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PERMANENT PLANTS · SECOND EDITION
Permanent Plants
Old food plants for a lower-maintenance landscape
Twenty-six plant profiles: a Viking-inspired starting list followed by thirteen further crops for a modern low-maintenance food garden. Select a plant below to open its profile.

Introduction · Before planting or eating
1. The original plant selection
	Sea beetBeta vulgaris subsp. maritima
	BrooklimeVeronica beccabunga
	Stinging nettleUrtica dioica
	Ground elderAegopodium podagraria
	Sweet cicelyMyrrhis odorata
	HorseradishArmoracia rusticana
	Greater burdockArctium lappa
	Lamb’s quartersChenopodium album
	Good King HenryBlitum bonus-henricus
	PignutConopodium majus
	Common sorrelRumex acetosa
	LovageLevisticum officinale
	SkirretSium sisarum

2. Further crops for a permanent garden
	Perennial kaleBrassica oleracea — perennial cultivars
	Sea kaleCrambe maritima
	Welsh onionAllium fistulosum
	Walking onionAllium × proliferum
	ChivesAllium schoenoprasum
	Wild garlic / ramsonsAllium ursinum
	RhubarbRheum — cultivated culinary hybrids
	AsparagusAsparagus officinalis
	Alpine strawberryFragaria vesca
	BlackcurrantRibes nigrum
	GooseberryRibes uva-crispa
	Hazel / cobnutCorylus avellana and cultivated selections
	Jerusalem artichokeHelianthus tuberosus

Plan your planting
Your first three seasons — a practical trial and notebook guide.

Sources and further reading · Plant image credits
Version 2 · 18 October 2026


A garden that returns
The attraction of permanent planting is simple: establish useful plants, learn their habits, and return for food without rebuilding the garden each year. The reality is more interesting. Some plants persist as clumps, some travel through roots, and others return only because they set seed. Each asks something different of the grower.
This opening chapter takes an old-food-plant list as the starting point for an experiment. The aim is useful harvests with less recurring work, rather than a claim that any planting needs no care. Establishment, harvest, containment and kitchen preparation all count as labour.
The Viking connection
Viking-Age plant use is reconstructed from remains, texts, language and later traditions. A seed at a settlement can indicate a crop, a gathered food, animal fodder or an incidental weed. It does not, by itself, show what was eaten or whether a plant was favoured. Research comparing these evidence streams demonstrates the need to keep presence and use separate.
The supplied list is therefore treated as Viking-inspired, not as a verified inventory of Viking vegetables. None of the profiles is presented here as proof of a particular Viking recipe or preference. Older European food traditions provide context; the trial recommendations are modern proposals.
Reading: Kool et al. (2021): Historical, archaeological and linguistic evidence test the phylogenetic inference of Viking-Age plant use; Sloth, Hansen and Karg (2012): Viking Age garden plants from southern Scandinavia.
Scope and reading
Growing guidance assumes a broadly cool, temperate British climate. The land’s actual location, drainage, soil and exposure were not supplied. Check those before buying. Thirteen entries from the original list could be identified sufficiently for inclusion; six uncertain entries remain omitted. Version 2 adds thirteen separately researched crops, including perennial vegetables, herbs, fruit and nuts. Ramsons is included as a distinct new proposal, not as an identification of the original ramps entry. These additions are modern planting candidates, without claims of Viking cultivation. Obvious spelling errors have been corrected where identity was clear. For common names such as nettle and sorrel, the precise species covered is stated.
Each plant has its own short section and starts on a fresh page in a paginated reader. This is a reflowable EPUB: larger text or a smaller screen may spread a profile over several screen pages.


Before planting or eating
These profiles describe cultivation and food traditions; they are not a field identification guide. Obtain botanically labelled seed or plants from a reputable grower. A label helps track stock but does not identify every volunteer growing beside it.
Ground elder, sweet cicely, pignut, lovage and skirret belong to the carrot family. The family includes deadly hemlocks and water-dropworts. Have uncertain plants identified by a competent person before harvesting. Never taste a plant to identify it, and never rely on smell or an identification app alone.
Use only the stated edible part and preparation. Washing or cooking cannot make a poisonous lookalike safe. Harvest from clean soil and water, away from chemical treatments and contamination. Brooklime is included principally as a wetland planting trial because freshwater food production brings extra water-quality and parasite risks.
Several leafy crops contain oxalates. Treat them as components of a varied diet rather than unlimited daily staples. If you have been advised to restrict oxalate intake, follow that advice. No medicinal uses or treatments are proposed in this chapter.
Low maintenance depends on boundaries. Ground elder and horseradish can create lasting work through underground spread; annuals can produce excessive seedlings. Start small enough that a disappointing experiment can be stopped. Source plants through cultivation rather than digging up wild populations.
Reading: Food Standards Agency: Foraging guidance; CDC: About Fasciola.


PERMANENT PLANTS · 01 / 26
Sea beet
Beta vulgaris subsp. maritima

[image: Sea beet — botanical photograph or illustration]

A coastal leaf crop worth testing inland. Wild sea beet is the ancestor of cultivated beets, but its attraction here is repeat leaf harvest rather than a swollen root. Its lifespan varies: treat persistence as something to measure, rather than a promise.

Place and establish
Choose good light and moist but freely drained soil. Sow seed in spring and protect seedlings from slugs. Use nursery seed identified as sea beet, rather than an unspecified cultivated beet.

Harvest and kitchen
Pick a few young leaves at a time and cook as a spinach-like green, leaving the central growth intact. Do not strip small plants. Record the months when leaves remain usable on your site.

