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Introduction 
 
During the summer of 2012 I worked as a volunteer gardener in two kitchen 
gardens for one week each. These were Le Manoir aux Quat’Saisons in 
Oxfordshire, and Ballymaloe Cookery School in County Cork, Ireland. My 
interest in these gardens were that they grow food organically to supply an 
onsite kitchen, so reducing food miles, using fresh and seasonal produce 
and using interesting and heritage varieties, with an emphasis on taste. As 
well as the practical aspects of planning, growing and harvesting I wanted to 
understand how agreements were made on a long term and daily basis 
between gardeners and chefs. These placements were to compliment my 
current job as a gardener for Garden Organic at Ryton Gardens, 
Warwickshire. 
 
Le Manoir aux Quat Saisons, 18-22 June 2012 
 
Le Manoir aux Quat’Saisons is a hotel, restaurant and gardens set within 10 
acres of beautiful gardens in Oxfordshire.  It is owned by Orient-Express 
Hotels and run by Raymond Blanc. It opened in 1984 and within a year had 
been awarded two Michelin stars. Raymond Blanc’s vision is that the guests 
have a full package of comfort and service, and looking round the gardens is 
part of this experience. He wants the diners to see where their food comes 
from and how it is grown, as well as enjoying the gardens beauty. 
Through working in the gardens I wanted to discover how the gardeners 
fitted in to the business, what input they had in the choices of variety and 
how produce was handed over to the kitchen. 
 

 
Le Manoir vegetable garden with the hotel in the background 
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My first impressions of the kitchen garden at Le Manoir was how 
immaculately weeded and ordered it was. There were long, neat rows of 
vegetables, polytunnels full of tender crops, and a herb garden designed by 
Jekka McVicar, contained within clipped hedges. Sculptures blended into 
the landscape. 
 

 
Le Manoir Herb Garden 
 
Head vegetable grower Jo had read my brief beforehand and put a lot of 
thought into how she could make my placement as interesting and relevant 
as possible. After showing me the gardens I helped her with the daily 
morning routine of cutting vegetables and herbs for the kitchens. The chefs 
had completed an order form the previous day, on which the gardeners 
mark what is available. We cut young salad leaves of Little Gem and Rouge 
d’Hiver, cutting with scissors at the base and working along the row. We 
then pulled some young radishes and white carrots, which we washed 
outside before putting into crates. The gardens also supply a selection of 
edible flowers to the kitchen, and I filled crates and punnets with flowers 
from courgettes, borage, viola and sea kale.  
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The morning harvest ready for the kitchen 
 
The daily morning harvest also includes many punnets full of micro salads, 
which gardener Tina dedicates her mornings to. Trays of densely sown 
seeds are started on heated benches under black plastic to aid 
germination. When the plants have grown their first pair of true leaves they 
are cut with scissors. It is a very intensive method of growing that uses a lot 
of seed and time for a small harvest, but is popular in the kitchens as the 
baby leaves have such an intensity of flavour. Tina sows and rotates the 
positions of trays daily to keep up with the demand. Plants that are grown in 
this way include mustards, cresses, a beautiful red veined sorrel, herbs 
such as fennel, dill and basil, and the ice plant Mesembryanthemum. It was 
an incredible sight seeing the carpet of microsalads in different shades of 
green, red and purple, and fun to graze on them too. 
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Microsalads growing in the polytunnel 
 
 

 
Microsalads cut and ready for the kitchen 
 
When each morning’s harvest had been cut and washed we would take 
them to the chefs. The atmosphere in the kitchens was very busy and 
despite the friendliness of the staff it was hard not to get in the way. The 
delivery was usually split between produce for the restaurant and a smaller 
amount for the cookery school. 
 
Probably my favourite experience of the week, and completely unexpected, 
was being shown the mushroom production area. This is the baby of John, 
a gardener and ex-chef. The outdoors section is a deep ditch about 12x5m, 
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with terraced slopes, and water running through the bottom to increase 
humidity.  
 

