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FOREWORD


Abra Lee


Black people’s passion and purpose through the ministry of flowers predates the Civil War in the United States. When the war was over and plantations of the South were burned to the ground and deserted, our formerly enslaved ancestors went back to the ruined gardens. From this land, nurtured by their educated hands, they took cuttings and roots of flowers and planted them in plots around their homes, preserving magnificent heirlooms we still enjoy to this day. This petal-paved past has been the entry point into the world of plants as a viable career for many—including me. My first internship was with a floriculture crew maintaining bloom-filled beds on lavish estates in Atlanta, installations that were so dazzling that the work of our team often brought traffic to a halt. It was here that I first understood what the ancestors understood: the transformative power of flowers.


Years later, flowers would be the epicenter of my first professional milestone. As landscape manager at Hartsfield-Jackson Atlanta International Airport, I was part of a diverse team that included five Black women who installed and maintained a 17-foot floral clock. This is what flowers do; they shape time and take us to places beyond our imaginations. Helping to construct a living timepiece was something I did not think could be exceeded as a pinnacle of achievement. Spoiler alert—it could.


More than a decade after this triumph, a unique new floral challenge presented itself. I was invited by David Hill—associate professor of landscape architecture at my alma mater, Auburn University—to teach a course on Black garden history to his graduate students. While I took the students (called “The Dynamic 9”) on a journey of the great gardens and gardeners past, an unexpected gift was delivered to us by the Pennsylvania Horticultural Society: an invitation to participate in their world-renowned plant competition, the Philadelphia Flower Show. Imagine a student team from Alabama showing up in “America’s Garden Capital” to contend with the greatest floral and garden designers from around the globe. Tasked to complete a large-scale floral creation for the show’s landscape competition, we turned for inspiration to an old friend we had been studying during the semester. The student-led design, entitled “Mixed Shades, Much Joy,” was based on the 1941 book Gladiola Garden by Effie Lee Newsome, Harlem Renaissance icon and floral heroine. Through the strength of the students’ thoughtful design and Newsome’s endearing story, that year we took back home to the South five awards, including a gold medal. It was reaffirmation of what I already knew: Black women and flowers always deliver a winning combination.
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“There is power in flowers, and this book is a recognition of our peers, a new vanguard of floral legends in the making.”


It would have been incomprehensible to me, on that floriculture crew many decades ago, that this journey would lead to the highest honor of contributing the foreword for Black Flora, written by my friend, mentor, sister, and colleague, Teri Speight. She has curated her chosen floral family and I am honored to be a part of this community. Plants are such an influential and transformational part of our work and world, and many of the artists profiled in Teri’s work know each other in real life. Outside of our independent floral achievements we have even achieved victories together. When Talia Boone (of Postal Petals notoriety) and I met at the Slow Flowers Symposium, we connected around the idea of having a Black-women-led floral exhibition, created it, and titled it “Music × Flowers.” It was hosted by the South Coast Botanic Garden in Palos Verdes, California, a public garden led by Adrienne Lao Nakashima and MaryLynn Mack. Inspired by hip-hop culture in 1990s Los Angeles and the rich legacy of Black Americans in floriculture, it was a floral-filled day at the intersection of rhythm and blooms. Bringing together seven floral artists from the West Coast, the display would have made any of the OG floral and hip-hop legends proud. Who ever thought that floriculture would take us this far?


There is power in flowers, and this book is a recognition of our peers, a new vanguard of floral legends in the making. The colorful profiles in Black Flora show how—through the lens of flowers—we shape our future, express our identity, reimagine, and continue to push the floriculture forward as we always have. Let us join Teri to honor and give these creators their flowers while they are still alive to receive them. We are the past, present, and future. And when it comes to flowers, we are the real deal. We are Black Flora!










INTRODUCTION


Teresa J. Speight


My love of flowers developed when I was a child. Growing up in Riggs Park, Washington, DC, my parents always had a garden. Dad planted my mother a rose garden, and we always had bouquets around the house. There was a vase on the dining room table, in each of our bedrooms, and in the kitchen window. Saturday mornings, my parents would create quite the event as we visited our local hardware store, Hechinger’s, to buy stick-on decals. We would use those decals to decorate jelly jars and create vases for the roses—I loved the floral decals and always chose those first for my jars.


Our family also observed the summertime ritual of gardening from seed. We planted marigolds, cockscombs, and portulaca, a ground cover also known as “the sun rose.” My mom would gingerly dole out seeds to the three oldest children to plant however we wanted. (My youngest brother was on her hip, watching, as he was too little.) Giving verbal guidance, she instructed us about spacing the seeds and counting how many to drop in each little hole—she even shared watering advice. Seed-planting was an event we always cherished, as it was the beginning of our lazy summer at home with Mom.


Our front yard was simply beautiful to me. On either side of the front door, a blooming bush stood guard next to plainer green bushes. Dad taught me they were called hydrangea, and their green counterparts were called arborvitae. The big blue hydrangea captured my attention. I spent many afternoons gazing at the larger-than-life blooms, dreaming of what kind of vase would be required to enjoy them indoors. If I close my eyes, the memory of each floret’s crinkles and folds in shades of blue, soft pink, and white comes flooding back.


[image: Images]




“Younger generations of Black plant lovers are seeking inspiring examples of successful floral artists and entrepreneurs. When they see their potential through representation of people who look like them in farming and floristry, the possibilities of the future enable their dreams.”


