
The State of  Perfection
Touring

The beauty of the landscape is evident the 
moment you arrive at Don Marjama Nursery Co. 
in Sandy, Ore. Row upon row of conifers and 
shade trees line the immaculately-kept farm, 
which is nestled in the rolling Cascade Mountain 
foothills between Portland, Ore. and Mt. Hood.

We asked the growers profiled in 
this issue to talk about their favorite 
plants. You can view the results at 
www.diggermag.blogspot.com.  
A new video will be uploaded  
every week.

Connect with Oregon growers on 
Facebook! Just search for "Oregon The 
State of Perfection," click "like," and see 
exclusive updates and bonus content, 
including easy access to all the State of 
Perfection videos.
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The State of  Perfection
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Stories by Curt Kipp 
Photos by Paul Colvin and Curt Kipp

People often say that when Oregon 
nursery products are unloaded from 
the truck, it’s easy for consumers and 
professionals alike to see a difference 
in quality. Usually, the credit for that is 
given to Oregon’s mild summers, cool 
winters (for dormancy), outstanding 
soil, and abundant rain. 

It’s no accident that Oregon mar-
kets itself as The State of Perfection. 
The state’s Willamette Valley, between 
the Cascade Mountains and the Coast 
Range, has the ideal growing climate 
for so many different trees, shrubs and 
other plants. This means that plants can 
be grown to a higher level of quality, 
and to a larger size, in less time than it 
takes in other places. 

With regard to climate, Oregon 

growers are blessed. However, such 
statements don’t give Oregon’s growers 
enough credit for their contributions. 

Plants in the horticultural trade 
don’t grow themselves. They’re nur-
tured and encouraged with the help 
of people — experts. And it’s in that 
regard that Oregon also shines.

Oregon growers have the foresight 
to innovate in ways that benefit their 
customers. They have longevity in the 
business, which helps them build last-
ing relationships. They possess the 
know-how to deliver quality in the most 
efficient way possible. They consistently 
build rapport with customers, so they 
can anticipate and meet their needs, 
both now and in the future. 

And best of all, they remain 
focused on the true meaning of value. 
“Value” does not mean “cheapest.” It 

means you get what you pay for, and 
then some. Healthier plants. Lush foli-
age. Robust root systems. Plants you 
can take pride in, in other words.

Foresight. Longevity. Know-how. 
Rapport. And value.

In a competitive marketplace, it is 
Oregon’s growers who capitalize on the 
state’s natural blessings, and it’s the cus-
tomers of Oregon growers who benefit. 
Accordingly, Digger magazine thought 
you might like to meet some of the 
“people behind the plants.” Over the 
next several pages, you’ll get the chance 
to do exactly that. 

We hope you enjoy this journey 
through The State of Perfection, and we 
hope someday you’ll find the time to 
visit us in person. 
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       Sevenoaks
Native Nursery LLC

Albany, Ore.
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In the five years they have owned Sevenoaks 
Native Nursery, Scott Anderson (left) and Mike 
Ridling have more than doubled their selection of 
native plants.

29730 Harvest Drive S.W.
Albany, OR 97321-9416
541-757-6520
www.sevenoaksnativenursery.com
info@sevenoaksnativenursery.com

Roget’s Thesaurus may regard 
“innovation” and “tradition” as oppo-
sites, but don’t mention that to Mike 
Ridling and Scott Anderson, the owners 
of Sevenoaks Native Nursery. 

For them, tradition and innovation 
go hand in hand. The two have main-
tained a commitment to breaking new 
ground ever since they purchased the 
nursery five years ago. But the tradition 
of innovation at Sevenoaks goes back 
much farther. The nursery, located near 
Albany, Ore., has embraced change 
ever since its founding in the late 1970s. 

Agriculture professor Ron Cameron 
of Oregon State University started the 
nursery after he developed a unique 
way of growing bare-root seedlings in 
raised sand beds. A top dressing pro-
vides the nutrition the plants need for 

healthy growth. “It’s almost like grow-
ing hydroponically,” Ridling said.

Use of the raised sand beds pro-
motes the development of an abundant 
fibrous root system on each plant. 
When the plants are dug by hand, the 
sand shakes free, leaving the root sys-
tem fully intact. 

“We’re not aware of another nurs-
ery that does that,” Ridling said.

The innovation continued under the 
nursery’s second owner, Jon Anderson 
(no relation to Scott Anderson). He dis-
covered a way to grow blackspot-resistant 
quaking aspen trees (Populus tremu-
loides) by using a special seed source. 

