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INTRODUCTION

WHEN I FIRST OPENED MY SHOP BACK IN 1982, it was a small affair in London’s James Street. Although I believed passionately that flowers added so much to an interior and that fashions in flowers were influenced by wider fashion trends, it took me some time to convince others. With a lot of help from certain magazine editors, I began to see my name mentioned in features that I had supplied flowers for. Slowly, my reputation grew, and so did the understanding that, for many businesses and homes, flowers had become more than just a token gesture — they were now a fashion statement.

By this time, we were inundated with requests to train with us and so the idea of the Jane Packer flower school was born. It opened in 1990. Nearly twenty years later, the school is located in Marylebone village at 32–34 New Cavendish Street, and I am amazed at how many people from all over the world have crossed the threshold. We have opened several stores and schools internationally — in Tokyo, Korea, New York and, most recently, in Kuwait — something that I never imagined possible. Thank goodness now floristry and gardening have become well-respected creative industries. I am extremely proud to look around the world and know that we have trained so many people in the Jane Packer philosophy, and that so many successful businesses have been influenced by our work.

Over the years I have been asked countless times to define my own personal style. It’s an impossible task in many ways, as my taste and inspiration is constantly evolving and changing, in tune with other trends and fashions. However, what is important is learning and mastering basic floristry techniques, as this will enable you to change and adapt your own style as you encounter exciting new influences. This is what we teach at the Jane Packer schools and the ground that I cover in this book.

I’ve tried to cram as much as I can into the book, starting off with simple tied posies and progressing to intricate wired bouquets and large-scale pedestal arrangements, with so much in between. So, whether you want easily achievable looks for vases, dramatic table centrepieces, or even bridal bouquets, it’s all here. Enjoy the book, and good luck. Who knows: maybe I’ll meet you at one of our schools some day — I hope so!
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BUYING FLOWERS

When you’re shopping for flowers, you want fresh blooms that will enjoy a long vase life. Look out for firm petals, leaves and stems, and flowers with a good number of buds that haven’t yet opened.

There are also some telltale signs that inform you when blooms are past their best. I always look at the foliage — wilted, soft and yellowing leaves (or stems) are an indication that flowers are old and tired and may have been left out of water for some time. Inspect the leaves and stems too, avoiding any that are crushed or damaged.

With roses, peonies or other large-petalled flowers, study the petals. If their veins are prominent, the flowers are dehydrated and not worth your hard-earned cash. Examine the base of the stems. If they are black or discoloured, they haven’t been cut for a while and have probably been hanging around for some time.

If you are doing the flowers for a party or wedding and want them to be at their peak, bear in mind that you may need to buy them at different times. Lilies, for example, take time to open, as do amaryllis and hyacinths. Allow enough time for them to come into flower; otherwise the flowers will be green and your arrangements lacking in colour.

AMARYLLIS

These arrive from the grower in tight bud and will open slowly. The stems should be strong, and bright green, and will be crisp when cut.

CARNATIONS

These should be bought while still quite tight. If the petals are soft or curling inwards and the centre stamens are showing, avoid them. With young flowers, you will be able to brush the firm petals open with your hand.

LILIES

A full-blown lily is obviously in the late stages of its life. But sometimes lily stems are stored in a cold store and their tight buds conceal the fact that they are past their best. Look out for drooping or wilting leaves.

SUMMER FLOWERS

Stocks, dahlias, delphiniums, scabious and alliums all have soft stems that deteriorate quickly in water, turning soft and slimy if the water is not changed regularly.

TULIPS

Fresh tulip stems will make an audible squeaking sound when they rub together.
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CONDITIONING AND REVIVING

I once purchased a huge number of stock flowers only for them to die overnight — panic! Thank goodness we are close to Covent Garden Market, so we made a mad dash to buy more flowers and save the day. My fatal error was storing the flowers, still in their cellophane wrappers, in a damp basement; the result being floppy, wilting flowers. Whatever the flower, as soon as you purchase it remove the cellophane and release the flowers from any bindings, so air can circulate freely between the blooms. Many times I see bunches of roses stored wrapped in cellophane. The giveaway is usually one or two brown petals amongst the heads. Avoid them like the plague, because as you unwrap the bunch it’s very likely that a flurry of petals and whole heads will fall to the floor.

CONDITIONING CUT FLOWERS

When you get flowers home, it is important to re-cut the stems before arranging them. Stems dry out very quickly, leaving a surface that will not absorb any further water. Cut the stems at an angle to enlarge the surface area and enable more water to be taken up. Next, remove any foliage from the lower part of the stem. This will help keep the water clean. Often you’ll find a little sachet of flower food attached to your flowers. Use it — it works. Flower food will help keep a vase clean and bacteria-free, prolonging the life of your flowers, as well as helping buds and flowers to open.

CONDITIONING FOLIAGE

When I first started working with flowers at the age of fifteen, it was my job to prepare the foliage. I had to spend hours outside in the cold, hammering woody stems. Poor little me, with my frozen hands! Now, years later, we are told that a quick sharp cut at an angle is far better for woody stems, as it doesn’t damage the capillaries that take up the water. I wonder if I could sue on the grounds of cruelty?!

REVIVING FLOPPY HEADS

Flowers can be tricky. Roses, tulips, gerberas and hydrangeas can all be sensitive and hang their heads. However, there is a quick and easy way to revive them. Take several sheets of paper that are strong enough to support the flowers (newspaper is fine). Lay the stems flat on the paper and tightly roll it around the flowers so any drooping heads are held completely upright. Re-cut the stems at an angle and plunge them into deep water. Leave for several hours then unwrap. Hey presto: revived flowers!

ESSENTIAL EQUIPMENT

When it comes to working with flowers, there are a few basic items that you will use over and over again, some of which are illustrated below. Apart from these items, I think the most important thing has to be a good pair of florists’ scissors – sturdy little devils that grip onto the flower stem as you cut. Some people prefer to use secateurs (or a gardening knife), and if you’re creating enormous displays you probably will need one to slice through tough branches. If you are planning to make a lot of wire arrangements, invest in some wire cutters to snip through chicken wire or heavy florists’ wire without ruining your scissors. Floral foam is another essential – it’s used for arrangements that need to last for any length of time, as it holds flowers in place and provides them with water at the same time. A sharp knife comes in useful for cutting up large blocks of foam.
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FLORISTS’ TAPE

Shown here is Oasis tape – a sturdy tape used to hold floral foam firmly in a container. Other types of florists’ tape are available. The thinner tape is used for covering wires for bridal or funeral work. It comes in rolls and is available in white, green and brown. There are several brands available, but I prefer gutta percha.

REEL WIRE

Fine wire is available on reels and is used to support and strengthen delicate flowers, such as lily of the valley, or single leaves that require support to maintain their form or hold them in place. The wires shown above are heavier, and mainly used for decorative work or holding moss in place on wreaths and other arrangements.
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