Dad was my garden hero—I just knew he had magical powers to make things bloom. His seasonal ritual included lugging out the big bag of organic fertilizer from the basement, and I shadowed him as he fed the garden, learning how to pronounce, plant, and care for everything growing in our yard. Dad used The Wise Garden Encyclopedia as his reference, and I read that book from cover to cover several times. He was also a designer at the Smithsonian. He helped design a watering system for a chrysanthemum display at the Philadelphia Flower Show. I listened proudly and eagerly as Dad described his method of tubing and how the water should flow. I have a photo of him amid his chrysanthemum project which hangs in my home office. I knew if he could find joy in creating a watering system for chrysanthemums to be enjoyed indoors, I could listen and figure out a way to enjoy the hydrangea blooms indoors as well. My dad made me proud of his achievements as he encouraged my pursuit of flower gardening. I knew my own garden would provide bouquets to harvest for my house eventually, and I dreamed of watching my own children play in the soil and learning to garden.


While my parents were integral to my love of flowers, there are new Black flower farmers, floral designers, as well as floral creators who are leading the way in today’s floriculture industry. And while many of those profiled in this book are not “well known,” each has become a floral hero in my world as their talent has evolved and they’ve stepped into the spotlight. I listen, connect with, and marvel at their remarkable floral narratives as they curate a unique path in an industry where, many times, they are overlooked or ignored. As I navigate my next act, I realized their stories empower me to tap into my creativity while creating unique floral arrangements. The dialogues also encourage me to seek out and curate more conversations about how each person listens to the call of flowers. Each story feeds my imagination as a specialty flower grower and as a floral visionary with a passion for bringing joy to others.


These Black Flora stories are quite important. Thanks to my ancestral experiences, passed down through my parents, I always considered myself a gardener. A new appreciation of floral expression as a career has become a part of our culture. Multiple generations of Black plant lovers are beginning to identify with examples of successful floral artists and entrepreneurs who are culturally familiar. When we are represented by people who look like us in farming and floristry as growers, floral visionaries, and florists, each of us is enabled to imagine the possibilities of success.


I currently create arrangements for private clients and corporate entities. Throughout the season, I receive buckets of random blooms. In each bucket I see a floral story or flower show waiting to evolve. Like a plot in a garden, each seasonal bucket is different. Freshly cutting each stem, removing any foliage that will sit below the waterline, I choose blooms that complement or contrast with each other. Working with each vase provided, I create what I call the “flower show” in my mind. Creating arrangements on a whim presents a challenge from week to week, but it truly brings me joy.


My “someday” flower farm will focus on multigenerational floral education. Educating others is a passion of mine. To teach others how to connect with flowers for pleasure—and perhaps as a profession—I knew I needed to learn more about cut-flower farming, so I enrolled in a Floret Flowers Online Workshop to acquire further knowledge that I could share. Simply learning how to grow and arrange flowers can evoke joy. Perhaps I can plant a seed that will encourage others to view horticulture as a career or way of life. As a child, I planted flower seeds in our family’s garden. The anticipation as I waited for the seedlings to bloom was exciting. I want to plant seeds of possibilities through the telling of these stories to inspire and empower future Black flower farmers and floral designers.
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Teri loves to use whatever is in bloom from the garden to create floral moments that capture the season’s bounty.
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Larger leaves can set the tone in any arrangement. The structure of smaller, more delicate, blooms become visible amidst a dark backdrop.






FAVORITE FLOWER. My favorite plant is Paeonia lactiflora, commonly known as the Chinese peony. Like peonies, I consider myself a perennial in the garden of life, always believing in taking my time on the journey to maturity. I am known to have pushed out my leaves to experience life along the way. Now, I am beginning to bloom, and as I unfurl, each petal is different; each experience adds fullness to my life. Like most perennials, I am quiet in my dormancy. When the time is right, I break ground, evolving, unfurling, and fully blooming for a new season. Each spring, as I wait for peony season to arrive in my garden, I am reminded to bloom fully before it is too late.


“With ancestral sharecropping roots, connecting with the Earth is authentic to me. My ancestors’ hands have helped build and feed our family for generations. To not honor this Earth would disrespect my heritage. I am passionate about sharing the stories of Black voices in the green world.”
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ASHLEY ROBINSON














	Botanical Artist


	
LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA


12AMSUNSHINE









Fashion meets flora in the hands of Ashley Robinson, who creates and photographs botanical couture. She named her floral studio 12amsunshine, a nod to her maternal grandmother Thelma Anderson and her 1980s DJ persona, Midnight Sunshine. The name totally fits Ashley’s personality and joyful floral art.


“Having an outlook where I can dwell in a place of purpose, peace, and spirituality allows me to create what I imagine in my mind’s eye.”
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GROWING UP, Ashley and her sister were fans of anything fashion-related, often cutting up copies of Vogue to create collages of outfits they dreamed of wearing. She studied strategic advertising at Virginia Commonwealth University, graduating in 2015 and moving to Oakland, and then later, to Los Angeles. An interest in consumer psychology and trend research, born from that same early interest in recreating outfits from magazine photos and advertisements, landed her work as a social media manager and strategist.


As she sketches design ideas, now inspired not by fashion magazines but the flora of Southern California, Ashley seeks out the right botanicals to use, constructs the piece, models it, and then photographs the completed outfit.


The results are exquisite and fascinating, from layers of red eucalyptus leaves embellishing a fitted bodice to deconstructed spider mum petals transformed into a lacy choker, to shiny tropical foliage elevated into a verdant bustier, or even 200 individual delphinium florets cloaking an off-the-shoulder top.
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Each gathered element has a role to play in the final production. Ashley allows the gathered materials to guide her vision throughout the process.
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