cover
story

Cornell Farm

Dedication To Perfection
A sharp eye on the bottom line and great merchandising
keep Cornell Farm in Portland, Ore., on target for a profit in tough times.
by Jennifer Polanz

M

aybe it’s their prior history
in business. Or perhaps you
could attribute it to fiscal
conservatism and strict attention to detail.
Whatever it is, it’s given Cornell Farm
co-owners Ed Blatter and Deby Barnhart
record profits over the last three years
and the possibility of a profit this year – a
potentially disastrous year for garden retail because of inclement weather in the
Pacific Northwest.
It’s no surprise that the couple, who say
they are partners in life and partners in
business, have found success. They have
a history of entrepreneurism, starting a
monthly cultural affairs publication for
the Portland area long before Ed’s father
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had the idea of building a 3,000-squarefoot greenhouse. And while the publishing and garden center businesses might
not seem to have a lot in common, many
of the skills they learned in their first
business have been very useful in their
second. Times were tough in Portland
back then, Barnhart says, and the publication had to be finely tuned to make a
profit. Early on, they learned to watch the
bottom line closely.
Eventually the couple needed a change
of pace, and Blatter’s father offered them
the greenhouse, which was built on a busy
stretch of Southwest Barnes Road right
by the family farmhouse. The change was
challenging, but welcome, Blatter says.
“Selling advertising is a whole different
idea than being in one place in a store
and having people coming into your

store,” he recalls. “(In a store) you don’t
have to go out and hawk it in the same
way. When they pick it up they are convinced they want it.”
The couple, already garden enthusiasts,
started with zonal geraniums (which
Blatter’s father had perfected for years in
his basement), fuchsia plants, color annuals and perennials and a few cherry tomato plants thrown in for good measure.
Cornell Farm opened for business on
Mother’s Day in 1987 selling out of what
Blatter and Barnhart call “the patio,” a
covered structure without side walls surrounded by fence.
“We are on one of the major roads into
Portland, so a lot of people drove by and
saw what we were doing. We didn’t have
to entice them from the start to come out
and find us,” Blatter says.
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Slow And Steady Growth
That first year, the operation made
$60,000, much of which was put back in
to growing the business. Blatter, who has
a knack for technical activities, took over
the production side of things, while the
more socially inclined Barnhart headed
up the retail portion. Each year, they
would add a new greenhouse or make
additions or improvements to the Nexus
structure used for retail in the years after
that initial patio.
“It’s been deliberately slow growing for
the last 23 years. We raised three kids.
We lease the land from my father, who
still lives in the house,” Blatter says. “The
kids went to school here, and got off the
bus right at the farm. Their grandparents
were right here. It was our lifestyle; it just
sort of organically always worked.”
The business went from just being
Barnhart and Blatter to employing more
than 20 full-time workers during the peak
season. It was that part of the growth that
challenged the owners the most.
“When we had our magazine business,
we never really managed any employees.

Cornell Farm specializes in
displaying mixed containers
with the component plants surrounding it, making it easy for
customers to build their own
porch and patio pots.
So [it was difficult] getting into this business where you’re trying to transfer your
values and the type of quality you want to
see,” Barnhart says. “It was easier when
there were five or six people – when it got
larger it got more challenging.”
(See the sidebar on page 14 for more
on how Barnhart and Blatter addressed
those challenges.)

Poised For Success
Eventually, with its solid team of employees in place, Cornell Farm became

Cornell Farm
Owners: Ed Blatter and
Deby Barnhart
Location: Portland, Ore.
Size: 5 ½ acres of greenhouse
production and retail
Annual Sales:
More than $3 million
Noteworthy: Cornell Farm
was named the 2008 Regional
Winner for the West on TGC’s
Revolutionary 100 list.
Web site: www.cornellfarms.com
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well known in the Portland area for quality plants, prompting customers to return
regardless of weather and economic
climate. Along with that quality is the
emphasis on merchandising.
“That’s something I’ve been proud of
for a really long time. We have never displayed plants in alphabetical order. We’re

