
CENTERFOLD

   oing 
for the 
Goals: 

Baseball. Business. Soccer. PGE 
Park. Out in center field, among 
notorious opinions, dreams, 
controversy and politics, stands 
Merritt Paulson; majority own-
er of Shortstop, the investment 
company that owns both the 
Timbers and the Beavers.

Merritt: Chris [Metz] and I were talking about this interview 
[for Goodness] and we knew that there would be no point sit-
ting here and talking about the Beavers because it has all been 
covered fifteen ways from Sunday. Nobody is doing profile 
pieces anymore at this point. It’s good you are.

Janna: It’s important. I still believe people relate to people. 
You probably read Forbes or whatever magazines you have to 
read for business. But if you were going to sit on a beach in 
Mazatlan and you’re flipping through a magazine, chances 
are the magazine you picked would be more human-interest 
profile-driven. 

M: Yeah, it would. I don’t read Forbes. My wife subscribes to 
US Weekly. So I’ll read that.

J: Exactly! People want to know what Britney is up to today. 

M: I don’t and I always give my wife crap about subscribing 
to US. But I am the first guy to grab it when I need something 
to read.

J: I’ll go to the gym and there are these burly-looking guys on 
the stationary bike, sweating, and they’ll be leafing through 
OK! magazine.

M: Yeah, exactly.

J: So, what do you read?

M: Sports, I’d say…Sports Illustrated and 
ESPN magazines. Those are the things I 
first read. I read Outside magazine. I also 
like Men’s Journal. I definitely do some 
business magazines, but I gotta make 
myself read them. I get National Geo-
graphic. I know some of the scientists 
and I am on the board of the Wildlife 
Conservation Society and a bunch of 
our biologists are involved. And so, 
some of the conservation-oriented 
stuff I’m pretty interested in.

J: What got your interested in conser-
vation?

M: My family and the trips we’ve 
taken. My parents didn’t take us on 

Disney World trips. We did trips into the Amazon, 
camping out: Central and South America. When I 
was older we did Africa. We were camping out in 
Kakadu National Park, in Australia. It was always 
eco-focused trips. My Mom has a passion for bird-
watching, which was never interesting to me, but I 
became interested in other aspects of conservation 
and biology. 

J: So you tented?

M: Yup; in many spots you don’t typically tent. 
They were great experiences. 

J: Are ideals of being part of the world and “not see-
ing the world through a glass lens” ideals you’re go-
ing to hand down to your family?

M: 100%. But I’d say that philosophy was how we 
lived, it wasn’t just trips. We never lived in a way… I 
never even knew we had money growing up. Based 
on the cars we drove and where we lived. There is 
a philosophy in my family in terms of transfer of 

Many of the complex details re-
garding the Beavers’ exodus from 
Portland have been well publi-
cized. For some local folks, a more 
favorable end result of the Beavers 
debate is that it also shone atten-
tion on the Timbers. Indeed, in 2011 
our city will have a major league 
soccer team to call our very own. 

The stadium is in the middle of a 
$31 million renovation, with the 
goal of making it what the Timbers’ 
website calls “the most intimate, ex-
citing and authentic soccer facility 
in the United States.” Paulson’s of-
fice (a converted skybox) overlooks 
the field, and like a high school 
kid in love with his favorite home 
teams, he has it adorned with auto-
graphed sports memorabilia. 

At the same time, Paulson, age 
37—a pup by some business stan-
dards—is all grown up and focused 
on the task at hand: the ways that 
bringing major league soccer to 
town will knock the knickers off its 
fan base. What Paulson wants you 
to know is that he is as passionate 
and committed to how athletics 
can shine the spotlight on issues 
and organizations that benefit kids. 
Through mentorship, outreach, 
and donations of money and time 
coordinated through his Portland 
Timbers Community Fund, youth 
gain access to numerous educa-
tional and fitness opportunities. 

Merritt Paulson
By Janna Lopez, Photos by Joni Schrantz
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wealth that is focused on charities. I know a lot of kids 
that have been brought up in well-off families who are 
struggling with what they’re doing. They’re not happy 
people. 

