raymond Blanc, Kew on a Plate and Kitchen Secrets. As an accomplished and best-selling author, his books include Simply Raymond: Recipes from Home, which was published in 2021, as well as The Lost Orchard, Kew on a Plate, Le Manoir aux Quat’Saisons: The Story of a Modern Classic, and his memoir, A Taste of My Life.







Dedication

To have a clear vision is so important. Yet it will be nothing more than a vision without a wonderful team who embraces and owns it. This book is dedicated to those who have worked with me over the years, and to those who continue to do so. They have made my dream a reality. And to Adam Johnson – Adaaaam – we have worked together since 2004. You have given half of your life to me! Merci, Adam.
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Introduction

After all these years, I am still in awe of the magic of the garden and the miracles of the kitchen, and the wondrous connection between them.

I am still fascinated by the idea of a small, grey seed being laid into rich earth and then turning into the most healthy, delicious vegetable, and finding its way to the kitchen and then the plate. How incredible that one single gnarly potato can be put into the soil, and within a hundred days it has multiplied to give a crop.

I cannot imagine the number of times I have whisked egg whites but every time I do it, I am amazed by the miracle of the whites turning from a viscous liquid into the lightest, snowy white peaks, fluffy and ready to be folded into other ingredients to become perhaps a chocolate mousse or maybe a soufflé or biscuits. (You will find recipes for all of these within the pages of this book.)

My boundless curiosity goes all the way back. In my earliest memory, the sun is shining and I am sitting on the ground, tugging wriggling worms from the soil before eating them. ‘Raymond, non, non, non, non!’ It is my mother’s voice, as she dashes to me. So according to my memory bank, there’s a strong union between the joys of the garden and eating (though worms are no longer part of my diet).

As a child, I worked with my father in the garden and watched my mother as she prepared the meals, and it was clear that life is truly rooted in the changing seasons. My parents inspired me and they shaped my direction. From my father, I gained a deep affinity with the garden and of what the French know as terroir. From my dearest mum, I inherited a love, care and understanding of cookery (and the necessity of preserving ingredients). One domain – the garden – was entirely his. The other – that kitchen – was without question hers.


‘Your earth,’ said the great Anne-Claude Leflaive, ‘is your gold.’



Through so many of the recipes that follow, this book pays homage to the things that we grow within the grounds of Le Manoir aux Quat’Saisons, and the ways in which they can be transformed for the plate. I have shared with you almost 100 recipes along with stories that demonstrate the importance of the gardens in my cuisine, and in my life. I am very much of the view expressed by the late wine-maker Anne-Claude Leflaive, the grand dame of Burgundy. ‘Your earth,’ she said, ‘is your gold.’

 

With a childhood like mine, it made sense that when I acquired this old manor house in Oxfordshire my first job should be to create the garden. I wanted to make it as important as the kitchen. Yet when I first walked through the gardens, it was the most frightful sight I have ever seen, with brambles everywhere and ground elder gone crazy and choking everything. Rabbits were happily jumping about within this vegetal jungle.

My father came from Franche-Comté bringing boxes of seeds and his cherished gardening tools and he set to work, creating the first stages of Le Potager. This kitchen garden has helped to feed our guests since we opened our doors for that first dinner service on 17 March 1984. At Le Manoir, we created the concept of garden to plate, a principle that is embraced by most chefs who are now reconnecting with the land and local values.

Great love and care make a good garden, and I have learnt that your team is also crucial. From the first day I had a clear vision on all aspects of Le Manoir, but a vision is useless without an extraordinary team that is ready to engage and work hard. For many years, Anne Marie Owens was our brilliant head gardener, having started here as a young apprentice. Her successor is John Driscoll, another excellent gardener, and I admire his scientific mind and knowledge, and he’s a good leader. I see myself as an eternal apprentice and so am grateful to have the opportunity to work with these people.

We do not just plant this or that and cross our fingers that we have made the right choice. No, not at all. A trial process has taken place for each vegetable and herb in order for us to choose the perfect variety for each culinary use. First, the ingredients would be grown in our gardens. And then chefs and gardeners would come together to cook and taste in a test kitchen. They filled in tasting sheets and worked as one team. They compared the varieties, taking notes and recording their scores.

