Wayne and Amanda Staehely started Columbia Nursery with one acre, a small can yard and one greenhouse. PHOTO BY VIC PANICHKUL
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ayne Staehely, owner

of Columbia Nursery

LLC in Canby, Oregon,

grew up on the family
farm in Canby, so it’s not surprising that
he knew that he wanted a career in nurs-
eries since he was a kid. Growing up with
a farming background inspired him to
work with plants in the future.

As a kid, he would often visit nurser-
ies down the road from his family’s farm
and they would give him unique plants to
grow. Now, he is known for propagating
and growing rare specimen trees.

When he was in high school, he got his
first job at a retail nursery selling plants and
he learned more about propagating them.

Starting the nursery
After high school and years of working

in retail and managing other nurseries, he
started his own wholesale nursery with one
acre, a small canyard and one greenhouse.

“It started small, and I have been
growing it ever since,” Wayne said. He
gave the nursery his own name initially,
and then after a few years of doing busi-
ness he changed its name to Columbia
Nursery. He added a second greenhouse in
the first location before moving the busi-
ness to a larger location.

In 2013, he moved the nursery a
third time to expand its operations with
more property.

Amanda, his wife and co-owner of
the nursery, said the business really did
start from the ground up.

A partnership

“I’ve always supported him on the
sidelines,” Amanda said about when the
nursery first started. “We got married
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From left: Sebastian Morales, Jimena Casas and Caludia Hernandez trim evergreens in the can yard at Columbia Nursery in Canby, Oregon.
PHOTO BY VIC PANICHKUL

and as the nursery grew and started to
shift and become a substantial business,
someone had to be here on a daily basis to
organize trucks and the paperwork.”

Amanda said she chose to be that per-
son to run those day-to-day operations.

“It made sense for me to be here to run
it on a daily basis and we had little kids, so
I could be here with them,” Amanda said.
The couple has three children they raised at
their home on the nursery.

“The nursery really is his dream and his
passion, and then I helped take it into the
business portion of it,” Amanda said. “I'm
who the customers talk to on the day-to-
day, and it’s very much his baby for sure.”

How they developed their specialty

Columbia Nursery specializes in
growing rare and unique conifers and
Japanese maples.
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Wayne said his nursery offers a vari-
ety of unique types of Japanese maples
and other different varieties of maples and
specialty varieties of spruces.

“And then we have a lot of cultivars
under those species,” he said.

Amanda added that the nursery has
a lot of large plants that are relatively old
compared to what other nurseries carry.
“One of our slowly growing dwarf variet-
ies is one foot wide but is eight years old,”
Wayne said.

Amanda said when her husband
decided to start the plant nursery in 2008,
he already knew the material he wanted to
grow was a long-term investment.

“He knew then that the material he
wanted to grow himself would not turn
over in three to five years. He wanted
a larger specimen project that would be
about 12 years, so it was a lot of time and

money and effort at the beginning,” she
said. “It’s been a slow process to grow
into what it is now, but we knew that at
the beginning.”

Wayne talked about how he devel-
oped his nursery’s specialty.

“I like landscaping and I like plants
in general so when I was doing retail, I'd
see varieties I liked and didn’t like,” he
said. “And when I joined the American
Conifer Society, I would look at different
landscapes. With my friends, I would go
look at different nurseries in Canada and
down south.”

“To sum it up, he’s a plant nerd,”
Amanda said.

“When you start a nursery in 2008,
everybody looks at you like you’re crazy
and you’re not going to be here very
long,” Amanda said. “But it has grown
and our sales reflect that as well, so it’s



exciting to see it grow to what it is now.”
Most of what they grow is shipped
out of state.
“Over 90% of our finished product

leaves the state of Oregon,” Amanda said.

“The majority is on the East Coast. Our
largest international market is in Canada
and we also sell to Japan as well.”

Wayne said most of their customers
are re-wholesalers, but they also sell to
some high-end retailers as well.

Successes and challenges

Amanda said the challenges of run-
ning a nursery have come with successes.

“Things come up when we don’t
expect them, like repairs on equipment or
infrastructure,” she said. “Some devastat-
ing repairs hit us two years in a row.”

But she said they keep a good per-
spective when those challenges arise:
“Today is a bad day and I get the right to
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be upset, but we take the good with the
bad and think, ‘Do you still love it at the
end of the year?’”

Amanda said some of those hurdles
have helped the couple take a step for-

ward with their business and try things
they might not have otherwise.

“Qur structure came down with an
ice storm, but now it’s beautiful,” she
said. “We redid all the electrical tiling
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and it really is in the best shape it has
been, and the plants show it too.”

Wayne said the propagation process
and the growing of new cultivars that
haven’t been done before can be experimen-
tal. “Any time we have a propagation error,
we see what varieties were successful, and
some years they fail and there’s a list of chal-
lenges,” he said. “As time progresses, and
the plants get bigger we find successes.”

Once, a customer called and asked
what the ending height of a certain variety
is expected to be. Wayne said he didn’t
know because it was the first of its kind.

Amanda said the nursery grows many
varieties and some are hard to propagate,
so sometimes the process can be about
guessing and checking what works.

The Staehelys enjoy hearing custom-
ers remark upon the unique varieties that
Columbia Nursery offers.

“When we hear customers say, ‘I’ve

never seen that before,” or ‘I haven’t

seen it in that size,” that’s really cool,”
Amanda said. “People from across the
United States send us photos of the plants.
Having people be happy about something
you spent time growing, it means we’re
doing something right.”

A look ahead at the future

As he looks toward the future of
Columbia Nursery, Wayne said he plans
to just to keep being able to grow and
supply the numbers of plants to keep cus-
tomers happy.

“We try to speculate for the future
to grow the nursery and we want our
customers to grow as well,” he said. “We
look at what our customers’ needs are and
our strengths.”

As he considers adding new varieties
to his repertoire, he also considers deleting
some varieties that don’t work as well.

“Those are things we’re always look-
ing at, what to add and what to take
away,” Wayne said.

Amanda added that customer satis-
faction is a huge priority.

“My goal would be to be better
known,” she said. “I want to introduce
the material, and I want every corner of
the U.S. to know us. That’d be fun.”

She said she and Wayne love the
amazing plants they grow and they have
strong relationships with their clients.

“It’s a great industry to be a part of,”

she said. ©

Emily Hoard is an Oregon-based freelance
journalist covering business, environmental
and agricultural news. She has a back-
ground in community reporting and a mas-
ter’s degree in multimedia journalism. You
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