Work to expect
Water during establishment and weed around young rosettes. Later, check crowding and seedling spread. Coastal tolerance does not mean it needs salty irrigation; use ordinary fresh water.

A small land trial
Try a small group in the sunniest well-drained bed. Count surviving original plants separately from new seedlings each spring for three years. This will show whether your crop is persisting or merely replacing itself.

Reading: RHS: Sea beet; Research: Ageing effects in an iteroparous plant species with a variable life span.
Image source and licence
Back to plant index
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Brooklime
Veronica beccabunga

[image: Brooklime — botanical photograph or illustration]

A perennial for the wet margin, rather than a conventional vegetable bed. Its rounded leaves, fleshy stems and blue flowers make it useful pond cover. Its historical use as a bitter green does not make every pond a suitable food-growing place.

Place and establish
Plant nursery-grown stock in permanently wet soil or shallow water in sun. An aquatic basket at the pond edge makes spread easier to inspect. A dry bed will require too much intervention.

Harvest and kitchen
For this first trial, grow brooklime as habitat and observe it rather than harvesting it for food. Freshwater plants can carry liver-fluke larvae where water is contaminated; do not eat raw aquatic plants from grazing areas or uncertain water sources.

Work to expect
Thin excess growth and keep the margin open enough to inspect. Do not release fragments into streams or other natural waters. A pond needing frequent refilling is unlikely to meet the low-maintenance aim.

A small land trial
Use one basket in an existing suitable pond. Record water levels, spread and summer flowering. Treat the result as a test of wetland ground cover, with food production a separate question requiring a safe water system.

Reading: RHS: Aquatic veronica; USGS: Veronica beccabunga species profile; CDC: About Fasciola.
Image source and licence
Back to plant index


PERMANENT PLANTS · 03 / 26
Stinging nettle
Urtica dioica

[image: Stinging nettle — botanical photograph or illustration]

A vigorous perennial offering cooked spring greens and wildlife habitat. Here “nettles” means the common stinging nettle, not the smaller annual species. Its persistence is valuable only where the patch can be allowed sufficient room.

Place and establish
Retain a correctly identified existing patch if possible. It spreads through underground stems, so choose an edge away from paths and delicate crops. Wear gloves when working around it.

Harvest and kitchen
Pick tender young tips in spring and cook thoroughly for soup or greens; do not eat them raw. Leave some growth unharvested for insects. Harvesting and wildlife use can compete, so reserve part of the patch.

Work to expect
Check the boundary regularly and cut or remove unwanted outward growth. Keep access clear. Repeated cutting can provide fresh growth, but adds work and removes habitat.

A small land trial
Mark a small existing patch and divide it into a harvest area and an untouched area. Record usable harvest weight, time spent containing spread and visible caterpillar activity. Judge its value across food and habitat together.

Reading: RHS: Stinging nettles; RHS: Nettle uses.
Image source and licence
Back to plant index
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Ground elder
Aegopodium podagraria

[image: Ground elder — botanical photograph or illustration]

An edible perennial with a serious containment cost. It makes dense ground cover through spreading rhizomes and can overwhelm smaller plants. For a low-maintenance project, an existing patch is a more sensible trial than an introduction into clean ground.

Place and establish
Use a correctly identified existing stand. Avoid moving soil or root pieces into other beds. A shaded edge may already support it; its survival there does not imply compatibility with neighbouring vegetables.

Harvest and kitchen
Young leaves can be cooked as greens. Confirm identity before picking: this is a member of the carrot family, which also contains deadly poisonous plants. These notes are not an identification key.

Work to expect
Watch the perimeter and remove invading growth promptly. Cutting flower stems does not stop underground spread. Record containment time honestly; vigorous growth can shift labour from cultivation to control.

A small land trial
If already present, mark a square metre and harvest it for one spring. Compare food obtained with the effort spent protecting nearby beds. If absent, leave it out of the initial outdoor planting trial.

Reading: RHS: Ground elder; NC State Extension: Ground elder; Food Standards Agency: Foraging guidance.
Image source and licence
Back to plant index
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Sweet cicely
Myrrhis odorata

[image: Sweet cicely — botanical photograph or illustration]

A perennial aromatic herb for a cool, leafy garden edge. Its fern-like foliage and white flower heads give it ornamental value as well as kitchen interest. Think of it as a flavouring plant, not a staple green.

Place and establish
Choose moist, fertile soil in light shade, or sun where moisture is reliable. A labelled nursery plant avoids uncertainty at the seedling stage and provides a straightforward start for a small trial.

Harvest and kitchen
Correctly identified leaves have an anise-like flavour and can be used sparingly as a culinary herb. Keep the planting labelled. Never use smell, a white flower head or a photograph alone to identify a wild carrot-family plant.

Work to expect
Water while establishing and watch for self-sown seedlings. Remove seed heads if recruitment becomes troublesome. Leave room for a substantial clump rather than planting it among small, slow crops.

A small land trial
Plant one clump near a lightly shaded kitchen-garden edge. Record summer wilting, seedling numbers and how often you actually use the leaves. A herb earns its space through regular use as well as easy survival.

Reading: RHS: Sweet cicely; Missouri Botanical Garden: Myrrhis odorata; Food Standards Agency: Foraging guidance.
Image source and licence
Back to plant index
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Horseradish
Armoracia rusticana

[image: Horseradish — botanical photograph or illustration]

A hardy perennial condiment crop whose roots can become difficult to remove. One plant may supply plenty of flavour. Its ability to regrow is useful for repeat harvests and troublesome when it escapes into other beds.

