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INTRODUCTION





People often say to me, “Oh, you must always have loved flowers! Your passion is so contagious!” The truth is, owning a flower business—not to mention regularly teaching classes, creating floral content for brands, and writing this floral design book—is actually the last thing I thought I’d be doing. Only after a series of chance happenings on a path full of twists, turns, and stoplights did I discover my life’s true passion.


Before I moved to LA at age nineteen and took a job at a florist, my knowledge of flowers was limited to carnations and roses. My first week on the job, I misspelled orchid as orchard and in return received a look from the manager that could’ve frozen water. I couldn’t figure out how to make a wrapped bouquet until an associate showed me how to put the tissue paper between two layers of cellophane so that the paper didn’t get soaked, simple as that. But despite my early mishaps, I loved being surrounded by flowers and I loved watching the creativity and artistry of the floral designers.


I began to carefully watch the designers at the floral shop where I worked, and then I’d experiment with flower design when I got home. I discovered that using your hands to create a work of art out of nature is a fun, fulfilling sensory experience. I still savor the way a knife slices through wet, dense floral foam and the crisp sound of roses getting a fresh cut. I adore walking into a room and breathing in the luscious scent of beautifully arranged blooms. The fragrance opens my senses, awakens my mind, and calms my being.


It had always been a dream of mine to open a business, and when I discovered my passion for flowers, I knew the business I wanted to start. It was toward the end of 2009, at the urging of my best friend and roommate, that I decided to go ahead and start a floral business right out of my quaint apartment in the South Bay area of Los Angeles.


And so my flower business was born.


I called it Flour, with the intention of eventually turning it into a combined café and florist. I started experimenting with floral design using inexpensive flowers that I could get nearby. My brother built me a website, and I began filling it with photographs of my original designs. I vividly remember freaking out when I got my first order on the website: Someone is paying me to arrange flowers for them! I don’t know what I’m doing! But I swallowed my fear and got to work.


During those first few years, I hustled. I was aggressive about getting myself out there. I cold-called potential clients, attended networking events, and did lots of media outreach. Slowly but surely, business picked up and my design skills improved. I was able to rent a space at a wholesale florist where I oversaw a team of designers for weddings and events.


Now Flour LA, Inc., is a thriving bicoastal floral design business. As an entrepreneur and a self-taught florist, I make my own rules. My designs are inspired by fashion, art, nature, and whatever else catches my fancy.


With this book, my goal is to teach you everything I know—how to buy flowers, how to care for them, how to arrange them—I mean everything. I’m here to make floral design easy and accessible. I want to teach you the fundamental techniques, to inspire you to get creative and to make your own designs. And I want to show you how to make beautiful and original arrangements out of everyday flowers.


This book is for everyone: for people who have never worked with flowers and are looking to discover a new creative outlet; for the crafters, the DIYers, and the admirers of flowers who’ve always had a deep interest and desire to learn; and for those in the lifestyle industry who want to incorporate floral design into their work. I also hope it will serve as a valuable resource for individuals already working in the design field who want to expand and update their techniques.


I wrote this for you—the novice, the dreamer, the professional, the artist. My heart and soul went into this book and I hope it will inform, instruct, and inspire.


With love and gratitude,
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As a child, I would watch Julia Child on reruns of The French Chef, drawn to her upbeat personality and her easygoing teaching style. She helped novices and professionals alike learn advanced cooking techniques—making fine cuisine both fun and accessible. So when I considered writing a book, I thought about Julia Child, along with the current crop of TV chefs who teach basic skills to home cooks, and I realized that there was no one doing the same thing in the floral design world. I wanted to be that person.


This is the book I needed when I was starting out. No fancy scientific terms, no rare flowers, no convoluted handmade drawings. Each arrangement is written like a recipe with an ingredient list and step-by-step instructions that are clear and easy to follow. This is the book you’ll keep in your kitchen next to your favorite cookbooks—simply pick out some flowers at the farmers’ market that strike your fancy, come home, flip through this book, and whip up a beautiful arrangement in no time flat.


Every arrangement was chosen to demonstrate a specific method or technique, but feel free to mix and match techniques and arrangements. Many of the techniques I use are traditional and widely practiced. Many others, however, I made up myself. If there’s one thing I hope to accomplish with this book, it’s to inspire you to experiment and create your own designs. Flower arranging should be fun, and I hope this book will give you the tools you need to come up with your own unique designs.


