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About the Book
Sending Flowers to America is a hardbound book with a colorful dust jacket 

designed by Michael Wheary, artist for The Bloomin’ News, the newsmag-

azine of the Los Angeles Flower Market. The first-ever documentary of the 

American Florists’ Exchange, the book includes 288 full color pages and is 

9x12” tall with layout and design by Theresa Padilla Fajardo of Buena Park, 

CA. Most of the more than 240 historical photos were loaned to the project 

by people associated with the Market during its almost 90 years, people in-

terviewed and whose stories appear in the book’s 66 Profiles of florists, de-

signers, flower growers, shippers, suppliers and wholesalers. About 85 cur-

rent day photos were taken by Julie Diebolt Price (JDP Photography, Tustin) 

and Peggi Ridgway, the project manager. Ridgway co-authored the book 

with Fullerton, California-based corporate business writer Jan Works.
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Journalist Sue Fuhrman asked co-authors Jan Works and Peggi Ridgway,
the book’s project manager, about the book and how it came together.

Peggi RidgwayJan Works

	 1. �What were your primary objectives when you 
began planning this book and did they change?

Peg: �We were commissioned by the American Florists’ Exchange to pro-

duce a pictorial book that told the history of the Los Angeles Flower 

Market. As we talked with people we discovered that branches of 

this history tree intertwined and led us to many people and historical 

events and that history blossomed and grew with connections to San 

Diego and other counties and floral industry people and companies 

across the country. One day we realized we were writing a history of 

Los Angeles and Southern California with an emphasis on the grow-

ing and selling of flowers, the Los Angeles Flower Market serving as 

Grand Central Station for the entire regional flower industry. 

	 2. �How did you split up the research responsibilities?
Peg: �I asked Jan, who I knew to be an excellent business writer, to come 

into the project to handle the job of contacting and interviewing 

what turned out to be dozens of people connected in some way to 

the 90 years of history. It was an awesome responsibility and she did 

it beautifully. I focused on researching and writing the chronological 

history and managing the project; and wrote some of the Profiles 

and Florists stories.

Jan: �In most cases, I interviewed the children and grandchildren of flower 

farmers whose fields were part of metropolitan Los Angeles’ land-

scape in the 1920s, ‘30s, ‘40s – into the 1960s. In a few rare in-

stances, I was able to interview the retired farmers themselves who 

are now well along in age, and have wonderful memories to share. 

At first we talked with current AFE shareholders, then the circle 

widened to include others who worked in wholesaling, commis-

sion sales, shipping and retailing. 

	 3. Where did you get the name, Sending Flowers to America?
Peg: �We have Jan to thank for Sending Flowers to America, which sum-

marizes the message of the book and reflects back to a time when 

florists and wholesalers all over the U.S. depended upon flowers 

supplied by California growers. Before the availability of floral im-

ports, when it was freezing in Ohio, it was still possible to get fresh 

flowers from California, where they grew year-‘round.

	 4. Did you work with a creative team or editorial committee?

Peg: �We did not have access to a full-time creative department, so 

all the layout and design was done by local artist Theresa Padil-

la Fajardo, and Jan and I did the research and writing. We went 

through several cover designs before landing a contemporary look 

designed by Michael Wheary.

	 Our editorial committee was the board of directors of the Ameri-

can Florists’ Exchange (John Williams, Johnny Mellano, Jon Prechtl, 

Lizbeth Ecke and Bert Johnson), who reviewed our early book galleys. 

Two others were gracious enough to read our early manuscript be-

fore we finalized the book: Marie Barnidge-McIntyre, horticulturist
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Eras of History
	 The Sending Flowers to America story begins around 1850 

when California was young, brash and unrefined as immi-

grants from “the states” were first settling the area. Within a 

few short years, flower seeds mailed “from home” took root 

in the backyards and gardens of Los Angeles, and the flower 

industry was born. With industry came horticulturists; and 

immigrants from around the world who were ready for new 

careers in their new country.

	 With the frenzy of trading at a Los Angeles central mar-

ket, the seeds of a Flower Market, to be owned by its tenants 

and shareholders, were planted. Several small flower markets 

started up, including the Southern California Flower Market 

operated by Japanese immigrants. The American Florists’ Ex-

change incorporated in January 1921, operating the Los An-

geles Flower Market with tenants who were predominantly 

European immigrants. Founders and leaders grew the Market 

into the golden years of the 1940s and 1950s as local grow-

ers, wholesalers and shippers supplied the nation with their 

blooms.

