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GCA’s Key Connections: Member Profile 
Chris McDonald, Hardgoods Buyer 
Ray Wiegand’s Nursery, Macomb, MI 
 

Buying Direct from Manufacturers, Magical In-store Experiences Allow Northern IGC to 
Compete with Big Boxes 
 

Capitalizing on more than 153 years of growing experience, Ray 
Wiegand's Nursery has translated that background into running 
successful retail and re-wholesale divisions at their property in 
Macomb, WI. Wiegand's has come a long way since Francis 
Wiegand purchased the family's first farm in the 1860s in Warren, 
MI – the independent retailer now operates a state-of-the-art 
growing facility that spans approximately more than 1,000 acres, as 
well as a 7-acre retail garden center, according to Hardgoods Buyer 
Chris McDonald. The store's offerings have expanded over the 
years to include a Garden Pharmacy, landscape design services, 

patio furniture, decor, grills, containers, gifts and anything else that customers need to beautify 
their outdoor spaces. 
 
But growing quality trees, shrubs and perennials isn't the only strong suit of Wiegand's – the IGC 
sends a team of buyers, including Chris, directly to lawn and garden manufacturers in China to 
purchase hardgoods and decor, giving the retailer the ability to offer prices that compete with the 
big boxes. 
	  
"Not a lot of people are willing to get on a plane and go to China – it sounds intimidating," Chris 
says. "I started traveling overseas to buy artificial Christmas trees and other holiday 
merchandise. We used to go to shows in New York, but as the showrooms became too 
expensive, those vendors moved to Asia. The big boxes go over there, so we followed that 
model." 
	  

 
 

Garden Centers of America: 
Together We’re Better! 
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Chris says they've been buying their holiday merchandise directly from manufacturers for more 
than a decade. The retailer is starting to purchase more garden products overseas, too. 
	  
"By doing this, we're able to offer better merchandise at a better price, and it's a win for the 
customer and a win for us," he says. "For IGCs out there that have a lot of potential, they should 
really check into buying through this method. It has allowed us to compete much more closely 
with the box stores, and it has raised our margins significantly. The only part that may present a 
challenge for most IGCs is you have to be able to buy in some large quantities." 
	  
For stores that aren't quite large enough to buy on their own, Chris recommends partnering with 
other IGCs similar to your store and combining buying power. In fact, Chris says Wiegand's 
frequently partners with the Bordine's stores located throughout Michigan and Donzell's Garden 

Center in Akron, OH.	  
 
"We buy very, very similar product, so why not pool our efforts and 
get a better price? It's been a really beneficial relationship," he says. 
"We share all kinds of business tips and strategies, too." 
	  
The GCA Summer Tours provide a great avenue for meeting new 
garden center owners and managers, according to Chris. "When 
you start talking to people on the tour, you make a lot of friends," he 
says. "Then people start forming these new relationships, and 
actions, such as buying product in China, become a reality more so 
than one person doing it on their own." 
	  
Chris confirms that camaraderie and the distribution of ideas are the 
biggest benefits to being involved in Garden Centers of America. 
"As I talk with people in different industries, they're always really 

surprised at how friendly independent garden centers are with each other. That's a fun aspect of 
this industry." 
	  
Chris garnered other key store functionality elements on the GCA Summer Tour Portland last 
June, such as the importance of directional signage to help guide the customer on her shopping 
journey and answer questions." The most important takeaway for us is the need to develop a 
strategy for directional signage, because that relates directly to our size," he says. "We're a pretty 
big garden center, and on the tour, we saw some stores that were smaller than us really help the 
customer find where everything was through signage." 
	  
He continues, "I think a lot of times people forget and become comfortable in their garden center 
setting. When we tell our customers that 'it's in the greenhouse' or 'it's by the gazebo,' they look 
at us confused. We all know the layout of our stores, but our customers don't."	  
 
The GCA Summer Tours are great for re-energizing 
you and your staff, says Chris. "We've all just become 
complacent with our stores. But after touring the 
stores in Portland, I said, 'Wow, we've got to go home 
and create some colorful displays.'" 
	  
Creating a Magical Customer Experience 
	  
For IGCs, finding ways to attract the Millennial 
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consumer is a hot topic – one that Chris recognized as a focus for many retailers on the GCA 
Summer Tour. But he says his view on the matter is different from most. 
	  
"My philosophy is that we sell beauty," he says. "I believe that most of our customers come here 
for one reason: to buy beauty for inside and outside their homes. I feel that as these Millennials 
and younger generations grow up and purchase homes, they'll naturally shop at our garden 
center. Trying to force someone's hand isn't going to work." 
	  
Wiegand's has started diving into advertising on social media and other creative marketing tools, 
such as buying a drone to gather aerial footage of the store and events, but Chris isn't worrying 
about capturing the younger consumers. 

	  
 
Instead, the retailer is focusing on creating exceptional 
experiences in-store that will make customers of all ages 
happy. "More than ever, Millennials want the experience, 
and they're more into the experience than any generation 
before them." 
	  
Chris says their good customer experience begins with a 
knowledgeable staff. "A lot of our customers come here 
for our customer service, as well as our selection," he 

says. 
	  
Special events and workshops are hosted at the store throughout the year to bring more 
excitement and fun to the customer experience. Open houses are held in the spring and at 
Christmastime. Wiegand's Pumpkin Walk donates proceeds to a different charity every year, 
while entertaining families with trick-or-treating stations and carved pumpkins. 
	  
Customers can tour the permanent Butterfly House on-site on Tuesdays, Thursdays, Saturdays 
and Sundays – or through a private group tour – from June to September. Wiegand's display 
garden runs behind the retail store, weaving a path right to the screened-in Butterfly House. Chris 
says there are usually eight to 12 different species of native butterflies in the house, where they 
complete their entire life cycle from eggs to hatching from their chrysalises.	  
 
Every June, the retailer hosts a special launch to mark 
the opening of the house, giving away pollinator-friendly 
plants to customers. Then, in September, the monarchs 
are tagged and released into the wild. 
	  
Chris says, "We've created some magic here in different 
ways." 
	  
It's that magic that enthralled 19-year-old Chris years ago 
after he took a part-time job at Wiegand's while he 
attended college. "It basically sucked me in from there," he laughs. "We joke that it's like the 
Hotel California around here – you come in, but you can never leave. 
	  
"I always had an interest in gardening, and that's what brought me here to begin with, but I never 
really planned on this being my career. I was lucky to have a good mentor for many, many years, 
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who was great at store merchandising. I've learned a lot over the years." 
 


