
33DIGGERMAGAZINE.COM  NOVEMBER 2023

Gary Furr addresses toxic company culture  

to fix crippling problems at Rio Verde Plantas

BY VIC PANICHKUL

WHEN TORY SCHWOPE, founder of DCA Outdoor based 
in Kansas City, Missouri, purchased a 300-acre nursery in 
Cornelius, Oregon, and 500-acre nursery in Banks, Oregon, 

he had no idea the magnitude of the problems that he’d face.
About two months into his efforts to transform the two businesses 

into Rio Verde Plantas and the Oregon branch of Schwope Brothers 
Tree Farm, he uncovered a toxic culture and managers who would 
deliberately sabotage his efforts. 

“I have never had people be intentional about sabotaging my 
efforts, working against what I was trying to accomplish. It was extraor-
dinarily frustrating and deflating for me,” said Schwope. “It was heart-
breaking for me.” 

“I was out of options and I needed help,” he said. Something need-
ed to be done to turn around the culture.

Help from an old friend
Gary Furr had come to know Schwope as a business colleague 

first, and then a friend while he was at J. Frank Schmidt & Son nursery 
(Boring, Oregon), where he rose through the ranks and became chief 
operating officer. Schwope was a client at the time and Furr stopped by 
whenever he was calling on customers in the Midwest. 

“Tory called me in May of 2020 and he had just bought the nurs-
ery and wanted to show me around,” Furr said. “By that fall, he called 
me to ask for help.” 

Furr was asked to evaluate the company and make a 

Industry veteran 
leading turnaround

Gary Furr was brought in to examine the nursery operations, interview staff and make recommendations on how to correct the problems. PHOTO BY 

CURT KIPP

“I have never had people be intentional 

about sabotaging my efforts, working 

against what I was trying to accomplish. 

It was extraordinarily frustrating and 

deflating for me.” 

— Tory Schwope, DCA Outdoor founder

PHOTO BY JOSH LAPOINT
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recommendation.
There were a host of problems, said 

Josh LaPoint, sales manager at DCA. 
“Inventory was inaccurate.  Plants would 
be ready, but they would show in the sys-
tem as not ready. Outside sales reps didn’t 
want to sell because the inventory was off 
— they didn’t know what could be sold.” 

“Shipping was abysmal,” LaPoint 
said. They took seven hours to load 
a truck and the plants were not being 
loaded correctly. “The plants were arriv-
ing damaged,” he said. Plus, they were 
loading the wrong orders in the truck or 
orders would contain plants that the cus-
tomer didn’t order. “When the material 
was being pulled from the field, plants for 
different clients were placed on the same 
pallet instead of separate ones.” 

“There were a lot of safety issues,” 
LaPoint said. “Nobody paid attention  
or cared.” 

There was also a lack of organization 
in the field, which led to poor plant quality. 

“Plants weren’t grouped together by 
plant type or water requirement, so they were 

receiving the incorrect quality of irrigation,” 
production manager Jess Cesar said. “A lot 
of plants were overgrown for their container 
size and rootbound in their containers.”

The problems themselves could have 
been tackled individually, but closer exam-
ination by Furr found that the problems 
ultimately had the same root cause. 

“The culture here was toxic,” Furr 
said. “People did not do their jobs. They 
had no accountability. They had an orga-
nizational structure, but nobody was fol-
lowing it. We had to change the people in 
order to change the culture here.” 

Schwope asked Furr if he thought the 
company could be turned around. “I said 
maybe, but not without a whole lot of 
work,” Furr said. 

Then Schwope asked Furr if he would 
lead the turnaround. 

Furr thought about it. “When Tory 
explained the vision and mission, I told 
him I’d help him do it,” he said.

Schwope was building DCA into a 
vertically integrated company where dif-
ferent businesses under the umbrella com-

pany would work together to supply the 
distribution market. It was an innovative 
idea. The portfolio of companies included 
growers, distributors, a transportation 
company, a marketing company, and a 
retail and agritourism operation. And Rio 
Verde and Schwope Brothers Tree Farm 
would have an important role. 

“There’s a lot of moving pieces here 
because we’re a vertically integrated com-
pany. This operation is the foundation for 
the rest of the company,” Furr said.

Both Oregon companies had their 
own brands and niche but there would 
be shared functions like finance, HR, and 
administration. The Oregon operation of 
Schwope Brothers Tree Farms would focus 
on bareroot and packaged shade, orna-
mental and fruit trees. Rio Verde would 
focus on container-grown plants.

Change the people,  
change the culture

Furr met with staff at both nurseries 
and told them the company was changing 
directions. 

