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Blooming
delicious

PENNY WOODWARD reveals her favourite 
edible flowers and how to grow them, while 
JULIE RAY describes their varied flavours 
and culinary uses, from spicy nasturtium 

petals to nutritious sunflower seeds.

!
F

lowers are an essential part 
of all organic gardens. 
They complete a garden as 
a total environment and 
their use harks back to the 

cottage gardens of the 19th and early 
20th centuries in Australia. In these 
gardens both annual and perennial 
flowers were mixed up with each 
other and the vegetables being grown 
for food by the cottage owner. 

While in the past the emphasis was 
on flowers, today it focuses on the 
vegetables and fruit trees. However, 
flowers still play an essential role in 
providing nectar for bees and other 
insects that pollinate the food plants, as 
well as the beneficial insects that feed 
on aphids and other garden pests. 

Flowers scattered through the 
garden also provide vibrant colour, 
enhancing the look of your garden, 
and their scent provides another 
dimension of enjoyment. The final 
bonus is that if you choose your 
flowers carefully then you can grow 
species that are edible. A great way to 
add beauty, style and aroma to your 
self-sufficiency endeavours!

Below are some of my favourite 
edible flowers and how to grow them.

English lavender  
(Lavandula angustifolia)
This lavender, with its true light sweet 
lavender scent and flavour, is the only 

lavender that is pleasant to eat. 
English lavender likes a sunny 
position and light, well-drained, 
slightly alkaline soil. It will tolerate 
very cold regions as long as the soil 
does not stay wet, but it does not do 
well in very humid regions. Flowers 
grow on solitary spikes from spring to 
autumn. Prune back after flowering 
and grow new plants by taking tip 
cuttings in spring. 
Taste test: Sweet floral flavour with 
lemon and citrus tones. Great in salads, 
delicious cooked with a roast lamb, or 
used in teas, cocktails, vinegars, 
desserts, biscuits, bread and homemade 
ice-cream. English lavender is one of 
the herbs in the blend, herbes de 
Provence. A word of warning: don’t 
overdo the amount of lavender in a  
dish or it could end up tasting like 
perfume or soap!

Evening primrose  
(Oenothera biennis)
A biennial herb, evening primrose 
grows as a clump of large oval leaves 
in the first year. In the second year, in 
spring and summer, it produces tall 
flowering stems with masses of soft 
yellow, four-petalled fragrant flowers 
whose scent is strongest at night. 
Grow new plants from seed sown in 
late summer, into any reasonable 
well-drained soil in a sunny, open 
position. Plants thrive in most PH
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regions, except the tropics, and can be 
weedy in ideal conditions. Seeds are 
the source of the well-known evening 
primrose oil.
Taste test: Flavour is slightly sweet. All 
parts of the plant are edible. While the 
leaves are quite pungent and a little 
hairy, they are delicious cooked or fresh. 
The flowers can be used in salads or 
mixed in cakes and scones. The root is 
sweet and succulent when steamed or 
boiled. Use the seeds like poppy seeds in 
baking or roasting; slightly grind them 
before use to release some of the oil.

Frangipani 
(Plumeria rubra)
These deciduous shrubs or small trees 
have beautifully fragrant flowers from 
December to April and grow in warm 
frost-free regions of Australia. Grow 
new plants from 300mm cuttings 
taken in winter of hard wood. Leave 
the cuttings in the sun to dry out for 
two weeks and then poke them into 
potting mix, water and leave for a few 
weeks to grow roots. Plants need sun 
for most of the day and regular water. 
Stems and leaves are not edible as 
they contain a caustic sap.
Taste test: Honey sweet, but has a 

savoury flavour when cooked. Sprinkle 
petals over rice or through salads. Dip 
petals in a tempura batter and deep fry 
or top cakes with the fresh flowers. 
They freeze well so are great to serve 
with ice-cream.