This discovery enabled the for-
nursery to supply liners to growers 
who long had struggled to grow the 
tree, despite its status as the most 
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prevalent tree in North America. As a 
result, the growers don’t have to use 
nearly as much spray to grow the trees. 
Customers get a product much less 
likely to develop blackspot.

When Ridling and Anderson took 
over, they innovated by dramatically 
expanding the nursery’s selection of 
native plants. 

The nursery used to sell aspen 
and natives in equal amounts. Under 
the new owners, the number of native 
selections offered has jumped from 
about 130 to more than 300. Nearly all 
are propagated from gathered seed, 
with just a few grown from cuttings. 
None are dug out of the wild. 

“The knock on natives has been 
the lack of quality and the lack of 
choice,” Anderson said. “We try really 
hard to boost the quality.”

The market has been respond-
ing with enthusiasm. “It seems like the 
interest in a more diverse palette of 
natives is growing as fast as we can 
grow our inventory,” Ridling said.

Ridling and Anderson have also 
continued the nursery’s tradition of 
employing innovative production 
methods. In addition to bare root, the 
grower also offers all of its material in 
containers and banded pots. Caliper 
trees up to 2 inches are field grown in 
root-control bags. “It allows us to dig 
any day of the year,” Anderson said.

The nursery ships its bare root mate-
rial from late December through April. 
This works particularly well for the 
aspen. “We’ll ship to Ohio, where they’ll 
be planted in containers,” Ridling said. 
“The aspen wake up there and theoreti-
cally never know they were moved.”

Other trees offered at Sevenoaks 
include bigleaf maple, red alder, white 
alder, mountain alder, cascara, ash, 
birch, Oregon white oak, black oak, bit-
ter cherry, choke cherry, paper birch, 
water birch, Douglas fir, incense cedar 
and ponderosa pine.

If that’s not enough, the nurs-
ery’s next innovation looks to be 
in marketing. Ridling and Anderson 
have been working on a long-term 

project to turn their website (www.
SevenoaksNativeNursery.com) into a 
reference work, with a wealth of infor-
mation on every species they offer — 
as well as availability, of course.

The roots of the Ridling-Anderson 
partnership can be traced back a 
decade, to the University of Oregon in 
Eugene, Ore., where they met as under-
graduates. Ridling was studying botany 
and Anderson was studying forestry.

“Mike and I had dreams of starting 
a nursery,” Anderson said. “Mike started 
working here, and got the opportunity to 
buy the nursery. We decided to do that, 
rather than start a nursery from scratch.”

“It was kind of an overwhelming 
opportunity for us to be presented with,” 
Ridling said. “We decided to go for it.”

Although it has meant long hours 
and hard work, the two never have 
regretted their decision to buy the nurs-
ery. Growing native plants has been 
like an adventure for them. They fre-
quently travel to other areas to gather 
seed, and they are always looking for 
new varieties to grow.

They prefer to grow plants from 
seed rather than cuttings because it 
results in more genetic diversity, rather 
than an endless collection of genetically 
identical plants. Over the long run, this 
results in better natives with superior 
performance, they said.

And with natives, performance 
with little care is important. “That’s the 
reputation natives have,” Anderson said. 
“They don’t require much water. They 
don’t require much maintenance.”

At the same time, they are always 
searching for natives that shine in the 
looks department. “We’re trying to not 
use the fact that they’re natives as an 
excuse,” Ridling said.

A favorite area for native plants is 
the Sierra Nevada mountains near Lake 
Tahoe, along the California-Nevada 
border. They bring seeds back to the 
Willamette Valley, grow them, and ship 
the mature plants back to that area to 
be sold. “We really enjoy the complete-
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Don Marjama 
Nursery Co. Inc.

Sandy, Ore.
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Don Marjama Nursery Co. Inc. was founded by Don 
Marjama (center) and his wife, Le’Ann, in 1975. 
They still operate the business today, with help 
from their sons Brad (left), Ryan (next to Brad) and 
Tim (right).

11333 S.E. Bluff Road
Sandy, Ore. 97055-9543
503-668-8083
www.donmarjamanursery.com
sales@donmarjamanursery.com

There’s quite a collection of foreign 
currency under the front counter glass at 
Don Marjama Nursery. 

Take a look. You’ll see bills and coins 
from the Philippines, Turkey, Vietnam, 
Germany (circa the Weimar Republic, 
1922), Moldova, Mexico, Iraq (under 
Saddam Hussein), New Zealand, Poland, 
Canada, Kuwait and the European Union.