Place and establish
Start with a nursery plant or root cutting in spring. The RHS recommends a large container, at least 30 cm wide and deep, to ease harvest and control spread. Position in sun or partial shade.

Harvest and kitchen
Harvest roots in autumn or early winter, beginning lightly in the second autumn. Grate small amounts for sauce in a ventilated space. In a pot, retain and replant part of the root system for the next crop.

Work to expect
Containers need watering in the growing season. Inspect drainage holes and surrounding soil for escape. Root pieces left in open ground can regrow, so deliberate containment is part of the workload.

A small land trial
Trial one large pot near a convenient water source. Record watering minutes and root yield at harvest. Compare this workload with your need for the condiment before increasing the planting.

Reading: RHS: Growing horseradish.
Image source and licence
Back to plant index
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Greater burdock
Arctium lappa

[image: Greater burdock — botanical photograph or illustration]

A root vegetable that renews by seed rather than an enduring individual plant. The supplied botanical name makes greater burdock identifiable despite the spelling errors. Its biennial life cycle puts it outside the simplest “plant once” model.

Place and establish
Sow in spring in a deep, workable, well-drained bed. Light soil makes the long roots easier to lift. Keep seedlings weeded while small, and give the large leaves enough room.

Harvest and kitchen
Lift young roots in the first autumn, before the flowering year; scrub, slice and cook. Older roots become woody. Root harvest removes the crop, so budget for another sowing or managed self-seeding.

Work to expect
Control seed production unless you want volunteers. Hooked burrs cling to clothing and animals; keep flowering plants away from frequently used routes. Digging long roots may be the main maintenance task.

A small land trial
Grow a short, labelled row and time both lifting and kitchen preparation. Weigh only the usable cooked-root portion. This will test whether easy top growth translates into an efficient food crop on your soil.

Reading: Plants For A Future: Arctium lappa.
Image source and licence
Back to plant index
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Lamb’s quarters
Chenopodium album

[image: Lamb’s quarters — botanical photograph or illustration]

Also called fat hen: a fast-growing annual green. It can fit a low-input garden through selective retention of volunteers, but it is not a perennial. Reliable recruitment depends on seed and suitable open soil.

Place and establish
Use a sunny patch with moist soil. Retain positively identified seedlings where they will not crowd planned crops. Avoid heavily over-fertilised sites: the plant can accumulate nitrate.

Harvest and kitchen
Pick tender leaves and tips for cooked greens. Use moderate portions as part of a varied diet; leaves contain oxalates and saponins. Do not treat a mealy coating or triangular leaf shape alone as proof of identity.

Work to expect
Pull unwanted seedlings early. Let only a controlled number flower if you want future crops. Seed production can turn a useful volunteer into a weeding burden, especially around newly prepared beds.

A small land trial
Mark a small volunteer patch and count the seedlings you keep and remove. Record leaf harvests and next spring’s recruitment. Compare the labour with an adjacent perennial leaf crop over two seasons.

Reading: Plants For A Future: Chenopodium album.
Image source and licence
Back to plant index


PERMANENT PLANTS · 09 / 26
Good King Henry
Blitum bonus-henricus

[image: Good King Henry — botanical photograph or illustration]

A perennial leaf-and-shoot crop, also widely listed as Chenopodium bonus-henricus. Its appeal is a permanent clump that returns each spring. A modest trial is preferable to assuming that an old vegetable will suit every palate or site.

Place and establish
Choose a sunny bed with fertile, moisture-retentive soil. Start with labelled plants or seed; young plants need protection from competing weeds. Give the clump an establishment season before expecting useful harvests.

Harvest and kitchen
Cook young leaves as greens; young shoots are also traditionally cooked. Use moderate portions because the plant contains oxalates and saponins. Leave enough foliage for recovery rather than repeatedly stripping the crown.

Work to expect
Weed during establishment, mulch around the plant and water in prolonged dry spells. Thereafter, inspect vigour and seedling spread. If taste or texture disappoints, there is little benefit in growing a larger patch.

A small land trial
Try three plants in one small bed. In the second spring, note first harvest date, usable leaf weight and the household’s verdict after cooking. Count maintenance separately from picking and preparation.

Reading: Plants For A Future: Good King Henry (under its older name).
Image source and licence
Back to plant index
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Pignut
Conopodium majus

[image: Pignut — botanical photograph or illustration]

A small perennial of grassland and woodland edges, with an edible underground tuber. It is an interesting diversity crop rather than an obvious bulk food. Harvesting its single tuber removes the individual plant.

Place and establish
Use nursery-propagated stock or seed in moist, mildly acid to neutral soil, in sun or partial shade. Keep a clearly marked bed so the delicate plants remain traceable as surrounding growth changes.

Harvest and kitchen
The correctly identified tuber has a nutty flavour and is reported eaten raw or cooked. For a beginner’s trial, postpone eating until identity is confirmed in person by a competent botanist. Never sample an unidentified carrot-family root.

Work to expect
Keep competition manageable and allow some plants to flower and replenish the patch. Do not assume a perennial tuber crop survives digging. Small tubers and careful excavation may make harvest labour high.

A small land trial
Begin with a handful of cultivated plants and observe a full season before lifting anything. Map each plant. Later, record tuber weight and excavation time, leaving a separate group untouched to assess persistence.

Reading: Plants For A Future: Conopodium majus; Food Standards Agency: Foraging guidance.
Image source and licence
Back to plant index
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Common sorrel
Rumex acetosa

[image: Common sorrel — botanical photograph or illustration]

A hardy perennial for repeated harvests of sharp, lemony leaves. Here “sorrel” means common sorrel; it is distinct from French sorrel and wood sorrel. Buy plants or seed with the botanical name on the label.