These tastings, from one season to another, year after year, brought extraordinary benefits. First, the respect of each other’s skills from both gardeners and chefs. Second, a deeper knowledge of variety, seasonality and organic values. Soon the chefs and gardeners shared my fascination for the magic of a little seed and the commitment and work it takes to grow the best food for our guests.

Now within a well-kept garden, Mother Nature’s exquisite beauty and bounty are united. Today we produce more than 150 different organic varieties, and each one has been chosen through the trialling process, from the humble cabbage, lettuce and potato to the exotic lablab bean, which is usually to be found in countries south of the Sahara Desert rather than Oxfordshire. All of the varieties have undergone a trial in order to make it onto our menu.


At Le Manoir, we were the first to create the concept of garden to plate



It’s a partnership between chefs and gardeners, a powerful creative force and with strong values regarding sustainability. This attention to detail and desire for the sublime has given countless guests and friends lasting memories. Young chefs and gardeners are not always aware of the challenges – the many trials and some errors – that we have faced and overcome in order to create a great garden, but in this book you will read about the effort and hard work. The result is a place of calm, laughter and romance, a place of family and friends and of sharing the pleasures that can be taken from great food.

 

It is 1982 and I am in the kitchen of my home in the Summertown part of Oxford. As I wait for my coffee to brew, I flick through the pages of Country Life and stop on an advertisement for a property for sale in Oxfordshire. ‘A very fine period family house, dating from the fifteenth century,’ says the ad. ‘Four principal reception rooms, eight main bedrooms, an unusual medieval stew pond, a seventeenth-century dovecote, lovely, secluded walled gardens ...’ It mentions a swimming pool, a tennis court. The ad refers to an orchard (but doesn’t say that it has only four apple trees) and ‘a string of four further fishponds ...’


[image: Anne Marie Owens and her team pose for the camera in the garden on a rainy day.]


Our former head gardener, Anne Marie Owens (centre) and her team. It’s raining cats and dogs!
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[image: Raymond wears the chef’s uniform and poses for the camera on a grassy lawn with a stone building in the background.]



[image: A view of the Hartley Glasshouse in the Raymond Blanc Gardening School. The glasshouse is in the background and small flowers are in the foreground.]


The Hartley Glasshouse, home to the Raymond Blanc Gardening School
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You know what happened next. About 18 months after I first laid eyes on it, the Manor House in Great Milton, which came with 27 acres of land, became Le Manoir aux Quat’Saisons. Today the grounds are made up of an orchard and a dozen gardens, which include Le Potager, the Japanese tea garden, the herb garden, ancient ponds and the covered gardens where, to extend the season, fruit, vegetables and herbs are grown in polytunnels. My dream was to create a hotel and restaurant in total harmony – be it food, service, rooms or the gardens. The foundations of its success have been sustainability, authenticity and purity, and our organic gardens define us. Quite simply, they are the canvas of my gastronomy, and I have exciting plans for a vineyard and more gardens (you can read about them in the Dreamt Gardens on page 288). All our gardens are organic, and our guests spend as much time discovering the gardens as they spend at the table.


Our organic gardens define us. Quite simply, they are the canvas of my gastronomy



Le Potager is our kitchen garden and it is a famous one as well. This plot has continued to feed guests since we opened our doors for that first dinner service. (The entrance gates, by the way, have never been closed since that day.) Often, I think of my father when I am in Le Potager, and not least because he helped dig, prepare and create it (and he painted those gates at the driveway’s entrance).

Since 2011 we have had The Orchard, and it evokes memories of my grandfather who tended the orchard of a big old château, where he was the head gardener. The Herb Garden is dedicated to Maman Blanc, and it is home to a life-size bronze sculpture of her created by my long-term friend, Lloyd Le Blanc.

The Heritage Garden, which was designed by Anne Keenan, showcases heritage varieties, all of which came from the Heritage Seed Library held by Garden Organic (the organisation that through campaigning, advice, community work and research aims to get everyone growing ‘the organic way’). Of course, I wanted to grow the varieties for their taste, but also to demonstrate how gardeners can play a vital role in conservation by growing and saving seeds. They are varieties that originated centuries ago, but have long been forgotten – and so, to many, they open up a world of new flavours.

A magnificent new greenhouse became our home for Le Manoir’s Gardening School, another first of its kind in any hotel or restaurant in Britain. Our head tutor August Bernstein teaches the principles of organic gardening.