The nursery’s general manager, Tim 
Marjama, doesn’t remember how the 
collection got started, but it has grown 
through a simple process: when people 
see it, they can’t resist adding to it.

“Truckers come in here and say, ‘I 
have something you don’t have,’” Tim said. 

Personal connections building a 
business. That process has enabled Don 
Marjama Nursery to transform, over 
time, from a backyard growing opera-
tion to a 267-acre powerhouse with 
seven different farms, all located under 

the towering presence of Oregon’s 
majestic Mt. Hood.

From the beginning, founders Don 
and Le’Ann Marjama have emphasized 
the personal touch in running their busi-
ness. Their first customers were Ed and 
Jimmy Porter in Smithville, Tenn. 

“After all these years, we still ship 
to Jimmy and see them at trade shows,” 
Don said. “Longevity is the key.”

In those early years, Don often 
made long road trips, personally deliver-
ing the nursery’s products to the cus-
tomers. One year, Don logged 150,000 
miles in his truck. After a few years, 
eldest son Tim was delivering as well. 

Eventually, the nursery had too 
many customers for the family to make 
personal deliveries. But to this day, 
when you purchase nursery stock direct 
from Don Marjama Nursery, or visit their 
booth at one of 11 trade shows they 
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Don Marjama 
Nursery Co. Inc.

attend, you’ll be dealing directly with 
an owner — either Don or Le’Ann, or 
one of their three sons. 

“At trade shows, you’re either going 
to see Don or Tim or I, or (younger 
sons) Ryan or Brad,” Le’Ann said. 
“When I see customers at trade shows, 
I know their kids and their grandkids. 
Ours is a nice industry to be involved 
in, and it’s because we have so many 
families involved.”

The nursery was founded in 1975, 
when Don was a building contractor. 
The idea came to him when he was 
taking classes to obtain his private 
pilot’s license. One of his classmates 
was a nursery owner, John Holmlund. 

They became friends, and 
Holmlund soon suggested that Don try 
growing plants in his backyard. He was 
getting out of container growing, and 
was willing to sell some of his to Don.

“I guess one thing led to another,” 
Don said. “After one year of growing 
plants in my backyard, I figured this 
was a lot better down the road.” 

He continued with contracting, but 
the nursery grew. “We did that side by 
side,” Don said. “I was wearing two 
hats — carpenter and nurseryman.”

Le’Ann’s contributions were equally 
valuable. She had grown up on a farm, 
and wasn’t afraid to get her hands dirty. 
“(Don) said I could plant faster than 
anybody else,” she joked, “because my 
hands could keep up with my mouth,”

“The encouragement she has given 
over the years, and her willingness to 
be involved in the business has made a 
big difference,” Don said.

In 1984, Don and Le’Ann made 
the decision to purchase their flagship 
site, an 80-acre farm with a gorgeous 
Mt. Hood view, from Bill McCoy. This 
major move coincided with the decision 
to add field-grown stock, which today 
makes up about 50 percent of what the 
nursery ships. The nursery also began 
to add deciduous varieties, such as dog-
woods and Japanese maples, because 
customers were asking for them.

“People would say, ‘What else do 
you grow? You’re from Oregon. Can 
you grow us some dogwoods?’” Don 
said. “That was a good move we made. 
It is a big part of our business now.”

By around 1990, Don realized he 
had to decide between contracting and 
being a grower. “We decided to do the 
best thing,” he said. “So far, it’s been 
one of the best decisions we’ve ever 
made, to go into the nursery business, 
for us and for our family.” 

The Marjamas are big believers in 
the value of Oregon’s climate, which is 
particularly conducive to growing trees 
and shrubs. “That’s why it’s been so 
successful as a growing state, and we’re 
thankful for it,” Don said.

The weather is pleasantly sunny in 
the summer, and mildly cold in the winter. 
The winter cool gives hardy stock healthy 
dormancy period, so that spring growth 
comes out strong. It also comes earlier 
than in other states with colder winters. 

The result is beautiful trees and 
shrubs that get up to size more quickly, 
so customers get better value, even after 
the cost of shipping is figured in.

“No matter where you go, customers 
say that when that Oregon stock comes 
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leaders of tomorrow.

The ONF is a nonprofit 503(c)3 corporation. Donations may be 
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Contact the Oregon Association 
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“When i see customers 

at trade shows, i know 

their kids and their 

grandkids. ours is a nice 

industry to be involved 

in, and it’s because 

we have so many 

families involved.”