Turnaround

Furr checks in on Patricia Damian, section grower in charge of planting, in the potting shed at Rio Verde. He makes it a point to walk around the 
nursery regularly to greet the staff and see how they're doing.  PHOTO BY CURT KIPP
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Other products we manufacture:
Nursery Boxes • Shipping Dunnage • Stakes
Lath • Gate Material • Tilt Stickers • Lattice • Trellis

First Class Customer Service with Integrity

Bowers Forest Products has been manufacturing and supplying the best cedar boxes to 
the nursery industry for over 20 years. Our quality and service has been proven over time. 

Visit bowersforestproducts.com and woodwayproducts.com today.

The best cedar boxes and
trellis options in the industry.

vice with Inwith Inwit te it

BOWERS
F O R E S T  P R O D U C T S

“The train is leaving the station, and I 
will help you get on board,” he told employ-
ees. “But if you come kicking and scream-
ing, I’m going to kick you off the train.” 

Tory gave Gary full autonomy. The 
first thing he did was get rid of the direc-
tor of operations, who wasn’t up to the 
task. “I served as interim director of oper-
ations and it was going to be a 6-month 
job, then it turned into 12 months, then 
18 months.” 

“Culture changes aren’t easy. It’s like 
turning an ocean liner,” Furr said. “To fix 
it, you have to put the right people in the 
right spot. They’re the ones who make it 
happen. I’m just here to facilitate.” 

Furr initially tapped the talent that 
stood out when he did the evaluation of 
the company. 

Cesar, the current production man-
ager, was a production coordinator when 
Furr started the process. “When I inter-

viewed her, I knew we had a star,” Furr 
said. “She’s amazing, capable and com-
petent, and smart.” When the production 
manager left, he promoted her to that 
position. 

Gabby Romero started out in the nurs-
ery pruning plants.  One day the dock man-
ager needed help and asked her if she knew 
how to drive a forklift and she said yes. 
“I’ve been in shipping ever since,” she said. 

When the shipping foreman left, 
Romero was promoted to the position.

Amidst all of the changes, Furr tries 
to keep things focused so he tries to keep 
it simple. “We focus on three priorities 
each week and keep things neat, clean and 
organized so we can be efficient and effec-
tive and safe.”

While it’s important to focus on the 
business, it’s also important to focus on 
people, Furr said. It’s something that he 
instills in his managers. 

“It’s not like we have two separate 
lives,” he said. “We have a business life 
and a personal life and they go hand in 
hand. If our business life is not going well, 
then it’s likely that our personal life will 
not be going well and vice versa.”

Romero appreciates the concern that 
Furr demonstrates for the well being of 
the workers. 

“When it’s hot, he gets Gatorade for 
the workers,” she said. “That didn’t hap-
pen before. The workers know that the 
company cares for them.”

“He doesn’t just want you to succeed 
in the business, he wants you to succeed 
in life,” said Elizabeth Martinez, who 
oversees HR and finance. “When he walks 
around, he asks people how they’re doing. 
He cares about people genuinely. He finds 
out what moves each of us and tries to 
support and help us. He does that with 
everybody, not just managers.” 
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“I love my job. I was looking for a 
company that reflected my personal values 
and I found it here. I’m valued and can 
make an impact,” said Martinez, who was 
interviewed for the job by Furr. “What I 
do matters. It feels good.”

“I learned a lot of patience from him 
just by watching him,” LaPoint said. “You 
wouldn’t run out of second chances with 
him, as long as you were trying. He’s in 
it with you. I learned to get out there and 
try things even if it didn’t stick. He’d say 
‘well, lesson learned.’”

“Each week on Monday in our huddle 
we get together, he gives a mini talk about 
business and about life,” LaPoint said. “We 
get these life lessons every week.”

“He’s strict, strong and direct in his 
communications, but at the same time 
he’s very caring,” Martinez said. “He’s 
very direct about what needs to be done 
and goals. He makes sure teams follow 
goals and core values and he keeps them 
on track, but he’s emotionally supportive 
too.” Turning around the operation has 
required a constant push from everyone in 
the same direction. Furr calls this “keep-
ing the pressure on the yoke.”

“I was a pilot for 22 years,” Furr 
said. “When you’re flying a plane, you 
turn the yoke to turn the plane. If you let 
go of the yoke, the plane will return to 
its original direction of flight because of 
momentum. You have to keep pressure on 
the yoke to maintain desired trajectory.  
In business, it’s the same. If you want to 
make changes or change direction, you 
have to keep applying pressure to move 
the business in that direction, or entropy 
makes people go back to their old habits.”

“He keeps reminding everyone that 
we have to put our best effort forward 
every day,” Martinez said. “That’s the key 
to how he has changed the culture here.” 

