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Offers advice on choosing and caring for cacti and succulent plants, including propagation,
arrangement and display, water, light, and fertilization

About the AuthorMandy Kirkby is an editor and a flower enthusiast. She lives in Cambridge,
England.Excerpt. © Reprinted by permission. All rights reserved.FOREWORD Flowers do
speak a language,clear and intelligible. Observe them, reader,love them, linger over them and
ask your own heartif they do not speak affection, benevolence and piety. In every culture and
throughout time, flowers have been central to the human experience. Whether growing wild or in
carefully tended gardens, blooming in works of art or written into the pages of great literature,
flowers have always surrounded and supported us. They appear in our most significant rituals
and traditions all around the globe: from east to west; from ancient civilization to the present day;
when we hope or pray, love or mourn; we do it with flowers in our hands. But why do flowers play
such a significant role in our lives? What mystery do they represent and reveal? And how does
our deep connection to flowers show itself? In every season and in every country, the answers to
these questions are different. In the Indian state of Uttarakhand, where the Ganga River drops
out of the Himalayas and into the valley, a ceremony takes place every evening at sunset. While
prayers buzz through a crackling PA system, pilgrims to the holy site of Har Ki Pauri (Steps of the
Lord) fill banana-leaf boats with flowers – roses, orchids, tulsi and marigolds – then place a lit
candle among the petals and float the fragrant bundle down the river with a hope, a prayer or a
wish. Across the globe from the Ganga River, in Mexico and through-out Latin America,
cempasuchil – bright orange marigolds – grow. Cempasuchil, the flower the Aztecs used to
remember the deceased, is cultivated in preparation for Dia de los Muertos (Day of the Dead).
Families plant seeds and tend their gardens, thinking of the loved ones they have lost as they
watch the marigolds sprout, grow and finally blossom. The brilliant orange flowers are believed
to help guide the souls of loved ones home, and for a single day the Mexican people find comfort
in having the spirits of their loved ones with them once again. Every spring in Japan, citizens
listen to the weather bureau forecast the Sakura Zensen (the cherry blossom front). At the height
of the blossom, Hanami (flower viewing) festivals take place all across the country, with friends
and family gathering for tea or lunch under the pink canopies. Festivities often go well into the
night, with music and paper lanterns illuminating the trees. While the celebrations are joyful, they
are brief: cherry trees are in full bloom for two weeks at the most. The perfect, delicate flowers
have come to represent the essence of life itself – shockingly beautiful and heartbreakingly
fleeting. In France on May Day, there is a similar focus on a single flower: lily of the valley. This
delicate white flower, which grows as a row of bell-shaped blossoms nestled in long green
leaves, is often referred to as porte-bonheur – literally, ‘bringer of happiness’. Every street corner



overflows with the flower: florists have huge outdoor displays of the plant; people come in from
the countryside to sell plants they’ve grown in their garden or harvested in the woods. Makeshift
stands support heaps of flowers in bundles held together with a ribbon. The lily of the valley is so
profuse that even the Metro has a tinge of springtime sweetness, as commuters clutch fragrant
bouquets of the delicate white flowers. And then, of course, there are the wedding ceremonies:
from England to the United States and beyond, flowers play a part in every aspect of this
important tradition, from the bridal bouquet to the centrepieces. At many weddings a flower girl
precedes the bride, clutching a basket of rose petals and scattering them down the aisle. The
petals she drops are meant to create a path of love and beauty that will carry the bride into her
new life as a married woman. In Asia, the Americas, Japan and Europe, these traditions have
remained constant for hundreds of years. It is astonishing to realize that while everything else
around us has changed – housing, transportation, technology, methods and styles of
communication – flowers and their traditions have remained the same. We grow them, we study
them and we give them – to guests, to hosts, to loved ones, in times of joy and sorrow, awe and
appreciation. While both the traditions and the significance of the flowers vary from region to
region, always there are flowers, and always there is the desire to communicate. But what is it
that we are trying to say, and why do we use flowers to try to say it? What is it about the flower
itself that we are drawn to? Is it the simple expression of the cycle of life we so admire: from seed
to sapling, to bud to blossom, and back to seed? Is it the courage of the first snowdrop, braving
the last days of winter to push through the frozen ground? Or is it the sweet fragrance of the rose
– a scent that physically changes our brain chemistry, bringing a rush of warmth and joy? It is
these questions that have spawned symbolic flower languages in almost every culture since
ancient times. From the nature worship of early religions to Greek and Roman mythology,
humans have assigned floral symbols to Gods and deities, prophets and saints. In the Christian
faith the Virgin Mary is forever associated with the white lily, from the story of the Apostles
opening her casket and finding only roses and lilies; in the Hindu religion, deities’ eyes are often
represented as flower blossoms, looking out with compassion and wisdom; the Buddha is
frequently depicted sitting on an open lotus blossom, the symbol of full enlightenment. The
Victorian era was the great age of the flower garden and of all things horticultural, and so it is not
surprising that flower symbolism became particularly elaborate at this time. At the heart of the
Victorians’ love of flowers was their strong and direct connection with nature, much more so and
in quite a different way than our connection today. The majority of the population still lived on the
land, nature itself was much more abundant and fruitful, and the notion that God spoke to man
through the natural world, conveying messages, particularly moral ones, was an intrinsic part of
everyday thinking. Increased trade and travel brought a wealth of new and exotic species from
the East and the Americas, which were cultivated in hothouses and delighted over. The origin of
the western language of flowers, an intricate system of floral symbolism in which each flower is
assigned a specific meaning, is thought to have been inspired by the Turkish custom of sélam –
a method of communicating through flowers and other objects. In the Turkish tradition, the



