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At a recent Woodland Chamber of Commerce meeting, past president Bill Behrens of Equity Network 
Services made an excellent point. These days most of us are inclined to take the defensive, hunkering 
down and waiting out the current economy without making any new investments or taking any risks.

Bill said that we should take the opposite view, and go on the offensive.

The way you do that is by following the best sales advice, and with everyone you meet ask, “What do 
you need help with? How can I help you?” Meeting people’s needs is the definition of good service and
makes you someone that people want to do business with.

Husband-and-wife team Ray and Melissa Vandervalk make great examples of this positive, proactive 
attitude. New members of the Woodland Chamber, they have also opened a new business in Woodland: 
Red Leaf Organic Coffee, located in the newly rebuilt kiosk next to the Shell station on Pacific Avenue.

At the end of March, they gave a Chamber program on “Building a Small Business in Tough Times.” 
They could teach us all a thing or two about doing it right.

Melissa and Ray brainstormed together for three months as they formed their business plan. They set 
out to brand their business with an effective, attractive logo, and the motto, “It’s worth the drive.”

I can personally vouch that the motto is absolutely true! Red Leaf offers delicious coffee, tea and 
smoothies, excellent breakfast bagels and Panini sandwiches, and to-die-for fresh-baked goodies from 
the same local baker who supplies the Lewis River Golf Course. They also offer a convenient delivery 
service from 11 a.m. to 2 p.m. with a $10 minimum (call 225-6271).

Even though the Vandervalks came up with Red Leaf Organic Coffee entirely on their own, they 
deliberately styled their logo and menu to look like a franchise. People trust something that looks 
bigger and more professional than “just” a local start-up.

Melissa was born in Canada, so they chose a Canadian theme. Just want a 20-ounce regular coffee with
cream and sugar? That’s a “Two Buck Canuck”. For their yummy espresso drinks, you can choose a 
“Tall-eh?”, “Grand-eh?” or “Vent-eh?” size.

Ray and Melissa asked themselves, “What do we have to do to grow the business?” Their answer: “It’s 
not just one thing.” Key to their strategy was the idea that you have to invite people, and you can’t be 
shy. Melissa and Ray put up a large sign on property next to Starbucks, and visible to people going 
through the Starbucks drive-through. All of a sudden, people knew they had another option.

One of the first things that Red Leaf Organic Coffee did was to join the Woodland Chamber. They felt 
the benefits of networking with other Chamber members and raising awareness of their business right 
away.

After inheriting from the previous owners a very low customer base of only about 50 people, Ray and 
Melissa now enjoy serving a core of about 300 people. That number is growing every day as more 
people discover the great products and terrific service that Red Leaf Organic offers.
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