 
Le Manoir Mushroom Valley 
 
A variety of media was being used in the terraces, such as woodchip 
inoculated with spores, and logs with spore filled plugs pushed into them. 
John explained to me how Morels are opportunists that grow in disaster 
areas, for example after a fire or flood, often in poor soil. He had tried to 
reconstruct this environment by burning wood on the spot and covering it 
with inoculated woodchip. However, the Morels send out underground 
mycelium that can fruit well away from the original inoculation site, so 
providing mushrooms for the kitchen is never going to be as straightforward 
as harvesting from the neat rows of vegetables.  
I had noticed at the far end of the ditch, hidden under a bridge, was a 
mysterious looking wooden door with a lock. I had been wondering what 
was inside this and was excited when it was time to peek inside. There 
were two tiny rooms with specifically controlled heat, light and humidity, with 
lumpy beige blocks on shelves from the floor to ceiling. These controlled 
environment rooms were being used to grow Shiitake mushrooms in 
transparent plastic bags full of inoculated sawdust. John had grouped them 
into their three stages; growing, blistering and cracking. The first growing 
stage is evident as the surface turns white with threads of mycelium. The 
blistering, or ‘popcorning’ is so called because of the swellings that appear 
under the plastic. When these areas turn brown and crack, the first stages of 
the fruiting bodies can be seen poking through. It is at this stage that the 
plastic is removed and the substrate is moved to the other, slightly cooler 
room, for the mushrooms to develop. Here they are misted daily for 
humidity, and produce beautifully clean specimens. John is experimenting 
with keeping the used sawdust blocks damp in a polytunnel to encourage 
second and third flushes of mushrooms.  
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Shiitake mushroom, Le Manoir 
 
During the week I also helped the gardeners with a variety of standard 
gardening jobs. The paths got weeded, the vegetable rows got hoed, new 
beds were raked and the polytunnels were watered. I helped Jo pin down 
large areas of black matting in which we planted squashes and 
nasturtiums. I also pinched out side shoots of tomatoes and tied them to 
supports.  
 

 
Weeded rows of vegetables 
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Edible Oxalis and Violas in the polytunnel 
 
 
 
I was grateful to Jo for finding the time to show me her paperwork and the 
vast amount of planning and recording she does each season. As well as 
making decisions with Raymond Blanc and the head gardener she must 
give advance notice to the chefs, plan successional sowings and keep up to 
date records for The Soil Association. Raymond Blanc also needs clear 
reference sheets to refer to. In addition to this she has produced fact sheets 
as an aid for the other gardeners.  
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Yearly availability of produce for reference by chefs and gardeners 
 
 
 
 
As part of my experience I was honoured to be included in a lunchtime 
tasting session in the kitchens. Head Chef Gary Jones took the time to talk 
us through the dishes and allow us a taste. The plates were artistically 
arranged, fresh, colourful and the tastes stayed in my mouth for a long time 
afterwards. 
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From garden to plate  
 
My week at Le Manoir was a real eye opener into how such a successful 
restaurant and kitchen garden work alongside and with each other. The 
gardening team are under pressure from many different parties to both 
produce good quality food and have the gardens looking attractive. The 
kitchen staff, the head gardener, Raymond Blanc, the media, and visitors to 
the hotel and restaurant must all be kept happy. Sometimes what is 
practical for a gardener doesn’t look attractive to a newspaper photographer, 
and this is a balance that must be kept. For instance, the need for netting 
around brassicas to prevent pigeon damage, and mesh around carrots to 
deter root fly, isn’t picturesque and so must be kept to a minimum.  
 
Another eye opener to me was the limitations of being a Michelin starred 
restaurant, and how this affects what produce can be used. Due to the 
consistency and planning needed for the menu, it was difficult for the kitchen 
to accommodate a last minute glut of any one thing. I also hadn’t 
considered the sheer numbers of diners- 160 each day- meaning that with 
the space and amount of gardeners it was only possible to produce a 
fraction of the food used.  
The most surreal aspect of my visit was witnessing the frequent arrival of 
guests by helicopter. An onsite heliport meant that it was only a short walk 
from the hotel and restaurant. On one occasion when I was working nearby, 
a helicopter was descending to pick up a visitor and take her to Ascot. As it 
landed, I witnessed the updraught catching her elaborate hat and sucking it 
up 15m into the air, before it floated down to earth again.  
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Ballymaloe Cookery School, 6-10 August 2012 
 
The grounds of Ballymaloe Cookery School in County Cork, Ireland, are 100 
acres of organically managed land. Ten of these acres are devoted to 
vegetable, fruit and herb production and the rest is a mixture of ornamental 
grounds and livestock. The grounds are accessible to students on resident 
cookery courses and to members of the public. They are an educational 
facility that shows life on a working organic farm. 
The Cookery School was started in 1983 by Darina Allen, a chef, and her 
husband Tim, a farmer. It is a family run enterprise that draws in students 
and visitors from across the world.    
 