objects did not carry a symbolic meaning; rather, the recipient would decode the message
based on guessing words that rhymed with the object. The idea of the sélam was popularized in
Europe by the Turkish Embassy Letters of Lady Mary Wortley Montagu, which were published
after her death in 1763. Her letters described the sélam as a method of communication between
lovers in which it was possible to send messages ‘without ever inking your fingers’, and gave
examples of their meanings. She did not call this method of communication a language of
flowers, nor did she suggest the creation of a western equivalent. Yet when the letters were
popularized in the nineteenth century, western culture – already flower obsessed – extracted
from the list of objects that which they found to be romantic (flowers), got rid of the rest (metal,
foodstuffs, dragon’s blood, etc.) and began to assign definitions to each flower based on
literature, poetry, art and horticulture. The first western language of flowers dictionary, Le
Langage des Fleurs, written in 1819 by Charlotte de Latour (a pseudonym), was so popular that
it created a minor industry. Countless numbers of illustrated floral dictionaries sprouted up in
France and across Europe, eventually making their way overseas to America. Often written by
journalists and editors of popular magazines, flower dictionaries were targeted at genteel young
ladies, for whom the association of flowers and romantic love was immensely appealing. Their
contents were all very similar: an alphabetical list of flowers with their symbolic meanings,
explanations as to how certain flowers obtained their meanings – usually from Classical
mythology, folklore, medieval and Arthurian-type legends – flower poetry, examples of bouquet
combinations and the messages they convey, and more often than not something called the
Floral Oracle, a description of various fortune-telling games using flowers. Luxurious bindings,
unusual sizes and beautiful illustrations made each floral dictionary unique. There is little
evidence that the Victorians actually used the language of flowers in a practical way; they didn’t
send continuous streams of bouquets to each other, but rather the books were meant for the
‘centre’ (coffee) table and were to be studied, indulged in, and played as a game; every young
lady wanted to be well-versed in the meanings of flowers. And though they didn’t spend hours
coding secret bouquets, the Victorians did set great store by flowers and used them extensively
in everyday life, much more so than today. Bouquets as love tokens were sent, carnation
buttonholes were extremely popular and women wore flowers a great deal – in their hair, on their
evening gowns, or tucked into a bodice. Flower symbolism was important and was applied to all
the major occasions in life: roses, violets and forget-me-nots during courtship, orange blossoms
at weddings and wreaths of cypress at funerals and as grave ornaments. From popular culture to
high art, poets, painters, novelists, writers of children’s books, magazine journalists, composers
and lyricists all played with the idea in their work. Some took the language of flowers seriously,
others poked gentle fun at it, “but there is no doubt that it was a major phenomenon. One of the
great paintings of the age was John Everett Millais’s depiction of the drowned Ophelia,
surrounded by flowers and drenched in symbolism: ‘There’s Rosemary, that’s for
remembrance; … and there is Pansies, that’s for thoughts.” As the Victorian era came to an end,
the popularity of the language of flowers began to fade. Queen Victoria died in 1901; little more



than a decade later, the world was at war. The two world wars changed the way we related to
each other as human beings for ever; the emerging technological age changed the way we
related to the world around us for ever. Victorian sentiment – allowing emotions to influence
decisions – became referred to with some distaste as ‘sentimentality’ and became frowned
upon. The era of the logical, scientific mind was ushered in. Huge developments in science and
manufacturing prevailed, and in less than a century we had moved from horseback to high-
speed trains to airplanes, from the pony express to the cellular phone, from Morse code to the
Internet. But even as tastes and trends changed dramatically in the twentieth century, flowers
themselves never went out of fashion. Flowers continued to be a way for humans to express
complex emotions: World War I is inextricably linked to the poppy; the song ‘where have all the
flowers gone’ stirs up emotion for anyone who lived through the Vietnam War.
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T. M., “Great Way to Start Succulent & Cacti Gardening! . It is a very small book and for some
reason I was expecting something larger. However, even though it is small it is packed with a lot
of helpful information for someone getting started in cacti and succulents. It would also make a
great gift with a small succulent garden to help someone get started! The book has a lot of
useful tips and basic information in it as well as many beautiful photos!”

Tracy L. Powell, “Good info, but redundant. This little book has some pretty good tips, but if you
already have Hewitt's Complete Guide to Cacti and Succulents you don't need this book.
Virtually all of the information and photographs (as excellent as they are) comes right from the
author's more complete book. So if you already have Hewitt's Comlete Guide... don't waste four
bucks on 101 Essential Tips. If you want a good cacti/succulent book buy The Complete Guide
to Cacti and  Succulents not 101 Essential Tips.”

Linda, “Great little book. Even though this is a small paperback book, I learned SO much from it.
It clarified some problems I had been having with my cactus and I am so thankful for this
information.  I will definitely be keeping this book handy.”

V. Hilario, “good gide for indoor gardens. I wanted to make a nice indoor garden of only
succulents and cacti and this helped alot!”

Kandy Kay Scaramuzzo, “Very informative. Great book. Lots of illustrations”

BBarath, “Great book..... with easy to find information, well written and basic knowledge of
keeping C&S alive and happy”

m. harrison, “I love me some succulents!. Space saving size yet packed full of essential info and
photos. I love DK books!”

The book by Bridget Beth Collins has a rating of  5 out of 4.4. 24 people have provided feedback.
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