They’re not struggling with money and nobody feels 
sorry for them. They’re not people who are making a 
difference and are happy. So I appreciated my parents 
for doing that. I share that philosophy and in terms of 
adventure traveling. My wife, Heather, happens to love 
it, too. She was in college and she would go on trips 
backpacking across Costa Rica and Thailand. When 
we were on our honeymoon, we did everything from 
bungee jumping to diving with sharks. 

J: Do you think the concept of “privilege” is a misconception about you, or 
about people growing up in families of wealth?

M: It’s funny. Portland seems more focused on being anti-money than any 
city I’ve seen. I love Portland, but there are pockets of people who are fo-
cused on being anti-money and anti-business though I don’t think that’s true 
throughout the broader population. But there are definitely groups that feel 
that way and are vocal about it. I may be more aware of that dynamic in trying 
to deal with the city. I love Portland. We are committed. We have moved and 
are here the long haul. But it is less of something talked about in Chicago or 
San Francisco. Certainly, not in New York where there is every stratosphere 
of wealth. Those cities are a lot more diverse, too. But there’s sort of stigma 
about Portland being anti-business that I don’t think is good for the city. I’d 

like to see that change.

J: What is it about Portland for people that 
could be anywhere, New York, San Fran-

cisco, Chicago, L.A., where big busi-
ness is expected as part of the 

norm? I think of someone like 
Gert Boyle, [the chairman 
of Columbia Sportswear], 
who’s been here forever, has 
worked and fought for ev-
erything she has, could go 
anywhere, yet she stays here.

M: Fundamentally, it is a 
quality of life. If you talk 
about reality of day-to-day 
existence, living in a spot 
that is cleaner than other cit-
ies, more crime-free, has got 
unbelievable natural beauty, 
great arts, great restaurants. 
This sort of active lifestyle or 
natural city resources make it 
a fabulous spot to live. While 
people will complain about 
traffic in Portland, it’s noth-
ing like the traffic congestion 
and pollution issues in San 
Francisco, which is a city I 
like a lot. It’s just a more liv-
able city.

J: One thing I hear a lot from 
people who travel other 
places is that aside from the 
beauty, they love the people.

M: I agree. Something that stuck with me 
was how many people came up and said 
“Welcome to Portland” after I got here. 
Though it seems trivial, this is a real civic 
pride and openness you don’t see else-
where. Being a good corporate citizen and 
doing the right things, in terms of giving 
back, people put more of an emphasis here 
[on that] than other cities I’ve seen.

This is great and puts more pressure to 
ensure you walk the walk. The Blazers got 
into trouble with off-the-court issues and 
not representing the city well. Now they 
have righted that ship and they take that 
seriously. Every city wants that but I think 
it resonates more in Portland.

J: Do most people know who you are? 
When you’re at a setting other than a game 
or business meeting are you recognized 
and do you find the same kind of openness 
and connectivity?

M: I wish I was more anonymous. And 
frankly, all the changes have been such a 
big story in Portland. People have been 
terrific and nice but for a big city it’s a small 
town. I always see people I know. 

J: Don’t go into the store with sweats.

M: You’ve got to be aware of where you’re 
talking, what you’re talking about and to 
whom. Conversations get overheard.

J: Do you feel like there are parts of your 
conversations about your business moves 
or decisions that are taken out of context? 

M: What most people know they get 
through the media. Clearly when things 
are being covered, you like to be sure other 
facts are included and that can’t happen. 
You just work to get the story out there but 
it’s only going to get told the way it’s go-
ing to get told and some people will read 
what they want to read. That’s the way it is. 
Sports are high profile, people care about 
it. For a business that is relatively small in 
terms of gross revenue, it impacts a lot of 
people. That’s the beauty of it and it also 
brings a different level of scrutiny. Fans 
wonder why we are doing something with 

this player and not the other player? 
I’ve been in that boat for most of my 
life. Being on the other side, I see things 
most don’t. How is this guy as a leader? 
How do they train day in and day out? 
Are there off-field issues or other is-
sues that people wouldn’t know about? 
There are different sides to every story.

J: Sounds like you understand the poli-
tics of your profession and yet still love 
it at the same time.