Some of the gardens have been inspired by my travels. The Asian Garden, as you will read, was created after I returned from an unforgettable mountain trek in Borneo. And while visiting Kyoto, I set my heart on a Japanese Tea Garden, and we made one, named Fugetsu-An (the Garden of Peace). When it opened in 1995, it was one of only three significant examples of a Japanese tea garden in Britain (the two others were to be found in Tatton Park, Cheshire and Compton Acres in Dorset).

 

Prince and I were best friends. He was a big German Shepherd dog, a part of my life since my early days at my first restaurant, Les Quat’Saisons, in the Summertown part of Oxford. I like the breed, and still recall my grandfather’s German Shepherd, Rex.

Prince was well trained, and even though he loved his food, he knew never to come into the kitchen. He feasted on shoulder of lamb and raw steak chopped into big cubes, and he always had a bone to chew and gnaw. Prince ate like a king. We hung out and we’d go together to buy vegetables at the market in London – no lead necessary – or pick up vegetables at the pick-your-own farms (a bit like a garden for Prince as my little restaurant at the time didn’t have one). Later on, at Le Manoir, he’d lie in the Flower House while Sarah arranged bouquets. Our guests adored him, with his big brown eyes.

Prince died when he was fifteen. My heart was broken to pieces. It was so obvious that he should be buried in the Japanese Tea Garden, among the pine trees. It is the most tranquil and peaceful part of the gardens. I chose the spot where I would bury Prince, but it was no easy task because there were thick tree roots to overcome. I remember the rain pouring down on me as I dug. I remember crying my eyes out. The gardeners offered to help. ‘Monsieur Blanc, let us dig it. We can dig it.’ It took hours but was a job that I had to do alone.

This is where I go to when I am a bit broken and tired. I sit on the tree trunk, out of sight, and I breathe a little. Over the years I have come here, just to sit and to think about a dish, or the design of a room. If the potager is the emblem of Le Manoir, then the Japanese tea garden is my sanctuary.

 

A giant globe artichoke greets our guests when they arrive at Le Manoir and bids them farewell when they leave. You can be reassured that it is not real – it is not like an enormous wild, scary plant has emerged from The Day of the Triffids. Instead, it is a bronze sculpture, and the creation of Lloyd Le Blanc. This piece of artwork is the centre point of the roundabout in the carpark. In the early days, I had decided that a sculpture should be here but could not decide what its subject should be. A ballet dancer mid-pirouette, perhaps, or birds in flight?

Nothing made sense until that moment when I was in the gardens and stopped to admire the extraordinary beauty of the artichokes; their stalks bending with the wind and their crowns of big fat globes. I fell in love that afternoon ... with the Artichoke. Perhaps I was reminded of my childhood, when artichoke was an expensive treat and I was fascinated by the eating of it, plucking the leaves one by one, and working your way towards the heart of the vegetable. It embodies mystique. Artichokes, I thought, should be the sculpture. However, it was not until after evening service, and at about one in the morning, that I telephoned Lloyd to share my thoughts.


Nothing made sense until that moment when I was in the gardens and stopped to admire the extraordinary beauty of the artichokes



‘Lloyd, I know exactly what to put in that roundabout space ... artichokes! And they must be ten metres tall. I want six of them and each globe must be at least one metre wide and they should be entangled with each other to show their drama ... Good evening, Lloyd, by the way...’

I could hear his wife Judith in the background, asking anxiously about the reason for this emergency.

‘Ten metres tall?’ said Lloyd. ‘Can you just let me think about how many years that will take me?’

And so there in the middle of the night, he assessed that it would take him four years of his life. We reduced his workload by cutting the height and settled on bronze artichokes that were 3.7 metres tall (that’s about 12 feet). They grace the space, bringing a smile and joy to our guests, and they set the tone for what is to come. (And I urge you to see my recipe for Poached Globe Artichoke with Dijon Mustard Dressing on page 176.)

 

Art is so important at Le Manoir, not only in the manor house and in the guest rooms, but also in the gardens. Art enhances beauty and, over the years, I have given it considerable thought and worked closely with artists in partnership or collaboration. Le Manoir is more than the extraordinary dining experience, the glorious gardens, the design and architecture. Often guests tell me how they have been deeply moved or inspired by the artwork in the manor house, the rooms and outside, in the gardens. Each artist has added her or his own magic to Le Manoir with works that brighten our lives and really make us think and question. Art is not simply an addition to space. Within our eleven gardens there is a whole world of art and sculpture: all are the making of a perfectly integrated eco-system and the living magic of Le Manoir.