Most of all, think of this like a cook book rather than a baking book. In other words, feel free to improvise—the ingredients and measurements aren’t absolute. If a recipe calls for one rose, but the one you have is puny, just add two or three more to make up the difference in size. Or maybe your ti leaf is too big, so you trim it down a little. Flower arranging doesn’t have to be absolutely precise. Add a dash more spice here or substitute an ingredient there to get your own perfectly blended floral dish. Take what I’m saying as a guide and use this book as a springboard for your own creativity.
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HOW TO READ THE RECIPES





INGREDIENTS


Each recipe begins with a list of the types of flowers, greenery, containers, materials, and other items you will need to complete the arrangement. For the most part, my recipes use everyday flowers that you can find almost anywhere—the grocery store, the farmers’ market, even your own backyard.


TIME


Each recipe has two different time components: Prep time is the time it will take you to prepare the flowers and vase or container. Cook time is the time it will take you to arrange the flowers. The average arrangement takes about 30 minutes to make from start to finish. I’ve tried to include a wide variety of recipes in this book—some can be completed in a few minutes while others are more labor-intensive and will require a greater time commitment.


SEASON


The flowers you choose to include in each arrangement will depend in part on the season and availability of the blooms during that particular time of year. Specific seasons are indicated for recipes requiring flowers that are widely available only at certain times. However, many of the recipes can become year-round concoctions with some simple seasonal substitutions, or by using materials you have on hand.


LEVEL OF DIFFICULTY


Each recipe is ranked by difficulty on a scale from 1 to 4 (1 being the easiest, 4 being the most advanced). Each chapter includes recipes with varying levels of difficulty so that you can mix and match techniques that range from easy to intermediate or advanced, depending on your individual skill level and comfort with the techniques.


COST


Each recipe includes a dollar symbol representing a price range, to give you an idea of how much you will need to spend on the arrangement. The key below is only for flower cost (it doesn’t include the price of the vase or container). My arrangements vary in cost, but again, they are just a starting point and you should feel free to adapt them to your own needs. Some recipes have a wider price range due to the variation in flower prices based on availability and the region where they’re sold.




[image: image]  $: $10 to $15
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FLOWER CARE





Aspirin, sugar, a penny, bleach… what do flowers like? I get this question all the time from people wanting to know how to keep their flowers alive longer. There have been studies that test the effectiveness of all of the above, including one study that even tested flowers in soda! What I’ve found to be true is that flowers live the longest in plain water.


The average flower arrangement will look good for about 3 days, start to wilt at 5 days, and will need to be thrown out after a week. Tropical flowers will last much longer, 2 to 3 weeks, as will some varieties like alstroemeria, which can last up to 2 weeks.


Below are tips on how to best care for your flowers, along with ways to extend the life of your arrangement.





[image: image] FLOWER FOOD: TO ADD OR NOT TO ADD?



Flower food is a sugar and antibacterial mix. If your flowers come with it, go ahead and use it. I always have a small tub of it (about $5 for a small container), but I don’t think it is crucial to have on hand.





HYDRATE


Most flowers have traveled a long way to get to you, and they need to rehydrate. This is called conditioning in floral speak. Even if you are not going to arrange them immediately, make sure to cut the stems of the flowers and place them in cool water—not freezing cold water, which will shock them—as soon as you can.


CUT THE STEMS


Your flowers will last longer—by at least a few more days—if you cut their stems as soon as you get them home. Trim only a small amount from the bottom and cut each stem on a slant or angle—doing so creates a larger surface area, which allows the flower to drink more water. If you have a simple arrangement where you can easily take flowers out of the vase, then trim the stems every other day. Doing this and changing the water are the keys to enjoying your flowers for as long as possible.


CHANGE THE WATER


If I had to give just one piece of advice, it would be this: Change the water in the vase at least every couple days. And if not every couple days, then at least once during the lifetime of the arrangement. Flowers thrive on fresh water. To refresh the water in a small-to-medium arrangement, place the vase under the faucet in your kitchen sink and run the water so that it flushes out the old water. Flushing out your vase under the faucet refreshes the water while keeping your arrangement intact. For taller vases, carefully tilt the arrangement to pour out the old water, and refresh with new water.


REMOVE LEAVES BELOW THE WATERLINE


Always remove or “strip” leaves off any part of the stem that will be submerged in water, usually the bottom three-quarters of a stem. Besides looking sloppy, leaves that are underwater will create bacteria and kill the flowers faster.


While the bottom three-quarters of a stem should be stripped bare, it’s OK to keep some leaves on the upper portion of the stem, the part above water. Whether you do so or not is simply a matter of taste—leaves can help break up a monochromatic design, which can be visually pleasing.


KEEP FLOWERS COOL


Think about the best spot to arrange flowers in terms of temperature. As long as wherever you’re arranging flowers is around room temperature, your blooms will stay fresh. If it’s hot, you need to put the air-conditioning on. Most flowers don’t like the heat, with the exception of tropical flowers, such as orchids, which grow in warm climates. If you don’t have air-conditioning and it is a hot summer day, don’t work with sensitive flowers such as hydrangeas, because they will die quickly.


