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EDIBLE FLOWERS 
Debra Schwarze 

University of Minnesota 

The usc of cdiblc flowcrs in cooking and as garnishes has regained popularity 
ovcr thc past dccadc. Ediblc flowers have moved from the oddity used by herb- 
alists a n d  gourmct cooks to a coninion ingredient in salads, sauces and desserts. 
Thc usc of f lo \~crs  in cooking has come to distinguish many cooks and restau- 
rsnts as  something special. 

The ircc 01 llowcrs in cooking bring3 an interesting link to the past. Nicandera 
poct and doctor, mentions the use of rose water as early as 140 B.C. Classic 
rccipci 01 K o r i ~  cnllcd for roscs, mallow flowers, flowcr bulbs and violet and 
rosc N inc. 

‘4 w i c k -  varicly of flowers have been used throughout the century in numerous 
\vaps. I hcy Ila).wcd sugar, sweet sauces, liqueurs and potions: were baked into 
custards a n d  tarts; pulpcd into pottages with almonds, sugar and spices: can- 
died, pickleti, frittered: rnadc into jams and conserves and were eaten raw in 
s:ilads. Flowers arc still uscd widely today in oriental cooking. Jasmine, roses, 
lotus, marigolds, narcissus and pconics are uscd in a variety of teas in China and 
Japan. Chrysanthemums arc battered and fried as fritters. Lily buds and jas- 
mine Ilowcrs, 21s well as chrysanthemums, are used in soups. In the Middle 
Enst, roscs and orangc flowers are used in all types of cooking, flavoring pastry 
ice cream, meat dishcs and teas. ,-,‘ \, 7 

_. 

- 
For many years thc use of flowcrs in 
cooking and teas w a  associatcd with 
magic, hcrbal medicinc and alchcmy. 
Floral potions wcrc uscd to cure sick 
children, o r  to cnablc one “to scc the 
l‘airics”. Today cmorni lc  or lime 
Ilowcr tea is uscd as a slccp aid, car- 
nation soup is uscd to help cure dcprcs- 
sion and cldcr flowcr champagne is 
considcrcd thc csscnce of summcc A 
sip of‘ hawthorn cordial on a dark win- 
tcr cvcning is thought to bring back the 
hot, sunny scent of a summer day. 
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20 Culinary Standouts 

Anise Hyssop 

Apple Blossom 

Borage 

Calendula 

Chives 

Chrysanthemum 

Daylily 

Elderberry 

Fennel 

Gcranium 

Lavender 

Lilac 

Nasturtium 

Pink 

Rose 

Sage 

Scarlet Runncr 
Bean 

Squash Blossom 

Viola 
Pansy 
Johnny-jump-up 

Violet 

Aqa.stacheJocnicu1 utn 

Ma1u.s spp. 

Borago oj’cinalis 

Calendula oflicinnlis 

Allinm schocnopra5 wn 
illlircrn litbcroswn 

Chrysnnliictnuiri 
inor iJo 1 iiirri 

Ilerrierocnllis spp. 

Sarn6ucic.r cncritlea 

Syringa vulgaris 

’lropaeolion inajus 

Cucut-b it n s p p  

Viola ('ern u1 a 
Viola x Willrockiana 
Viola tricolor 

Viola orloratn 

Strong anise to root-beer taste; use sparingly. 

Delicate floral taste. 

Cucumber taste; remove hairy sepals. 

Slighl floral taste; all varieties seem to have similar taste. 

Onion flavor, use when buds first open or they will be 
papery and tough; the flowers of the Oriental types have 
a more floral quality. 

Chrysanthemum petals range from slightly to very bit- 
ter: w tc  test. 

Some varieties floral and pleasanf others taste metallic; 
taste tcst. 

13lossoms traditionally prepared as fritters; definitively 
identify species as some elderbemes are poisonous. 

All culinary herb flowers are edible. This is one of six 
with thc most interesting taste. Others are thyme, basil, 
rosemary, sage and arugula. 