[image: A Japanese teahouse with a wooden porch and thatched roof.]



[image: Raymond poses for the camera with his dog, Prince.]


With my best friend, Prince




[image: Two photos of a close-up of an artichoke and its flowers and Raymond posing for the camera next to giant sculpted artichokes.]


With Lloyd’s giant sculpted artichokes and, left, the real thing
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Within our eleven gardens there is a whole world of art and sculpture: all are the making of a perfectly integrated eco-system and the living magic of Le Manoir



The bronze sculptures within the grounds were created by Lloyd and his late wife, Judith (Jude) Holmes Drewry. I met them in the early 1980s, before opening Le Manoir. Lloyd was the first artist I commissioned. Their creations in the potager include Scarecrow (based on me) and Sarah, who stands in the potager, smiling at the abundant harvest on her arm. Judith’s main interest was in the human figure, often portraits of young women and children in private, reflective moments. Lloyd’s sculptures largely focus on birds and animals, captured as if in a moment of time, allowing you to stand and admire their beauty. (Le Blanc Fine Art Foundry is in the Leicestershire hamlet of Saxby; an inspiring place to visit and to meet Lloyd.)

Emma Stothard crafts from woven willow. Within the gardens of His Majesty King Charles’s Highgrove estate, there is a large-scale portrait of his beloved Jack Russell dog, Tigga. This tribute was crafted by Emma as a thank-you for her loan from the Prince’s Trust, money that enabled her to begin her career. Here at Le Manoir, her willow works grace our grounds: two hares beside the pond, and ‘Bull’ in our orchard. She grew up in Holderness on the Yorkshire coastline, and during her childhood connected with nature while working on farms.

I was at the RHS Chelsea Flower Show some years ago and met Ian Gill, whose sculpture was on display at my annual pop-up restaurant, Jardin Blanc. I adored it and asked, ‘Can you produce another one ... but twice the size?’ Ian’s answer: Giant Bulrush with Dragonfly is in the large and ancient pond at Le Manoir, and it stands majestic surrounded by real bullrushes.

The giant mushrooms that ‘grow’ beside The Valley of Wild Mushrooms are made of willow and were crafted by Tom Hare. His greenwood subjects include animals, fruit and seed pods, but Tom admits to being ‘especially drawn to magical, oversized mushrooms; morels, chanterelles and boletus.’

 

This book was also inspired by my travels. That’s because I left Le Manoir and went off to make a ten-part television series for ITV, Raymond Blanc’s Royal Kitchen Gardens. It was the trip of a lifetime. I went to six of Britain’s royal residences, saw their beautiful gardens and the kitchen gardens, which have fed the nation’s monarchs. The gardeners were my tour guides, and chefs cooked for me. In each episode, I also demonstrated how to make a couple of dishes, and you will find those recipes within the pages that follow.

On this regal voyage of discovery, I visited Hampton Court Palace and saw the Great Vine, which was planted in 1768 and is the world’s largest grapevine. I went to the Palace’s chocolate room, where hot chocolate was made for William III and later, George I. At Hillsborough Castle in Northern Ireland, there’s a pineapple house for growing the fruit, built in the 1700s when it was a symbol of luxury, opulence, exuberance, hospitality and immense wealth. At night, a boy slept by the fire, waking regularly to feed it with coal. Often, the pineapple was not eaten but merely used as an ornament – the ultimate centrepiece on a Georgian table.

I travelled to Dumfries House, set in 2,000 acres of Ayrshire and one of Scotland’s finest stately homes. And I went to the most northerly tip of Scotland, to the Castle of Mey, which was home to the Queen Mother. What struck me was learning that a young Prince Charles would visit during his summer holidays, and I sensed that his passion for horticulture and organic agriculture was forged here, at his grandmother’s castle. It is a castle that is battered by fierce winds, but remarkably Her Majesty’s walled garden flourished.


