Featured Member

The Perennial Farm
Joe Watson was determined to make this new endeavor a success and worked hard from day one to make
sales and grow his company. Soon thereafter he was
joined by his two brothers, Jimmy and Bobby. Joe continually grew and made a thriving business of it, relocating to 1620 York Road in order to expand. They started
to advertise and purchased spots on the local radio station and in their radio commercials they were known as
the “Watson Boys.” With a lot of hard work and perseverance, they pushed sales into the million-dollar range.
“I started out working for my
dad,” Rick said. “I got interested in plants and horticulture
from that experience. I entered
the horticultural program at
the University of Maryland
and received a degree in horti-

Growing from
one generation
to the next

While some in the green industry
are wrenching their hands and
saying, “well, we’ll have to see
about the economy” and postponing decisions, Rick Watson
and his team at The Perennial
Farm in Glen Arm, Md., take
the opposite stance. “We believe strongly that we are in
control of our own destiny,” Watson said. The nursery’s
strategy is to “expand our territory, offer more products,
be more aggressive in marketing and be super-responsive
to customers. It’s part of our culture not to let outside
conditions affect our success or failure. We’re not
wrenching our hands, we’ve had great years.
“We’re having a very successful 2012,” he continued.
“If we want to have a better 2013 we have to do more
things, get the word out more, make the customer think
‘why deal with anyone else?’”
Rick Watson is the second generation of his family in
the nursery business. “Working with my dad in the business got me interested in entering the business myself.
My dad started Watson’s Garden Center in Towson, Md.
in the early 50s.”
Watson’s Garden Center was the dream of his grandfather, Maurice Watson, who wanted to see his children
in business for themselves. A poker partner wanted to
sell his garden shop in Towson. The landlord agreed
to lease the property; the business was purchased by
my grandfather, Maurice, by re-mortgaging the family
home. Rick’s father, Joe, was set up in business and was
ready to go but it was soon discovered that the business
they just purchased was near bankruptcy. Sales on their
first day amounted to just 70 cents.
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landscape. Soon after, larger quantities
began to sell to Watson’s Garden Center
and other local garden centers and landscapers. That’s how we got started growing in the growing end of the business.”
Around 1987 Ken and I decided to
split the business into two distinctly separate divisions. At that time the Company,
which was known as Exterior Design Inc.
became Exterior Design Landscaping and
Exterior Design Nursery. Tragically in
1998, Ken was killed in a motorcycle accident. After that I decided to close down
the landscape business and changed the
name to The Perennial Farm
and the business grew from there.”
In 1983 Rick purchased his first home, which was
located on a small farm in Glen Arm Maryland. With
the purchase came the initial 3.5 acres of property. A
few years later and with a bit of luck, Rick was able to
purchase an additional 50 acres adjacent to his farm.
“We currently have about 200,000 square feet of
heated greenhouses, and about 80,000 square feet
of unheated greenhouses, and a half million square
feet of outdoor production area,” Watson said.
“We grow close to 1,000 varieties of flowering
perennials, ornamental grasses, flower vines,
hardy ferns, flowering shrubs, groundcovers and
seasonal flowering plants. Today Rick’s family
(continued on next page)

culture. I worked for Kurt Bluemel, a landscape contractor, part time and immediately after college. I had gained
a lot of knowledge about perennials and ornamental
grasses working for Kurt Bluemel for about three years.”
In 1980 I decided to “take the plunge”, and with a
partner Ken Fowler, I decided to start my own business.
At the time, “Landscapers had just started to use a lot
of perennials and ornamental grasses. In the early ‘80s,
the only size perennials you could get were generally in
quarts, and usually not in bigger sizes.  When we were
out doing jobs, we’d do a nice landscape job but when
we’d go to mulch it, the plants were so small they would
seem to disappear under the mulch and you couldn’t see
anything. So we started growing our own perennials and
ornamental grasses into bigger size containers, the 1 and
2-gallon sizes that were needed to create a more finished
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(continued from page 19)