If you’re working near a window that has direct, hot sunlight or outside on a hot day, your flowers will wilt. You can place any arrangement in the fridge for an hour or two to cool it down, but delicate flowers will get too cold and turn brown and die if you leave them in your fridge for too long. Whatever you do, though, don’t put your flowers in the freezer. Any extremes in temperature, whether too cold or too hot, will kill most flowers.


REVIVE TIRED FLOWERS


If a flower seems droopy, you can sometimes revive it. Say you have a hydrangea, which is a really delicate flower. If it looks sort of sad, you can dunk the blooms in water and give it a fresh cut, and it’ll perk back up that same day. But you have to catch it before the flower is actually fully wilted, because once a flower is dead, there’s no bringing it back.


Also, if your roses are turning brown around the edges, you can trim the brown off the edges with scissors, following the shape of the petals. You can also trim the edges of leaves and of orchids. They’ll turn brown again the next day, but I often do this, since it’s worth it if you just want them to look beautiful for an event.


AVOID TOUCHING PETALS


In addition to visually checking for brownish, shriveled, or wilted petals, the best way to determine a flower’s freshness is to lightly pat the top of the blossom with your palm—sort of like how you would gently squeeze peaches or plums at the grocery store to test their ripeness. A fresh bloom won’t give much and will feel fairly firm to the touch. But don’t overdo it—a very quick pat should be enough. The natural oil in our hands turns flowers brown and kills them (this is especially true for white flowers).


 


TYPES OF FLOWERS


Flowers are not all created alike. Some blooms are extremely fragrant, while others have no scent at all. Some flowers can survive a few hours out of water; others will wilt if they are without water for more than an hour.





FLOWERS THAT ARE RESILIENT OUT OF WATER


Most flowers can survive out of water for an hour, tops. The flowers listed below are more resilient, making them good for boutonnieres and floral head crowns or wreaths—anything where the stems won’t be in water. They should be kept in a refrigerator overnight if they will be out of water for most of the next day (they’ll last about one day out of water).
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HOW TO FORCE BUDS OPEN


If you’d like a pretty bouquet for your home, I’d recommend buying blooms that are slightly closed and firm so they will last longer. But if you’re making an arrangement for a party, dinner, or an event, you will want the flowers to look lush and beautiful, so you should buy them as open as possible the day of or the day before your event. If your schedule permits, buy the flowers a few days ahead of your event to allow them to open naturally. Unwrap the flowers from their packaging, give the stems a fresh cut on a slant, and place in a bucket filled with about 6" to 10" of cool water.


Sometimes, though, you can’t find open blooms. Maybe you can only find tightly closed buds in the flowers you want. In those cases, you can force the buds open so that on the day of the event, you have a picture-perfect arrangement. Below are two approaches to force blooms open.


1 Help the blooms open naturally. You can do this a few ways. One option is to place the stems in a bucket or vase of very warm to hot (not boiling) water to speed up the opening process. It’s best to do this a day or two before you arrange the flowers, to give them a chance to open slowly. If you’re arranging the flowers the same day you buy them, keep refilling the container with very warm water to force the blooms open even faster. In addition to the water trick, you can also recut the stems slightly once a day, or place the flowers near a window so that they open in natural light. Make sure, though, that they’re not in full sun; otherwise the petals will wilt.


2 Physically open the blooms. If encouraging them to open naturally doesn’t work, or if you buy closed blooms the day of the event, then you can try this. But be careful: The more you touch the petals, the more damaged they become, so try to work quickly with as few strokes as possible.


FOR ROUND PETALS (e.g., carnations, ranunculus, roses, anemones): Hold the flower lightly with your fingers, placing your thumb in the center of the bud. Using your thumb, push the petals outward, so that they spread out. Finally, blow on the center of the bloom to puff it out a little more.


FOR POINTY PETALS (e.g., birds of paradise, irises, oriental lilies, freesia): Pinch the tip of the bud to loosen the petals. Very gently pull each petal away from where it’s attached to the bloom in a delicate peeling motion, sort of like shucking corn or peeling a banana. Some petals may break or bend if the flower is too fresh. If it’s not pulling outward easily, just pinch it again and place it in warm water, then try again in a few hours. After pulling the petals, you can then blow on the middle of the flower to make it open a little more.
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FLOWERS THAT ARE LONG-LASTING


The following flowers will live longer in arrangements. You should be able to get an average of 2 weeks out of them.
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FLOWERS THAT DRY WELL


The flowers listed below look similar dried to how they look alive. Dry flowers by hanging a bouquet upside down in a cool, dark place with good ventilation. When storing, wrap the bunches in tissue paper to protect the petals from crumbling.
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FLOWERS THAT ARE EXPENSIVE


If you want to use expensive flowers but are on a budget, use fewer of the pricier blooms as a focal point in an arrangement or bouquet. Some more expensive flowers include:
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FLOWERS THAT ARE FRAGRANT


