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l  F L O R A L  D E S I G N  R & R :  W H I D B E Y  I S L A N D  F L O W E R  W O R K S H O P     l

A relaxing destination, inspiring instructors and enticing f lowers 
combine to create a successful f loral design workshop.

By Debra Prinzing
Photography by Sull ivan & Sull ivan Photography
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Florist and event producer Tobey Nelson lives and 
works on Washington’s Whidbey Island, a bucolic 
place about 30 miles north of Seattle -- via a short 

ferry ride.
The island is a favorite of couples planning destination 

weddings and an emerging hub for locally grown flowers 
with several boutique cut flower farms dotting the land-
scape. Thanks to these factors, Tobey’s design and wed-
ding planning studio specializes in all-local sourcing for 
couples that value seasonal flowers, slow food and wine.

Tobey always knew Whidbey was special and wanted 
to lure other floral designers there. “I started to dream        
of what a really awesome workshop would look like, 
taking ideas from ones I’ve been to and adding my own 
fantasy plans.” 

The first-ever Whidbey Island Flower Workshop took 
place in late April, highlighting Susan McLeary of Pas-
sionflower Events as the lead instructor, along with Seattle 
area stylist Kaleb James Willis of the design studio Kaleb 
Norman James. 

“My ultimate floral muse, plus a small group and a 
beautiful photography setting – it all came together,” 
Tobey says. She designed the two-day experience with       
her signature “down-to-earth luxury” vibe, including cou-
ture flowers, props for styling, models, gowns and 
delicious food.

Offered as a floral retreat, the workshop and its venue 
had a lot to do with that allure. Comforts of Whidbey, 
owned by Carl and Rita Comfort, is located on 22 acres 
just outside the quaint seaside town of Langley. The loca-
tion offers gorgeous views, vineyards, a tasting room large 
enough to accommodate the workshop and its concluding 
farm-to-table group dinner, as well a B&B accommoda-
tions for out of town students. 

Tobey’s marketing hook is simple: Come to Whidbey in late 
spring – before the craziness of your wedding season makes it impos-
sible to leave your shop or studio – and study new skills with a hot 
designer, all while treating yourself to a relaxing work-cation. The 
message worked, with several students and their spouses 
arriving a day early to tour the island, including visits to 
local flower farms that grew ingredients for the workshop.

Seventeen students attended from Maine, New York 
(Brooklyn and Harlem), Arizona, California, Montana, 
Oregon, Washington and British Columbia. Some attend-
ees found the workshop timing ideal, sandwiched between 
the otherwise crazy floral holidays of Valentine’s Day and 
Mother’s Day. Friedel Levin and Chana Hecht-Frankel of 
Brooklyn’s Mimulo were two who traveled cross-country. 
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“First off, Tobey and the winery were an amazing host 
combination,” Chana says. “The venue allowed for so much 
creative expression because of all the different beautiful places 
to work.” Together, Susan and Tobey developed a curriculum 
that taught participants Susan’s mechanics and techniques, 
especially in wearables and large-scale installations. Laura 
and Tim Sullivan of Sullivan & Sullivan Photography joined the 
workshop to document the sessions and to provide each stu-
dent with portfolio-quality image galleries of their own designs. 

In keeping with her all-local philosophy, Tobey tapped     
local models and hair and makeup artists, and procured gowns 
made by the mother-daughter duo Frankie & Maude. Holly 
Price, a floral designer who also owns Unique & Chic Event 
Rentals with her mother, brought a truck filled with vintage 
furniture, china and banquet chairs, lending editorial-quality 
set pieces to the table design session. “I tried to spread the 
financial love at a time of the year when vendors need it 
most, including our winery, caterer and other suppliers,” 
Tobey adds.

Competitively priced at $1,900, the workshop relied on 

Instagram as its main platform to attract registrants. Tobey’s 
“secret sauce” was offering two partial scholarships at $950, 
promoted in an Instagram contest that required tagging in-
structors and reposting workshop information.

Not only was the workshop a success, attendees left with 
new professional contacts and friendships, which Tobey feels 
is the intangible value of the course fee.

 As the instructor, Susan felt as inspired as her students. 
“Tobey’s experience as a wedding and event florist and planner 
gave her insight into how to craft a thorough schedule, allow-
ing me to spend a lot of time working with students one-on-
one, which was wonderful.”

Months after the workshop finished, Tobey is still on a high 
from the experience and she’s already contemplating what to 
do for her spring 2018 workshop.

“I found it so fulfilling to see people excited about what ex-
cites me, such as foam-free florals. The best part, though, was 
the emphasis on trusting your creativity and pushing yourself 
as an artist. To watch people do that, it was exactly what I 
wanted this workshop to be for people.” n

(Front, left to right) Rayne Grace Hoke, Debbie Mittleman, Amy Brown, Sylvia Lukach, Elise Luck, Freidl Levin, (Middle, left to right) Laura Sullivan, Sara Davies, 
Nancy Nesbitt, Sarah Kistner, Holly Price, Kirby Rogic, Darcy Macpherson, Debra Prinzing, Laurie Henderson, Chana Hecht-Frankel, Carly Jenkins, Kaleb James Willis
(Back, left to right) Carl Comfort, Rita Comfort, Bergen Carey, Marje Cristol, Laura Wiltse-Tibbets, Susan McLeary, Tobey Nelson.
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