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by Andrea Watts

Wild Thyme Farm isn’t your typical 
farm; you won’t find produce or live-
stock for sale on its grounds. Instead, 
what the four Henrikson/Wight broth-
ers hope you come away with after tour-
ing their farm is the tangible benefits of 
creating high-value landscapes — land-
scapes beneficial for both humans and 
wildlife — and be inspired to create 
these landscapes on your own property.

Only a small portion of Wild Thyme 
Farm, located on the outskirts of the 
city of Oakville in Washington State, is 

visible when you pull into the driveway. 
Most of its 150 acres is forestland that 
reaches into the surrounding hills, but 
what you do see are landscaped grounds 
that are designed to work with nature. 
The land was “ridiculously affordable 
when I moved out here 26 years ago,” 
John Henrikson recalled, describing the 
200-acre purchase that he and his broth-
ers made as “kind of a lark.” 

“We had no vision for the landscape 
when we came out here,” John elaborat-
ed, and he described it just “like any un-
managed space.” The land was originally 
a dairy farm owned by the Hillstrom 
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family who moved out to the Oakville 
area from Hoquiam. Several buildings 
found on the farm, including a silo and 
equipment barn, date from this period, 
and thanks to their “good bones,” as 
John described their original construc-
tion, the buildings are still standing, 
though they have since been remodeled. 

The Hillstrom family retained owner-
ship of the land through the 1970s and it 
then passed through several owners un-
til the Henrikson/Wight brothers pur-
chased it in 1987, eventually renaming 
it Wild Thyme Farm. John suggested the 
name as a joke, which stuck; wild thyme 
was one of the first plants established on 
the farm.

It wasn’t until the 1996 ice storm, 
which damaged a significant portion of 
the forestland, that John realized that 
the land needed to be managed. None 
of the Henrikson/Wight brothers had 
any background in agriculture or natu-
ral resource management, and so as the 
brother designated to live and work the 
land, it fell to John to learn what was 
required to manage their new farm.

“I started going to workshops and 
touring other people’s property to see 
what they were doing,” John said. It was 
through social networking that he met 
people involved with the ecological agri-
cultural program at Evergreen State Col-
lege in Olympia who introduced him to 
permaculture. Permaculture, as defined 

by the Permaculture Institute is “an eco-
logical design system for sustainability 
in all aspects of human endeavor.”

Students came out and over the 
course of one season, they flipped the 
area along the stream into a working 
permaculture landscape, John explained. 
Flipping the area required removing 
the invasive species of blackberry and 
reed canary grass that lined the stream 
and creating terraces along the bank. 
Though in the winter the landscape ap-
pears dead and brown, once the peren-
nial shrubs bloom the area is filled with 
greenery that provides habitat and food 
for wildlife.

The permaculture display is one of 
several examples that John showcases 
as what a high-value landscape can look 
like. Other examples are their agro-
forestry systems, which blends forestry 
with agriculture to yield even more ben-
efits in the same area. In these areas, the 
plants provide the combination of food 
for both humans and wildlife, as well as 
habitat. “We planted apple trees, service 
berries, oaks, blue elderberry and then 
did an infill with shrubs,” John said. 
“Another area has black walnut, honey 
locust and willows with blueberries, 
strawberries and marionberries. These 
sites were planted 15 years ago and are 
now bearing fruit, though it is not at any 
commercial level.” 

Bamboo is also tucked into various 
pockets across the farm and are exam-
ples of the bamboo agroforestry system. 
The third agroforestry system on dis-
play is riparian agroforestry. Along the 
salmon-bearing Garrard Creek, Sitka 
spruce and Douglas fir were planted to 
eventually restore the riparian area that 
is currently dominated by invasive reed 
canary grass. 

For their farm, they developed a 
management plan that covers all the 
acres of the farm, but John emphasized 
that a few strategic areas, which serve as 
control plots or are special sites, are left 
unmanaged, and care is taken to honor 
the “wild spaces.” The primary income 
for the farm is the timber. Their forest-
land is dually certified with the Forest 
Stewardship Council and the Ameri-
can Tree Farm System. Other revenue 
streams include hosting weddings or 
conferences, or renting out the cabins. 
More than 100 events tours and classes 
have been held at Wild Thyme Farm. For 
the future of the farm, John would like to 
see new involvement, whether through 
additional investors or partnering with 
people who want to adopt areas to man-
age, such as the fruit trees. 

While managing the land, one of the 
lessons that John learned was working 
with nature, as it is “certainly very de-
manding.” Because it would normally 
take one to two full-time staff to main-

A group tours Wild Thyme Farm.

Acres U.S.A. is the national journal of  
sustainable agriculture, standing virtually 
alone with a real track record — over 35 
years of continuous publication. Each 

issue is packed full of information eco-
consultants regularly charge top dollar 

for. You’ll be kept up-to-date on all of the 
news that affects agriculture — regulations, 

discoveries, research updates, organic 
certification issues, and more.

To subscribe, call

1-800-355-5313
(toll-free in the U.S. & Canada)
512-892-4400 / fax 512-892-4448
P.O. Box 301209 / Austin, TX 78703

info@acresusa.com

Or subscribe online at: 
www.acresusa.com



Reprinted from                                                      April 2014  • Vol. 41, No. 4

tain Wild Thyme Farm, he recognizes 
that it is important to “be in tune … to 
do the least work possible.” He spent 
several years mowing the fields along 
the forestland’s edge until a conversation 
with a neighbor when he found that his 
neighbor owned haying equipment and 
enjoyed haying. Since then, John hasn’t 
had to spend time mowing with the 
fields being converted to hayfields, and 
he sees this partnership as an example 
of “natural community” and sharing of 
resources.

What John shares with landowners 
who tour Wild Thyme Farm is that “tak-
ing care of [land] is a no-brainer,” and 
that you “create asset value if you take 
care of it.” “Many farmers have woodlots 
or riparian areas and we show them 

how, with a little investment, those areas 
can be managed” he explained. “Usually 
they are already thinking along those 
lines, and we can put aside a lot of their 
concerns.” He sees that there are three 
principles when it comes to manag-
ing land: acquisition, restoration and 
maintenance. Most people focus on the 
acquisition, he said; “they don’t take into 
account the long-term vision of their 
land and what is required to restore and 
maintain it.”

Over the years, the Henrikson/Wight 
brothers’ working relationship with the 
land has evolved from learning how to 
manage the land to starting an agri-
cultural-based business and finally to 
“wanting to do right by the land.” For 
John, this means creating a “productive, 

diverse and aesthetically beautiful land-
scape,” and he adds that the question 
isn’t, “What should the landscape be, 
but what can it be?” Where he sees the 
greatest value of Wild Thyme Farm is 
their demonstration of how landscapes 
ranging from pastures to deep forests 
can be managed. I see our farm as an 
“example of what people can do to cre-
ate high-value landscapes … optimizing 
the landscape for humans and animals 
alike.”

For more information on Wild Thyme Farm 
visit www.wildthymefarm.com. For information 
on the Permaculture Institute visit www.perma-
culture.org.  


