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Introduction and Getting Started

THIS ISN’T A SELF-HELP BOOK, BUT IT COULD BE. Flowers have power. They have a life force. It has been scientifically proven that they make us undeniably happier. Research has shown they can also boost the creativity of an individual 45 percent, and studies have demonstrated they can reduce stress and anxiety.

Here in the fast-paced, pressure-filled twenty-first-century world, we can use all those things. As society runs amok around us, we seek out joy. Beautiful blooms—with their vibrant colors, their wonderful smells, and their perfect symmetry—offer us the gladness we long for. Flowers are healers.

You want proof? A study conducted by the Department of Horticulture at Kansas State University found that patients in hospital rooms decorated with flowers needed less postoperative pain medication, were less anxious and tired, had lowered systolic blood pressure rates, and were generally in a better psychological state than patients in rooms without flowers.

How do flowers do this for us? What about them makes them nature’s pick-me-uppers? Let’s get aesthetic. From the ever-popular rose to saucer-sized dahlias, flowers are eye-catching, beautiful, and unique. Some flowers are literally breathtaking because their fragrance captivates us, while others are delightful because of their vivid color or the inimitable ripple of their petals. Some flowers, like the peony, give us a few precious, fleeting moments, while astilbe’s show goes on and on. Others, like the corpse plant, the largest flower in the world, only bloom every forty years. Some flowers capture our emotions by changing and developing over the course of several days, while others, like a chrysanthemum, are more like what you see is what you get.

Each flower is indeed its own special work of art, and this book is a brief visit to nature’s most impressive and diverse art gallery. During this page-by-page garden tour of masterpieces—from agapanthus to zinnia—we’ll identify, describe, and share tidbits of information on more than 140 of the most readily available cut flowers and some popular flowering branches. The Encyclopedia of Cut Flowers aims to help you also learn to care for these individual works of art. That way, even if your arrangement is in a simple bud vase, you will know the name of the flower and know how to make it last and show its best face.

On this gallery visit, you’ll also learn to work with each specimen. There is, after all, a technique to doing flowers. It’s both a meditation and a craft, and perhaps by the end of this book, flower-loving you will become floral artist you. Our hope is that this book will help you get maximum enjoyment out of the blooms in your own personal flower experience.

In this world of international shipping and specialized agricultural techniques, our appetite for the beauty of exotic flowers can be satisfied all year round with very few exceptions. Almost all flowers used in the cut flower trade are greenhouse grown. This controlled environment helps the grower protect the blooms from unstable weather, such as frost, rainstorms, and drought, and provides consistent light, which helps the flowers grow strong and blossom for their travel to your home. Additionally, two springs and two summers each year, one each in the northern and southern hemispheres, help ensure that most flowers are readily available regardless of the season you’re in.

TRICKS USED BY FLORISTS

Doing flowers is a technique, a meditation, and a craft. To do them well, certain skills need to be mastered. But what does “doing it well” actually mean? The pinnacle to doing flowers well is making sure they all look healthy and blooming. Also, it’s nice if they don’t crash after the first day, but retire gracefully after several days of enjoyment.

All flowers are beautiful. For the purposes of this book, we hope to help you get maximum pleasure out of the flowers in your own personal daily flower regimen. Therefore, this book seeks to identify, describe, and impart tidbits about the most commonly available cut flowers and give you some ideas on how to work with specific flowers to make more florists out of us bloom lovers.

It is important to know that flowers are natural products and each flower is unique. Therefore, when we show you each flower, we intend to find the best likeness we can without overwhelming you with the tremendous number of choices that exists among each variety. For example, there are thousands of hybrid tea roses, but we show you only one variety and one color. There are thousands of tulip varieties, but we show you only a few. The hope is that you can find your favorites and learn some tricks to making them last and getting them beautifully arranged.

Fresh flowers should last a minimum of 5 days. No flower farmer or grower wants to invest in fields of flowers that only look good for 24 hours. If your flowers poop out early, there’s likely another reason. Most probably, you acquired them already late in “vase life.” If you’re not cutting fresh out of your own garden, having a reputable supplier is key, one who cares for the flowers and will give you honest information about when they arrived. Another possibility is that the vase is filled with bacteria-laden water, which has been absorbed into the flower stem.