The flowers listed below all smell wonderful. Sometimes, though, you don’t want your arrangements to have any scent, such as for a seated dinner party or when bringing a bouquet to a friend in the hospital. In those cases, you’ll probably want to avoid using these flowers:




[image: image]  Gardenias
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SUBSTITUTIONS


Whenever I do an event or a wedding, I make sure to tell the client that no matter how far in advance I order the flowers, they may become unavailable at the last minute due to unpredictable circumstances, such as weather. In these cases, I find other flowers that can achieve a similar overall look. The following are reasonable swaps based on comparable color, shape, and price. Substitute:




[image: image]  Garden roses for peonies
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FLOWERS BY SEASON AND COLOR






The charts below are general guides to common cut flowers by season and by color. Keep in mind that where you live will determine when you can get certain flowers. Most out-of-season flowers can be special-ordered and imported from around the world, but be prepared to pay at least 3 times the normal cost.


FLOWERS BY SEASON




FLOWER: ALSTROEMERIA


SEASONS: FALL, WINTER, SPRING, SUMMER






FLOWER: AMARANTHUS


SEASONS: FALL, WINTER, SPRING, SUMMER






FLOWER: AMARYLLIS


SEASONS: WINTER, SPRING






FLOWER: ANEMONE


SEASONS: WINTER, SPRING






FLOWER: ANTHURIUM


SEASONS: FALL, WINTER, SPRING, SUMMER






FLOWER: CALLA LILY


SEASONS: FALL, WINTER, SPRING, SUMMER






FLOWER: CARNATION


SEASONS: FALL, WINTER, SPRING, SUMMER






FLOWER: DAHLIA


SEASONS: FALL, SPRING, SUMMER






FLOWER: DELPHINIUM


SEASONS: SPRING, SUMMER






FLOWER: FREESIA


SEASONS: FALL, WINTER, SPRING, SUMMER






FLOWER: GERBERA DAISY


SEASONS: FALL, WINTER, SPRING, SUMMER






FLOWER: GLADIOLUS


SEASONS: FALL, WINTER, SPRING, SUMMER






FLOWER: HYACINTH


SEASONS: WINTER, SPRING






FLOWER: HYDRANGEA


SEASONS: FALL, WINTER, SPRING, SUMMER






FLOWER: IRIS


SEASONS: FALL, WINTER, SPRING, SUMMER






FLOWER: LISIANTHUS


SEASONS: FALL, WINTER, SPRING, SUMMER






FLOWER: MUM


SEASONS: FALL, WINTER, SPRING, SUMMER






FLOWER: ORCHID


SEASONS: FALL, WINTER, SPRING, SUMMER






FLOWER: RANUNCULUS


SEASONS: FALL, WINTER, SPRING






FLOWER: ROSE


SEASONS: FALL, WINTER, SPRING, SUMMER






FLOWER: STATICE


SEASONS: FALL, WINTER, SPRING, SUMMER






FLOWER: SWEET PEA


SEASONS: WINTER, SPRING






FLOWER: TULIP


SEASONS: FALL, WINTER, SPRING, SUMMER





FLOWERS BY COLOR





FLOWER: ALSTROEMERIA


COLOR: RED, ORANGE, YELLOW, PINK, PEACH, GREEN, PURPLE, WHITE






FLOWER: AMARANTHUS


COLOR: RED, GREEN






FLOWER: AMARYLLIS


COLOR: RED, ORANGE, PINK, PEACH, WHITE






FLOWER: ANEMONE


COLOR: RED, PINK, BLUE, PURPLE, WHITE






FLOWER: ANTHURIUM


COLOR: RED, ORANGE, PINK, PEACH, GREEN, PURPLE, WHITE






FLOWER: CALLA LILY (MINI)