is actively involved in the business. His wife Gail
is in charge of accounting, their son Tom is the
Treadwell brand manager and daughter Katie
helps in human resources
    Rick explains that “In today’s very competitive market, just growing great-looking plants is
a must. It’s what everybody’s got to do to be in
the game and is a key element to our success. We
are always looking to do things to differentiate
ourselves from competitors in the marketplace.”
Ed Kiley is Director of Sales and Marketing and
shared a few thoughts as well.
    “We continually invest in our customer’s success”. “We have created an environment dedicated to doing things efficiently in all of our operations. We
produce a mature plant that is the highest quality at the
lowest cost. We listen to the marketplace and continually
adjust our operations, support and business strategies
to meet an ever-changing business environment. Our
customers want a grower they can rely on as a business
partner to help them grow their business.”
The Perennial Farm has developed hundreds of “silent
sales aids” for customers to use, and information sources
for end use  customers. As an example, the business
maintains four websites:
• www.PerennialFarm.com
• www.WhatsNative.com
• www.GrowingForyou.com
• www.TreadwellPlants.com
Two of the four web sites don’t even mention The Perennial Farm, since they are dedicated to supporting our
customers.
The first website, www.PerennialFarm.com is one of
the largest web sites dedicated to perennials in the marketplace, Kiley said. It has thousands of pictures, articles
and reference items for use by our customers.
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Availability lists are posted online and updated three
times a week, so they’re accurate. Weekly newsletters
and faxes keep information in the hands of our customers. Mary Hall does the plant grading and availability.
She has many years of plant experience in the field. Each
week Mary takes photos of good looking plants that
catch her eye. These are published online along with a
description of what makes these plants most appealing.
Our second main web site is www.GrowingForYou.com.
It got over a million hits in just it’s first three years. The
web site is not about the nursery itself but about perennials, ornamental grasses, hardy ferns, ground cover,
flowering scrubs and flowering vines.
“We’re not looking to promote Perennial Farm as a
brand on this web site, we are helping to promote our
customers” Kiley said. “Other companies promote themselves first and the garden center or landscaper plays
second fiddle.
Retail customers go to the
web site and can send in questions which are downloaded
every morning and answered
by staff members who “know
their stuff.” Kiley said, “If you
look in the dictionary under
‘plant geek,’ you see Perennial
Farm people.” End use customers never know they are dealing
with The Perennial Farm, but
they enjoy the quick response to
answers emailed back.
The www.WhatsNative.
com website is just about native
plants, a “hot button” in today’s
environment, Kiley said. “The
problem is many natives don’t
look good in the pot” — and garden centers don’t want
ugly plants in pots. “We took 225 natives that do look
good in the pot and wrote a book with an introduction
by Dr. Allan Armitage.” The book is now in its second
edition.  www.TreadwellPlants.com website is dedicated
to the hot new line of perennials for pathways and walkways; it doesn’t mention Perennial Farm. Unlike some
other brands, these groundcovers are not sold in the “big
box stores.” Kiley said, “You get a real plant, grown in
quart containers, not a 3-inch pot. They’re tried and true
to the Mid-Atlantic and New England regions. They’re
not goofy, limited-quantity plants that you can’t replace.
These are plants that landscape professionals have
chosen that they can get on a consistent basis.”
Recently The Perennial Farm brought on Dr. Allan
Armitage as the strategic advisor for the Treadwell line
of plants. Marketing efforts include ads recently placed

“

in Fine Gardening magazine and Garden Center Today
along with videos on YouTube.
The Perennial Farm was one of the first grower to
utilize QR codes on all of their picture tags. (Customers scan the QR code with a Smartphone and detailed
plant information pops up.) This year the coding was
improved — a 15-second video pops up with Armitage
providing specific plant information.
The Perennial Farm gives quotes the same day. If
requested plants are not available, substitutions are
proposed. Kiley said, “We also find and bring in hard-tofind plants to make one-stop shopping possible for our
customer.”
The nursery has a custom-grow program for when a
customer needs a large quantity of plants on a certain
delivery date. We specialize in growing drop dead plants
and delivering them to the customers job site or location.
Kiley outlined the firm’s territory as North Carolina to
Maine and west to Ohio.
“We promote ourselves as the
‘Delivery Specialists,’” he said.
“We deliver plants when you
want them, not when we feel
like delivering them. We have
14 of our own trucks. We also
ship by FedEx and UPS.”
Rick is proud that The Perennial Farm has been an active
member of MNLA for over
20 years. “We support the
organization not just with
words but with our actions.”
Rick has been on the nominating committee for 22 years
and has served on the board
of directors, as have other employees. Members have
been welcomed in the past for MNLA’s field days at The
Perennial Farm.
Rick Watson sums it all up in stating that we consider
ourselves, “The price value leader”. Our customers have
told us they want high quality product at a good price
value. They want a certain level of customer service and
support; plant material delivered when they need it, not
when the grower wants to deliver and a grower they can
rely on as a business partner they can count on to help
them grow their business.
“We strive to be a leader in the industry. We try to
help our customers in a lot of different ways. We try to
make doing business with us easy and in doing so hopefully they will make The Perennial Farm their first choice
for beautiful plant material.” ❦
Carol Kinsley

In today’s very
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market, just
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