Place and establish
Grow in sun or partial shade in ordinary garden soil. Sow seed or plant a division in spring. Keep the young plant watered while roots establish, then judge whether the position supplies enough natural moisture.

Harvest and kitchen
Pick young leaves from spring to autumn for a small addition to salads, sauces or soup. Its acidity makes it especially useful as a flavouring. Leave plenty of leaves on the plant to sustain further growth.

Work to expect
Harvest regularly for tender foliage and remove unwanted flower stems. Divide an ageing clump when necessary. Sorrel contains oxalates, so avoid making large daily portions the basis of the diet.

A small land trial
Compare two small clumps in sun and light shade. Record summer leaf quality, watering and first spring harvest. Keep the plant that gives useful leaves with the least intervention under your conditions.

Reading: RHS: Growing sorrel.
Image source and licence
Back to plant index


PERMANENT PLANTS · 12 / 26
Lovage
Levisticum officinale

[image: Lovage — botanical photograph or illustration]

A tall, hardy perennial with strongly celery-flavoured leaves. A single established clump can supply substantial seasoning. It suits the back of a herb bed where its summer height will not shade smaller vegetables.

Place and establish
Plant in late spring or early summer in sun or light shade. Choose rich, moist soil that neither dries severely nor remains waterlogged. Allow for a mature clump about a metre wide and flower stems reaching roughly two metres.

Harvest and kitchen
Pick young leaves in spring and summer, using small amounts in soup, stock or stews. Let a new plant establish before taking repeated harvests. Freeze surplus leaves if they are useful in your cooking.

Work to expect
Water during establishment and dry spells, and cut down old growth when it dies back. Watch for slugs and leaf damage. Keep the label visible because other carrot-family seedlings can appear nearby.

A small land trial
Plant one clump where water is naturally reliable and access is easy. Record useful harvest occasions rather than foliage weight alone. A large crop of strongly flavoured leaves is valuable only if you use it.

Reading: RHS: Growing lovage.
Image source and licence
Back to plant index
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Skirret
Sium sisarum

[image: Skirret — botanical photograph or illustration]

A clump-forming perennial producing clusters of slender, sweet roots. It offers a route to repeat root crops if crowns are retained and replanted. Harvesting and cleaning are more involved than picking perennial leaves.

Place and establish
Choose light, fertile, moisture-retentive soil in sun or light shade. Start with seed or a named culinary stock obtained from a specialist grower. Dry growing conditions can make the roots tougher.

Harvest and kitchen
Lift a trial clump during dormancy. Scrub the roots and cook by boiling or roasting; remove any woody core. Keep viable crown divisions for replanting so the harvest does not end the crop.

Work to expect
Weed young plants and maintain moisture during growth. Replant divisions promptly. Do not assume a strong clump guarantees thick, easily cleaned roots: root quality is a key selection criterion.

A small land trial
Grow three labelled clumps and leave one unlifted as a comparison. At harvest, record clean edible root weight, woody cores and preparation time. Replant crowns and check recovery the following spring.

Reading: Plants For A Future: Sium sisarum.
Image source and licence
Back to plant index
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Perennial kale
Brassica oleracea — perennial cultivars

[image: Perennial kale — botanical photograph or illustration]

A permanent leafy vegetable for repeated harvests. Choose a named perennial cultivar such as ‘Daubenton’s’ or ‘Taunton Deane’; ordinary kale normally flowers in its second year. These modern selections are proposed for usefulness, without a claim of Viking cultivation.

Place and establish
Start with a labelled rooted cutting in a prepared vegetable bed. Allow generous room for branching and keep young plants free from competing weeds. Retain the supplier’s cultivar name in your records.

Harvest and kitchen
Pick outer leaves without stripping the growing tips. Remove tough midribs from larger leaves, shred and cook. Small, regular harvests make it easier to assess recovery.

Work to expect
Inspect for cabbage pests and replace failing plants. Take a spare cutting before an ageing specimen declines. Persistence reduces repeat sowing, but does not remove the need for crop care.

A small land trial
Trial two named cultivars in comparable positions. Record winter survival, edible leaf weight and pest-control time. Keep a spare cutting of the better performer and compare its second season with the first.

Reading: RHS: Perennial kales.
Image source and licence
Back to plant index
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Sea kale
Crambe maritima

[image: Sea kale — botanical photograph or illustration]

A perennial coastal vegetable, distinct from sea beet and ordinary kale. Its blue-green leaves and white flowers give it ornamental value. It is a useful candidate for a sunny, drained perennial bed.

Place and establish
Use nursery-grown plants or cultivated seed and choose freely drained soil. Give the crown a permanent position with room for its broad leaves. Avoid a site that remains wet through winter.

Harvest and kitchen
Young leaves and shoots are edible cooked. Traditional production uses covered crowns to blanch shoots, adding work. For an initial low-input trial, assess a few unforced young leaves and leave most growth intact.

Work to expect
Weed while establishing and avoid repeated heavy cropping. Covering and uncovering crowns for blanched shoots should be counted as maintenance, rather than treated as a free benefit.

A small land trial
Plant two specimens and allow them to establish before cropping. Record survival and leaf quality. In a later season, compare a modest forced-shoot harvest from one with unforced growth on the other.

Reading: Missouri Botanical Garden: Crambe maritima; Hardy’s Cottage Garden Plants: Crambe maritima.
Image source and licence
Back to plant index
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Welsh onion
Allium fistulosum

[image: Welsh onion — botanical photograph or illustration]

A perennial bunching onion for repeated harvests of green leaves. It can reduce annual sowing when a core clump is retained. Year-round foliage and winter survival depend on local conditions and stock.

