ENTREPENEUR: PROBLEM SOLVER

BY COOPER LANGFORD

FROM THE
GROUND UP
Bev Gray is more than a successful Whitehorse entrepreneur.
She’s taken a lifelong passion for wild plants and created a
brand that’s reaching across national and international borders.
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If you walk along Main Street in Whitehorse, heading west out of the downtown core, you’ll
soon come across a small shop called Aroma Borealis. Owned by Bev Gray, a certified herbalist and aroma therapist, it specializes in natural body care and aromatherapy products—
developed by Gray and inspired by the native plants of the boreal forest.
From all appearances, the store looks like a comfortable local business, and that is certainly
true. But there’s more to Aroma Borealis than first impressions might suggest. Despite its
modest environs—and what many from outside the North might consider remote location—
this 20-year old company has developed a devoted customer base that reaches across Canada,
the United States and Europe. And as the business has grown, so has Gray’s reputation as
a herbalist, speaker and best-selling author—so much that Martha Stewart featured Gray's
work on U.S. network television.
It’s a surprising story, something Gray will acknowledge herself. “Those first years, you’re
just trying to make it,” she says. “The first day I opened the store, I made $200. It was all my
friends coming in. I didn’t want to take their money.” But it’s an important story too, one
that serves as a case study of how a small Northern business can develop a national—even
international—profile while staying close to home.
The Aroma Borealis story begins in the mid-1990s as a home-based business, with Gray
selling a modest product line of teas, salves and balms at craft fairs and through a handful
of local stores. Revenues were sporadic, so Gray supplemented her income with freelance
journalism, a line of work that had originally brought her North a few years earlier. She took
Aroma Borealis full-time in 1997 when she moved her business to the store that remains its
headquarters. That’s when the company's profile began to grow.
Although Gray kept a sharp focus on her local market, she also began to branch out
into wholesaling, first to local businesses then to connections she made through her personal network. “I started locally, then friends of friends,” she says. “That’s how it grew.” The
description may sound modest, but step-by-step, Gray’s business was growing a reputation
and a client base beyond Yukon’s borders. What was arguably the major turning point
for Aroma Borealis came in 2004, when the business was chosen for an innovators program funded by the National Research Council. The program gave Gray the opportunity
to work with an expert advisory board that helped her scale her strategy, marketing and
e-commerce capabilities for national and international markets. “That was when I started

Branching Out:
Bev Grey built her Aroma
Borealis brand stepby-step, focusing on
her personal networks
and fostering new ones,
raising her industry
profile and, ulitimately,
remaining loyal to her
Northern roots.
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WHO'S THAT GUY?
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momentum was building—and so was the
business. By 2007, Aroma Borealis was producing more than 200 products and selling in more than 75 stores in Canada and
worldwide. Revenue tripled.
The biggest bump of all came in 2011
when Gray published her book, The Boreal
Herbal: Wild Food and Medicine Plants of the
North. It was an instant hit and has become
an international calling card for the Aro10:06 AM Page 1
ma Borealis brand.

Lessons Learned:
Bev Gray on Brand Building
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For all its success, however, Gray's company has not lost its identity as a local
Whitehorse business. And for good reason: Gray never took for granted the local
customers who nurtured its growth. “Still
to this day, they are my core customers,”
she says. “Through the last 20 years, it has
been the local people who supported me.”
No doubt, it will be that same base that
anchors Aroma Borealis for whatever the
future brings.

Leverage Your Networks Personal and professional connections—friends-of-friends,
colleagues-of-colleagues—are excellent resources when you are starting to get your
business out there. Gray says they can also
help you discover new markets. During
the early days of Aroma Borealis, a friend
suggested Gray contact a sister, who ran a
spa in Saskatchewan. “[My friend asked]
‘Do you have a wholesale list?’ I said, ‘I do
now.’” The sister became Aroma Borealis’
first retailer outside Yukon—and showed
Gray that spas could be a retail partner for
her products.
Engage With Your Industry As Gray learned
more about her industry, she came to the
conclusion that health food stores offered
a major opportunity to grow Aroma Borealis. So, she started attending industry
events, such as the Canadian Health Food
Association trade shows. The experience
was eye-opening. “Even understanding
there was an industry,” Gray says. Through
those trade shows, Gray developed an understanding of the industry, its needs, how
her products might work within it and
what kind of new products she could develop to serve that sales channel.
Be an Expert As Gray networked, she paid
attention to what successful people had
done to grow their businesses. “I noticed
that many were writing for magazines, selling at trade shows and giving seminars. So,
I started doing that,” she says. Drawing on
her experience as a journalist, Gray started
writing a column for Alive magazine. She
also promoted herself as a speaker and
seminar leader. Ultimately, she even got
into publishing with her best-selling book,
The Boreal Herbal. The result: Gray’s reputation has spread across Canada and the U.S.
and into Europe—and so has the market
for her ever-evolving business.
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figuring out who my market was outside
Yukon. It was the health food market.”
Armed with a newly focused business
plan and target market, Gray started attending health food industry trade shows
(a sort of homecoming for Gray whose
first jobs as a teenager were in health food
stores). Following in the steps of successful entrepreneurs in her field, she started
writing articles for magazines and giving
AB_InnNorth_Aurora_Half.qxp_Layout 1 1/28/14
seminars in her areas of expertise. The

Ross Beaty:
Mining Mogul and
Conservation Champion
ValOre Metals Corp. is best known in
Nunavut for its 340,000-acre Angalik
uranium project, home to the Lac 50
Trend deposit and the largest high-grade
uranium resource in Canada outside of
Saskatchewan. What most Nunavummiut
(or most Northerners for that matter)
probably don’t know is that ValOre's largest shareholder is also a legend on the
Canadian mining—and wildlife conservation—scenes: Ross Beaty.
Trained as a field geologist, Beaty
made his fortune with Pan American Silver Corp., a company he founded in 1994
that became one of the world’s largest
silver producers. In 2008, Beaty jumped
into renewable energy. In keeping with
a deeply held conservation ethos, he
started acquiring the companies that
would become Alterra Power Corp., a
moderately profitable renewable energy
producer with a portfolio of geothermal,
wind and hydro projects.
In more recent years, Beaty has
stepped back from day-to-day business
managment. He continues to invest—his
11.94 per cent stake in ValOre (formerly
Kivalliq Energy) being one example—
through his company, Kestrel Holdings.
But his focus is more on conservation.
Among his philanthropic works are
multi-million dollar donations to the
Beaty Biodiversity Museum at the University of British Columbia and the Beaty
Water Research Centre at Queen’s University. Beaty and his wife, Trisha, also
donate more than $3 million annually to
conservation-focused charities in Canada
and are major supporters of Panthera, a
charity that preserves wildcat corridors in
Central and South America.
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and Horizon North, Kitikmeot Camp Solutions
provides a full service offering for camps and
catering to the mining and exploration sector in
the Northwest Territories and Nunavut.
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Along with a full range of Industrial Services,
Horizon North also delivers award-winning
Modular Solutions throughout Canada.
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