— Le’Ann Marjama
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Harts Nursery 
of Jefferson Jefferson, Ore.
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Glen Hart (right) and his son Doug own and 
operate Harts Nursery of Jefferson, which is 
located in Jefferson, Ore. The nursery was founded 
by Glen's parents, Charles and Margaret, who 
turned their roadside flower and vegetable stand 
into a wholesale bedding plant operation.

4019 Jefferson-Scio Drive
Jefferson, OR 97352
541-327-3366
www.hartsnursery.com
info@hartsnursery.com

Oregon is known for its trees and 
shrubs. The growing environment is 
perfect for them. But that’s not all that 
the State of Perfection has to offer.

One of the top nurseries in the 
state is Harts Nursery of Jefferson, 
where there’s nary a tree or shrub in 
sight. The family-owned grower near 
Albany, Ore. specializes in high quality 
annuals, perennials and baskets.

“We just do it better. I can tell you 
that,” said Glen Hart, who co-owns the 
business with his son, Doug Hart.

“It begins with the quality of the 
product we put out,” Doug said. “Our 
name’s on it. We take the quality of 
our product for the end consumer 
very seriously.”

The marketplace has responded 
positively, enabling the grower to 
expand over the years to 47 acres and 
800,000 square feet of greenhouse 

space. The company employs 135 peo-
ple and ships plants year round.

Harts sells to independent garden 
centers as well as small and large chains 
in Washington, Oregon, California, 
Utah and Idaho. However, the reach of 
their business goes even farther thanks 
to an arrangement with Dummen, the 
German-owned breeder and propagator 
of color plants.

Harts is the West Coast rooting sta-
tion for Dummen, and ships 2 million 
cuttings to other growers all over the 
West, including Alaska and Hawaii. “This 
is the largest footprint of any foreign 
grower in North America,” Doug said.

No one could have imagined this 
kind of success when Harts Nursery of 
Jefferson was first founded.

“We never once dreamt that we 
would become as large as we are,” 
Glen said.
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For a Limited Time
SAVE up to 

50% off 
on some of our 

most popular varieties:

Acer griseum

Davidia involucrata

Franklinia alatamaha

Ginkgo biloba
▪ ‘Autumn Gold’

▪ ‘Magyar’
▪ ‘Saratoga’

Magnolia virginiana
▪ Moonglow®

▪ ‘Ned’s Northern Belle’
Quercus

▪ Kindred Spirit®
▪ Regal Prince®

Stewartia
▪ monadelpha

▪ pseudocamellia
▪ sinensis

HERITAGE
seedlings, inc.

4194-71st Ave. SE, 
Salem Oregon 97317 USA

(503) 585-9835 
fx: (877) 643-0110

sales@heritageseedlings.com

www.heritageseedlings.com

Glen’s parents, Charles and Margaret 
Hart, had sold flowers and vegetables 
from a roadside stand since the 1940s. 
They founded the nursery in 1968 with 
one greenhouse on five acres. 

In addition to selling to local 
residents and gardeners, Charles began 
making sales calls and selling to retail-
ers, many of which were mom-and-pop 
operations. “He would just take it out 
and peddle it wherever he could find a 
store,” Glen said.

The nursery soon added more 
greenhouses. Some from that time are 
still in use.

It was a pivotal moment when 
Harts picked up PayLess Drug Stores as 
a customer. Though PayLess no longer 
exists today, many of its old stores live 
on as part of the Rite Aid chain. Back 
then, it was the largest independently-
owned drugstore chain in the Pacific 
Northwest, with stores in most of the 
larger towns. Not long after, Kmart also 
started buying from Harts.

“Between PayLess and Kmart, that’s 
what drove the business,” Doug said.

Harts acquired its biggest customer 
yet in 1992, when national megaretalier 
Walmart started building its very first 
stores in the Pacific Northwest.

“One day, I got a phone call saying 
there was a buyer from Walmart who 
wanted to talk to me,” Glen said. “They 
were going to build their first store in 
Oregon, in Lebanon, and they wanted 
us to furnish it.”

That helped Harts grow even larger.
Today, Harts sells to two large 

customers and numerous smaller ones. 
“We do quite a few independent garden 
centers and small chains,” Doug said.

The business model for Harts has 
changed along with the customer mix. 
Harts used to grow plants and then try 
to sell them. That’s how Charles Hart 
did it in the beginning. But today, Harts 
grows based on the orders it receives.

