Chef Raymond Blanc (right) casts a critical
eye — and nose — over a selection of exotic
vegetables and fruit he uses in his cuisine,
including the sliced runners of taro (above), a
tropical plant favouring boggy areas

Looks
good

enough
to eat...

Chef Raymond Blanc and
plantsman Stephen Hendry
will stage a Malaysia-inspired
exhibit at this year’s Chelsea
Flower Show. ALEXANDRA
BAuLKWILL found that they
aim to whet the appetites of
plant- and food-lovers alike
PHOTOGRAPHY BY TIM SANDALL
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IDELY ACKNOWLEDGED as

one of the finest chefs in

the world, Raymond Blanc

is adept at entertaining and

delighting customers at his two-Michelin-

starred restaurant and hotel, Le Manoir aux

Quat’ Saisons in Oxfordshire. This year, to

help celebrate 21 years of the business, he is

turning his talents to staging an ‘Asian

spectacle’in the Great Pavilion at the Chelsea

Flower Show;, in partnership with tropical-

plant specialist, garden designer and previous

Chelsea gold-medal-winner Stephen Hendry
of nearby Newington Nurseries.

They plan an exhibit exuding a luxuriant,

jungle-like feel with rare orchids, fruiting

bananas and a coconut-palm centrepiece.

But it 1s designed to be more than just a

visual crowd-pleaser: Raymond and Stephen
want their stand not just to be a horticultural
extravaganza, but also to illustrate the ever-
increasing range of Asian food crops that can
be grown in the UK. In addition they aim to
show what these exotic crops can do for our
health, taste buds, and also our gardens.

Taking inspiration

Southeast Asia has been a source of inspira-
tion to Raymond over the last 20 years. He
was one the first Western chefs to use ‘exotic’
produce such as ginger,lime and pink grape-
fruit in his dishes. Like many, he has noticed
an expanding interest in Britain in the cuisine
of other cultures, and the ever-widening

THE GARDEN May 2005






FRUIT

flavour. Outside, with minimal protection, it
can look ragged through winter, but soon

recovers when warmer weather returns.

Stephen founded Newington Nurseries
almost 12 years ago and specialises in the rare
and exotic, both hardy and tropical plants,
many of them endangered in the wild. He
holds the National Plant Collection of
Alocasia (elephants ear).

He grows many Hedychium (gingers), and
supplies the Le Manoir kitchens with edible
tubers. These are raised in an unheated poly-
tunnel with open sides for ventilation, but in
gardens many do equally well mulched with
straw over the crown.‘Gingers are fun plants;
says Stephen. “You can easily grow them
yourself from a tuber picked up at the super-
market. It so cheap it doesn’t matter whether
the plant survives winter or not.

Another plant he recommends trying,
particularly as seasonal bedding for the pond
edge, is Colocasia esculenta (taro). A marginal
subtropical perennial, taro is closely related
to Alocasia, producing architectural arrow-
head-shaped leaves from tubers. Both tubers
and runners are edible, but must be cooked
thoroughly before eating. As they are prone
to frost damage, Stephen recommends lifting
them and potting them up for an unusual
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AND VEGETABLES

Asian limes and oranges (top left) give acidity
and sharpness to many Asian dishes. Lemon
grass is almost ubiquitous, and mangos and
bananas common (left). Fresh ginger tubers can
be peeled and grated into the pot, or new plants
raised from relatively small pieces (above)

display over winter in the house. He has even
grown them indoors long-term in pots with
a saucer of water beneath for humidity.

Exotic sights and flavours
Many more crop plants will be shown at
Chelsea, primarily grown from seed collected
on a recent trip to Malaysia. Raymond and
Stephen plan to trial the exotic crops over
the next few years to assess their suitability
for the British climate and palate. They hope
to include around 40 different vegetables
collected on their travels. Look out for short,
fat, spiky cucumbers, strange-looking mush-
rooms (several grow already at Le Manoir),
red-leaved lettuce, Chinese cabbages, mustard
and pak choi,and bizarre red-and-white ‘yard
long’ beans with pods up to 45cm (18in).
If noodles and stir-fries are not your thing
or you have limited space, Raymond suggests
growing a few key ingredients. ‘A simple
Italian tomato sauce for pasta can be given
an Asian influence simply by adding a hint of
ginger and a splash of lime juice’ Indeed,
tomatoes themselves were once an exotic
from the New World. But he warns us to be
thoughtful when adding other spices or
ingredients to food:‘you do not want to end
up with a deluded, messy experience; he says.

Authenticating the display

Stephen’s and Raymond’s trip to Malaysia
was not just about collecting plant material.
The country has inspired both men, and
following December’s tsunami tragedy they
want to portray the country in the best, most
sympathetic way. Raymond says, ‘[ want to
ensure that the beautiful country we have
explored from water’s edge to high moun-
tain could be translated with integrity to
Chelsea, to give the visitor a sense of what
this remarkable country has to offer, both
ecologically and culturally’

The exhibit will contain artifacts that they
have gathered and chosen from the state of
Sabah (formerly North Borneo).They have
used local artists for inspiration. At the centre
of the display expect to see a warrior’ shield,
depicting the birthplace of Malaysia, while
other artifacts around the stand will also tell
stories of the country’s past.

Raymond, who has been to the area many
times, recently explored the slopes of Mount
Kinabalu. ‘As we got higher, the climate
changed and so did the vegetation. It was like
moving into a different country; the species

NEW RELEASES TO LOOK FOR

Stephen Hendry will be releasing some 20
new or unusual plants over the week of
Chelsea Flower Show, including new cultivars
of Alocasia, primarily grown for their huge
brightly coloured leaves, and Anthurium,
with their bright, shiny flower bracts.

Newington Nurseries,

Newington, nr Stadhampton,

Oxfordshire OX10 7AW.

Tel: 01865 400533.
(www.newington-nurseries.co.uk).

Open: Tues —Sat, 10am—5pm; Sundays and
Bank Holiday Mondays, 10am-4pm.

Raymond Blanc and his gardeners are raising
nine cultivars of amaranthus, five different
aubergines, 12 types of Chinese mustard, five
Mizuna greens, orach, burdock, komatsuna,
mibuna, mizuna and no fewer than 14 types
of pak choi and rosette pak choi for the
display in the Great Pavilion.

Le Manoir aux Quat’ Saisons, Church Road,
Great Milton, Oxfordshire OX44 7PD.

Tel: 01844 278881. (Www.manoir.com).

See Members’ Handbook 2005, p143
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