COLOR: RED, ORANGE, YELLOW, PINK, PEACH, PURPLE, WHITE






FLOWER: CARNATION


COLOR: RED, ORANGE, YELLOW, PINK, PEACH, GREEN, PURPLE, WHITE






FLOWER: DAHLIA


COLOR: RED, ORANGE, YELLOW, PINK, PEACH, PURPLE, WHITE






FLOWER: DELPHINIUM


COLOR: BLUE, PURPLE, WHITE






FLOWER: FREESIA


COLOR: RED, ORANGE, YELLOW, PINK, PEACH, PURPLE, WHITE






FLOWER: GERBERA DAISY


COLOR: RED, ORANGE, YELLOW, PINK, PEACH, WHITE






FLOWER: GLADIOLUS


COLOR: RED, ORANGE, YELLOW, PINK, PEACH, GREEN, PURPLE, WHITE






FLOWER: HYACINTH


COLOR: PINK, PEACH, PURPLE, WHITE






FLOWER: HYDRANGEA


COLOR: RED, PINK, GREEN, BLUE, PURPLE, WHITE






FLOWER: IRIS


COLOR: YELLOW, BLUE, PURPLE, WHITE






FLOWER: LISIANTHUS


COLOR: YELLOW, PINK, PURPLE, WHITE






FLOWER: MUM


COLOR: RED, ORANGE, YELLOW, GREEN, WHITE






FLOWER: ORCHID


COLOR: RED, ORANGE, YELLOW, PINK, PEACH, GREEN, PURPLE, WHITE






FLOWER: RANUNCULUS


COLOR: RED, ORANGE, YELLOW, PINK, PEACH, GREEN, PURPLE, WHITE






FLOWER: ROSE


COLOR: RED, ORANGE, YELLOW, PINK, PEACH, GREEN, PURPLE, WHITE






FLOWER: STATICE


COLOR: YELLOW, PINK, PEACH, PURPLE, WHITE






FLOWER: SWEET PEA


COLOR: RED, PINK, PEACH, PURPLE, WHITE






FLOWER: TULIP


COLOR: RED, ORANGE, YELLOW, PINK, PEACH, GREEN, PURPLE, WHITE




 


GREENS





Greenery is used to fill out a vase, to add color and texture, and to complement the flowers in an arrangement. Below are the most common greens used in floral design.


Lemon leaves: This is the most frequently used greenery. You can get a large bunch at very little cost ($3 to $5).


Hypericum (“coffee-bean” berry): Hypericum are stems that have tiny berries attached (reminiscent of coffee beans, hence the nickname). They are very common and usually come in brown, green, and white varieties. They can, in fact, smell like coffee!


Bupleurum: These leaves are wispy and delicate. They have a naturally wild look to them—almost vine-like. You should be careful when using them because while they’re fairly long-lasting, they will wilt quickly if they’re near heat or direct sunlight.


Ti leaves: Often used to line vases, these leaves are long and wide, and very long-lasting. They’re usually available in shades of green, but they also come in reds and a gorgeous black.


Eucalyptus: This helps an arrangement look a little more rustic. Its color is a silvery green, and it smells wonderful. Since the leaves are sticky, when stripping the bottom leaves for an arrangement it’s often easier to use a floral knife or kitchen knife than your hands. Varieties include seeded, silver dollar, and regular.


Bear grass: Long and pliable, this greenery is inexpensive and long-lasting. Steel grass is the stiff, thicker version, but it’s expensive and hard to find.


Monstera leaves: These are the big tropical leaves that look like fans. Although they’re not always readily available, they are commonly used in larger arrangements. They’re usually sold individually.


Horsetail: This is a very thin form of bamboo. In some regions it grows wild. Use it in Asian-inspired arrangements or to line a vase.


Ruscus: This comes in two types, Israeli and Italian (which looks a little smaller and more delicate). Both are thin stems with leaves going down the entire length, making them a great choice to elongate an arrangement or add texture. They are a true green color.


Fern: This is another wispy type of greenery most often used as a filler base.


Solidaster: Wispy and reminiscent of ferns, these lime-green leaves provide a quick way to brighten up an arrangement. They also come in a light brown color. They are easy to find and long-lasting. Remove any excess greenery from the bottom half of the stem before using.


Dusty miller: This greenery is usually sold in shorter bunches. It is very useful for softening an arrangement. Another similar-looking type of greenery is called lamb’s ear because of its curvy, gray, super-soft petals.
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MOSS





There are many types of moss; I’ve listed the most common types below. Moss is sold dried or fresh, although fresh is harder to find. It can be used to cover exposed floral foam or for decorative purposes.


Sheet moss: This is the most common type of moss (you’ll find it in any craft store, floral supply store, or florist), and it does actually come in sheet form. It is very flat and thin, and useful for covering mistakes or wrapping around a basket handle.


Mood moss: This moss is available in large chunks, and it’s very thick and fluffy. It is also expensive. I prefer to buy it fresh from a wholesaler, but if you soak the dried kind, it looks just as good.


Spanish moss: This moss comes in gray and green (when dried) and light green (when fresh). It is stringy, resembling ramen noodles.


Reindeer moss: This moss is spongy and is usually sold in smaller packages than other mosses are. It is most commonly found in a lime-green color, although dyed reindeer moss can be red and burnt orange, and sometimes it’s also available in navy and dark green.


[image: image]


 


CURLY WILLOW





These branches have so many uses. They can be curled inside vases for more natural arrangements, they can be used to help keep flowers in place, they can be shaped into handles for baskets, or they can simply be placed in a large vase, urn, or other container by themselves for a more organic look. They come in bunches of 5 to 10 stems, in heights ranging from 3 feet to 8 feet tall. Buy them fresh, so that they are more pliant. Trim the ends before using.
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BUYING BASICS


Before you rush out to buy an armful of flowers, first take into account where you might go to get those blooms and what else you might need to arrange them. From grocery stores to florists, there are a number of places where you can buy flowers, and I’ve outlined the differences below—along with some supplies that might be helpful to have on hand.





