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A NONPROFIT CREATED BY HAND

DIY Studio’s
creator mixes
vision, will

By Laura Fosmire
Statesman Journal

Jessica Ramey is undoubted-
ly an artist.

But her art is not selective,
exquisite, fragile; the kind one
admiresina gallery witha “don’t
touch” sign. It’s a little rough
around the edges. It’s cozy. It’s
down-to-earth and homemade. It
Serves a purpose.

Ramey, director and co-foun-
der of the DIY Studio in down-
town Salem, is a staple among lo-
cal artists. She has a chicken
coop in the yard of her South Sa-
lem home made from her chil-
dren’s old playset. For years, she
taught crafting out of her ga-
rage. She made the floral ar-
rangements for her own wed-
ding.

She is very much a repre-
sentative for Oregon’s do-it-
yourself, or DIY, movement:
creative, artistic, and cheerfully
convinced that anyone can do it.

Growing up in the arts

Ask Ramey where she’s from
and she’ll laugh — and then be-
gin tracing a childhood that
looped around the edges of the
country to the deep south and to
the northeast. The family moved
to North Carolina when Ramey
was just a baby, then up to Maine
when she was S years old.

“As a child, in Maine, it was a
completely different way of
life,” she said. “We lived in a tee-
ny, tiny town. It was a different
demographic completely. I'd
grown up in Maine and we were
pretty wealthy, comparatively,
and even then we still lived in a
trailer park that didn’t have
paved roads.”

Her use of art and creative
problem-solving emerged early
on. As a child, Ramey said she
didn’t have the Dream House
Barbie or trendy, expensive
toys. Instead, she’d make her
own dolls out of catalog clip-
pings and build her own doll
house.

By the time she was 12, the
family had moved back to Aloha.
Ramey attended high school in
Hillsboro, where she remem-
bers practically living in the art
department. From there, Ramey
went on to attend the University
of Oregon in Eugene, where she
knew right away she wanted to
major in the fine arts.

“It became something that I
felt like I excelled at,” she said.
“I felt like I could communicate
with people through art. It be-
came an avenue to understand
things.”

It was also at the University
of Oregon where Ramey met her
husband, Jason. The two lived in
McClain Hall — Jason on the
first floor, Jessica on the second.
She recalls her two first impres-
sions of Jason: One, he was kind
of cute. And two, he was kind of
egotistical.

“He was a jokester, prankster
guy,” she said. “Eventually we
started hanging out. And then
there were three consecutive
nights where we stayed up and
all we did was hang out. I re-
member a friend of ours, Kevin,
telling me, ‘Jess. You need to tell
him you like him.” ”

Jessica and Jason married in
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JESSICA RAMEY
Age: 35
Hometown: Hillsboro

Family: Husband, Jason. Two kids,
11-year-old Annabella and 8-year-
old William

Pets: Two chickens and three cats
Career: Director of the DIY Studio

School: Graduated from the Uni-
versity of Oregon in 2001

Favorite book: “Miss Rumphius”
by Barbara Cooney

Favorite food: Pizza

2001, the weekend after gradua-
tion. And even the wedding was
do-it-yourself.

Jason remembers Jessica or-
dering the flowers online, and
how she stayed up all night to or-
ganize the floral arrangements.
And they both remember that
Jessica was seized with the urge
to reupholster all the furniture.

“I was crazy,” Jessica Ramey
said, laughing. “We had our re-
hearsal dinner in the backyard,
and I wanted nicer-looking fur-
niture, which was crazy.”

“She did that the night of the
wedding,” Jason recalled. “Most
people have a bachelorette par-
ty, and here is she, doing the
couch. I don’t know what pos-
sessed her to do that.”

Launching the DIY Studio

In the years after graduation,
Ramey worked as a graphic de-
signer for the university; as a
freelance designer based in Pri-
neville; many years as a stay-at-
home mom and even a (very)
brief stint with the state Depart-
ment of Revenue. It lasted only
three months.

“It was awful,” Ramey
gushed. “It was just not reward-
ing for me. It could have been
for somebody else. If I know
something’s not working for me,
I'll admit the failure and move
on.”
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Jessica Ramey, director and co-founder of the DIY Studio, is very involved in the community and helping people express themselves through
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After quitting, Ramey began
taking action on launching a cre-
ative re-use center in Salem,
similar to the ones she had seen
in Portland and Eugene. But the
idea of leaving behind a full-
time, well-paying job and bene-
fits for starting her own busi-
ness didn’t scare her.

“I’'ve learned so much,” she
said. “Sometimes you have to go
through stuff to learn.”

DIY Studio officially started
in May 2013. Before that, Ramey
had been running a similar, for-
profit recycling and craft center
out of her garage, teaching basic
arts and crafts classes to adults
and children alike.

“As an artist myself, you
spend a lot of time trying to col-
lect materials,” she said. “I real-
ized we needed a place in Salem
and tried to fuse the two togeth-
er; are-use center for collecting
things that are normally thrown
in the trash or just in people’s
cupboards.”

Ramey decided to make the
DIY Studio a nonprofit venture.
In its early stages, the studio oc-
cupied a 3,000-square-foot space
in the Salem Center mall.

On Feb. 14, 2013, DIY Studio
received nonprofit status. But
just a few months later, the Sa-
lem Center found a vendor will-
ing to rent the space at the full
rental fee, and the studio began
searching for another home. It
was through a mutual friend that
Ramey found a spot in the Salem
Arts Building on Liberty Street.
The grand opening was Nov. 1.

Since then, Ramey says care-
fully, it’s been a challenge.

“It’s good,” she said. “I mean,
we’d like to see more people
know we’re here. We're trying to
fundraise to get a permanent lo-
cation here and we’re nowhere
near our goal. Right now it’s
three people here. It’s a lot of
work.”

Even so, Ramey said the stu-
dio is an important step in build-
ing a lasting arts community for
Salem.

“It’s more than just a busi-
ness,” she said. “I get to play and
have fun, too. It’s challenging
and rewarding.”

Bridging art, community
But even before the DIY Stu-
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dio, Ramey had developed a pat-
tern of bringing global or nation-
al art movements down to the lo-
cal level.

About a year ago, she and a
friend founded Salem’s Free Art
Friday — a creative effort in
which artists across the world
leave their works in public
places, freely available to any-
one who wants them.

And it was the Rameys who
launched Salem’s first Little
Free Library, a small collection
of books in front of their South
Salem home readily available to
all. The effort has since spawned
several other little libraries
throughout the city.

Those who know Ramey
aren’t surprised. They say that’s
just how she is — a combination
of creative ideas, artistic vision
and the willpower to make it
happen.

“She just gets involved,” said
Amber Padilla, a longtime
friend of Ramey’s. “A lot of us
say, I really should, but she actu-
ally does it. It’s hard to keep up
with everything she does.”

“I can think about being cre-
ative, but she’s the one who says,
that is a good idea and we’re do-
ing it,” said husband Jason. “She
is way more hands-on. She’s the
person that gets it done.”

Another longtime friend, An-
gela Obery, remembers when
Ramey first began floating the
idea of the DIY Studio.

“I remember when she first
started talking about wanting to
have a re-use center, and there
was no doubt in my mind it
would happen,” she said. “Be-
cause she’s so capable. I knew
she could make it happen.”

When asked to choose three
words to describe Ramey,
friends and family all agreed on
one: Creative.

“Not just craft creative,” Ob-
ery clarified. “But just really
creative in how she approaches
challenges in her life.”
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