much more focused on vignettes and
showing what plants go together.
“It looks really fresh, inviting and
inspiring. We try to change things constantly,” Barnhart says.
Cornell Farm is especially known for
its displays at the annual Yard, Garden
& Patio Show in Portland, where it has
won numerous awards for booth design,
its displays and patio containers. “Potted
planters are one of the main things
customers count on,” Barnhart adds.
“Customers say ‘I can always come here
and know what’s going to go together.’
We really try to refine that continually.”
Blatter also notes it’s easier because they
grow virtually all their own annuals and
perennials on site, so they can constantly
refresh displays that are looking droopy.
“The [other] advantages are you can
try to make those recipes or designs with
components that you have a lot of,” he
adds. Cornell Farm specializes in displaying mixed containers with the component
plants surrounding it, making it easy for
customers to build their own porch and
patio pots. “We’re pulling new plants
every day, and taking back plants that are
tired or out of bloom. We try to make the
floor look as perfect as we can.”
That dedication to a perfect sales floor,
along with a heightened attention to detail,
may have been the key to surviving a very
difficult spring. Blatter described February,
March and April as “crappy,” with ice
storms and rain plaguing the Northwest.
It even snowed in June, just to ensure the
spring season would be a terrible one.
But Blatter and Barnhart say they are
expecting a profit this year, largely because they started taking a hard look at
their pricing last year. The couple had
been focusing on pricing to get the most
out of their larger ticket items, but had
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been “lackadaisical” about pricing the annuals and perennials, Blatter says.
“Everything we grew went up in
price,” he says. “The 4-inch pots – {customers} were buying as many of those as
ever. That’s not where they were cutting
back. Our average sale has gone up – it
didn’t go down.”
And best of all, Barnhart says, they
didn’t hear a peep from the customers
about the price increases.
Cornell Farm also attributes some of its
recent success to the construction of new
bathrooms, which took the place of an
old storage area. “We didn’t have a lot of
space to store, so we didn’t do much buying,” Blatter says. “Enough women have
told me they’re [bathrooms] are important that, well, they’re really important.”

Training For Profits
One of the largest challenges Cornell Farm has
faced is training upwards of 20 full-time employees
for the peak spring season. “The first five years were
easy because we could all meet together every day,”
says co-owner Deby Barnhart. “Once you’re past a small number of people, you
have shifts and complications.”
At a recent Garden Center Group meeting, they found the solution – a program called Profitivity. It’s a customizable template for educating employees that
uses Web-based training and a series of cards that employees review to understand all aspects of the business.
The cards include things like: “This is how we want you to answer the phone,
greet customers, our safety concerns,” Barnhart says. “When you read this, you
have an immediate understanding of everything.”
Though they weren’t able to implement the program as thoroughly as they would
have liked this spring, it’s slated to be a priority next spring, and is currently being
used whenever a new employee is hired. Barnhart likes it because it gives instant
feedback on whether a new employee understands what’s expected of them. It also
raises questions from the employee that may not have otherwise come out.
“Surprisingly to me, we’re getting contributions so quickly (from new employees),” Barnhart adds. “If all you do is come in and water and don’t interact, that’s
not OK. We’re looking for people who can be innovative. That’s another opportunity the cards gave that I thought was really great.”
To learn more about the program, go to www.profitivityinc.com.

Continuing To Improve
The success of the last
couple of years is wonderful,
but it hasn’t made the couple

The construction of new
bathrooms at Cornell Farm
are part of the reason for the
store’s recent success. The
new restrooms make it easier
for customers to shop leisurely and spend more time
at the garden center.

complacent. They still have
plans for winter projects,
including a larger plan to improve the parking situation at
the retail operation. There are
currently between 35 and 38
parking spaces in a parking
lot that can get pretty hairy during the
peak spring season. It’s still a challenge
to figure out exactly how to improve the
situation, Blatter says.
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“We did a lot of study on how to
change it around and, aside from scraping clean and starting over, there’s no
magic bullet,” he says. “But the customers say they love it – the farm. It’s a

small, alternative shopping experience
and they like that.” 
TGC
Jennifer Polanz is a freelance writer based in the
Cleveland, Ohio, area. She can be reached at
jepolanz@meistermedia.com.
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