HOW MUCH TO BUY


You don’t want to overbuy, because you don’t want to waste flowers—and money—but you don’t want to underbuy, because that can leave you stuck in a jam. I find that a good rule of thumb for buying is to use the following basic trick: Cup your hands above the top of the vase, as wide as the desired circumference of the arrangement. When you buy flowers, cup your hands above the bunches to see how many stems you’ll need to buy.


Keep in mind that you’ll inevitably lose one or two blooms; I can’t tell you how many times I’ll be making an arrangement and a flower snaps. If I really need that particular flower, then I will wire the stem. It won’t last, because it can’t get water, but if there’s a hole in an arrangement and you really need it, it’ll at least get you through.


If you’re buying flowers for your home or to give as a bouquet, and you want them to be more tightly closed so that they last longer, keep in mind that you’ll need to buy more blooms—tighter buds take up less space than fully open blossoms.


WHOLESALERS


Wholesalers distribute flowers. They can be the middleman between the grower and consumer (retail florists or the general public), or the growers can be their own distributors. Flower marts and farmers’ markets both host wholesalers. These are good places to get deals on large amounts of flowers if you’re doing arrangements for a wedding or another big event.


Flowers are almost always sold in bunches at flower marts and farmers’ markets, though some expensive and exotic flowers such as amaryllis, cymbidium orchids, and anthurium are sold by the stem. Wholesale roses are sold in bunches by stem length, starting at 40 centimeters for shorter stems, then going to 50, 60, and finally 70 for superlong stems.


Bigger cities usually have flower marts. Check online to find out if there’s a flower mart near you, and if there is, see if they allow the public to buy there. Some flower marts have special days or hours for the general public, and some marts allow only floral industry people in. I recommend going as early as possible to get the best flowers—if I’m not there by 8 a.m., I consider myself late. Walk around and see which vendors have flowers you like. Since there are so many similar flowers all in one space (especially in flower marts), prices are pretty comparable. It’s really just a matter of which seller draws you in and whose flowers you prefer.


I have a few insider tips for when you’re shopping the flower mart. First, keep in mind that flowers with very open blooms are going to be cheaper, since they have shorter life spans. They’ll only last a day or two, because they’re so open, but if you have a Friday or Saturday event, you can often get a discount for the lushest, most open blooms, since the vendor wants to get rid of them before the new week’s shipment arrives. For example, with garden roses (which are gorgeous, smell amazing, and are usually really expensive), you can often get them on the weekend for a third of the weekday price. Also, sometimes, vendors keep the freshest flowers tucked away in their coolers. I always ask. And finally, if you have a particular flower in mind and don’t see it displayed, wholesalers can special-order blooms for you, which should be done at least a week in advance of your event.


Even if there’s no flower mart near you or it’s not open to the public, there will probably be a farmers’ market or a pick-your-own farm in your area that will happily sell quality flowers directly to you at prices much cheaper than most florists can offer.


RETAILERS


When you’re not buying direct from the farmer or from a wholesaler, then you’re generally buying retail. Flowers are sold at a retail level through florists, as well as through grocery stores, home improvement stores, and some general big-box stores. As with anything retail, remember that there’s a wide range of what’s out there. Some high-end grocery stores or small artisanal food markets might have better-quality flowers than really low-end florists. It just depends. But based on overall generalizations, I’ve outlined the major differences between the two kinds of retailers.


Florists


Florists sell flowers by the stem. Generally, the price will be about 2.5 to 3 times more expensive than at a wholesaler. So if they buy a bunch of hydrangea (5 stems) for $7.50 ($1.50/stem), the florist will sell it to the walk-in customer for $4.50/stem. For arrangements, each florist has their own markup depending on the quality, region, and style they specialize in, ranging anywhere from 2.5 to 4 times the wholesale cost.


With florists, you’re paying for convenience. If you’re short on time and need a quick arrangement made, or you don’t live near a craft store, then you can pop into a florist and pick up a ready-made bouquet or buy a block of floral foam. But you’ll pay more for that convenience.


Florists are also good places to order exotic flowers or to find out-of-season flowers. And finally, higher-end florists do take good care of their flowers. They give the flowers fresh cuts, condition them, and regularly change their water.


Grocery, Home Improvement, and Big-Box Stores


These stores sell their flowers mostly by the bunch, although the occasional place does also sell by the stem. For most of us, picking up household items on the way home from the office or stopping by the grocery to get food, it’s super-simple to just toss a few bunches of flowers in our cart while we’re doing our other shopping. I buy grocery flowers all the time. Though the quality can be mixed and variety can be limited, you can find good flowers here—usually at lower prices than florists, and sometimes even as cheap as at wholesalers.