Let’s start by talking about how to properly care for flowers. The word florists use for this is conditioning. All varieties of cut flowers must be conditioned properly to hydrate and finish their life cycle with dignity. There are several different levels of conditioning, but the general process is to get the flowers out of the transport stage, hydrate them, and make them ready to use in an arrangement. Flowers that have traveled for more than 2 hours out of water need time to hydrate and rest before using (like anyone who has traveled). Generally, for commercially cultivated cut flowers, we provide 2 to 6 hours of hydration before using them in an arrangement, because they are often coming off a plane flight. All flowers should be put in water that’s been treated with antibacterial flower food or a hint of bleach to prevent bacteria growth.

From experience, we know that flowers that have been conditioned well are easier to add to bouquets and tend to fade more gracefully. Flowers that have not can more easily die and turn into a mountain of rotting plant matter in your vase.
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Here are five essential tips for conditioning your flowers:

1. STRIPPING: Remove all or most of the foliage from the stem. Foliage will only cause the bloom to die, wilt, or, even worse, not to live up to its potential. Leaves have a way of sucking the hydration out of the stem and robbing the flower of life. When students ask to keep the foliage “because it’s so pretty,” our answer is always the same: No! It’s better to remove it and replace it with a similar-looking foliage than to have the flower not live up to its potential.

The foliage from a flower can be removed in a variety of ways. Our favorite way is simply the finger strip. Hold the flower from the top of the stem with one hand and cup the stem with the other, then gently slide your hand down the stem to strip the foliage.

2. WATERING: We all know flowers need water, but one little-known fact is that water temperature can affect longevity significantly. Unfortunately for us, it can be hard to tell what works best with which flower. So, we go by general rules.

Flowers that have a soft stem, such as tulips and anemones, should get a fresh cut and be placed in cold water. This will help them hydrate but won’t melt the stems.

Flower varieties that have hard or wooden stems, such as roses and lilacs, should be given a fresh cut and placed in hot water.

The rumor mill is filled with ideas on what to put in the vase to help flowers last longer, from adding vodka, Viagra, or aspirin to store-bought additives or flower foods. The main focus should in fact be keeping the water clean and clear of bacteria. (Hot water grows bacteria faster than cold.) We have found that changing the water regularly works very well, second only to the use of a light bleach solution or flower food. Traditional flower food powders are common and can be purchased almost anywhere. To make a bleach solution, mix a 10:1 ratio of water to bleach in a spray bottle and clearly mark it as your solution. Spray each vase three or four times before adding water and your flowers. Note that milkweeds should always be placed in hot water.

Water quality is super important. Most flower foods or water treatments for flowers are mainly antibacterials. Both flowers and humans need to drink clean, bacteria-free water. When you get your flowers home, pay special attention to the temperature of the conditioning water for your flowers. If a particular flower has special water recommendations, they’ll be noted in the conditioning section of the entry. You may need hot (120–130°F), room temperature (50–60°F), and/or cold (35–40°F) water.

3. CUTTING: All flowers deserve a fresh cut immediately before placing in water. However, some can use a bit of extra work.

Most flowers benefit from a long cut with a floral knife. The standard method is cutting at a 45-degree angle, but professionals typically cut at a more severe angle to allow extra surface area to come into contact with the water and increase absorption. It’s hard to remember which ones benefit, so best cut all flowers with a knife at an elongated angle. Flowers are generally thirsty.

Some flowers with woody stems, such as hydrangeas and lilacs, benefit from smashed and skinned stems. Don’t go too crazy smashing. Do just enough to break or split 2 to 3 inches up the stem to increase surface area.
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4. SPRAYING: Some flowers like hydration from the top down rather than bottom up. Many varieties enjoy moist air and don’t get enough from simply placing the stems in water. The two methods that florists use are spraying and coning. Spraying with water is exactly what it sounds like: fill a spray bottle with water and mist the flowers, both heads and stems. Be sure not to spray too much water on flowers, as that may trap water within the flower’s petals, which promotes mold growth.
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5. CONING: Wrapping a bunch of flowers in moist paper, such as kraft paper, will help them hydrate. First, remove the foliage (see stripping). Then, spray the paper you are using with a spray bottle of fresh water so that it is moist but not sopping wet. Lay the varieties in and close the cone around them. Give all of the stems a fresh cut so they are the same length (see photo above), put the bunch in the appropriate water temperature, and place the vase in a cooler or cool area for 4 to 6 hours.

6. STORING: Keeping flowers in a cool area is very helpful. We recommend something between 45 and 55°F. A refrigerator or well-air-conditioned room will do. Hydrating flowers is very similar to hydrating lettuce. After a good wash (spray), they need a spin (coning), and some time in the refrigerator. You know that will crisp lettuce right up. The same is true for your flowers.

TERMS USED FOR VARIETIES

Florists use several terms to describe the types of flowers. For example, the term spray means that the flower head might be smaller, but there will be multiple blooms on the stem. The most common will be the rose and the spray rose.

