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The best dish on Raymond’s menu, according to Raymond, is the ‘one that’s in season’.

In this unique TV series and book, Raymond Blanc and Kew Gardens have created a stunning Kitchen Garden at Kew to showcase the heritage and botany of our favourite plants as well as uncover their growing and cooking secrets.

We’ll explore how these plants arrived in the UK, brought back by intrepid plant hunters, how they flourished and how they spread to become part of our everyday meals.

The Kew gardeners offer their tips and expertise in growing this produce, from carrots to potatoes, rhubarb and gooseberries, apples and peas.

And interwoven with these stories will be Raymond’s Blanc’s detailed tasting notes and 40 mouth-watering recipes. Raymond’s unparalleled expertise is drawn from three decades of experience in his own restaurant kitchen garden. He brings with him a lifetime’s passion about fruit and veg, knowing exactly which apple is the perfect variety for his Tarte Tartin and which potato makes the perfect Sunday roast.

With a wealth of stunning historical illustrations, woodcuts and images as well as beautiful recipe photography, this will be a book to treasure for life.


IN A UNIQUE COLLABORATION between the Royal Botanic Gardens at Kew and double Michelin-starred chef Raymond Blanc, a corner of the historic 300-acre site has been transformed into a stunning walled kitchen garden, the like of which has not been seen at Kew since Georgian times. Planted with heritage varieties of fruit and vegetables, many with their own evocative histories, the garden has provided a sumptuous source of inspiration for Raymond’s collection of seasonal recipes, bursting with colour and flavour.
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‘Just getting back in touch with the natural cycles of the year, getting your hands into the dirt and growing something that you can cook for your family and friends to enjoy is immensely good for the spirit and the soul,’ says Kew’s Director of Horticulture, Richard Barley.

‘The creation of the garden with Raymond and his team has been a wonderful opportunity to remind us all of the joys of growing and cooking our own food, and to show how aesthetically beautiful fruit and vegetable gardens can be’, says Richard Barley, Kew’s Director of Horticulture. ‘In many ways we are repeating Kew’s history on this patch of ground, which was once an extensive, productive kitchen garden for the Royal Palaces. Several of King George II and Queen Caroline’s family lived in the Palaces, including eldest son and heir Frederick Prince of Wales and his wife Princess Augusta (who founded the botanic garden). King George III, who spent much of his childhood at Kew, later returned with Queen Charlotte and their extensive family. Melons were grown in an area that is still known as the Melon Yard – along with newly fashionable pineapples and other exotic fruits. At the same time, Sir Joseph Banks, the adventurer, botanist and unofficial director of Kew, who sailed with Captain Cook on his epic voyage to the south Pacific and Australia, was creating an international centre of plant study, collecting samples of fruits and vegetables from all over the world. These were meticulously studied, logged and preserved, and cuttings and seeds were freely given to market gardeners to popularise.

The kitchen garden project has also reinforced the very real link between Kew’s research into plant diversity, chemistry and genetics, and the day to day hands-on growing of food, whether that is in a plot in the back garden, on an allotment or smallholding or on a global agricultural scale. It is a connection that is becoming increasingly important as we seek to understand and manage the world’s ecosystems and feed the expanding population while our climate is changing. There are potentially 50,000 edible plants in the world, yet we know that around half of the global food intake is based on just four crops: rice, wheat, soy beans and maize. What would happen if one of these four key crops were to fail completely?

In past centuries, people knew better how to live locally off the land; they had a keener sense of seasonality and a diet that varied according to whatever was available. Now, we expect to be able to buy anything at any time of the year, but the large scale, intensive production of food and its transportation around the world which has made that possible have also brought with them problems: pollution, degradation of the soil, water shortages and the destruction of ecosystems. These are all serious challenges for modern society, and our scientists are now working to find ways to secure the future of our food supply.

Particularly important is Kew’s Crop Wild Relatives programme. In partnership with around 50 similar organisations around the world, our scientists are involved in finding, collecting, studying and conserving the seeds of the wild cousins of 29 of our commonly cultivated crops. These wild relatives are so much more genetically diverse and hardy than today’s more nurtured, cultivated crops, and many have specific traits that enable them to be grown in difficult conditions. They can be used to develop new varieties which can be grown by local communities, which will be much more suited to particular microclimates and resilient to pests and diseases.