Place and establish
Plant labelled stock in sun and moist but well-drained soil. Choose a sheltered position for the first trial. Sow seed or start with young plants, keeping the planting weeded during establishment.

Harvest and kitchen
Snip some green leaves for soups, salads and cooked dishes, leaving enough growth for recovery. Pulling the whole plant ends that individual’s contribution to the permanent bed.

Work to expect
Check winter survival rather than assuming hardiness from the common name. Divide crowded clumps when needed and retain replacements. Record any seasonal gaps in usable foliage.

A small land trial
Grow a short row beside annual spring onions. Compare harvest occasions, survival and sowing time over two winters. Separate plants retained for leaf picking from those lifted whole.

Reading: RHS: Welsh onion.
Image source and licence
Back to plant index
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Walking onion
Allium × proliferum

[image: Walking onion — botanical photograph or illustration]

A perennial onion producing clusters of small bulbils at the tops of its stems. These can root when stems bend to the ground, creating its walking habit. It offers food and its own propagation material.

Place and establish
Plant bulbils or nursery stock in a sunny, well-drained bed. Give it a marked boundary and leave access for removing unwanted offspring. Keep some bulbils for deliberate replacement planting.

Harvest and kitchen
Use young green leaves and the small onions in cooking. Harvest selectively if you want the original clumps to persist. Aerial bulbils are useful but require more handling than large kitchen onions.

Work to expect
Remove excess topsets before they establish outside the patch. Thin crowding and monitor for onion pests. Self-propagation saves sowing effort only if managing the surplus remains easy.

A small land trial
Start with a few plants inside a measured bed. Count new plants inside and outside the boundary. Record edible yield and the time spent peeling small bulbs as well as controlling spread.

Reading: University of Wisconsin Extension: Egyptian walking onions.
Image source and licence
Back to plant index
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Chives
Allium schoenoprasum

[image: Chives — botanical photograph or illustration]

A compact perennial seasoning herb with edible leaves and flowers. It is a practical addition near the kitchen or along a vegetable-bed edge. Its value is frequent small harvests rather than bulk food.

Place and establish
Grow in sun or partial shade in moisture-retentive, well-drained soil. Start with a clump or seed. Keep it accessible so that harvesting does not require walking across other crops.

Harvest and kitchen
Cut fresh leaves for salads, potatoes and soups. Flowers can be separated into florets for garnish. Take small harvests from young plants and allow fresh foliage to develop between cuts.

Work to expect
Water during dry spells and divide congested clumps. Cut back tired foliage to encourage fresh growth when needed. Remove unwanted seedlings if flowering leads to excessive recruitment.

A small land trial
Plant one clump by a regular route and another farther away. Count actual kitchen uses and maintenance minutes. This tests whether convenient placement matters more than the size of the planting.

Reading: RHS: Growing chives.
Image source and licence
Back to plant index
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Wild garlic / ramsons
Allium ursinum

[image: Wild garlic / ramsons — botanical photograph or illustration]

A European woodland perennial supplying spring leaves before summer dormancy. This is a separate, botanically named addition; it does not identify the omitted ramps entry. It suits a different niche from sun-loving onions.

Place and establish
Use cultivated, labelled stock in moist, humus-rich ground in partial shade. Choose an area where seasonal ground cover fits the planting plan, keeping labels visible after the leaves die away.

Harvest and kitchen
Correctly identified leaves can flavour cooked dishes or salads. Poisonous plants can grow among similar foliage: confirm every harvested leaf. Never use garlic smell alone as proof of identity, or assume cooking removes a poisonous lookalike’s toxins.

Work to expect
Allow establishment before substantial picking and monitor seedling spread. Summer disappearance is normal, so avoid disturbing the dormant bulbs. A dry woodland edge may require too much watering for this project.

A small land trial
Plant a small labelled patch separate from ornamental bulbs. Map its position and record spring harvest dates, summer dormancy and expansion. Assess survival over two winters before increasing the area.

Reading: RHS Plants: Wild garlic; RHS: Edible alliums; Food Standards Agency: Foraging guidance.
Image source and licence
Back to plant index
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Rhubarb
Rheum — cultivated culinary hybrids

[image: Rhubarb — botanical photograph or illustration]

A robust perennial producing substantial edible stalks in spring. It broadens the book beyond leafy vegetables and is useful where a permanent clump can occupy a generous space. Established plants need relatively little routine care.

Place and establish
Plant a healthy culinary crown in fertile, moist but drained soil. Avoid winter waterlogging and leave room around the crown. Mulch the surrounding soil without burying the growing points.

Harvest and kitchen
Eat the leaf stalks; the leaf blades are poisonous. Do not harvest in the first year and take only a few stalks in the second. Later, stop the main harvest by early summer to let the crown rebuild.

Work to expect
Remove flower stems and faded foliage, mulch annually and divide congested or declining clumps. Forcing early stalks is optional and increases work; a forced plant needs time to recover.

A small land trial
Start with one unforced crown and record establishment costs separately from later harvests. Compare usable stalk weight, watering and kitchen use through three seasons. Avoid judging success from the first year.

Reading: RHS: Growing rhubarb.
Image source and licence
Back to plant index
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Asparagus
Asparagus officinalis

[image: Asparagus — botanical photograph or illustration]

A long-lived spring vegetable that can crop for up to twenty years in suitable conditions. It illustrates how a permanent crop can still require a carefully prepared bed and patient establishment.