M: Yeah, although we had to go 
through the politics to do the public-
private renovations. I did not love that. 
But that comes with territory. You get 
picked, prodded and scrutinized. It’s 
much more public. We needed a face 
of the organization and I get that. We 
didn’t have it before, and I’m not par-
ticularly comfortable being front and 
center. 

J: Does any of the discomfort have to 
do with being relatively young com-
pared to other peers?

M: I am still young, but it’s not about 
young or old. It’s how much do you 
want to be a public figure? It’s nice to 
have a coach or a technical director 
talking about sports rather than eco-
nomic impact analysis all the time. We 
have a great support network around 
us and one thing I take pride in is the 
people we have here. When I was work-
ing in the realm of politics on our deals 
I had an external team that was versed 
in local politics, the public-affairs side, 
the financing side. Having a good sup-
port system is certainly essential. I 
know what I don’t know more often 
than not.

J: How do you unwind? Do you hike 
or fish?

M: I love to fly-fish. I’ve gone on the 
Deschutes for most of my fishing. I 
only like dry fly-fishing. We definitely 
hike. I play basketball a fair amount. I 
run, work out. I love movies. I don’t get 
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to watch as many with a young kid now. Skiing 
is my passion, and there’s a spot in Colorado we 
go to. I know Mt. Bachelor is okay and I’ve got 
a friend who runs Timberline. But I like a little 
more vertical than what we’ve got locally. 

J: You need tall [laughs]. Did you enjoy watch-
ing the Olympics, knowing it was so close?

M: I loved the Winter Olympics. And I loved 
the Bode Miller story line in particular. For 
whatever reason, I liked that guy. He is icono-
clastic and has taken a lot of heat. But to have 
him rise again when no one expected him to 
do it. . . . . Everybody judges skiers based [on 
the] Olympics and here is a guy who’s won the 
World Cup. That’s the way the European skiers 
and the world judges skiers. Yet with Ameri-
cans, it’s about the gold metals and now he got 
the gold metals. I just get a kick out of the guy. 
He definitely marches to the beat of his own 
drummer.  

J: What is it for you and sports? The rise and 
ability to sustain personal bests in goals and ac-
complishments? The competitiveness?

M: It’s a bunch of things. For one thing, it’s the 
ultimate reality TV. You never know what’s go-
ing to happen. At any given event you could 
be witnessing one the great games of all time. 
There’s something so fulfilling about a battle 
out on the field with a winner or loser. In soc-
cer you can’t end in a tie, which bothers Ameri-

can fans. But there is a clear result and ultimately 
there is going to be a winner and a loser in ev-
ery league, if not every game in soccer. I’ve al-
ways been competitive, and I love that aspect 
of sports. On the other side I love the impact 
you can have on community organizations and 
kids. Getting messages through athletes because 
they’re looked up to offers a big spotlight to 
shine on areas of need. This stuff sounds good 
but it’s actually true. It’s a great platform to oper-
ate. You’re dealing with the senior public figures; 
you’re dealing with the senior business leaders. 
It’s a tremendously interesting business to me.

J: When you are part of something that can im-
pact kids who are out there on the field or min-
gling with a player, what is it about that interac-
tion you hope for?

M: Think back to the famous Charles Barkley 
commercial, “I am not a role model.” But you 
love for the athlete to be a role model on some 
level. A kid is more prone to listen to somebody 
they look up to [who is] external from their 
family. Charles Barkley was right. It’s the parents 
who really bear the responsibility for raising 
kids. But athletes can have an unusual impact as 
well. Even if it’s a minor thing, I’d like there to 
be some positive interaction to happen between 
that athlete and kid.

J: What are some of your favorite causes that 
need help but don’t often get recognition? 

lot of challenges. It’s tough for an organiza-
tion like that to make it. For a city Portland’s 
size to have so few big businesses is tough. 

Certainly they get government support 
and there’s a role there. There is the public 
and private piece of their financing. A lot of 
nonprofits flourish and survive. It’s not like 
the business world where there has been at-
trition. There are so many good causes. Yet, 
you focus on how to have the most impact.

It’s a big focus, talking about youth. There 
are hundred’s of good local nonprofits that 
we work with. Though we work with Big 
Brothers and Big Sisters we want to help 
groups like the Shadow Project. 