All of this links directly to the need to get back to producing more of our food locally, and even better, growing some of it ourselves. The fruit and vegetable garden at Kew is testimony to the pleasures of fresh, seasonal food, which, of course, is the hallmark of Raymond’s brilliant recipes. It is doing something very valuable in focusing on selected heritage varieties that have often been edged out in commercial growing by modern hybrids, but that can sometimes deliver much more characterful flavours. By helping to perpetuate these varieties we are contributing to conserving the all-important biodiversity.

What we hope is that the new garden will not only help visitors to think about the bigger picture, but at a local level inspire them to rediscover the simple pleasure of planting, growing and harvesting, in however small a way. You don’t need an acre of ground; it is amazing what you can produce in a few square feet, or in pots on a balcony or patio. Just getting back in touch with the natural cycles of the year, getting your hands into the dirt and growing something that you can cook for your family and friends to enjoy is immensely good for the spirit and the soul.’


‘I absolutely love gardens,’ says Raymond Blanc. ‘After all these years I am still in awe of their mysteries and complexities. I marvel at the life cycle of a seed as it grows and responds to the iciness of winter and the heat of the sun; the deep understanding of the gardener, waging constant battle against winged insects, caterpillars, furry creatures, blight or mildew; and the extraordinary rhythm of the seasons, which mirrors and defines our own lives and has always been at the heart of my cooking.
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The rhythm of the kitchen garden, with its seasonal changes, has always been at the heart of Raymond Blanc’s cooking.

As human beings have done for millions of years, we long for the first pale sunlight of spring, warming the earth, encouraging the first shoots to come through, giving us beautiful, delicate flavours, colours and blossoms and the first asparagus, radish or pea shoots. Next, the ripeness of summer with its triumph of full-flavoured abundance, so that the cook is totally spoilt. Then autumn, rude and ripe with the big, rich colours of plums and apples and pumpkins. And afterwards comes the slow decay and collapse into winter with its black earth, seemingly barren, but in reality full of the seeds of new life, while through the frosts and snow the cabbages and leeks and Brussels sprouts come surging defiantly through the soil.

I gained a deep affinity with the seasons, the garden and of terroir from my father, and a love, care and understanding of cooking and preserving food from my mother. We lived in the most rugged, wooded part of France with mountains, rivers and lakes; warm in summer but freezing in winter. It is a terrain where intensive farming cannot thrive, so there is still purity in the fruits and vegetables that are grown, and the organic values I have always embraced were instilled in me early on in life. My father created a huge garden where we grew enough food for our family of seven. While my friends were playing football, me and my two sisters and two brothers were digging the soil and turning the compost, watering and harvesting food for my mother to cook, bottle or pickle to store for the winter. So although I cannot say I am a gardener, I certainly served my apprenticeship.

When I arrived at Belmond Le Manoir aux Quat’Saisons, the first thing I did was to create the vegetable garden, even before I worried about the house, the foundations, the roof or the decor – and now we have 11 different gardens and orchards, inspired by my travels, my own terroir, books I have read and marvellous people I have met. So why did I want to make another garden at Kew? Well, of course I relished the idea of a French Republican laying a new garden of 250-strong varieties over a former royal plot! But seriously, what is beautiful is that after a gap of more than 150 years since the last royal kitchen garden was given up in Victorian times, vegetables are being grown again in this part of Kew. It has been an amazing chance to show that there is a real connection between rediscovering, valuing and growing traditional varieties of fruits and vegetables on a local scale and the much bigger, complex and challenging question of what the world is going to eat tomorrow. This is where the great work that is being done by the scientists at Kew, the pinnacle of plant research, is so very important.