Place and establish
Choose a sheltered, sunny position with freely drained soil. Remove perennial weeds before planting crowns. Keep a dedicated bed so roots are not repeatedly disturbed by harvesting neighbouring root crops.

Harvest and kitchen
Allow approximately two establishment years before cutting spears. Once established, harvest in spring for a limited period, then let shoots grow into ferny stems to replenish the crowns. Follow the stock supplier’s establishment schedule.

Work to expect
Weed carefully, mulch and monitor pests. Cut down yellowing stems at the end of the season. Poor drainage and persistent weed competition can turn a promising perennial bed into a demanding one.

A small land trial
Plant a small, labelled bed and record the waiting period as part of the investment. Measure maintenance time before the first crop, then compare annual harvests and labour once the bed is mature.

Reading: RHS: Growing asparagus.
Image source and licence
Back to plant index
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Alpine strawberry
Fragaria vesca

[image: Alpine strawberry — botanical photograph or illustration]

A small perennial fruit plant producing aromatic berries over summer. It tolerates light shade and fits accessible edges where larger crops would be awkward. Expect modest harvests rather than bowls of large strawberries.

Place and establish
Plant labelled alpine strawberry stock in sun or light shade. Keep young plants watered while they establish. Choose a position where the small berries will be visible and easy to pick.

Harvest and kitchen
Pick ripe berries frequently for fresh eating. Their small size makes harvesting slow by weight, but useful as a garden snack or addition to other fruit. Record what reaches the kitchen separately from casual grazing.

Work to expect
Remove competing weeds during establishment and monitor self-sown seedlings. Occasional replacement may be needed as individual plants decline. Avoid comparing its harvest weight directly with large-fruited strawberry cultivars.

A small land trial
Plant a short border and log picking time as well as berry weight. Compare sun and light shade if both are available. Decide whether flavour, convenience and repeat visits justify the space.

Reading: RHS: Growing strawberries, including alpine strawberries.
Image source and licence
Back to plant index
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Blackcurrant
Ribes nigrum

[image: Blackcurrant — botanical photograph or illustration]

A permanent fruit bush with useful crops for freezing, preserves and cooking. It adds a shrub layer and a summer harvest to a vegetable-heavy planting. Annual renewal pruning keeps production worthwhile.

Place and establish
Plant healthy stock in fertile, moisture-retentive but drained ground. Allow room for a mature bush and access around it. Water during establishment, especially through dry spells in the first two years.

Harvest and kitchen
Pick ripe berries in summer and use or freeze promptly. Choose a cultivar for the intended kitchen use and local conditions. Include sorting and preserving time in your assessment of the crop.

Work to expect
Mulch annually and remove some of the oldest stems from established bushes to encourage productive young growth. Birds may require crop protection. Ground-grown established plants usually need less watering than container specimens.

A small land trial
Trial one or two bushes and record cultivar, pruning minutes and fruit reaching the kitchen. Note bird losses separately. Compare fresh use with freezing to see whether the harvest suits your routine.

Reading: RHS: Growing blackcurrants.
Image source and licence
Back to plant index
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Gooseberry
Ribes uva-crispa

[image: Gooseberry — botanical photograph or illustration]

A compact perennial fruit bush offering cooking and dessert varieties. It can use a partly shaded position where some other fruit crops struggle. Choose flavour and disease resistance rather than buying solely for maximum yield.

Place and establish
Plant in moist but drained soil in sun or partial shade. Leave access for pruning and picking. Select a healthy, mildew-resistant cultivar where possible, and avoid crowding it among vigorous neighbours.

Harvest and kitchen
Harvest firm berries for cooking or let suitable dessert varieties ripen for fresh eating. Thorns can make picking slow; keep the bush accessible. Weigh usable fruit after sorting and trimming.

Work to expect
Prune to maintain an open structure and check for gooseberry sawfly and mildew. Birds may take buds or fruit. A permanent bush is not automatically a crop that can be left unattended.

A small land trial
Grow one bush and record pest damage, picking time and taste at different ripeness stages. Compare the labour with blackcurrants if both are planted, including the work of preparing fruit for cooking.

Reading: RHS: Growing gooseberries.
Image source and licence
Back to plant index
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Hazel / cobnut
Corylus avellana and cultivated selections

[image: Hazel / cobnut — botanical photograph or illustration]

A nut-producing shrub for the woody layer of a permanent food landscape. It brings a different food and structure from perennial greens. Allow for a longer establishment period and variable crops.

Place and establish
Choose a site with space for mature growth and access beneath the canopy. Select compatible pollination partners with overlapping flowering times. Confirm the pairing with the nursery before buying named nut cultivars.

Harvest and kitchen
Pick mature nuts for fresh use or dry sound nuts for storage. Inspect and discard damaged ones. Wildlife may remove much of the crop, so count edible nuts retained rather than estimating from early nut clusters.

Work to expect
Manage growth and suckers, maintain access and watch squirrel losses. Pollination and weather can affect cropping. Shrub size, harvest handling and wildlife competition all influence its true maintenance cost.

A small land trial
Plant a compatible pair only if space allows. Record establishment care, flowering overlap and eventual usable nut weight. Keep the results separate from quicker vegetable trials, since the return takes longer to assess.

Reading: RHS: Growing cobnuts and filberts.
Image source and licence
Back to plant index
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Jerusalem artichoke
Helianthus tuberosus

[image: Jerusalem artichoke — botanical photograph or illustration]

A tall perennial tuber crop that returns from tubers left in the soil. It is a candidate for substantial autumn and winter harvests, with persistence that can become troublesome when the crop is no longer wanted.