“We used to grow stuff and tell 
people what we have to offer,” Glen 
said. “Now it’s reversed.”

“We won’t be producing something 
if I don’t have orders for it,” Doug said.

As a result, customers are advised 
to get their orders in early.

The product mix for Harts has also 
changed over time. “This year coming up, 
the percentage of baskets and planters 
compared to the others is probably going 
to approach 50 percent of our business,” 
Doug said. “We haven’t been afraid to 
change how some of that is produced to 
end up with a better product.”

“Baskets are everywhere,” Glen said. 
“The greenhouses are filled with baskets 
hanging from them. We’ve got them on 
the floor. It wasn’t something we wanted 
to do. It’s what the customer wanted, 
and we figured out how to do it.”

Mixed planters are increasingly 
popular. They’re an outgrowth of the 
old color bowls that used to be popu-
lar. Doug admitted there wasn’t a lot 
of thought put into color bowls in the 
beginning. Growers just threw plants in 
there and shipped. Customers bought. 

“They looked good for a while,” 
Doug said.

Doug and Glen decided they could 
do better and came up with their line of 
planters, which were a hit with customers.

“Our planters are all by design,” 
Doug said. “They’re grown into so the 
customer gets an established group of 
plants that is very similar to how the 
baskets are produced. That’s how we 
decided to do it, and it got the attention 
of some customers out there who said, 
‘We can see the difference.’”

In Doug’s view, the success of the 
planters and baskets demonstrates that 
consumers like having something ready-
made. “They want it done for them 
and they want it right now,” he said. 
“They’re more into outdoor decorating 
than they were back then. As the cus-
tomer evolved, so did we.”

Harts will continue to evolve in the 
future. Doug’s son, Jordan, represents 
the fourth generation of the family busi-
ness. He offers a younger perspective.

“He doesn’t like hearing, ‘That’s the 
way we’ve always done it,’” Doug said. 

That bodes well at Harts, where 
changing to meet marketplace needs has 
always been the name of the game. 
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KG Farms Inc.
Woodburn, Ore.
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Kathy and Greg Wilmes started KG Farms in 1985 
and started growing nursery stock five years later. 
They treasure the friendships they have made over 
the course of two decades in the nursery business.

18995 Arbor Grove Rd. NE
Woodburn, OR 97071
503 678-3245
www.kgfarmsinc.com
info@kgfarmsinc.com

Greg and Kathy Wilmes, the own-
ers of KG Farms Inc., like to travel to 
the East Coast and elsewhere to visit 
the garden centers that sell their plants. 

“It’s so good to see where you 
ship your plants,” Kathy said. “It’s an 
eye-opener. You can observe how your 
plants fit into their business.”

In fact, Kathy and Greg have 
watched as their plants are offloaded 
from the truck and placed on the sales 
tables for customers to purchase.

“It’s satisfying to see a customer 
select your plants from a group of simi-
lar plants,” Greg said.

For Greg and Kathy, the nursery 
business is many things, but above all, 
it is personal. 

“I love plants and I love people,” 
Kathy said. “I enjoy every time the 
phone rings. I have a relationship 
with everyone I sell to. I don’t just sell 

plants. We can have a conversation.”
Their travels have included attend-

ing the 50th birthday party of a garden 
center owner on Long Island, N.Y., 
some 3,000 miles away from where they 
grow their plants in Woodburn, Ore.

“I’d like to think that’s a little of 
what separates us,” Greg said.

And when customers come to visit 
them, they’ll sometimes take them to 
the famous St. Paul Rodeo in the nearby 
town of St. Paul, population 354. “We’ve 
made a lot of friendships in the busi-
ness,” Kathy said. “We grew up believ-
ing you treat others as you want to be 
treated, and we practice that every day.”

KG Farms specializes in field-grown 
broadleaf evergreens, grafted conifers, 
Japanese maples and deciduous shrubs. 
Their material is grown on 350 acres of 
prime farmland in the Willamette Valley, 
not far from where each of them grew up. 
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KG Farms Inc.
The two started their farm in 1985, when 
they were in their early 20s. 

“We were eager to start our busi-
ness,” Greg said.

Initially, they didn’t grow trees or 
shrubs — they grew vegetables. They 
were contract growers for Birdseye, 
producing cauliflower and strawberries. 
They also grew grass seed and veg-
etables for seeds. Kathy also worked as 
a legal secretary until the business was 
going strong.

They noticed that neighboring 
farms were being purchased by estab-
lished nurseries or in some cases, even 
startup nurseries. They also had friends 
and relatives growing nursery crops. 
The next step was logical.