When flowers and foliage have more than one color, florists will say that they are variegated. This is more commonly associated with foliage, but you can also use the term to describe an unusual coloring on a standard variety.

SUPPLIES THAT ALL FLORISTS NEED


1. Florist knife and clipper. The tools that we find are best at FlowerSchool are the Victorinox floral knife and the clippers are the ARS 130DX pruning shears. Do not use imitations, as they are just not the same.

2. Vases for conditioning flowers. Tall, short, wide, and just plain big. Flowers come in all different shapes and sizes, so your vases should, too. We prefer glass in order to see what’s happening in the water (bacteria growth or clear), and it just looks a whole lot nicer.

3. Small roll of kraft paper for coning flowers as well as covering your table for protection.


DESIGN TIPS


1. Use flowers that have the same shape. For example, linear flowers, such as calla lilies, tulips, and grasses, can easily go together. Flat flowers with a face, such as carnations, roses, and hydrangeas, go nicely together because they are all flat.

2. Use a single color. Pick one color and use multiple varieties of flowers all with the same color to make a bold statement.

3. Use the classic method of mixing colors for bouquets with more than one color: 65 percent primary color, 25 percent a shade of the primary color, and 10 percent a complementary color.

4. Surprise your viewer with something unexpected. For example, try adding a non-floral element, like tomatoes or grapes on the vine, a dried flower that’s been painted, or some other unexpected color. Nothing is out of bounds here.


There are obvious exceptions to every rule, but these will give you a base to work from. Use these tips to get the buying (or cutting) started!
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The Encyclopedia of Cut Flowers aims to help budding florists identify and care for many popular cut flower varieties. At the very least, you will know the names of the flowers and how to make them last and last and last some more.
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Agapanthus

(Lily of the Nile, African Lily)

More than six hundred cultivars and hybrids of agapanthus exist. Shades of blue are the most familiar, but lilac, pink, and white are also available.

AVAILABILITY

Early spring through late summer

CONDITIONING TIPS

Agapanthus stems can range from just 8 inches to up to 6 feet, and each stalk displays its own little globe-shaped cluster of flowers. When buying them, look for blooms that are just beginning to open. Cut at a 45-degree angle with a sharp knife and place in hot water. Agapanthus is sensitive to ethylene, so keep them away from ripening fruit.

FASCINATING FACTS

The name agapanthus is derived from the Greek words agape (love) and anthos (flower). Given the meaning of its name, agapanthus is often used to symbolize love, and its flowers were once worn by women to encourage fertility and excellent health during pregnancy. This tropical beauty is a member of the garlic family, and with its strong line and romantic appeal, it makes for a theatrical display.
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Alchemilla

(Lady’s Mantle, Lion’s Foot, Bear’s Foot, Nine Hooks)

Prized for its foliage, lady’s mantle has round, emerald green leaves with scalloped edges and small clusters of tiny chartreuse flowers, which make a beautiful bouquet filler.

AVAILABILITY

Spring and summer

CONDITIONING TIPS

Choose flowers that are yellow with no brown. Cut the stems and place them in warm water. In a vase, they like to stay cool. Lady’s mantle pairs well with almost all colors, but it’s really great with purple and pink. It also dries well. Simply bundle the stems and hang them upside down in a cool, ventilated spot until dry. They last longer than many dried flowers.

FASCINATING FACTS

Lady’s mantle pumps water from the earth, which then comes out of tiny holes located in the teeth of the leaves. In the Middle Ages, alchemists believed that water to be “the fifth element”—the ultimate water of life, which would give eternal youth to the person drinking it. Cheers to that!
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Allium

(Ornamental Onion, Wild Garlic, Chive)

The color range of allium flowers is considerable. Most popular range from deep purple to white. There is a selection of late spring varieties that aren’t globe-shaped but rather are cupped and have a large range of colors from orange, red, and purple to white.

AVAILABILITY

Spring to September

CONDITIONING TIPS

Allium should be harvested when the flower is about half open. As soon as you cut a stem, you’ll realize that alliums are members of the onion family. Alliums will make the water smell a little like onion soup, so the water should be changed daily. Clean water is key to long vase life for alliums, which can range from 10 to 21 days. The flower heads of alliums can be dried, too.

FASCINATING FACTS

An allium flower head is a pom-pom-shaped cluster of individual florets and resembles a firework explosion. They can be almost 6 feet tall and 6 inches in diameter. Allium symbolizes good fortune, unity, patience, and humility.
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