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Foreword

Every so often, if you’re lucky, you come across a person who becomes a true collaborator on your creative journey. Someone who not only has a passion and vision in their own field that matches yours, but someone who is able to create something alongside you that is greater than the sum of your individual parts. For me, that person is Christian Douglas. And that something is my chef’s garden.

When my family moved into our 1890s-era Bernard Maybeck home in the spring of 2014, there was plenty of work to be done. But my wife, Tolan, and I were mostly focused on the landscaping. Tolan imagined a beautiful English-style garden to match the architecture of the house, but with an overgrown 7-acre (2.8 ha) plot, we needed help with our vision.

We found Christian, who convinced us that a stone and willow multitiered chef’s garden, steps away from the kitchen, should be our priority. Who was I to argue? We started to dig, and six months later, the seeds were planted.

Christian isn’t just a guy with a green thumb; he’s a true artist. Every plot he designs is a one-of-a-kind, signature concept; a visionary botanical space that’s a seamless blend of structure and nature. He has an amazing ability to tell stories through the outdoor worlds he creates.

He’s also—and this was of the utmost importance to me—someone who cares deeply about food. It’s a central theme in this book: the idea that growing food close to where we live, and making it look beautiful, is something we should all be striving to emulate. Certainly, in our garden, that’s the case. At any given point in the year, we might have anything from lemongrass to lovage, artichokes that flower between ferns, or the sweetest summer tomatoes. He always makes sure to devote a section of real estate to chiles, so that I can make the fourteen-day lacto-fermented hot sauce that I give away as Christmas gifts every year.

As the garden has bloomed, so has our friendship. This has been the most fun collaboration for both of us, and I truly believe that he has made my food better, allowing me the opportunity to have impeccable ingredients on hand whether I’m shooting cookbooks, filming for television, or hosting intimate dinners at the house where guests can snack their way through the garden during cocktail hour.

He has also given me pearls of wisdom that you’ll find throughout this book. You’ll read about tending soil to increase nutrient density and heighten flavor. You’ll find tips for choosing plants, growing food in any season, and designing spaces that feel both personal and practical. It’s a template and a manual as much as it’s a delight to flip through.

I’m so thrilled that the world can now benefit from his great work. I trust that the Christian Douglas touch is soon to find its way into your backyard. There’s simply nothing better.

—Tyler Florence
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Introduction

In a land far, far away . . . you’ll often find the vegetable garden. Commonly nestled behind fences or wedged into shady corners, edible plants are so often an afterthought rather than an asset. What if, instead, we brought food forward—out of the shadows and into our landscapes in a way that highlights these plants’ beauty and seasonal offerings? What if we embraced vegetables, fruits, herbs, and berries, letting them share the prime real estate in our yards alongside our patios, pools, even our front walk? As gardeners, we have the potential to reimagine and redefine the ornamental landscape, to feed our neighborhoods—to create a new normal. By learning how to integrate food into our outdoor spaces, we can make better use of our time and resources without sacrificing style. Let me show you how to blend beauty and function and bring more purpose and meaning to the everyday garden.

Growing up in the south of England, I was exposed to gardens both modest and grand. My father, an original postwar victory gardener, grew food in an allotment, where I spent many evenings after school alongside him planting, pruning, and harvesting. Pulling up carrots and unearthing potatoes were my favorite “chores,” and I fondly remember going over to the rusty tap, washing the dirt off a carrot, and sinking my teeth in. It was love at first bite.

After studying landscape design and horticulture, I became a partner at a design and fine gardening company, helping to create landscapes on magnificent, historic country estates and behind London townhomes. I was deeply enamored with the craftsmanship and details of these storied grounds, seduced by the herbaceous borders, walled kitchen gardens, old orchards, chalk streams, and wildflower meadows that surrounded them. There was never a dull moment—my partners and I went on to win awards at the Chelsea Flower Show, operate a private garden-tour company, and open an antique shop in Kensington. Through that decade, I grew to understand the transportive, whimsical joy that gardens deliver through the seasons. This was the stuff of classic tales. But, as with all good stories, there was another lesson to learn.

I began to wonder, with all of the effort and attention we give to our ornamental landscapes, could they be doing more? And so I departed my native soil in search of answers, setting off on a multiyear self-study of our relationship to the greater landscape that would ultimately bring me back to garden design in a more purposeful way.

