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The Passionate Gardener

By Jeff Gustin

Oregon is known for its passionate gardeners. Many
of those Oregonians have taken that passion to the
next step by becoming Master Gardeners. If you are
a master gardener (or any type of avid gardener for
that matter), then you probably know our Horties for
this month, Jan and Ray McNeilan.

For nearly 30 years this dynamic couple has been
deeply involved in the Master Gardener program as
OSU extension agents. They both have a long history
of service to gardeners in our state. Ray started his
journey fresh out of New Mexico when he started at
OSU in 1958. He became an extension agent and earned his masters at the same time. He left the university
and after a 6 year hiatus in the Oregon wholesale garden industry, he returned to OSU in 1978 and became the
state coordinator of the Master Gardener program. He remained state coordinator for 19 years.

Jan became a Master Gardener volunteer in 1977. She was also a 4-H community leader and volunteer at
the time. After 3 years of Master Gardener training and classes she wanted to take the next step in getting
involved. Ray asked her to help the program by taking pictures of plants and pests to help in Master Gardener
training. In 1987 Jan became a half time assistant in the Metro extension office and helped Ray plan for a highly
successful national Master Gardeners conference in Portland. Already having a degree in Landscape Design it
led her to teaching Master Gardener classes and getting degrees in science and a Masters in Adult Education. As
the two became a powerful work team and best friends, they married in 1995. In 1996 Ray retired as extension
agent emeritus and Jan applied for the job. She was selected as Metro agent in 1997 during a rigorous selection
process and retired herself in 2007. Jan was named State Master Gardener Coordinator twice during her career.

The one thing you will notice about Jan and Ray is that there is
no ego in anything they do. During their many years of building
the Master Gardener program their emphasis has always been
about bringing ‘university research based’ gardening informa-
tion to the public. In delivering this message they don’t preach
to people. As Ray said ‘to be in the position of educators you
have to be as unbiased as possible, you have to strive to be
approachable and non-judgmental’. For Jan and Ray, it is not
about trying to control the environment when you garden, it is
about the pure joy in gardening. If you have seen their garden,
it is wonderfully low-maintenance. Jan said the reason is that
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the high maintenance plants died long ago! They are constantly fascinated with

their garden. Jan told us that she plants radishes every year because they are

one of the first vegetables to harvest in the spring... and she doesn’t even like

radishes! This love of gardening also led them to writing a book together. The

‘Pacific Northwest Gardener’s Book of Lists’ is a must have for the northwest gar-

dener. It has over 200 lists of plants grouped by their characteristics, uses and
growing requirements for the northwest garden.

Finally we asked Jan and Ray for a last piece of advice for gardeners. They
recommended that you pick what you like to do and don’t take yourself so seri-
ously. By selecting something you love to do, you will ensure that you will have
the passion to complete it and have joy in the accomplishment. And if you
don’t take yourself too seriously you will not become too stressed by trying
to be ‘perfect’. They have found that plants can be forgiving, but gardeners

aren’t! As Jan said ‘there is no space too small to try. You can still have that

excitement about growing things, whether it is a farm or the balcony of a
downtown apartment building. You just have to try!

For more information about Master Gardener classes you can check out the OSU Extension website, http://
extension.oregonstate.edu.

To order a copy of their book ‘The Pacific Northwest Gardener’s Book of Lists’ or information about their land-
scape consulting business you can e-mail them at pnwgardening@aol.com.