Our monarch is a man after my own heart. I have long admired him as a champion of organic farming and produce, and he cares passionately about our environment and its future



Her crops included globe artichokes, which she loved as much for their taste as for their crowns of deep blue-purple flowers when they are seeding. Just in case anyone should feel intimidated about how to eat them, the royal hostess would demonstrate – removing the petals one by one, and discarding the fuzzy centre, known as ‘the choke’. Once everyone had finished, she would encourage guests to take a sip of water. After eating an artichoke, she said, the water tastes like Champagne. (Follow my recipe on page 176 and try it for yourself.)

For the series I also visited Highgrove, the family residence of King Charles. Our monarch is a man after my own heart. I am extremely proud to be an Ambassador for the King’s Foundation. I have long admired him as a champion of organic farming and produce, and he cares passionately about our environment and its future. He is a committed patron of Garden Organic (of which I was vice-president) and he continues to be a patron of the Royal Academy of Culinary Arts, of which I am a member.

My mum died in 2020, at the age of ninety-seven. It was at the height of the Covid pandemic, and at the time I was writing the prequel to this book, Simply Raymond: Recipes from Home. I dedicated that book to my beloved mum. She had inspired so many of the recipes in the book – my favourite childhood dishes. I was inundated with letters of condolence. One was a heartfelt letter from the then Prince of Wales. I was deeply touched and comforted by his thoughtfulness.

 

I know you will be keen to leave this Introduction so that you can cook in your kitchen or tend to your garden, but may I share a brief story that connects so many subjects I have touched upon ...

Many years ago, I was at Highgrove and could not resist telling the prince, ‘Sir, your gardens are fantastic, but not quite as magnificent as my gardens at Le Manoir aux Quat’Saisons.’

A dozen journalists were there to witness my cheekiness. Prince Charles laughed but, sure enough, in November 2014 he came to visit Le Manoir and see for himself. He was joined on that day by typical English weather – the heavens opened, and the rain pelted down – but this did not deter him.

Beneath the shelter of umbrellas, we wandered through the gardens and the orchard. His Majesty is another curious soul, and he asked lots of questions about the varieties of vegetables and fruit. In the orchard, we ignored the downpour, picked up spades and each of us planted an apple sapling. The variety of the apples is Bright Future. Let’s hope so . . . His tree has done better than mine, but I have learnt to be a good loser. Et voilà! I am off to the garden to pick and then to the kitchen to cook, and then to the table to eat. I will leave you to do the same. Bon appétit!


[image: Raymond and the then Prince of Wales, Charles, hold umbrellas in the grassy lawns of Le Manoir and speak with one another.]


At Le Manoir with King Charles, then the Prince of Wales, in 2014




[image: Two photos. In the first photo, Raymond peels vegetables with Maman Blanc in a kitchen. In the second photo, Raymond sits beside a statue of the same elderly woman in a garden and puts his arms around her shoulder.]



[image: The plan of Le Manoir with 45 labelled locations that include different gardens and buildings.]


Neil Gower’s plan of 2014 shows Le Manoir’s existing gardens ... and the ones to come






[image: A close-up of a honeycomb on a table with honey oozing from it.]






Breakfast & Brunch


‘I was about seven when my father told me to smell a handful of earth, and then taste it. I obeyed. Millions of flavours and micronutrients filled my mouth. My God, that is when I really started to respect earth ... But it’s not on my menu yet!’



Natalia’s Porridge

Herby Buckwheat Pancakes

Adam’s Sausage Brunch

4-Fruit Marmalade

Fig Jam

Le Potager





Natalia’s Porridge

Prep: 5 mins

Cook: 5 mins

Serves: 4

The French enjoy their own style of breakfast: a freshly baked baguette, sliced and smothered with thick layers of butter and another thick layer of raspberry jam or a golden, fat croissant dipped into café crème. My British friends, however, enjoy a varied and mostly healthy breakfast (though not always in the greasiest caff).

I do admire the British approach of breakfasting like a king. In this country, the first meal of the day offers so much choice. One morning, I might have a couple of eggs fried in the pan with a little olive oil, and with a few grilled field mushrooms and streaky bacon, also grilled. The next morning, it could be toasted sourdough with marmalade, or the treat of a plump smoked salmon omelette. I was unaware of porridge until I arrived in Britain, and for years I viewed it as stodgy and unappetising. I did not try it and formed a strong opinion that it was merely a staple for the ill or young. What a fool I was! Today it is an essential part of
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Adam’s Sausage Brunch






























4-Fruit Marmalade
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Fig Jam




































The family values that grew Le Potager
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