Place and establish
Plant cultivated tubers in spring in a dedicated sunny patch with workable soil. Keep it away from beds where stray regrowth would be difficult to remove. Tall stems may need support on exposed sites.

Harvest and kitchen
Lift tubers from autumn through winter and cook by boiling, roasting or adding to soups. Begin with small servings: the carbohydrate inulin can cause wind and discomfort. Keep sound tubers for deliberate replanting.

Work to expect
Harvesting requires digging and missed tubers regrow. Cut down old stems and inspect the boundary each year. Do not confuse vigorous growth with easy removal or low harvesting effort.

A small land trial
Limit the first planting to a small marked patch. Record clean edible tuber weight, digging time, digestive tolerance and next year’s volunteers. Expand only if the household uses the crop and containment stays manageable.

Reading: RHS: Growing Jerusalem artichokes.
Image source and licence
Back to plant index


Your first three seasons
Begin with a few useful plants rather than installing the entire list. The following is a proposed trial design, not a yield prediction. Choose crops you will actually cook and sites that already fit them.
First: read the land
Mark sun and shade, winter standing water, summer dry ground, access and existing vegetation. Check soil texture and pH. Place a small nursery area close to water. Keep a map with plant names, supplier, sowing or planting date and bed boundaries.
Season one: establish
For an ordinary moist, drained bed, begin with common sorrel, lovage and Good King Henry. Add a few sea beet plants in a sunnier drained position. Trial sweet cicely only where moisture and shade suit it. Put horseradish in a large accessible container. Leave ground elder and nettles as observations of existing patches where possible.
Use brooklime only if you already have a suitable wet margin. Give burdock, lamb’s quarters, pignut and skirret separate labelled trial spaces. Water and weed enough for establishment, logging the time. Take little or no harvest from weak young perennials.
Adding the new crops
Start with perennial kale, Welsh onion, chives, rhubarb and a blackcurrant bush if the site suits them. Give sea kale a drained position and ramsons a separate moist, shaded patch. Trial walking onions within a clear boundary and alpine strawberries along an accessible edge. Gooseberries add another shrub crop; choose a manageable number of bushes. Plan asparagus as a dedicated bed with a delayed first harvest. Hazel needs sufficient room and compatible pollination partners. Keep Jerusalem artichokes in a small dedicated patch until digging effort and kitchen acceptance are known.
Season two: measure usefulness
For every crop, note first harvest date, edible harvest weight, harvesting minutes, other maintenance minutes, watering and kitchen preparation time. Count original plants separately from seedlings. Score flavour and convenience from one to five. Reserve some plants from harvest to reveal the cost of cropping.
Season three: keep what earns its place
Repeat the measurements across another winter and summer. Expand crops that survive, are regularly eaten and need manageable work. Reduce those that spread beyond their boundary or demand more water than the site provides. One successful year is encouragement; repeat performance is better evidence.
A notebook entry to copy
Date | plant and bed | weather and soil moisture | original plants alive | new seedlings | edible weight | maintenance minutes | harvest minutes | preparation minutes | water added | flavour score | spread beyond boundary | next action.
Use edible weight divided by total recorded hours as one comparison, while keeping herbs separate from bulk vegetables. A tiny quantity of lovage can be useful; kilograms alone would undervalue it. Record habitat benefits alongside food results.
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Cover artwork
Original cover created with OpenAI image generation on 19 October 2026. Decorative botanical illustration, not an identification plate.
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01. Sea beet
Beta vulgaris subsp. maritima kz01.jpg
Creator: Krzysztof Ziarnek, Kenraiz
Licence: CC BY-SA 4.0. Resized and converted to JPEG.
Return to Sea beet

02. Brooklime
Veronica beccabunga RF.jpg
Creator: Robert Flogaus-Faust
Licence: CC BY 4.0. Resized and converted to JPEG.
Return to Brooklime

03. Stinging nettle
Brandnetel, Urtica dioica, Locatie, Famberhorst.jpg
Creator: Dominicus Johannes Bergsma
Licence: CC BY-SA 4.0. Resized and converted to JPEG.
Return to Stinging nettle

04. Ground elder
Aegopodium podagraria 001.JPG
Creator: H. Zell
Licence: CC BY-SA 3.0. Resized and converted to JPEG.
Return to Ground elder

05. Sweet cicely
Myrrhis odorata - Viote 05.jpg
Creator: Syrio
Licence: CC BY-SA 4.0. Resized and converted to JPEG.
Return to Sweet cicely

06. Horseradish
Armoracia rusticana kz04.jpg
Creator: Krzysztof Ziarnek, Kenraiz
Licence: CC BY-SA 4.0. Resized and converted to JPEG.
Return to Horseradish

07. Greater burdock
Inflorescence de Grande bardane (Arctium lappa).jpg
Creator: JackyM59
Licence: CC BY-SA 4.0. Resized and converted to JPEG.
Return to Greater burdock

08. Lamb’s quarters
Chenopodium album kz07.jpg
Creator: Krzysztof Ziarnek, Kenraiz
Licence: CC BY-SA 4.0. Resized and converted to JPEG.
Return to Lamb’s quarters

09. Good King Henry
Blitum bonus-henricus kz19.jpg
Creator: Krzysztof Ziarnek, Kenraiz
Licence: CC BY-SA 4.0. Resized and converted to JPEG.
Return to Good King Henry

10. Pignut
Illustration Conopodium majus British Flora.jpg
Creator: Unknown
Licence: Public domain. Resized and converted to JPEG.
Return to Pignut