Time’s ticking
While working to turn Rio Verde 

and Schwope Brothers Tree Farm 
around, Furr has lived with the knowl-
edge that his time is limited, and not 
just to complete this job. In December of 
2020 he was diagnosed with heart fail-
ure and cardiac amyloidosis. Abnormal 

proteins in his bone marrow are attack-
ing his heart, he said. He had the disease 
since the early 2000s but did not know 
it. His doctors told him the average 
lifespan with his condition is 5-10 years 
if they caught at that time — a progno-
sis he has already outlived. Furr said it’s 
been a liberating experience for him. 

“It freed me to put all of my affairs in 
order,” he said. “It allowed me to tell my 
life story to my sons and my grandchil-
dren. It’s really a feeling of peace.” 

In June, he had a big party, a celebra-
tion, with family and friends. “It was 
basically a celebration of life,” Furr said. 
“Why have it after you’re dead? I wanted 
to be there.” 

It has given him a sense of urgency to 
get what he wanted to accomplish at Rio 
Verde done. 

The company recently hired a new 
West Coast director of operations. “We 
finally hired Scott (Boatman) so that I 
can step back and be an adviser,” Furr 
said. His goal now is to focus on getting 
Boatman up to speed and supporting him 
to make sure he’s successful. Boatman has 
a business background, but no nursery 
experience.

Furr has made a big difference at the 
company, but there’s still lots of work ahead.

“Gary is so far the best business 

partner that I’ve had in my career from 
an operator’s standpoint,” Schwope 
said. “It was amazing to go from the 
most frustrating experience to the most 
rewarding experience.”

“We still have a lot to do,” Schwope 
said. “We still have key members of our 
different teams to fill out. We have a lot of 
work establishing KPIs (key performance 
indicators), we have equipment systems 
to continue to invest in. We have a lot of 
infrastructure to rehabilitate.” 

“We have a tremendous amount of 
work ahead of us to become the operation 
we envision,” Schwope said. 

“We always have room for improve-
ment,” Furr said. “When you keep rais-
ing the bar, there is a gap between where 
you are and where you want to be, which 
creates tension. You can either move 
closer to the goal to relieve the tension 
or lower the goal, which is not a good 
option. Think of it as creative tension not 
negative, which keeps you on the path 
of continuous improvement. It’s a never-
ending process.” 

Vic Panichkul is publications manager 
at the Oregon Association of Nurseries 
and managing editor and art director for 
Digger magazine. Contact him at 503-
582-2009 or VPanichkul@OAN.org

Turnaround

Furr and Schwope got to know each other when Furr was COO at J. Frank Schmidt & Son and 
Schwope was a client. PHOTO BY JOSH LAPOINT
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 CLASSIFIEDS

NURSERY LABORER
Lakeside Nursery is a container 
grown wholesale nursery located 
in Canby. We are looking for 
laborers  interested in working in the 
Nursery industry to join our team. 
Desired Skills: • Planting • Pruning 
• Plant Knowledge • Sprinkler 
system/ Watering • Plant Shipping 
• Plant fertilizing and maintenance. 
Requirements: • Ability to lift 30 – 75 
lbs. • Reliable transportation/ Driver’s 
License • Ability to work in an 
outdoor environment. • Spanish and 
English required. Not Required but 
wanted: Farm equipment experience.
Full time, in person. $16–18 hourly 
Monday–Friday. We offer sick time 
and 401K with paid time off. Must be 
able to reliably commute to Canby, 
Oregon 97013 or relocate before 
starting work (required). One year 
plant nursery experience required.

Please apply in person to 
Lakeside Nursery,  

6641 S. Arndt Road, Canby, Oregon,  
or call 503-651-5650.

OUTSIDE AND INSIDE SALES 
REPRESENTATIVES

Blooming Nursery is looking to 
expand our sales force! We are 
looking for the right people to join 
our successful and professional 
sales team. Passion, organization 
and dedication as well as a solid 
background in the nursery industry 
are some of the qualities we 
value the most. We are a 41 year 
old wholesale nursery specializing 
in herbaceous perennials, herbs, 
grasses and specialty annuals but 
also producing a line of selected 
shrubs. We sell exclusively to 
Independent Retailers (mostly in the 
Pacific Northwest) as well as to the 
landscape trade. Currently we are 
seeking an additional Inside Sales 
Rep as well as an additional Outside 
Sales Rep. Salary and bonuses are 
competitive! Health insurance, 
Vacation, 401K 6% matching. We 
are environmentally careful. We 
believe in supporting our community 
of employees. Please send your 
resume and a letter of introduction 
to: gkdinsdale@bloomingnursery.com