“In 1991, we started planting a 
small acreage of nursery products,” 
Greg said. “We continued the agricul-
tural farming also.”

Their first nursery harvest was in 
1995, and the business grew from there.

“As the nursery started to evolve, 
we felt we wanted to make it larger,” 
Kathy said. “We were very fortunate 
with the people we came in contact 
with early.” 

These individuals included not only 
customers, but brokers and sales repre-
sentatives, including Ron Bracciante, a 
sales rep for McHutchison Inc.

“He’s helped mentor us,” Kathy 
said. “He’s helped guide and shape us.”

Kathy and Greg have also relied on 
advice from other growers. The Oregon 
nursery industry is well known for its 
openness and spirit of cooperation. This 
benefits all growers, as knowledge is 
passed along and everyone improves. 
“We’ve not been afraid to ask questions 
when we were learning a lot,” Kathy said.

They’ve gotten advice from custom-
ers, too. “We’ve listened when people 
come out to tour, especially sales reps,” 
Kathy said. “We ask, ‘What do you see us 
growing? What would be a good mix?’”

The result of this longtime commit-
ment to learning is a quality plant for 
the customer at a reasonable price.

34

▲

JANUARY 2011  ▲  DIGGER    31



A & R Spada 
Farms LLC

St. Paul,  Ore.
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Arthur Spada (left) founded A & R Spada Farms in 
1958 with his brother Richard, who passed away 
in 2000. The nursery today is run by Richard's son 
Angelo (center). Angelo’s son, Kevin (right), has 
now gone to work for the family business as well. 

7251 St. Paul Highway N.E.
Mailing Address: P.O. Box 157
St. Paul, OR 97137
503-633-2941
www.spadafarms.com
info@spadafarms.com

With 1,600 acres in nursery pro-
duction and 180 employees during 
peak times, A & R Spada Farms is no 
small player in Oregon’s nursery indus-
try. Founded in 1958 by two brothers 
— Arthur and Richard — the Willamette 
Valley nursery grew from humble begin-
nings to become one of the larger and 
more innovative in the state.

“We look at the nursery business 
as a relationship business,” said Angelo 
Spada, who today co-owns the farm 
with his uncle Arthur. “Many of our cus-
tomers are true friends and have been 
buying from us long term.”

Spada Farms may be best known 
for two particular plants — emer-
ald green arborvitae and baby blue 
Colorado spruce — but its catalog 
extends far deeper. The company offers 
upwards of 300 varieties and ships to 
44 states and six Canadian provinces. 

Spada’s offerings include a broad 
selection of grafted conifers, as well as 
Japanese maple, hinoki cypress, and 
pyramidal holly. 

“It’s a fairly full line with an 
emphasis on needled evergreens and 
broadleaf evergreens,” Angelo said. 

Customers are mainly re-whole-
salers, retailers, other growers, and 
independent garden centers. About 80 
percent of what Spada sells is field-
grown, which the company believes 
will provide superior quality. 

“Field growing allows more room 
for better spacing versus limited can 
yard space,” said Angelo.

Spada’s broad selection is matched 
by its innovation in several areas. From 
its “Blue is Cool” marketing program 
for the ‘Baby Blue’ spruce and other 
blue conifers, to its use of GPS-guided, 
automated planting tractors — and 
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from its custom labeling program (your 
store’s logo on a plant label), to the use 
of multimodal containers to send some 
shipments by rail — Spada regularly 
breaks new ground.

 “We want our customers well sat-
isfied,” Arthur said. “The homeowner 
is making an investment. We want to 
deliver the best possible product that 
we can to our customer.” It’s a com-
mitment firmly grounded in Spada’s 
50-plus years of nursery experience — 
but that’s not the beginning of the story.

The Spada story actually began ear-

lier in the 20th century, when Arthur’s 
parents, Cosmo Spada and his future 
bride, Angiolina Marcovecchio, each 
passed through Ellis Island as brand-new 
immigrants to America. By 1913, they 
had met, married, worked at a variety 
of vocations to support themselves, and 
finally settled on a vegetable farm in 
what is now eastern Portland, Ore. 

Arthur Spada was born in 1926. He 
remembers working for his parents on 
the farm. So did his younger brother, 

Richard, who got a driver’s license at 
age 14 so he could deliver beans to the 
cannery for his parents.