Driven by my piqued curiosity, I wanted to observe firsthand how populations and cultures have lived off the land for thousands of years in challenging environments. I dug in deep, working with local communities and nonprofit organizations, on my own and with seasoned masters in the fields of regenerative agriculture, permaculture, and natural building processes. Again and again, from the mesquite Sonoran deserts of the American Southwest and the finger lime hinterlands of Australia to the buckthorn reaches of the rocky Himalayas and the salted soils and date palms of the Dead Sea valley, I saw a reverence for the natural world and an understanding of how careful land stewardship is essential to both our personal survival and that of our crops. I witnessed multigenerational families growing food and medicine together, passing ecological literacy down through the branches of their ancestral trees.

Landscapes are, and have always been, a resource. A place of nourishment and refuge. A way to sustain life and create resiliency. With today’s environmental uncertainty and the rising need for local access to healthy food, now, more than ever, is the time to lean into those strengths. Where once the great British garden designers Gertrude Jekyll and Capability Brown had been my idols, local farmers and land stewards were now my inspiration.

The obvious question then became: Why were more people not growing food in their own gardens? The truth is, farming and landscape design aren’t the most obvious bedfellows. They are both rooted in the same things—plants and soil, water and seasons, planning and patience—but often exist at cross purposes. After all, farming is intrinsically tied to efficient productive output, while modern-day design is principally focused on beauty and recreation. Combining the two would be a challenge, yet that’s what interested me most, as a matchmaker with experience in both fields.

So my pursuit of food forward design began. I set up a business to explore whether prevailing design sensibilities could play nicely with food. I assembled a wonderful team of professional farmers, designers, and landscape architects to not only design and install edible landscapes and infrastructure but also mentor and educate other home farmers, all with the goal of making our neighborhoods more nutritious and creating spaces where plant knowledge can grow from one generation to the next.

Together over the past twelve years, we have found that the design itself plays a significant role in the ongoing success of growing food. You’ve heard the saying “We eat with our eyes”; well, we garden with them, too. When the garden is brought closer to the home, the family visits more frequently, learns faster, increases yields, eats healthier, and shares more with family and friends. And when the food is nearby, curb appeal counts: If we walk past our garden five times a day, entertain guests nearby, or gaze at it while doing the dishes, we want the area to look beautiful and feel cohesive with the surroundings.

All gardens, no matter their size, shape, or location, have the potential to transform our lives if we allow them. And there’s no better way to do so than by including food in the process. After all, what other plants have the power to sustain, nurture, heal, and delight all five senses at once? Being a gardener is a continual learning experience, a collaboration between you and nature that is always evolving. When you start to look at your garden through a food forward lens, the edible opportunities are endless. I encourage you to explore the possibilities with an open mind and a healthy appetite. After that first harvest, I’m confident you’ll fall in love, too.

How to Use This Book

This is a guidebook—part inspiration, part instruction—designed to gently steer you toward including more food in your landscape and daily life. My aim is to help you, dear reader, discover new ways to think outside the vegetable box and experiment with using a wide range of edible species to create beautiful and delicious outdoor spaces.

Start with the Principles of Food Forward Design. These ten tenets are at the heart of every project I create, and designed to help you integrate and maintain edible plants in your own garden.

Part I takes you on a tour through eight exemplary landscapes. From small city lots to larger country properties, from formal English arrangements to low-water habitats, each garden is designed with food top of mind. Following each garden tour is a spotlight on a particular facet of food forward gardening, including trellising, container planting, and cultivating native edibles. 

Part II highlights a few unexpected but nonetheless promising places to grow food: rooftops, meadows, front yards, and even the forest floor. Despite each one’s unique set of challenges, there are helpful pointers to ensure your success in similar situations.

Part III is the hardworking section, rife with design theory and practical hands-on advice from our team of farmers. We break down the most oft-repeated terms you will hear as you begin building healthy soil; planting and growing your own fruits, herbs, and vegetables; and (the fun part) harvesting and eating your homegrown bounty. A few clever craft projects follow, so that you may beautifully show off the fruits of your labor. And finally, we include a primer on the garden tools and equipment we love most.

Part IV is a comprehensive guide to our favorite edible plants, flowers, and pollinator species. I hope it inspires you to introduce more edible powerhouses into your landscape.