EMPLOYMENTEMPLOYMENT EMPLOYMENT EMPLOYMENT
GENERAL MECHANIC

Do you like to work with old-school 
equipment, minimal technology, 
just getting your hands dirty fixing 
things? Or maybe working with 
some high-tech robotics equipment 
with state of the art electronics?
Everde Growers is a leader within 
the horticulture industry with a true 
coast-to-coast footprint consisting 
of over 6,700 acres in production 
encompassing 15 farm locations 
throughout Texas, Florida, California, 
and Oregon. Our superior growing 
methods and pruning practices ensure 
consistent high quality and availability.
We are seeking a General Mechanic 
to join our team at our Forest Grove 
growing grounds in Forest Grove, 
Oregon. You will be doing repairs 
and overhauls on trucks, large diesel 
vehicles, on-road trailers, other 
automotive vehicles and all types of 
farm equipment (tractors, trailers, 
canning machines, etc.). You’ll also be 
maintaining the equipment used in the 
field, for propagation and planting, 
that are state of the art robotics. Your 
skills and expertise will be needed 
for repair, replacement, adjustment, 
lubrication, whatever the equipment 
needs are. You may also be required 
to troubleshoot weld/solder.
A typical work day is very busy, 
and you’ll be communicating with 
managers, operators, and employees 
who use and rely on the equipment 
you’re working with. You need to 
be a good time manager and team 
player, and able to prioritize and 
work with shifting priorities.
The pay is fair and competitive. The 
benefit package is excellent, and the 
hours are reasonable.
Job Type: Full-time. Salary: From 
$18 per hour. Benefits: 401(k), 
dental insurance, health insurance, 
life insurance, paid time off, vision 
insurance. One year experience 
required. 8 hour shift, Monday to 
Friday, and weekends as needed.

If interested please contact Eillen 
Taylor at etaylor@everde.com  

or 503-495-2261, or forward your 
resume to recruiting@everde.com.

INSIDE SALES REPRESENTATIVE
TSW Nursery Sales Inc. is seeking 
a plant-knowledgable inside sales 
representative with 3–5 years of sales 
experience. The perfect candidate 
must be proficient in MS Office 
Suite and Quickbooks software, 
provide excellent customer service, 
have strong verbal and written 
communication skills, manage their 
time, and be organized. Salary 
commensurate with experience.

Please mail or email cover letter and 
resume to:

TSW Nursery Sales, Inc.
Attn: Human Resources

P.O. Box 1217, 
Wilsonville, OR 97070

accounting@tswnurserysales.com

EXPERIENCED HANDS ON 
NURSERY MANAGER

Our partially employee-owned 
Nursery, north of Seattle, is looking 
for an experienced Nursery Manager 
who can guide a team of up to 
12 members. 10 or more years of 
hands-on experience in growing 
and propagation of nursery stock is 
recommended. Compensation from 
$85K per year plus bonus. Please 
send resume to diggerjobs@oan.org 
with the subject line Blind Box C.

INSIDE SALES AND CUSTOMER 
SERVICE REPRESENTATIVE

J. Frank Schmidt & Son Co., a leading 
provider of shade and flowering 
trees in North America, is seeking 
an Inside Sales and Customer Service 
Representative at our headquarters in 
Boring, Oregon.  In this position you 
will actively sell our full product line 
of trees, positively collaborate with 
our existing inside team, and support 
four outside sales representatives 
to ensure daily productivity toward 
achieving sales goals.  Experience 
in the green industry (preferably 
with bare root trees), a strong team 
work ethic and a customer centric 
mentality are key skills for this role.  
If you’re interested in a long-term 
position with an established leader in 
the nursery industry please send your 
resume to:

 
J. Frank Schmidt & Son Co

Attn:  Human Resources - Sales
PO Box 189

Boring OR 97009
pame@jfschmidt.com

Post jobs in Digger. Contact Tana at 
503-682-5089 or ads@oan.org.

FACILITIES MANAGER 
ISELI NURSERY — BORING, OR

Iseli Nursery requires an experienced 
Fa c i l i t i e s  M a n a g e r  i n  B o r i n g , 
Oregon. Qualified candidates have 
experience managing people and 
projects, purchasing supplies and 
equipment, maintaining and upgrading 
farm facilities including irrigation 
systems, and experience with farm 
equipment. Can-do attitude, effective 
communicator, customer service and 
safety minded, self-motivated, team 
player, ability to solve problems. Benefits include health/dental/life 
insurance, paid sick/holiday/vacation time, flexible spending plan, 
401K with a generous employer matching contribution, compensation 
commensurate with experience.

Please send resume to: AFernandez@IseliNursery.com
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