Scented geraniums much superior to common gerani- 
ums in flavor; particularly choice are the rose and pep- 
pcrmini varieties. 

English lavender has sweet lemon-floral taste superior 
Tor cooking; other species taste medicinal. 

Lilac clusters, floral tasle. 

M’atcrcress-type flavor, one of the most versatile and 
widely accepted. Whirlybird types have a spur and are 
easier to clean. 

Ilclicatc clove taste. The classic cottage pinks have a 
particularly delicate taste. 

Diverse flavors from floral and lush to metallic; taste 
test. Rosa rugosa ‘Alba’, ‘Eglantine’ anddamask types 
arc choice. 

Onc of the six culinary herbs with the most interesting 
task. 

Ncct;u and bean flavored; most varieties have a similar 
tastc. 

Slight squash taste, little difference between varieties. 
I’umpkin and some zucchini blossoms are lar ge and 
easier to stuff. 

Light floral flavor; little difference in taste amont variet- 
1cs. 

Strong floral taste. 
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\Va I' n i 11 g 

The flowers on this partial listing of coininon poisonous pliirits should be considered toxic and not 
ncludcd in any culinary prcscntation, whcthcr i t  bc in tlic food itself or as a garnish on the plate. All 
)arts of the plants arc toxic cxccpt whcrc notcd. 

lmaryllis 
lnemone 
lutumn crocus 
4zalea 
Belladonna Lily 

Bird-of-Paradise 
Buckeye 

Buttercup 
Caladium 
Cardinal Flower 
Clematis 
Daffodil 
Datura 
Gloriosa Lily 
Hydrangea 
Iris 
Jessamine 
Lantana 
Larkspur 
Lily-of-the-Valle y 
Lupine 
Monkshood 
Narcissus 
Oleander 
Poinsettia 
Sweet Peas 
Rhododendron 
Star-of-Bethlehem 
Tansy 
Wisteria 

l l ippcastr i im puniceurri 
Anemone tubcrosa 
Colchicurt! autiirnnale 
Rhododendron sp. 
Amnry 11 is be lliiiloi i t i  (1 

bulb 
other species also toxic 

bulb; also known as Naked 
Lady 
sccds and pods 

secds, flowers and leaves; 
othcr spccies also toxic 

othcr spccics also toxic 

bulb 

lcavcs and rootytock 

pods and sccds 

The following common Ilowcrs should bc avoided, ;IS no rcliablc clocumcntation of their safcty has bccr 
found: 
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Care must be 
taken when 
using flowers, 
or any un- 
usual plant in 
cooking. 

When raising 
f lowers for  
eat ing pur- 
poses, b e  
sure t o  avoid 
t h e  use of  
pesticides. 

R e m e m b e r  
t h a t  t h e  use 
of  f lowers in 
cooking can 
be very en- 
joyable and 
t h e  f lowers 
can really add 
a new dimen- 
sion t o  your 
meals. 
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While the use of llowcrs in cooking was oncc con- 
sidered quitc common, it  is ncvcr considcrcd ordi- 
nary. Flowers add a ccrtain clcgance to any mcal 
or beveragc in which thcy are uscd. 

Care must bc lakcn when using flowcrs, or any u n -  
usual plant in cooking. While we are all familiar 
with the phrase “many parts are cdiblc”, we nccd to 
remembcr that many parts, and many plants, are poi- 
sonous. Chcck a rcliablc rcfercnce to find out thc 
usefulness of any plant, and check i t  not only by 
common name, but also by scientific name. 

With somc or the chcfs that use ilowcrs rcgularly 
on thcir mcnus, i t  is often not enough to Iiavc the 
right plant, you must havc thc right cultivar o f  that  
plant. The chcfs at one rcstaurant agree that rugosa 
roses are good for m:iny dishcs, but that thc best 
tasting rugosa rose varictics arc ‘Bclinda’, ‘Bcllc 
of Portugal’ and ‘Cccilc Bruncr’. Thcsc particular 
flowers arc uscd to 11wor hone): for candying and 
in sorbets. 