Finally, the send-off: the Plant Index. This serves as a quick reference to a deeper bench of diverse—and tasty—varieties, broken down by harvest time, climate zone, and sun requirements, to ensure you’ll have something delicious to eat whenever and wherever you are.




The Principles of Food Forward Design

1 Plant in Plain Sight. Grow food close to the house, where you’re bound to see it. The nearer edibles are to high-traffic areas, the more frequently you will tend to them, the better they will look, and the more often you will harvest them.

2 Start Small. To avoid overwhelm, keep your garden plan simple at the outset. Plant just a few edibles, in amounts that your own household can comfortably consume, and add more as your confidence grows.

3 Blend Botanicals. Edible varieties and ornamental species are not mutually exclusive. If fact, the two can—and should—coexist harmoniously. Practice pairing them together in the same planting bed.

4 Think Beyond Vegetables. Include fruits, berries, herbs, and edible flowers in your planting plan, too, and you’ll be opening the door to more interesting and diverse menus.

5 Plan Ahead. When devising your planting scheme, aim to stagger the harvest with plants that flower and fruit at different times of the year so there is something to admire and feast on throughout the seasons.

6 Invite Garden Guests. Pollination powers food production. Be sure to include at least one water feature and plenty of flowering plants that attract and nourish bees and other pollinators.

7 Share the Sun. The sunniest areas—commonly reserved for dining terraces, outdoor kitchens, and pools—are also prime territory for growing food. Get creative with how you integrate the two.

8 Elevate the Space. Materials define a garden as much as plant life, so invest in quality fixtures, fittings, and furnishings. Artwork, including sculpture and statuary, creates focal points that draw you into the garden and enhance the food-growing experience.

9 Engage Often. The more time you spend interacting with the garden, the more you will learn from it. Attending to tasks in regular, small doses should keep maintenance from feeling like a chore.

10 Take a Seat. Integrate seating into your main food-growing areas to encourage frequent (and lengthy) stays. Give yourself the opportunity to slow down, relax, and breathe deeply among the birds, butterflies, and bees.
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Part I

THE GARDENSEight Food Forward Landscapes

IN MY EXPERIENCE, THE BEST WAY TO ENCOURAGE people to grow their own food is to lead by example. The eight gardens profiled in this chapter, featuring edible landscapes in a range of locations and styles, are designed to do just that. There’s no single formula for growing food, nor a one-size-fits-all template to follow. That’s a big part of what keeps it so interesting and ultimately rewarding for me. Food forward gardens can thrive in rural, suburban, and metropolitan settings, and everywhere in between. In the pages that follow, you’ll see plots of all shapes and sizes that suit different microclimates, lifestyles, and plant palette (and palate) preferences, along with advice and tips to help you grow an edible oasis all your own. 
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Only a Step AwayJust beyond the kitchen door lie abundant layers of culinary herbs, citrus, blueberries, and vegetables. A crabapple tree holds sway above the retaining walls, creating a soft, defused separation between the dining terrace and pool below.





Homestead Harvest

The path from the city to the suburbs is a familiar one, and well trodden by many would-be gardeners with young children in tow. In this case, the homeowners dreamed of transforming an unremarkable lot into a somewhat wild and wonder-filled playground, a place where their two adventurous boys could roam and play while surrounded on all sides by homegrown treats. Together, we hatched a plan inspired by the homeowners’ dream of foraging for food. In the process, we transformed the existing landscape, which felt sterile, into a richly layered, cohesive, wraparound space. The result is a thriving habitat of fruit trees, berry bushes, edible flowers, and herbal ground cover, each offering ongoing nourishment, visual delights, and engagement opportunities for its many occupants—adults, kids, animals, and insects alike.

These days, wandering and discovery are encouraged at every corner. Multiple water features help set the tone and invite much-needed pollinators to the party. We introduced a meandering stream through the formerly vacant side yard, where the children now spend endless hours searching for berries and newts. Elsewhere, their parents plan meals with whichever vegetables are in season and gather fruit from the trees. The more they experiment with planting and harvesting, the more curious they are to learn about growing more food. All in all, the design goes to show that when you put the right structure in place and let nature have its way, there’s no such thing as going astray.
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Shared SpaceA series of stacked redwood-beam
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Water Features



The Details
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