ORGANIC, LOCAL, AMERICAN-GROWN, AND FAIR TRADE


It is always best to buy local. It means that you’re not only supporting farmers in your area, but you’re also getting the freshest flowers possible. Many flowers that are out of season locally or in the States can still be bought from a wholesaler, but the prices soar dramatically and the quality usually isn’t as good. If you’re doing a big event, you can place an advance order with a local supplier at a farmers’ market. You will, however, be limited to what they’re growing at that particular time, which is why florists mainly buy from large wholesalers. I also encourage you to buy American-grown flowers. Some labels to look for are American Grown, California’s CA Grown, or your own state’s label for locally grown flowers.


Flowers can be certified as sustainably grown, fair trade, and organic in much the same way as food. These designations mean the flowers were grown with consideration for workers and the environment, along with reduced use of pesticides (or none in the case of organic certification). Some labels to look for on the plastic packaging include Fair Trade, Veriflora, and Rainforest Alliance. As of now, roses, carnations, and daisies are the most prevalent Fair Trade–certified flowers, and they usually come from Central or South America.


 


SUPPLIES


I’m assuming that you are arranging flowers at home—on your kitchen counter as I often do or on your dining room table—and not in a fancy studio. I certainly don’t expect that you’ll have a toolbox or workspace specifically for flowers, nor do you even need one for the recipes in this book. Below are the elements every flower chef needs in the pantry. Some you’ll need to go out and buy (craft stores, floral supply stores, and online sites sell what’s listed below), but I bet you’ll be surprised at what you can do with items you already own. It’s not unusual for me to just grab a pair of household scissors and a steak knife when I’m arranging flowers at home.





VASES


Nearly anything can be used as a vase. There are a variety of vases in this book, but as you look through the recipes you’ll see that I reuse a lot of them. I mainly use low square or round vases, medium or tall cylinder or rectangle vases, medium-sized ceramic square vases, metallic vases, and wooden boxes. You can always substitute whichever vase you have. In a pinch, I’ve spray-painted clear vases gold for holiday events, and I often grab a juice glass when I don’t have a cylinder vase handy.


In other words, be creative! A cowboy boot, a large shoe box, or a French press could be made into a vase. Start looking at everyday household items for inspiration. In your kitchen, use serving bowls, pitchers, a child’s colorful bowl, and teapots as vases. Even if it doesn’t hold water, don’t rule anything out. You can always put a plastic liner, a small vase, or a little soup bowl filled with floral foam inside. How about that fedora in the closet, or the basket that usually holds magazines? You’ll be surprised by all your options.
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FLORAL FOAM



I call floral foam training wheels for flowers because once you insert a stem a few inches into the foam it stays put, making arranging much easier. Floral foam is sold dry in brick form. Once it is soaked and the foam completely absorbs the water, the foam gets heavier, which is good for stability inside vases. And the flowers drink the water from the foam. Be sure to buy the foam intended for fresh flowers, not artificial flowers.


SCISSORS


You can use any kind of scissors to cut flowers. But proper floral clippers [a], which look like a cross between garden pruners and regular scissors, are helpful. Household scissors are usually flimsier than floral clippers, and floral clippers cut through thicker stems and branches more easily. You can pick up an affordable pair of proper floral clippers at a craft store or a floral supply store, and discount dollar stores also sometimes carry them.


PRUNERS


For thick stems like hydrangeas or for branches, garden pruners [b] come in handy. You can also use these instead of floral clippers, but they are bigger and I find them more unwieldy than compact floral clippers when trimming thinner-stemmed flowers like tulips and sweet peas. You might already use a pair of these for gardening, and they’re easy to find at home improvement stores and nurseries, as well as floral supply stores.


KNIVES


Most florists have knives in their toolbox. You can buy a straight floral knife [c], or simply use a Swiss army knife [d]. Knives can be used to run down the length of a stem to remove thorns and leaves. Florists also often use knives to cut flower stems, because you can get really fast at it with lots of practice, but I’m clumsy and prefer to use clippers or scissors. I’ve never noticed a difference in the longevity of the flowers whether I trim the bottom of the stems with a knife or with scissors.
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ROSE STRIPPER [e]


If you are working with a ton of roses or really dislike thorns, this is a handy tool. It’s a small metal or plastic gizmo with two prongs that you close around the top of the rose stem near the bloom, then quickly pull down the length of the stem, removing the thorns as you go. You can usually get these for under $5 at floral supply stores or online.
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TAPE


I highly recommend buying floral tape (several kinds, listed below) and keeping it on hand. I’m all for using household items to replace specialized tools, but there are truly no substitutions for the real thing in this case. Don’t even try using household transparent tape—it won’t work.