Whcn raising flowers l o r  cnting purposes, bc surc 
to avoid thc usc of pcsticidcs. Many of tlic chcmi- 
cals that arc labclcd for usc on ornamentals ;ire not  
dcsigncd to brcakdown for use ol‘ the flowers for 
eating. To bc sal‘c, if an  insect problem appcars, 
consider using a mild soap spray to control the prob- 
lem. Flowers that y o u  m:iy purclinsc for culinary 
purposes, and labclcd a s  such, should n o t  prcscnt 
any problcms. 

When harvcsting flowers for cooking, sclcct I‘low- 
crsjust after thcy havc  opcncd. Pick thc flowers i n  
the morning hours, just aftcr the dew has  lil‘tcd. I f  
the flowers arc dusty, carefully rinsc thcin with ;I 

small amount of water. Flowcrs can be uscd i f  they 

arc damp, but not if they are soggy. Carefully 
shakc the flowers to eliminate any hiding insects. 

If you arc planning to dry flowers for use in the 
“off-scason” again pick them just after the dew 
has dricd off of them. Carefully place the flowers 
in a single layer on a screen, spread out as much 
as possible. Thc flowcrs need to have good air 
circulation all around them for proper drying. 
Place them in the shade, away from heavy breezes, 
or cvcn better in a drying cupboard. Be sure to 
check the flowers sevcral times a day, and shake 
or  stir them as needed to ensure even drying. 
Whcn thc flowers are completely desiccated and 
brittlc to thc touch, store them in cardboard boxes 
or air tight containers. Be sure the flowers are com- 
plctcly dry bcforc putting them in storage or they 
will spoil. 

Remove stcms, lcaves and any green portion of 
the Ilowcr. The white heels at the base of rose, 
pinks and marigolds should also be removed. Of- 
ten times flowcrs are scparatcd into petals for use. 
Sinall flowcrs or buds may be left in tact. 

Rcmcinbcr that thc use of flowers in cooking can 
bc vcry cnjoyable and rhc flowers can really add 
;I new dimension to your meals. Also remember 
t o  1)c carcrul and know what plant you arc using 
bcforc you eat it. 

Information and recipes for this article were found 
in the following: 

Clifton, C. 1983. Edible Flowers. McGraw-Hill, 
New York, N.Y. 

Crcasy, R.  1990. Edible Flowers. O p n i c  Gar- 
dcning 37(2): 47-49. 
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RECIPES 

White Chocolate and Violet Mousse 

White chocolate is wickedly rich. Dark chocolate 
mousse is splendid, especially when made with 
extra bitter chocolate and orange llowcr wateg but 
this one is dcliciously unctuous and dense. I t  does 
need alcohol to cut the sweetness a little. Try 
making it with home-made violet liqueur or va- 
nilla brandy. If you want a stronger scent of vio- 
lets add a teaspoonful of violet llavoring with 
brandy, rum or any liqueur. 

5 oz. white chocolate 

1-2 Tbsp. spirit 
10 oz. double crc;ini 
candied violets 

2 eggs 

Break the chocolate inro small picccs. Put thcm 
into a blender with thc eggs, spirit :ind flavoring. 
Blend until smooth. Add the crcarn and blend for 
a minute or two morc. Pour into small glasses or  
demi-tasses (these quantitics will f i l l  6) to chill. 
Decorate with candicd violcLs just bcforc serving. 

Variation: Use singlc cream a n t i  frcczc in a metal 
bowl. Whip into a froth (in ;I food processor if  
you have one) bcforc serving. Thc violcts look 
very pretty in their mound.: o f  ‘snow’. 

Corn and Marigold Pudding 

Marigolds give this savory dish ;I nice color, tcx- 
ture and a hint of nuttiness. I t  c:in be m:itlc inore 
substantial for a light luncheon or ;is ;in addition 
to a vegetarian supper by adding 2 ounces of grated 
cheese, Parmesan or cheddar. 