In 1945, Arthur was drafted into the 
U.S. Army. Fortunately, the war ended 
on August 15 of that year and he served 
the next year as part of the American 
occupying force in Japan. He was hon-
orably discharged in 1946, returning 
home to Oregon. “I came out of the 
service with a meager amount of money 
and started a vegetable farm,” he said.

Arthur didn’t own land, but he 
farmed wherever he could rent ground. 
Pole beans were his main crop. 
Separately, his younger brother Richard 
was doing the same, until 1958. 

“At that point, I formed a partner-
ship with my brother, Richard,” Arthur 
said. “We united what we were doing. We 
started doing a small amount of nursery 
stock in addition to our vegetables.”

The idea of growing nursery stock 
came from a family friend, Martin 
Wappler. Together, Arthur and Richard 
grew several conifers, including arbor-
vitae, juniper, and cypress. They also 
grew evergreen shrubs, such as rhodo-
dendron, azalea, skimmia, and daphne. 

It was a strategic decision early on 
not to grow many shade trees. 

“There were a lot of well-
established nurseries in shade mate-
rial,” Arthur said, mentioning J. Frank 
Schmidt & Son Co. as well as Handy 
Nursery Co.

Their initial market was local, with 
some shipments going as far away as 
Spokane and Seattle. 

“As time went on, we gradually 
evolved into other species and plants, 
and increased our volume,” Arthur said. 
The brothers also started growing pota-
toes for potato chip makers.

On May 25, 1965, the brothers 
purchased 240 acres of rural land near 
the small community of St. Paul. They 
installed a dam in 1967 for irrigation 
purposes, and later leveled a hill in 
order to create more growing space. 

Eventually, the original site wasn’t 
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ness of that, and being hands on from 
the seed to the final step,” Ridling said.

This allows them to grow larger 
plants, faster, without digging them out 
of their natural environment. “It’s an 
advantage in the valley that we can grow 
phenomenally,” Anderson said. “They 
can grow in mountain areas, but they 
get one tenth of the growth we get.”

In addition to its shrubs, perennials 
and trees, Sevenoaks offers more than 50 
native bulbs grown in sand beds. They 
are dug and offered for sale in the fall 
Customers can purchase them by the 
bulb or by the pound. 

“They’re all native to the West,” 
Ridling said. “They’re a neat thing. 
People don’t realize they’re available 
out there. Anything that doesn’t sell, 
we’re able to pot up and sell ourselves 
as containerized material.”

Sevenoaks also offers a selection of 
wetlands plants geared towards restora-
tion projects. These plants often are used 
in bioswales to help absorb and filter run-
off from streets, sidewalks and rooftops.

As befitting a native plant nursery, 
Anderson and Ridling pride themselves 
on a green ethic. They use biological 
pest control methods such as lacewings 
and ladybugs — no pesticides are used. 
They’re making a move to organic rath-
er than chemical fertilizers, as well.

According to Ridling and Anderson, 
all the effort of the past five years has 
paid off. Not only are they growing 
a successful business, they’re break-
ing new ground. Just like the original 
owner, Cameron, three decades ago.

“We really feel like it’s coming 
around,” Ridling said. “People say they 
want to get their material from us.” 

“We try to grow quality from top to 
bottom in all our plants,” Greg said. 

Of course, it definitely helps to be 
growing the plants in Oregon.

“It’s a unique place,” Kathy said. 
“In this valley, we have usually ample 
rainfall, mild temperatutres and fertile 
soil, to enable us to grow some of the 
best plants in the country.”

KG Farms is particularly well 
known for growing gold cone juniper 
(Juniperus communis ‘Gold Cone’), 
spiral Emerald Green arborvitae (Thuja 
occidentalis ‘Smaragd’) and skip laurel 
(Prunus laurocerasus ‘Schipkaensis’). 
The nursery also offers Hinoki cypress, 
maples, boxwoods, cedars, Cryptomeria,  
spruce, pine, laurel and all manner of 
spirals and topiaries, among many other 
species of grafted conifers.

In running the business, Kathy and 
Greg split their responsibilities evenly. 

“We work hard to keep everything 
moving smoothly,” Kathy said. “We are 
very organized, and we don’t have a lot 
of complaints about our plants.”

Kathy is in charge of sales, market-
ing, inventory, shipping and bookkeep-
ing. Greg is in charge of production, 
which isn’t limited to field-grown nurs-
ery crops. KG Farms also grows pro-
duce and grass seed, as it has since the 
beginning. The farm also grows 5,000 
tons of hay every year for overseas 
export. Crew members work on both 
nursery and non-nursery crops. 

