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Perhaps it makes perfect sense that
some of the longest-lived cut flowers
in the industry come from one of the
oldest plant families on the Earth.
The Proteaceae originated 300
million years ago on the
supercontinent Gondwana, which
included most of the landmasses in
today’s Southern Hemisphere. Later
Gondwana split up into the
continents we know today, which is
why we find members of the wide-
ranging protea family native to
regions as far apart as Australia,
South America and southern Africa.
Southern Africa is home to species in
the genus Protea, as well as to the
related genera Leucadendron and
Leucospermurm, Banksia species
and others in the grevillea branch of
the family hail from Australia.

Florists and floral-industry suppliers
tend to lump all of these genera
together under the common name
protea, given to the genus in 1735
by the father of modern taxonomy
himself, Carl Linnaeus. Linnaeus was
honoring the diversity of flower
forms in the genus by naming it after
the Greek god Proteus, who could
change shape at will.

Most proteas have a vase life of 7 to
14 days, and some varieties may last
21 days with proper care. A common
error is to place proteas in a
refrigerator that is too cold, says
Gwen Tubach of Pro-T-Kae Now, a
grower-shipper specializing in
African and Australian flowers in
Pauma Valley, California. “They’re
exotics—hut not tropicals,” says
Gwen, so they can be stored in a
floral cooler, unlike such tropical
flowers as ginger, heliconia, and
anthurium. Proteas, however, prefer
higher temperatures than roses or
other temperate-region flowers.

In July and August, proteas may
come from as far away as the lands
of their origin in the southern
hemisphere, where the seasons are
reversed and proteas are at their
peak. From September through
June, however, most proteas sold in
North America were grown in
southern California or Hawaii, where
the climate and soil most nearly
duplicates their natural habitat.

greens and grays, berzelia, brunia,

L - waxflower, or kangaroo paws.
Some striking new varieties have ’ 9 b

recently emerged: Susara, for
example, a hybrid with a fuzzy white
center and petals (bracts) edged in
dark pink, or Brenda, a striking
cherry-colored protea. Others—like
the proteas White Owl and Pink Owl,
with feathery incurving petals that
really do give the flower an owl-like
appearance—are too new to be
widely available yet.

The protea palette tends toward
the modern, warm yet muted.
Proteas, in fact, offer definitive
proof that it’s possible to be both
old and hip. And there’s a
statement worth celebrating. £

Any variety of protea remains a
novelty, however, for most
consumers and for many retailers,
Gwen observes. Consumers are
generally intrigued; retailers may be
wary if they have not worked with
proteas before. The large size of
many protea flowers, along with their
thick (often woody) stems and
distinctive shapes, do require a
different treatment design-wise.

These same characteristics,
however, can make proteas easy to
arrange and the ideal solution for
certain types of arrangements, like
large corporate or hotel designs, that
need to last a long time and have an
impact from a distance. Because of
their complex forms and intriguing
texture, proteas often look best when
treated with minimal fuss: simply
combined, for example, with foliage
or accent flowers from Australia or
southern Africa, including melaleuca
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