11. Common sorrel
(MHNT) Rumex acetosa - Habit.jpg
Creator: Didier Descouens
Licence: CC BY-SA 4.0. Resized and converted to JPEG.
Return to Common sorrel

12. Lovage
Lovage Levisticum officinale Easton Lodge Gardens walled garden.jpg
Creator: Acabashi
Licence: CC BY-SA 4.0. Resized and converted to JPEG.
Return to Lovage

13. Skirret
Sium sisarum JRVdH 01.jpg
Creator: Cephas
Licence: CC BY-SA 4.0. Resized and converted to JPEG.
Return to Skirret

14. Perennial kale
Brassica oleracea 'Taunton Deane' on white.jpg
Creator: Cartoffel
Licence: CC0. Resized and converted to JPEG.
Return to Perennial kale

15. Sea kale
Crambe Maritima Estonia.jpg
Creator: Siim at et.wikipedia
Licence: CC BY-SA 2.5. Resized and converted to JPEG.
Return to Sea kale

16. Welsh onion
Allium fistulosum Ypey26.jpg
Creator: Unknown
Licence: Public domain. Resized and converted to JPEG.
Return to Welsh onion

17. Walking onion
Allium cepa viviparum 003.JPG
Creator: H. Zell
Licence: CC BY 3.0. Resized and converted to JPEG.
Return to Walking onion

18. Chives
Allium schoenoprasum kz01.jpg
Creator: Krzysztof Ziarnek, Kenraiz
Licence: CC BY-SA 4.0. Resized and converted to JPEG.
Return to Chives

19. Wild garlic / ramsons
Daslook (Allium ursinum) d.j.b 05.jpg
Creator: Dominicus Johannes Bergsma
Licence: CC BY-SA 4.0. Resized and converted to JPEG.
Return to Wild garlic / ramsons

20. Rhubarb
-2021-07-24 Rhubarb plant (Rheum rhabarbarum), Trimingham.JPG
Creator: Kolforn (Kolforn)
I'd appreciate if you could mail me (Kolforn@gmail.com) if you want to use this picture out of the Wikimedia project scope.
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Return to Rhubarb

21. Asparagus
Asparagus plants - geograph.org.uk - 552470.jpg
Creator: Evelyn Simak
Licence: CC BY-SA 2.0. Resized and converted to JPEG.
Return to Asparagus

22. Alpine strawberry
Fragaria vesca fruit - Keila.jpg
Creator: Ivar Leidus
Licence: CC BY-SA 4.0. Resized and converted to JPEG.
Return to Alpine strawberry

23. Blackcurrant
Смородина - 20260723 084108.jpg
Creator: Микола Василечко
Licence: CC BY-SA 4.0. Resized and converted to JPEG.
Return to Blackcurrant

24. Gooseberry
Stachelbeere (Ribes uva-crispa).jpg
Creator: Darkone
Licence: CC BY-SA 2.5. Resized and converted to JPEG.
Return to Gooseberry

25. Hazel / cobnut
Hazelnuts (Corylus avellana).jpg
Creator: Ivar Leidus
Licence: CC BY-SA 4.0. Resized and converted to JPEG.
Return to Hazel / cobnut

26. Jerusalem artichoke
Des fleurs de Topinambur (Helianthus tuberosus).jpg
Creator: JackyM59
Licence: CC BY-SA 4.0. Resized and converted to JPEG.
Return to Jerusalem artichoke
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Sources and further reading
Sources consulted for this edition on 18 October 2026. Links are provided on each plant profile so that names, growing guidance and cautions can be checked. Cultivation references describe potential; they do not guarantee success on the trial land. Suggested experiments and workload judgements are editorial recommendations.
	Kool et al. (2021): Historical, archaeological and linguistic evidence test the phylogenetic inference of Viking-Age plant use
	Sloth, Hansen and Karg (2012): Viking Age garden plants from southern Scandinavia
	RHS: Sea beet
	Research: Ageing effects in an iteroparous plant species with a variable life span
	RHS: Aquatic veronica
	USGS: Veronica beccabunga species profile
	CDC: About Fasciola
	RHS: Stinging nettles
	RHS: Nettle uses
	RHS: Ground elder
	NC State Extension: Ground elder
	RHS: Sweet cicely
	Missouri Botanical Garden: Myrrhis odorata
	RHS: Growing horseradish
	Plants For A Future: Arctium lappa
	Plants For A Future: Chenopodium album
	Plants For A Future: Good King Henry (under its older name)
	Plants For A Future: Conopodium majus
	RHS: Growing sorrel
	RHS: Growing lovage
	Plants For A Future: Sium sisarum
	Food Standards Agency: Foraging guidance
	RHS: Perennial kales
	Missouri Botanical Garden: Crambe maritima
	Hardy’s Cottage Garden Plants: Crambe maritima
	RHS: Welsh onion
	University of Wisconsin Extension: Egyptian walking onions
	RHS: Growing chives
	RHS Plants: Wild garlic
	RHS: Edible alliums
	RHS: Growing rhubarb
	RHS: Growing asparagus
	RHS: Growing strawberries, including alpine strawberries
	RHS: Growing blackcurrants
	RHS: Growing gooseberries
	RHS: Growing cobnuts and filberts
	RHS: Growing Jerusalem artichokes

Historical scope: the two research papers support the discussion of evidence and its limits. They are not cited as confirmation that every plant in this chapter was grown or eaten by Vikings. Plants For A Future contains compiled traditional-use material; this chapter uses its cultivation and edible-part information, without adopting its medicinal claims.
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