Clear floral tape [f] will help you immensely and I encourage you to buy a couple rolls. It comes in a variety of thicknesses (I like to use a narrow ¼" one). I mainly use it to create grids on the top of vases, which keep stems in place. Also, I sometimes use it to secure a bouquet if I’m dropping it into a clear vase.


Floral stem tape [g] is a green tape that’s self-sticking, thin, and lightweight, and I use it for boutonnieres, floral crowns, and wiring stems.


Thick green floral tape [h] (also called bowl tape) is what I use to secure bouquets. Other florists tend to use the floral stem tape because it creates a smooth surface, but I like to use this kind because it is heavier, sturdier, and waterproof. I also use this to secure floral foam to a plastic dish.


[image: image]


WIRE AND TWINE


You will need different types of wire and twine at times to accomplish various flower-arrangement tasks, some of which are mentioned below. Clear elastic ponytail holders and rubber bands are also very useful for holding arrangements together.


Straight stem wire [i], also called straight green floral wire, comes in different gauges, most commonly ranging from 16 gauge (thicker) to 30 gauge (thinner). I like to have straight wire in a 20 to 22 gauge range for wiring flowers, floral crowns, and to create pins to secure moss into foam. You buy this in precut packs, with each piece of wire measuring 18" long.


Bullion wire [j]: This is a really thin wire that comes as a spool of 28-gauge silver or gold and is used for decorative purposes, such as to bunch up inside a vase.


Metallic spooled wire [k]: A spool of thin silver or gold wire is helpful to have around. You can use it to attach moss to baskets as well as for decorative purposes. I use thinner gauges of this, such as 24-gauge wire.


Decorative aluminum wire [l]:  This is a thick aluminum wire that comes in different gauges, most commonly ranging from 6 gauge (thickest) to 12 gauge (slightly thinner). It is sturdy and malleable, making it useful to secure bouquets and to add inside a vase for decorative purposes.


Twine [m]: I prefer twine that has a thin wire in it. The wire gives it shape and makes it easier to use. You can use twine to tie bouquets or to attach flowers to a post or chair.
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WATER TUBES [n]


Sometimes, certain blooms in an arrangement don’t have stems long enough to reach water or foam. In those cases, plastic water tubes can be attached to each stem. Often sold in packages of a hundred, one bag of these should last you a while. I generally buy tubes with pointy ends, to make them easier to slide between other flowers or to stick into floral foam. If the flower stem is too thick to fit into the water tube, cut two slits across from each other in the opening of the water tube to enlarge the opening (see photo here).


FLORAL PICKS (ALSO CALLED HYACINTH STICKS) [o]


If a flower has a really short stem—or you just want the stem to be even longer—you would place the stem in the water tube, then use the thick green floral tape to attach the water tube to a floral pick. These green, wooden picks give your flower that much more length. Picks are also helpful when you’re using fruit or other produce. Just poke the pick into your lemon, lime, or whatever item you’re using, then stick it into your arrangement.


[image: image]


CORSAGE PINS [p]


It’s a good idea to have a box of corsage pins on hand to secure ribbon. They come in a variety of colors. Traditional corsage pins have a slightly larger pearl head and are about 2" long, whereas boutonniere pins are 1.5" long and have a smaller round head. They often come in white, black, and silver. If the pin is too long and will stick all the way through the bouquet, you can cut it shorter using floral scissors or wire cutters.


RIBBON [q]


Nicer ribbon does make a difference. I recommend thick satin ribbon, which holds up well and looks pretty. Since you can buy a yard or two of it at some craft stores, instead of a whole spool, it’s easy to run out and get ribbon in whatever color you want when you have a certain arrangement in mind. I also like using wired ribbon, since it keeps its shape if I’m making a bow.


LEAF SHINE


This comes in a spray can, and there are many different brands. Leaves are often dusty, and even with a paper towel, you can’t really clean them. So if you want an arrangement to look very professional and shiny, you use this just like you would use hair spray, spraying it on leaves from about 18" away. But don’t put this on fresh flowers—it is only meant for greenery. Use only on arrangements where foliage and greenery are a prominent part, such as a tropical arrangement where you’re showcasing the leaves.


FLORAL PRESERVATIVE SPRAY


If I could choose only one option between leaf shine and floral preservative spray, I’d choose the latter. This is fine to use on flowers or greenery, and it gives flowers a nice gleam, which is perfect for larger events.


ADHESIVES


Some arrangements use general household adhesives, such as clear glue or hot glue. But there’s one specialty adhesive, clay tape, that is waterproof, making it the perfect adhesive to secure LED votives to the bottom of the vase or to attach a plastic foam-filled dish to a tall vase for a statement piece.
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