Jasmine 
(Jasminum species)
Jasmines with edible flowers are 
vigorous, twining, climbing 
perennial plants with very sweetly 
scented pink and white, or just white, 
flowers in spring and summer. They 
will grow in most soils as long as 
they are well drained. Jasmine likes 
full sun and will tolerate cold but not 
heavy frosts. Grow new plants by 
detaching rooted pieces from the 
base of the plant or by taking 
cuttings in autumn. The flowers of 
the following species are commonly 
eaten: J. polyanthum, J. officinale and 
J. sumbac, the last two are used to 
scent and flavour tea leaf.
Taste test: Delicate and sweet in 
flavour. Use the flowers to infuse sugar 
syrups which can then be used to 
flavour a sorbet or ice-cream, or pour 
the cooled syrup over poached fruit. 
Simply steep the flowers in boiling 

water and strain to make a delicate tea. 
Mix the jasmine tea with orange zest 
and add to cakes. 

Marigolds 
(Calendula officinalis)
Also known as calendulas, these 
annuals are grown from seed sown in 
autumn in all regions, but also in 
spring in cold temperate regions. 
They tolerate a range of soils but do 
best in compost-rich, well-drained 
soil in an open sunny position. 
Marigolds need extra water during 
hot weather. The first flowers appear, 
and can be harvested, about six weeks 
after planting.
Taste test: Spicy and peppery. Known 
as the “poor man’s saffron”, marigolds 
add a golden colour to custards and rice 
dishes like risottos and paellas. Pound 
petals with a small amount of olive oil 
to colour the dishes.

Nasturtiums 
(Tropaeolum majus)
Easy to grow, these frost-tender 
annuals have bright orange, red and 
yellow flowers and distinctive 
shield-shaped leaves. Sow seed in 
groups of two or three where they are 
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to grow in autumn and winter in  
the tropics and subtropics, but in 
spring in cooler regions. Flowers will 
start to appear two to three months 
later. Nasturtiums grow well in full 
sun and semi-shade. For good 
flowers, don’t over-fertilise and keep 
the soil a little dry.
Taste test: Also peppery and spicy but 
with a slight bittersweet aftertaste, 
their flavour is reminiscent of 
watercress. Use leaves in a pesto or 
tossed through salad. Flowers are 
delicious sprinkled over pizza or through 
homemade ice-cream. When the flower 
goes to seed, the chunky green seeds 
taste sweet and spicy and can be 
pickled like capers. 

Sunflower 
(Helianthus annuus)
Sunflowers are annuals that grow 
easily from seed sown most of the 
year in tropical and subtropical 
regions, and in spring in cold and 
temperate zones. They like a humus-
rich soil, good drainage and full sun. 
There are dozens of different cultivars 
with colours ranging from pure 
golden yellow to various shades of 
orange/red, as well as dwarf and giant 

plants, and those that produce many 
flowers on the one plant. Taller types 
may need to be staked or protected 
from wind.
Taste test: Flavour is grassy with a 
slight bitter taste. Remove petals from 
the heads and don’t eat the pollen.  
The unopened buds have a similar 
flavour to artichokes. Steam or blanch 
and toss in garlic butter. Use petals in 
bread or carrot cake, and the kernels 
inside the seeds can be eaten raw or 
toasted as a snack.

Violas and pansies 
(Viola species)
These pretty velvety ‘face-like’ flowers 
are grown all over Australia from seed 
sown in autumn. They like well-
drained fertile soils, but don’t overdo 
the fertiliser. Happy in full sun in 
cooler regions, plant where they will 
get afternoon shade in very hot 
regions. Seed germination can take up 
to four weeks so they are really better 
planted in punnets and later 
transplanted to where they are to 
grow. Space about 20cm apart. The 
more you pick the flowers, the more 
flowers will grow.
Taste test: Mild in flavour with a slight  

lemony taste. Violas and pansies 
brighten up salads and can be candied 
and used to decorate cakes and 
desserts. Candy the petals by brushing 
with lightly whisked egg white and 
sprinkle with ground caster sugar, 
shaking off excess. Allow to dry 
overnight, then store in single layer for 
up to a year.  OG

 Not all flowers are 
edible so when in  
doubt, leave it out.