 
Herbaceous borders, Ballymaloe 
 
On my first day working in the gardens here I was given a tour by Tim Allens, 
who heads the farming and gardening side of the business. He showed me 
how they had gradually built the gardens up over the years and how they 
managed the soil organically, looking after the soil and encouraging 
beneficial insects. He spoke to me about the importance of growing food 
locally and how he has developed links with the local community through 
farmers markets. 
After this fascinating tour I was set to work picking raspberries from the soft 
fruit garden. Tim had recently brought a new trolley which he wanted me to 
test, seeing how effective it was to wheel between the rows. It worked well 
and left both hands free for picking. At the end of the rows an inflatable 
scarecrow was used for deterring birds. I picked a number of punnets and 
took these to the kitchen, which were used in the following mornings 
breakfast. 
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Ballymaloe soft fruit garden 
 
The following day I was back in the soft fruit circle with Susan Turner, the 
horticultural consultant there who has many years of organic gardening 
experience. In the Irish rain she showed me summer gooseberry pruning 
methods. We opened up the centre of the bushes to increase ventilation, cut 
out dead, damaged and diseased growth and tipped off the ends of 
vigorous shoots. Luckily there were still a few gooseberries left to eat whilst 
working. This area also contained blackcurrant and redcurrant bushes, 
which are popular in the cookery school kitchen. In the afternoon we 
continued to look at summer fruit pruning, tackling a trained peach tree 
against a wall of the building. As it fruits on wood from the previous year, we 
tied in new growth ready for fruiting next summer, as well as thinning out 
where necessary. We also looked at a Morello Cherry tree and discussed 
possible pruning options. 
The next two days had better weather and I worked with a different part of the 
gardening team in the field production area. Here there is an entire acre 
under glass, as well as fields with traditional rows of vegetables and 
flowers. 
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The field at Ballymaloe, with carrots under root-fly deterrent mesh 
 
In the greenhouse were grown brassicas, salads, herbs, flowers, cucurbits, 
tomatoes, peppers, beans, chillies, and soft fruit such as figs and 
nectarines. When the figs began to ripen a transparent plastic bag was 
placed around each individual fruit to help ripening and protect against bird 
damage. Everything was immaculately labeled with varieties and planting 
dates. Due to the cold wet summer, fruit and vegetables were ripening 
much later than usual, but there was still a decent harvest. I was set to work 
weeding masses of chickweed out from between the salad crops. These 
were a mixture of rocket and oriental leaves such as Mizuna and Mibuna. In 
one section of the greenhouse, the ground had been sown with grass 
seeds, and borders were planted with ornamental flowers. This area had 
been used to host a recent charity fundraising banquet.   
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Tomatoes grown in the polytunnel, Ballymaloe 
 
 

 
Labelling in the glasshouse, Ballymaloe 
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Glasshouse charity dining area, Ballymaloe 
 
On my final day at Ballymaloe I worked in the grounds of the hotel and 
restaurant, two miles away. These gardens are also productive with fruit and 
vegetables for the restaurant kitchen. I worked in the potting shed, potting up 
lettuces from seed sown modules. I also helped with harvesting herbs for 
the kitchens, and weeding beds.  
 

 
Alliums drying amongst tomato and chilli plants, Ballymaloe 
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How the award has benefited my career as a gardener 
 
The opportunity to work in these gardens and to speak with the staff there 
has been very helpful in my job. I was able to improve my knowledge of 
organic pest and disease management and providing nutrients for the 
plants. I was introduced to many new varieties of fruit and vegetables and 
given information on their specific requirements and benefits. Through 
meeting staff from the gardens and kitchens I gained an understanding of 
how they work together to choose what and when to grow, and how they 
communicate about handing over each days harvest. I have taken this 
knowledge and experience back to my job and it has influenced what and 
how I grow crops, as well as benefiting the way in which the gardens and 
kitchen staff work together. 
 
 
Costing 
 
Travel between home and Oxfordshire- covered by employer, Garden 
Organic 
5 nights accommodation in Langsmeade House B&B, Oxfordshire- £200 
Aer Lingus flight between Birmingham and Cork- £205.98 
5 nights accommodation in Ballymaloe- provided by host garden 
Transport between airport and home/ host garden- personal contribution 
 
£200 from The Merlin Trust 
£200 from The Professional Gardeners Guild Trust 
 
 


