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M E R C H A N D I S I N G

A fter more than 15 years in busi-

ness, Beaver Bark Gift and Garden 

Center got a much-deserved 15 minutes of fame in 

the local media as one of three fi nalists for Lawn 
& Garden Retailer’s Merchandiser of the Year com-

petition.

When Beaver Bark co-owner Renae Bobbett 

learned her store, located in Richland, Wash., had 

been chosen as one of the competition’s 

fi nalists, she drafted a press release and 

sent it to area newspapers and televi-

sion stations. Soon enough, stories were 

being generated and camera crews were 

on their way to get the merchandising 

phenom on tape. The coverage boosted 

awareness of the store and its fi nalist 

status, leading to a pre-holiday surge in 

votes through the magazine’s website.

The infl ux of votes from cus-

tomers, the Richland community and 

industry peers sealed Beaver Bark’s 

victory in the end, but it was clever 

merchandising and a clear passion 

for the business that propelled them 

to the top.

New Beginnings
Renae Bobbett and her husband, 

Todd, started Beaver Bark in 1992 as a 

bulk landscape material supplier. The 

business grew steadily, but after 12 years, they hit 

a bump: The state seized their land through emi-

nent domain to build a new freeway, and Renae 

and Todd were forced to make a choice: close up 

shop, or start over on new property.

“It was the most stressful time in my 30 years 

of marriage,” Renae says. “Someone was going to 

take everything we’d worked for. We had the rug 

ripped out from under us.”

Having to fi nd 

a new location 

and rebuild from 

scratch began as a curse 

but became a blessing, she says. The whole 

family pitched in, and the store began its evolu-

tion to what it is today. “We got an opportunity 

to start all over with a beautiful building, proper 

lighting, amazing fl ooring and planned-out traffi c 

fl ow. It makes merchandising and retailing so 

much easier.”

And now, with the Bobbetts’ two children —  

Bryan, the company’s 27-year-old vice president, and 

25-year-old Amanda Kingham, VP of marketing — 

and their spouses involved in the store’s daily opera-

tions, the business has expanded: Half the business 

is still bulk material such as mulch, compost, gravel 

and landscaping rocks, and the other half is tradi-

tional garden center fare, including the gift shop 

that earned Beaver Bark the title of Merchandiser of 

the Year.

Creating Substance
The new location was a large, empty room with no 

internal merchandising skeleton — it’s a great oppor-

tunity to be creative in the long run, but to start, four 

plain walls don’t offer much in the way of display 

space. Renae enlisted the help of a local carpenter to 

build the little house in the middle of the store, and 

Myko Bocek, the store’s newly hired merchandiser, 

was tasked with keeping it stocked with interesting 

seasonal merchandise.

This is one of her fi rst jobs as a merchandiser, but 

Bocek’s eye for design makes her a natural. “I’ve been 

into graphic design and art my whole life; I love home 

décor, and this was a perfect job for me,” she says. 

Each season creates opportunities for new displays: a 

haunted house at Halloween, a cozy log cabin in the 

winter, a Southwestern scene spiked with prickly cac-

Armed with PR skills and creative, 
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had the chops to back up its Beaver Bark 
and take a bite out of the competition.
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tuses (kids loved to explore the display 

with their hands — that’s a mistake 

Bocek won’t make again!) and even a 

beachy paradise with real sand. Often, 

Bocek will tie the little house’s theme 

to a display of outdoor items near the 

entrance, which keeps customers inter-

ested throughout their visit.

Though it might seem that such 

an eye-catching central display might 

detract from the rest of the store’s mer-

chandise, Bocek says that’s 

not the case. New customers 

get caught up in the cottage’s 

charm, but they always want to 

see what else is there. “People 

love looking at the house, but 

they’re also eager to look at 

the store.”

Making Connections
On top of Bocek’s creative 

talent, Renae and Todd also 

gather merchandising ideas 

while traveling the country 

on garden center tours — 

Renae says Garden Centers of 

America’s 2008 holiday tour in 

Philadelphia was her 14th. Finding ways to 

balance what they see while they’re touring 

with merchandise that’s best suited to their 

store’s location has been essential. “It’s an 

investment of time and money, but the return 

has always far outweighed any investment,” 

Renae says.

And ideas aren’t their only returns on invest-

ment: Renae and Todd leave each tour with 

industry friendships that Renae hopes will last 

a lifetime. And at least where the Merchan-

diser of the Year competition was concerned, 

those relationships — as well as relationships 

with their customers — paid off: Beaver Bark 

earned a record number of votes. 

All the great merchandising 

in the world means nothing 

if you can’t bring people in. 

Connecting on a personal 

level is crucial to Beaver 

Bark’s success, and creating 

that experience is a real team 

effort: Everyone on the Beaver 

Bark staff, from ordering and 

pricing to merchandising 

and customer service, plays 

an important role. Thanks 

to their hard work, most 

of the store’s “advertising” 

stems from word of mouth by 

happy customers. “The ambi-

ance gets people’s emotions 

involved the moment they get 

out of their cars,” Renae says. 

And that’s what this business is really about: 

Getting customers engaged and helping them 

craft a lifestyle, not just a garden.

Paige Worthy is managing editor of Lawn 
& Garden Retailer. She can be reached at 
pworthy@sgcmail.com or (847) 391-1050.
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The #1 Plant Brand™

GARDENERS
WANT

DIAMOND
FROST

Gardeners rank Diamond Frost #1 on 
the Proven Winners online rating system. 

Why? Because it’s truly original, it’s 
easy to grow, and it blooms constantly. 

Diamond Frost is magnificent alone but is 
also a perfect complement in combination 

with any number of colorful Proven 
Winners varieties. Exceptional plants like 
Diamond Frost get gardeners’ attention 
and bring them into your garden center. 
Be ready for them by placing your order 
today. Visit www.provenwinners.com 

or call 1-877-895-8138.
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