	 Sending Flowers to America takes us through the years of 

a changing marketplace. In the 1960s supermarkets began to 

sell fresh flowers and beautiful blooms were imported from 

other countries. Local retail florists, wholesalers and the Flow-

er Market changed their marketing approach as well.
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at Los Coyotes Ranch, who also supplied missing information for 

our “early bloomers” sidebar, and Nick Gandolfo, an AFE share-

holder, retired English teacher and flower grower. Our liaison with 

the AFE board was Jon Prechtl, who was always eager to address 

our concerns.

	 5. �How many people did you talk to in the interviewing 
and research process?

Jan: �I sat down personally with 36 people and interviewed another 

23 by telephone at least once, sometimes twice. In many cases I 

followed up an in-person interview with a telephone conversation 

because I had more questions. In most cases, I recorded every 

conversation with a handheld digital audio recorder and then ei-

ther made notes from the audio myself, or I had it transcribed. 

You simply have to tell their story in their own words. A recorded 

interview gives you the exact words they used and their inflections 

and emotions. 

Peg: �I interviewed another group of people and wrote fourteen of the 

stories in the Profiles and Florists & Designers sections.

	 6. �Was it difficult to keep everyone you talked to straight 
and remember who they were? 

Jan: �Yes at first, but as they became “real people” after I talked to them, and 

not just names and phone numbers on the status sheet, it was easier to 

remember the connections, the stories and “who’s who.” I also found 

that through marriages and friendships people had formed at the 

Market, one connection would lead to another and so on. Someone 

would say, “I don’t know how to get in touch with so-and-so,” and an-

other would have a current phone number. I just kept asking people 

about our “missing links” until either the trail ran dry or we connected.  

    Some of the family relationships were more complex than others 

– the Groen-Foltz-Halsey group and the Amling family, for example. 

I organized my status sheet to keep family branches together so I 

would remember the relationships. 

	 7. What other resources did you use besides the interviews?
Jan: �Two transcripts from 1981, when Sylvia Foltz interviewed Paul 

Ecke Sr. and Frank Kuwahara, were extremely helpful, as were 

Profiles in Flowers: The Story of San Diego Floriculture, a book written 

almost 20 years ago about growers, truckers and commission sales-

men in San Diego County; Naomi Hirahara’s A Scent of Flowers, 

the history of the Southern California Flower Market, and Vera 

Dutter’s Poinsettia King, written in the 1970s about the Ecke fam-

ily, that was a wealth of information and anecdotes. The archived 

bound copies of The Bloomin’ News were useful for filling in blanks 

and confirming dates, relationships, name spellings, anecdotes, etc.

	 8. What was the most stressful part of the project?
Peg: �Right after the late 2007 winter holidays when I realized we were 

still waiting on so many people for information and the remaining 

work was an almost insurmountable challenge. We could not wait 

any longer to start on layout if we were to publish in 2008. For the 

next six months, the pressure was really great to finish the stories 

and get them into the book layout with their pictures. And when 

technical issues arose in June and July 2008, after the book’s digital 

files were at the printer, it looked like we might not have a book 

in 2008. More pressure. 

	 9. �What are some of the more interesting eras in the 
chronological history?

Peg: �The earliest years are the most fascinating to me, although the his-

tory includes the highlights right up to 2008. The late 1800s flower 

fairs and shows held in Los Angeles were gold nuggets discovered 

while researching old issues of the Los Angeles Times. Those events 

took place at a time when the city was using gas lights and horse-

drawn buggies, and immigrants from “the states” wanted flowers 

like they had enjoyed “back home.” Housewives began growing 

flowers to supply the growing retail florist trade and local farmers
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began to add patches of flowers to their vegetable fields. That’s signifi-

cant to our history. The need for a central market, wholesalers and ship-

pers followed. The early floral and horticultural associations made huge 

progress for the industry, and their events were a natural for our book. 

	 10. �How were you helped by historical societies, publica-
tions and floral associations?

Peg: �We got good feedback after sending a letter to local historical societ-

ies. Charles Johnson at the Museum of Ventura County helped round 

up information about Theodosia Shepherd, the housewife who started 

the California flower seed industry in her backyard. Marie Barnidge-

McIntyre, horticulturist with Rancho Los Cerritos Foundation in Long 

Beach, not only supplied information but voluntarily read the manu-

script and supplied missing information about early horticulturists.  