1 Ib. frozen corn kernel 
2 02. buttcr 
1/2 pint milk 
2 eggs, separated, the whites stillly b e a m  
salt and pepper 
good handful dried or fresh mar-igoltl petals 

Process or mince thc corn (or mix i t  in  a blender 
with the milk). Add thc buttcr, m i l k ,  bcatcn cgg 
yolks, salt, pepper, marigolds and cheese i f  you 
are using it. Fold in the stillly bcatcn egg whites 
and bake in a baking o r  soulllc dish for 30-35 
minutes in a moderate oven (400)F). I t  should be 
lightly browned on the top and puifcd up like a 
souffle or quiche. 

Candied Flowers 

Dclicatc crystallized flowcrs are bcautiful decora- 
tions for pudding, ice cream, cakes, fruit salads or 
just to crunch on their own while sipping a com- 
forting tisanc or a llowcr ratafia while reading a 
roinantic novel or love Iette~ Use tiny rose buds, 
pinks, rose petals, violets, mimosa, lilacs cowslips, 
f r u i t  or herb llowcrs and mint leaves. It must be 
done on a very dry day. Pick the flowers, remove 
all  stcms and green, trim thc white heels from rose 
petals and pinks. Wash and dry hem thoroughly. 
Thcrc arc scvcral methods: 

1) Beat 2 or more egg whites until frothy. 
Paint each flower, leaf or petal with the 
egg white with a clean, soft paint brush, 
thcn hold with twcexrs and dip each one 
into sugar and makc sure that they are com- 
plctcly coarcd. Place on a baking sheet or 
t ray and d r y  them in an airing cupboard or 
warm oven with the door ajac 

2 )  Beat egg white until frothy and then add 
enough icing sugar to make a soft coating 
paste. Apply with a brush, then place each 
flower on ;I tray or baking sheet and 
sprinkle with sugar. Dry as above. 

3) Dissolvc 2 ounces of gum arabic (sold in 
Oricntal slorcs a s  Goondcr or Edible Gum) 
i n  10 ounces of rose water. You may need 
to heat it gently. Allow to cool, thcn dip 
each llowcr into the mixture and then into 
sugar. Dry as above. 

-1) Place 1 cup o f  sugar and 1/2 cup of water 
a n d  a pinch of cream of tartar in a sauce- 
p:in. Cook over a fairly high heat, stirring 
with :I wooden spoon unt i l  it forms a syrup 
and spins a thrcad off’the spoon. Dip each 
flower into the syrup and then dip or 
bprtnl\lc with sugar. Dry as above. 

When all your flowcrs arc dry, place them between 
shccu: of waxctl o r  greaseproof paper in boxes or 
tins. 
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Elder Flower ‘Champagne’ Tea for the Blues 

The flowcrs should bc picked at Lhc end of a dry 
summer day whcn thc flavor will bc morc fully dc- 
veloped. It will be slightly fizzy and rcady to drink 
in 2 months. 

1 gallon watcr 
1 1/2 Ibs. sugar 
7 large hcads of cldcr flowcr 
1 lemon and 1 orange, sliccd 
2 Tbsp. white winc vincgar 

For those tcncbrous days when you’re singing the 
‘I’ve Got thcYou Don’t Know the Half of It Dcarie 
Blucs’. The slightly peppcry sharpness of the lav- 
cndcr will hclp a headachc and the warm honey 
of the orangc flower and soothing lcmon verbena 
will calm janglcd nerves. 

1 mcasurc lcmon verbcna 
1 mcasure orange blossoms 
1/2 mcasurc lavender 

Boil the water and pour i t  over the s u g x  When i t  
is cold, add thc cldcr flowers, lcmon, orangc and 
vinegar. Covcr with a thick cloth and leave for 24 
hours. Squcczc the Ilowcrs and strain thc liquid 
through a finc sieve or muslin. Store in  glass con- 

~ tainers - bottlcs with snap-on tops or glass jars with 

Mix togcthcr in a bowl with your hands. Store in 
air-tight tins. Usc 1 to 2 hcaped tablespoons per 
pot and drink without milk. 
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