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61 Best Vendor: Waldor’s Orchids 
 
Introduction 
The 183-year-old Philadelphia International Flower Show has evolved in many ways over the years, moving into 
bigger venues, adding new attractions, incorporating technological advancements, and growing into the largest 
indoor horticultural event in the world.  
 
One constant in the changing nature of the Flower Show since the early 20th century is a particular vendor and 
supplier of one of the most beautiful flowers. Waldor Orchids, of Linwood, New Jersey, is among the oldest and 
most popular vendors in the show, and in 2012 took a major role in the astounding, three-part central 
exhibition, building one of the largest orchid displays ever seen for the Flower Show presentation of “Hawaii: 
Islands of Aloha.”  
 
Vendor history 
Waldor Orchids is a family business that dates back to 1925, when founder George Allen Off grew flowers for his 
father’s Atlantic City hotels. He began selling and displaying orchids in the Flower Show in the mid-1930s, and 
participated in the show each year through the mid-1950s. He took a hiatus from the show until 1968, when Off 
created a combined exhibit with renowned Philadelphia florist Liddon Pennock, who later became a president 
of the Pennsylvania Horticultural Society. From the 1970s on, Waldor Orchids took part in the show nearly every 
year. When physical restrictions limited George in 1987, his sons Walt and Bill took over construction and 
supervision of the Waldor exhibit and Marketplace booth.  
 
Waldor installed the central feature of the show in 1994 and 2004, and participated in elements of the main 
entrance exhibit in others years as well.  So, in 2012, with decades of experience and expertise, Waldor was 
chosen for one of most challenging exhibits in Flower Show history: a three-part display involving a multi-media, 
overhead “Orchid Wave” of projected imagery and real blooms; a tropical forest canopy; and a garden 
highlighted by a 26-foot-high waterfall surrounded by palm trees, exotic plants, and rare and stunning orchids.   
 
Planning and execution 
Walt Off was approached by Sam Lemheney, PHS Senior Vice President for Shows and Events – and the Flower 
Show Designer – in February 2011 with the request to take on the 2012 central feature. The theme of the show 



 
 

 

 

  
 

would be “Hawaii,” and the featured flower would be the orchid. Sam and his team would draw up the design, 
and Walt and his crew would make it happen. 
 
In May 2011, the discussion focused on the size and scope of the exhibit – how many plants would be needed, 
the best foliage to use, and who would purchase what. It was decided that the central feature would require 
about 2,000 orchid plants, 1,000 of which would come from Hawaii. In September, Walt began contacting his 
longtime vendors and growers in Hawaii to determine what they could provide. The rare blue vanda orchids 
that would be planted at the top of the Flower Show waterfall would come from Florida. 
 
Other flowers would come from local growers because certain orchids do not ship well from long distances. As 
it has done for decades, Waldor Orchids would grow many of the plants in its own greenhouses allotted 
specifically for the Flower Show. 
 
Walt and his son David flew to Hawaii in the second week of January 2012 to see how their order was 
progressing: whether the timing of the plants’ growth was right, if the buds would be at the right size when they 
were shipped, and to ensure they would arrive by the right date. The Offs spent eight days visiting the large 
orchid growers, and made contact with foliage growers and cut-flower suppliers who would provide anthuriums 
and other tropicals for the Flower Show. 
 
At the same time, Walt was ordering supplies for his Marketplace booth, where Flower Show guests who see 
orchids in the major exhibits can find and take home flowers for their own windowsills. Waldor Orchids has 
become one of the best known providers of hard-to-find flowers. Walt has traveled around the world to find 
unique varieties of orchids, and his business has an international reputation for the highest quality flowers.  
 
Pre-show support 
The Flower Show is always preceded by a press event – and in 2012 there would be two.  Waldor Orchids, while making 
preparations for the central exhibit and Marketplace booth, was asked to provide the atmosphere for the media  events.  
For the late-January press conference at the Philadelphia Loews Hotel, featuring the mayor of Philadelphia and executives 
from sponsoring organizations, Waldor provided 75 orchid plants that adorned the hall leading to the conference room, 
surrounded the podium, and transformed the 33rd floor glass observatory of the hotel into a tropical greenhouse.  It was 
the first time Walt had ever attended a press conference; for the other guests, it was one of the most beautiful media 
events they’d ever experienced. 
 
A few weeks later, for a sneak peek of the Flower Show for members of the New York City and national media, held in a 
Manhattan hotel, Waldor provided several dozen orchid plants that turned a reception room into a Hawaiian resort. The 
event generated dozens of print and online stories and inspired many of the New York writers to attend the Flower Show 
for the first time.  
 
Creating the exhibit 
For the creation of the Flower Show central feature, Walt brought in 2,000 plants, which translated into approximately 
70,000 individual blooms. Orchid varieties with long-lasting flowers were chosen, so they would still look perfect at the 
end of the eight-day show. 
 
The blue vandas were planted near the top of the waterfall where they would stand out, along with white phalaenopsis 
that gave the impression of white foam. The hardier lady slipper orchids were used in the lower portion of the exhibit. 



 
 

 

 

  
 

Brightly colored dendrobium orchids accented the exhibit throughout.  “Sam wanted mass plantings of each variety, and 
whatever my designer wants, he gets,” Walt said.  
 
The Waldor team consisted of 12 staff members and volunteers working full time for seven days on the three sections of 
the exhibit.  A back-up team back at the Waldor greenhouses in New Jersey prepared the plants. “Grooming and staking 
the orchids takes as much time as anything,” Walt explained. He estimated the team put in 100 hours of manpower daily. 
 
The big challenge in creating the exhibit came in the execution of the tropical plant canopy. The original plan was to build 
the structure and add the plants before it arrived at the Convention Center. But there was no way to transport such a 
large exhibit of tropicals in cold weather. “So I convinced Sam to do it in place, at the show,” Walt recalled. 
 
The canopy also had to be elevated, so there was concern it would block foot traffic while it was constructed during set-
up week. “We were nervous about that.” 
 
The Waldor team used pieces of PVC pipe for a practice run -- then built the canopy in one day on the show floor. “We got 
it done,” Walt said. 
 
Parallel tasks 
The other big challenge was creating and staffing the Waldor booth in the Marketplace at the same time the company was 
building the central feature. 
 
The entire layout of the 180-vendor Marketplace was redesigned this year to widen the aisles and make it easier to 
navigate. By moving the 20-foot-by-23-foot Waldor booth to a more prominent location, the booth itself had to be 
redesigned to fit a new space. 
 
The booth was staffed by another 12 members of the Waldor crew, who were allowed to set up two days earlier than 
usual to accommodate the changes. The entire Off family participates in the Flower Show effort: Walt, Bill, David, Walt’s 
daughters Amy and Robin, and his 87-year-old mother Elizabeth, whose duties include boxing up plants for shipping. 
 
The final outcome? Waldor sold 7,000 orchids at the 2012 Flower Show, making it the second-best year in the company’s 
long history at the show. An after-show sale back in New Jersey sold all 20 blue vandas within two hours. 
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The Orchid Wave welcomed guests to the flower show with projected computer graphics and hundreds of white orchids and anthirium. 



Visitors walked under a tropical canopy of orchids and other island foliage. 



Around the towering waterfall, Waldor Orchids used thousands of flowers and plants to stimulate the Hawaiian landscape.



Orchids spill over the rocks in the Flower Show central feature. 
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