When we talk about heritage or ‘heirloom’ varieties we mean plants that have been grown and their seeds saved and replanted for centuries. Each has its own individuality of flavour and character and over time the plants have naturally adapted themselves to local conditions. Modern hybrid seeds, which are known as F1, on the other hand, have usually been developed for their enormous yield, resistance to disease, shelf life and perfect colour, shape and uniformity. Many certainly grow bigger, but they have less and less taste. And they are designed to be used once only. If you were to try to harvest their seeds and grow them the next year, the crop wouldn’t be the same, so you will always have to buy more. And if an entire crop should fail, what are you left with when these hybrids have replaced so many alternative heritage varieties? I am not saying that heritage varieties are necessarily best, but many are, and it is vital that we don’t lose them – not only for their flavour and character, but for the biodiversity they bring, which is so important to our future food security. We believe that plenty is going to be forever, but our world is so vulnerable and our food supplies so fragile.

‘I am not saying that heritage varieties are necessarily the best’, says Raymond, ‘but many are, and it is vital that we don’t lose them – not only for their flavour and character, but for the biodiversity they bring, which is so important to our future food security.’

I have a deep respect for science, especially as a self-taught and curious cook; I always wanted the mysteries of the kitchen explained to me. I needed to know why my soufflés rose beautifully or why colours, textures and flavours denatured through the appliance of heat. I had to understand the whole chemistry of the fermentation of yeast in bread. And I truly believe that scientists, gardeners, cooks and consumers have to come together to connect our history, tradition and the knowledge of food and seasonality that has been handed down through generations, with the right kind of research and technology. Only then can we tackle all the challenges we have to face, from desertification and water security to the acidification of the seas, and all the health problems we have brought upon ourselves by shamelessly reducing food to a mere cheap commodity.

I believe that people are demanding individuality and flavour again, and plant breeders and supermarkets are responding to that. At East Malling Research station for example, scientists are now developing some extraordinary varieties of fruit and vegetables, especially strawberries that, yes, have shelf life, and yes, have resistance to disease, but also have wonderful, complex flavours.

I am only a tiny firefly briefly passing by – but I am proud to be a part of this amazing team that is building something that will go beyond me, inviting people to think, and involving and exciting children to see what is possible. We are the generation who ate everything without asking a single question, but I believe that our children will be the ones who will reconnect with the true nourishment of food and where it comes from, embrace sustainable values and harness science in a good way so that they can create their own food revolution.

It was such a joy for me to work with Kate Humble who co-presented the TV series – we share a love of growing, of food, and we have similar ideologies and a great respect for the history, botanical knowledge and research that we were privileged to be a part of at Kew. Of course we didn’t take ourselves too seriously; we had a lot of fun with our amazing film crew from Lion TV, and I hope we told our big, big story in an entertaining way. Most of all I owe a huge debt to our wonderful gardeners: the serene Alice Lumb and inquisitive Joe Archer, who nurtured our lovely produce day by day. And my two angels: Anne-Marie Owens, who has been with me for 29 years; and the gentle Anna Greenland, who looks after the vegetable garden and carries old wisdom and a deep understanding of the seasons in her young soul, which is beautiful to see. What a team. Between them they have researched and sowed the seeds and nurtured them. Together we have reaped the harvest, and with Adam and Ben, my trusty lieutenants in the kitchen, I have created completely new recipes to celebrate the purity and nobility of fruit and vegetables.

No more can we sustain the impact on our environment of eating so much meat. Vegetables, especially, are going to find their proper place in our diet – and I have to thank my partner Natalia Traxel for all her nutritional expertise on that subject! Hopefully we will all recognise the power of fruits and vegetables to affect our well-being, above all when they are fresh from the earth – which means growing more produce locally or in our own gardens.

You are what you eat. The first time I heard that expression I was 19 and deciding I wanted to be a chef. I was reading everything I could about food and health and it seemed like a complete over-statement. But the more I discovered about food and nutrition, the more I totally agreed with it. From seed to plate we have grown, organically, a magnificent garden at Kew, which embraces British heritage, soil and local varietals. Maybe I am a foolish romantic, but I believe this project will go some way to show that food is not a mere commodity; it connects with every part of our lives, and I hope this book will inspire people with these exciting ideas. Why not sow some seeds tomorrow, water them and watch them grow, then cook something wonderful for your loved ones. Please, do it. Because if we begin to reconnect our food with the garden, with seasonality, community, cooking, nutrition, science and the environment, then maybe we can help change the world... just a little.’
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Raymond, Kate and gardeners Alice and Joe enjoy the fruits of their labours.
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