“Our crew is like family,” Greg 
said. “We have 30 full-time, year-round 
employees. They’re loyal; they’re hard-
working. We couldn’t do it without them.”

Greg and Kathy have four daugh-
ters, including one, Erika, who plans 
to pursue a nursery career. Erika is 
a senior majoring in horticulture at 
Oregon State University.

“She’s going to be one to watch 
in the industry,” Greg said. It’s excit-
ing for us to see someone with that 
much enthusiasm. She has passion for 
the industry.”

After graduation, Erika plans to 
come back to the nursery and apply the 
lessons she has learned. 

▲  SEvENoAkS NAtIvE NURSERY 
Continued from page 25

▲  kG FARmS 
Continued from page 31
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off the truck, you can tell,” Le’Ann said. 
“It has a special sheen to it.”

Western Oregon rains are abundant 
from October through April. This allows 
Marjama’s selection of grafted conifers, 
evergreens, deciduous and flowering 
shade trees, dogwoods, and topiaries to 
stay lush. “You can’t do it with irriga-
tion water,” Don said. “It’s that rain that 
comes from above.”

They have 183 varieties in their 
catalog in many sizes, from one-gallon 
containers to 12-foot trees. A favorite 
selection is dwarf Alberta spruce. “We 
do more numbers in that than anything, 
and customers know that,” Don said. 
“They know they’ll get a quality plant.”

Products are shipped everywhere in 
the United States and Canada.

Impressive though it may be, the 
collection of coins and bills is not the 
main thing that gets visitors talking. 
That would be the collection of topiar-
ies near the entrance. 

“The biggest thing we get compli-
ments on is our topiary plants,” Don 
said. “(People) drive in the gate and 
say, ‘This is different.’” 

The second thing people notice is 
the neatness of the nursery. The fields 
are kept in immaculate condition, and 
the combination of that and the Mt. 
Hood view blows people away.

“Time and time again, when I’m 
finished with the tour, people say it’s the 
cleanest nursery they’ve seen,” Tim said.

But the most lasting impression is 
made by the quality nursery stock that 
Don Marjama Nursery sells. “That’s the 
key,” Don said. “Quality. That’s what 
we hear at all the trade shows.”

The owners say the credit belongs 
to the employees of the company. 
Deserving particular kudos are two 
brothers, Joe and Jesus Bautista, who 
have worked there since 1984.

“Our top 15 employees have been 
here 18 years or longer,” Tim said. “We 
have an incredible crew.”

“It’s those people who have made 
the business as good as it is,” Don said. 
“We’re the owners, but it’s the employ-
ees that do the work.” 

▲  DoN mARJAmA NURSERY 
Continued from page 27
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enough, and they acquired others. 
Today they have numerous farms 
in Marion County, where St. Paul is 
located, plus two farms in neighbor-
ing Yamhill County and another in 
Clackamas County, to the east. 

“We’ve increased considerably since 
our beginning,” Arthur said.

In 1993, the brothers made the 
decision to drop potato production. “It 
was then we devoted all our attention 
to the nursery,” Arthur said, though 
some land remains in production of 
sweetcorn, as well as wheat and clover 
for rotation purposes.

Around the same time, Richard devel-
oped pancreatic cancer, which he fought 
for six years with chemotherapy and radi-
ation. He died on March 15, 2000. 

“My brother and I were partners for 
42 years when he passed away. He was 
an extremely important part of the part-
nership,” Arthur said. “We never had a 
foreman or a supervisor. We were out 
there in the field doing our thing to try 
to keep our expenses down. We both 
worked pretty hard.”

Richard’s son, Angelo, assumed 
his share of the business in 2001 and 
took over management of the nursery. 
He worked at the nursery since high 
school and then furthered his education 
at a community college. The rest was 
learned on the farm.

“I haven’t retired, but I set my own 
pace these days,” Arthur said. “I am 
very thankful we have such a talented 
and dedicated group of employees.”

Meanwhile, Angelo’s son, Kevin, 
holds a business degree and is taking an 
increasing role in running the farm. He’ll 
continue the company’s 52-year legacy 
of working hard for the customer and 
providing the best value for the dollar.

“Our motto is to produce the high-
est quality plant for our customers and 
give them the best service,” Arthur said. 

According to Angelo, quality is the 
truest indicator of value, because it pays 
off for the customer in the long run. 
“We have loyal customers, and that’s 
what motivates us to keep improving 
our quality,” he said. 

▲  A & R SpADA FARmS 
Continued from page 33
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