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ANNABEL YARNELL | 52 |

Where
TORONTO

What she Was
SPECIAL-NEEDS TEACHER

What she is
FLORIST

how she made 
the leap

Petal Pusher
ANNABEL YARNELL has a green 
thumb, literally. Sitting in her home, 
she waves away the gardening refer-
ence with a laugh — she’s been creating 
floral arrangements with dyed water 
for a big corporate client, she explains. 
Her hard-working hands flip through a 
massive portfolio showcasing some of 
her bouquets, including everything 
from holiday planters decked out in 
baubles to lilies atop a frosted wedding 
cake. The album carries with it mem-
ories from past events — and a past life. 

It’s been 13 years since Yarnell packed 
up her belongings in England and 
moved back to her hometown of To-
ronto with two young children in tow. by kATE DALEY

After living in London for more 
than a decade, her voice still 
carries a slight British inflec-
tion, especially when referring 
to her prim and proper pos-
ition as a first form mistress in 
a British girls’ school. 

Yarnell grew up in Montreal 
and Toronto, spending her last 
year of high school in Switzer-
land, where a guidance coun-
sellor helped her determine a 
career path — teaching. Upon 
returning to Canada, Yarnell 
got her teaching degree and 
soon married. 

Her husband was a young  
architect who wanted Euro-
pean experience on his resumé, 
so the pair took off to England. 
“We moved to London think-
ing we’d go for a year. Well, two 
children and 15 years later...” 
recalls Yarnell. 

She loved her teaching pos-
ition at the girls’ school, but 
couldn’t let go of her interest 
in all things floral; in 1996, she 
was sponsored by the Chis-
wick Horticultural and Allot-

ments Society to enter the prestigious 
Royal Horticultural Society Chelsea 
Flower Show. “I convinced the show to 
let our society apply for entry and we 
were accepted,” says Yarnell, pointing 
to the photos and newspaper clippings 
chronicling her blooms. 

That first year, Yarnell didn’t win, 
but she re-entered the following year 
and won a bronze medal. Then, in 1998, 
she won silver. “I’ve always loved flow-
ers,” she says. “My mother was a huge 
influence. She’s a serious horticultural-
ist and knows her blooms. She’s not a 
floral arranger — but I think she can do 
anything she puts her mind to.” Like 
mother, like daughter. 

In 1999, Yarnell’s marriage fell apart 
and she moved back to Toronto with 
her then 10-year-old daughter, Emily, 
seven-year-old son, Charlie, and six-

month-old puppy. She immediately re-
turned to teaching. “When I think back, 
I wonder how did I go through a di-
vorce, sell a house after 15 years and 
emigrate all while fighting in court to 
allow my children to leave England? 
Frankly, I don’t know how I did all that 
and teach and be a mother.”

Yarnell taught children with special 
needs for seven years, rebuilding a life 
in the city where her family is based. 
At that point, Yarnell had been a teach-
er for 24 years. “I love teaching. I will 
always be a teacher at heart. But I real-
ly wasn’t happy where I was,” she ex-
plains. The environment at the school 
became politically charged and she felt 
she was no longer progressing.

Meanwhile, one of her close friends, 
an event planner, started quizzing Yar-
nell about her future. “She asked me 
about my real passion and, without even 
thinking, I said ‘flowers.’ So she said, 

‘What the hell are you doing? Get off 
your butt and do something about it!’ ”

Yarnell’s first big break came in 2007, 
when her friend asked her to create 
300 floral arrangements for a Bare-
naked Ladies event. Yarnell went to 
work brainstorming and researching. 
“I found out the band was hugely en-
vironmentally aware, so I put together 
a prototype that was all edible — chili 
plants, kumquats and cranberries. I 
drew from their music and put in a set 
of chopsticks and a mini bottle of Heinz 
ketchup. And we got the contract.” 

Yarnell was hooked. She finished the 
school year, took out a $1,000 loan, 
opened a business account and regis-

tered her company name, Thistles & 
Twine Floral Designs. She started tak-
ing on small contracts, then moved on 
to events at golf and country clubs.

“For the first year, everyone thought 
I was crazy — that I’d lost it. They won-
dered, What has possessed her to walk 
away from a good-paying job that she’s 
highly qualified for? My kids used to 
say, ‘You’re playing with flowers.’ ” 

Yet it turns out Yarnell’s “play” is in 
demand. “Everybody has a vision, but 
when it comes to flowers, for some 
reason it can be hard for people to put 
that vision into words,” she explains. 
She takes an individualized approach 
to each creation while focusing on 
natural, sustainable touches such as 
twigs and berries with a hint of dis-
tinctive European flair. “There’s this 
rush I get every week when I have to 
reinvent the wheel and come up with 
a new design.”

Even though Yarnell acknowledges 
running a business is stressful, “it’s 
good stress 80 per cent of the time,” she 
confirms. Yarnell still loves instructing 
in a less conventional sense. She gets a 
kick out of tutoring high school stu-
dents and showing her assistants the 
tricks of the floral trade.

Among the awards on display in her 
office, Yarnell has two framed photos 
of her BlackBerry screen — one with a 
message from her daughter, the other 
a message from her son. She reads out 
her son’s words with a smile: “ ‘You 
are the best. I know I always mock you 
but you rock and so does your busi-
ness. XO.’ ” M
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{ WorDs oF WisDoM “If you are 
truly committed to crazy hours, long 
days and hard work you will reap  
joy from the creative ouput.”
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photography by Adam Rankin