 Eat flowers you have 
grown yourself or are 
certified organic.

 Always check for bugs.
 Do not eat roadside flowers or 

those picked in public parks. 
Both may have been treated with 
pesticides or herbicides, or 
animals may have left their mark.

 To keep flowers fresh, place 
them on moist paper towels and 
refrigerate in an airtight 
container. Some will last up to 
10 days this way. Ice water can 
revitalise limp flowers.

TOP FLOWER TIPS
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organic people

As I arrive on the farm of Byron 
Bay Organic Produce, I am 
met at the front gate by owner 

Janelle Johnston who insists I park a 
long way away from the two 100-year-
old camphor laurels in the driveway. 
Despite being considered a pest tree, 
they have many uses, and these ones 
apparently have a lot of buzz.

“There are three beehives in the 
one tree and two in the other,” Janelle 
says. “One of my workers was chased 
by a few cranky bees and stung.” 

We pass through the gates without 
any drama. The bees must have been 
hard at work pollinating Janelle’s latest 
winning crop of edible flowers. A 
qualified botanist, Janelle is a fourth-
generation farmer and has been 
growing certified organic salad leaves 
and vegetables for the past 10 years for 
local farmers’ markets. She is always 
looking at new ways to utilise the 6.5 
hectares of certified organic land.

“A friend of mine suggested  
edible flowers as she could only find 
them conventionally grown and 
heavily sprayed, so I thought I would 

give it a try,” Janelle says.
Six months ago Janelle planted 400 

plants, a mix of dianthus, nasturtiums 
and violas. Her edible flowers proved 
so popular that she has since added 
another 3000 to 5000 plants, including 
frangipanis, pansies, marigolds, 
sunflowers, freesias and herb flowers. 

Not only is her new crop a success 

JULIE RAY discovers an organic farmer on 
the north coast of New South Wales who is 
successfully growing nasturtiums, dianthus, 
violas and sunflowers for the edible market. 

EaT your FlowErS!

For a wonderful nasturtium and 
macadamia pesto recipe provided 
by Gavin Hughes, executive chef, 
Byron at Byron Resort and Spa, 
visit organicgardener.com.au and 
look for the ‘food’ link.

at local markets and with fruit and 
vegetable wholesalers, but Eco-Farms 
and United Organics, who distribute 
in Brisbane, Sydney and Melbourne, 
have also discovered her unique crop.

“I provide 100 punnets a week to 
Eco-Farms but they are wanting 
more,” Janelle says.

Gavin Hughes, executive chef at 
the Byron at Byron Resort and Spa  
is another avid customer, buying six 
to eight punnets of edible flowers 
every week.

“Janelle’s produce is inspiring,” 
Gavin says. “It’s hard to go past her 
stall on market day. The edible 
flowers are very distinctive and they 
add brightness to the plate. I love 
using them with sashimi and in 
desserts, and we make a pesto using 
the nasturtium leaves.”

However, Gavin says he gets 
frustrated when the flowers are 
sometimes pushed to the side of the 
plate and not eaten.

“Everything that is put on your 
plate should be edible, flowers are no 
different,” he says. “We just need to 
educate the public that flowers can be 
a part of the meal.” 

And Janelle is on the case, 
looking at planting another 3000 to 
5000 edible flower plants. Surely the 
bees will have to be happy about that!

 As far as we know, Janelle’s flowers 
are the only certified organic ones on 
the market. For more information, see 
byronbayorganicproduce.com.au

 Another grower using sustainable 
practices, but not certified organic, is 
Darling Mills Farm at Berowra Waters 
(NSW). See darlingmillsfarm.com.au. OG

Janelle Johnston and chef Gavin 
Hughes at Byron Bay Farmers’ Market.

Rows of violas at  
Janelle Johnston’s farm.

BONUS 

RECIPE


