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Balch Hotel, Dufur, Wasco County 

Q-Life and the Wasco County Economic Development Commission gathered six presenters together to 

explore how businesses in rural Oregon are utilizing broadband to connect with customers, suppliers, 

and staff.  Each entity utilized internet for different aspects of their businesses. 

 Kevin Duling, from a Wasco County wheat farming family, became interested in crop marketing after 

he returned home from college.  As he became known in the Northwest commodity agricultural 

community, his business KD Investors LLC grew to the point where he can focus on it and hand over 

the farm operations to other family members.  However, continuing to locate near Maupin on their 

farm is important to Kevin. He utilizes a microwave connection from a DSL line to get online almost 

anywhere on the farm, from the tractor to his home office.  This allows him to connect to real time 

market information and continue to grow a business in agricultural commodities outside of Chicago 

or Milwaukie, the traditional location for this profession.  

 Steve Schaefer, and his wife Wendy, landed in Dufur after many years in Hawaii.  With the move, he 

brought a passion for hardwoods utilized to build beautiful instruments, and the raw materials. He 

prepares the wood for guitars and ukuleles through his company Hawaiian Hardwoods Direct and 

ships it to customers throughout the world utilizing his website, curlykoa.com.  Working through the 

website process, he has added on value with his shopping cart and shipping programs.  He noted it is 

very easy to manage for him, and approachable for customers interested in purchasing wood as 

well.  

 Wendy Schaefer utilizes Steve’s excess trimmings to build ukuleles with adults and students in the 

Dufur Community Ukulele Orchestra.  She uses her Google Sites website, built by a student as a 

trade for helping him to make a ukulele, to keep in contact with her students and the rest of the 

community about practices, concerts and other programs.  Additionally, Wendy discovered an 

online work around for cancelling practices due to bad weather, and has instituted an online-

learning portion of her site that allows students-and others-to access to her ukulele lessons from 

wherever they are! 

 Samantha and Jeff Irwin own and operate the Balch Hotel, a historic boutique hotel located in Dufur 

that holds a variety of events, including weddings, and allows visitors to relax and disconnect to 

enjoy all that the Columbia Gorge has to offer. Despite encouraging their customers to take a break 

from the digital world, Samantha and Jeff have been utilizing the internet to put the Balch Hotel in 

front of customers, old and new, in a variety of ways.  They have leveraged their branding to create 

a unique website and utilized a variety of social media, search engine optimization, and online direct 

marketing tools to spread the word about the Balch Hotel, its services and retreats.  Lessons learned 

offered up to the group were: owning your online presence, including review sites that aren’t always 

under a businesses’ control; creating and implementing an online marketing plan on an ongoing 

basis; and utilizing the experts available to your business to learn and grow your strategies! 

 David Stelzer of Azure Standard shared how their company has grown from a conventional farm to a 

customer direct distributor of organic food and products to 36 states.  David and his family remain 

rooted in place in Sherman and Wasco Counties, but in order to accommodate the business’ growth 

http://www.curlykoa.com/


in our rural area, broadband has played a key role.  High speed connections to their buildings and 

the family home mean that they can work from anywhere in the area. Additionally, as they have 

expanded, broadband has allowed the company to create a dispersed model where their customer 

service representatives can be located out of their homes across the country, cutting Azure’s costs 

and allowing the company to find employees with the exact skill sets they need locally or nationally.  

 David Wherly, Chariman Emeritus of Forefronts Technologies Group, helped found this tech 

company several years ago.  Forefronts’ business model relies on responses to RFPs rather than 

active marketing, so their use of broadband is not focused on their web presence. Instead, the 

company utilizes a distributed model that allows employees and principals to locate wherever they 

would like, as long as they have broadband.  David stressed the need for standardization of 

technology and processes, strong communication channels between employees, and continued 

intellectual growth and challenges for individuals in the company to ensure that this model of an 

exclusively teleworking-based company can succeed.  

 

Thanks to our Sponsors! 