    A big high was my visit to Branch Smith printing company in Fort 

Worth, Texas, while on vacation in 2007. When Mike Branch unlocked 

the door to the attic that held old copies of Southern Florist & Nurseryman, 

a weekly magazine that once covered the floral industry coast-to-coast, 

he opened up the world of the Los Angeles Flower Market during the 

1940s – 1950s. That information formed the basis of Chapter Four.

	11. Any particular interview that stands out in your memory?
Jan: �Not just one; there were many. It took two interviews with floral de-

signer Bob Berry, now in his 80s, to get the entire story of his illustrious 

career which he began as a ten-year-old accompanying his mother to the 

Market. And what a delightful experience it was listening to 104-year-

old Agostina Lugaro describe what it was like working the fields with her 

husband and overcoming the challenges of the 1930s Depression years!   

    I love the local historical significance of Ron Hasson’s father chal-

lenging residential zoning laws with his flower shop on the grounds 

of a Wilshire Avenue mansion. Louis Alhanati is such a gentleman; 

his name is forever linked with Marilyn Monroe, because after her 

death he delivered roses regularly to her crypt. Christopher Colom-

bo Brevidoro, who found his niche growing lilacs – I wish I could 

have met him; he must have been quite a character! It was a treat 

to interview the Mellano family – a success story still being told. 

    I wish I could have been a fly on the wall in the early years 

when Gebhard Prechtl lobbied hard to convince fellow grow-

ers and wholesalers that buying shares in the Los Angeles 

Flower Market made good business sense. I also would have 

liked to meet Paul Ecke Sr.; he made so many contributions 

to the Market’s growth, all while building a uniquely South-

ern California poinsettia industry that is his family’s legacy. 

    Bob Stimming was a lot of fun to talk to, and so were Nick 

and Flora Mae Gandolfo who graciously welcomed me into 

their home twice and shared wonderful memories. War-

ren Hall and his wife Beverly devoted several hours to our in-

terview; he has a great memory about names and events. 

   There are too many to name; each family’s story is unique in its 

own way.

	12. �What are you most grateful for in having taken on 
this task?

Jan: �It was my privilege to help tell these stories. I met some wonderful 

people who believed in the value of our project – Stella Berry and 

Norm Amling in particular dug up phone numbers and contacted 

people on my behalf – and everyone I talked to was enthusiastic 

and very giving of their time. The project became all-consuming. I 

appreciate the opportunity to be part of it, and I loved that Peggi let 

me write these stories the way I thought they deserved to be told.

Peg: �I’m just extremely pleased we were able to produce a book that 

will become an important historical reference for the area and the 

floral industry and that the American Florists’ Exchange now has a 

written record of its founding and growth.                                       

Eras of History continued

	 The expansion of the entire district surrounding the origi-

nal Los Angeles Flower Market and a look at today’s Flower 

Market complete the book’s chronological history. Perhaps 

the best part comes in the second half of the book, with the 

stories of the families and companies that farmed the flower 

fields, shipped and packaged and sold the flowers and helped 

to grow the floral industry. Some names were lost to history 

until now, even as others have flourished in companies of 

renown. Here are the shared stories of Mayesh Wholesale 

Florist, Mellano & Company, Eddie Battistessa and Edmunds, 

the Paul Ecke Ranch, Ghigo Greens, the Amling family, Floral 

Supply Syndicate, Kermit Hernlund, Buford Hall, Mario Del 

Fante, Broadway Florist, Erna Thurnher, the Yack family, Bob 

Berry, Bob Garren, Louis Alhanati and so many others.

	 Not to mention the sidebars, those “did you know?” com-

panion stories that add the spice to this book: Get to know the 

queen of the California flower seed industry Theodosia Shep-

herd; Civil War veteran Captain Grey, the first to grow flow-

ers commercially under glass in Southern California; “Where 

Have All The Flowers Gone,” a report of the schools, parks 

and banks that replaced the flower fields; the Las Floristas 

Headdress Ball; the Tournament of Roses, the Singing Flower 

Man and more.

	 Overflowing with stories (“Every page is its own little ad-

venture,” says Cynthia Vincent), Sending Flowers to America 

clearly shares more than 100 fascinating years of Los Angeles 

and Southern California floral history.

	 For more details, please visit www.FlowerMarketHistory.

com for more information, contact Wordpix Solutions at 714 

228-1101 or the Los Angeles Flower Market at 213 622-1966.