J: What do you see in the next five years for 
you here? 

M:  I’m engaged here with our hands full. 
We’re building a mostly new venue. We’re 
launching a new major league team, the first 
new major league team in 40 years. We’re 
building a practice facility. We’re putting an 
actual team of players on the field we want 
to compete, win and reflect well on the city. 
My hope is that the team winning and orga-
nization are winning. This is a big spotlight 
on Portland. We expect this team to be used 
in major league soccer on national games 
and in advertising. Our crowd is as great as 
fan base you’re going to see. The Timbers 
Army is a terrific picture, with pageantry, 
flags and passion. 

J: And you are going to utilize the spotlight 
to further your foundation?

M:  We do this at the minor-league level. 
We give away more money than most ma-
jor leagues teams on an annual basis. It’s 
just something we feel that it’s important. 

J: What are some goodness qualities in 
people?

M: Loyalty is something I appreciate. Peo-
ple who know me well say I’m loyal. It’s a 
quality I look for in others. Honesty and 
straightforwardness are important. Being 
a high energy, high-octane type individual, 
loyalty is something that doesn’t get talked 

about as much. Honesty 
is going to be very com-
mon type of answer. But 
it’s a quality I like and 
look for. 

J: Loyalty to you 
means…?

M: You can count on 
somebody through thick 
and thin. They’re going 
to be there for you and 
not going to blow with 
the breeze in bad times 
and come back in good 
times. That is a terrific 
quality. Not everybody 
has it.

J: Do you still have 
friends from when you 
grew up? 

M: Sure. Some of my 
best friends are from 
business school in 2000 
and they’re doing great 
things. I’ve got friends from 
elementary school. My wife is 
my best friend. It’s good to have 
that right here. 

J: Sounds like she understands you and 
shares some of the same values.

M:  Exactly.

J: Does she come to games?

M:  She does, but this year we have our 
one-and-a-half-year-old, which [takes] a 
fair amount of her time. She gets daycare 
at Nike on campus, and we don’t have 
anybody at home, so she’s often taken. 
She’d like to come to more games. 

J: Having kids definitely changes things. 
How did having a child influence your 
view on family?

M:  I came from a close-knit family. I’m 
still close to my parents and sister. Having 
a child had made me more patient. If you 
asked ten people about me, patience isn’t 
a word that comes to mind. I’m probably 

impatient to a fault. Having a daughter I’ve started 
to adjust to that a bit. 

J: What is one of your favorite things to do on a Sat-
urday in Portland?

M: What time of year? 

J: Fall.

M: I would go to a spot like Mother’s for brunch 
in the morning. I would go on a run at Tryon State 
Park. I would hang out with my buddy Mike over 
at his spot by the river. Maybe see some friends. I 
would stay in, rather than going out, with my wife 
and have dinner at home. Though we love the local 
restaurant scene and have kept date night. There are 
so many arts and culture opportunities in Portland, 
and it’s so beautiful, it’s hard to pick just a few things. 
But I do get out and see as much of the great city as 
I can. I’m grateful to call Portland home.

M:  What we do as an organization with 
the Timbers Community Fund is youth 
focused. It has three areas where we look 
at education, health and fitness also related 
to childhood obesity and environmental 
education. That is central to what we do. 
There is a tie between sports and kids we 
just talked about. I’m really into conserva-
tion. That’s what floats my boat. Nature 
Conservancy is a terrific worldwide orga-
nization. I’m on the board of [The Nature 
Conservancy] Oregon. I mentioned the 
Wildlife Conservation Society. There is 
a group called [Paseo] Pantera doing ter-
rific stuff. They’re focused on saving big 
cats, [because] they’re a landscape species 
that impacts a lot of other species because 
they need such big territory. This gets me 
excited. 

J: Do you think that nonprofits are more in-
novative with their approaches because of 
shifting funding streams? Or, are some new, 
interesting ideas coming out of some of the 
nonprofits?

M:  That is another reason [that] business is 
good. If you like schools, it helps nonprofits 
to have healthy businesses in their area. It’s 
easier to [raise funds], which is a challenge 
for a lot of local nonprofits. We helped a 
great local group, the “Shadow Project,” 
which is very small. It helps kids who have a 
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