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by ANDREA WATTS

When Claire and Rusty Orner de-
cide to retire and bequeath ownership 
of Quiet Creek Herb Farm and School 
of Country Living to the next genera-
tion, they won’t lack for applicants. Of 
the hundreds of former apprentices 
who spent time at their farm, many 
want to return. This serves as a testa-
ment to the Orners’ mentoring and 
vision of organic farming and sustain-
able living that attracts future farmers 
and visitors from around the world to 
witness their vision firsthand. 

Quiet Creek Herb Farm and School 
of Country Living, located outside 
the town of Brookville in northwest 
Pennsylvania, has its beginnings in 
Seattle when Claire enrolled at the 
University of Washington in 1992 to 
pursue a doctoral degree in educa-
tion. Although she was now across the 

country, Claire didn’t forgo her ties 
to northwest Pennsylvania where she 
grew up. In 1994 she married Rusty, 
who also grew up in the area, and 
later that same year they purchased a 
30-acre farm. At the time, they didn’t 
have a vision of what to do with the 
farm, and Claire says that she and 
Rusty spent the following year dream-
ing of what they wanted do with the 
land.

Living in Seattle provided many 
opportunities for inspiration. 

“Being in the mecca of gardening 
in the Pacific Northwest, it was just 
wonderful,” she said. 

Of the farms she cites as their in-
spiration, The Herbfarm in Woodin-
ville and Cascade Cuts in Bellingham 
come to mind. And then there was 
the University of Washington, with its 
horticultural therapy library and herb 

garden. Though most 
graduate students spend 
their final year of study 
focusing on their thesis, 
Claire and Rusty, “got so 
involved in thinking how 
we could use herbs in the 
context of teaching peo-
ple about sustainability,” 
said Claire. It was also 
in Seattle where a friend 
introduced the Orners to 
Carla Emery’s Encyclo-
pedia of Country Living. 
Inspired by her work, 
they honored Carla by 
incorporating School of 
Country Living into their 
farm’s name. 

Following Claire’s 
completion of graduate 
school in June 1996, the 
Orners returned to Penn-
sylvania and set about 
fulfilling their vision of 

building an organic farm. The couple 
knew that an educational component, 
which drew upon Claire’s research in 
community learning, would be the 
farm’s focus. However, they saw chal-
lenges in introducing organic farming 
into a rural community with conserva-
tive views of conventional agriculture. 

“What helped build that bridge 
when we first came [was] I became 
a science teacher at the local school 
district where I graduated, and Rusty 
and I started a landscape gardening 
business to connect with people,” said 
Claire. “I knew that to educate chil-
dren, we needed to build credibility 
within the community.”

Education Meets Farming
Quiet Creek Herb Farm 

Welcomes Visitors

The Orner family (top right) own and operate Quiet Creek Herb Farm and School of Coun-

try Living in northwest Pennsylvania.
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As a teacher, Claire was not only 
able to introduce children to the prin-
ciples of organic farming and the 
science behind sustainability, she also 
learned the ins and outs of the school 
system and developed connections 
with area principals and teachers. 

After five years, she retired from the 
school district to work full-time at 
Quiet Creek Herb Farm and develop 
its educational opportunities. 

“At the time there was a big push 
from the state to incorporate concepts 
such as integrated pest management, 

soil health and renewable energy into 
the curriculum, so we met the needs 
of teachers and school districts.” 

The tangible benefits that the stu-
dents gain by participating in the 
farm’s activities, whether making 
soap, walking on the nature trail, or 
learning about the food waste stream, 
appear in the quantitative data which 
educators need to justify the partner-
ship. Claire says the pre- and post-test 
results have shown a change in atti-
tude and knowledge base after work-
ing on the farm. 

Partnering with the school districts 
required the Orners to become a non-
profit. Though Claire recalls receiv-
ing warnings of, “‘I’m not sure you 
want to move into that direction,’” 
now looking back, she doesn’t regret 
the decision to become a nonprofit 
— rather “it opened a lot of doors.” 
Their five-member board of directors 
includes Sara Haines, a fifth grade 
public school teacher; Jackie Manno, 
a science education professor at Clar-
ion University; and Sharon Wallace, 

Quiet Creek Herb Farm has incorporated 

sustainable energy production as part of 

its education opportunities.
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a homeschool educator, along with 
Claire and Rusty. 

Focusing solely on education did 
come at the expense of the farm’s 
originally planned purpose of selling 
produce. Quiet Creek Herb Farm was 
a 20-family CSA for 10 years before 
the Orners realized they could con-
nect with more people by focusing on 
educational opportunities rather than 
filling CSA boxes. 

“When we have kids come through, 
it’s just so inviting and stress-free for 
us to say, ‘this is your farm; you’re 
now stewards of Quiet Creek’ and 
encourage them to visit the raspberry 
or strawberry patch and sample the 
fruit,” said Claire.

The Orners grow more than 200 
culinary and medicinal herbs includ-
ing catnip, chamomile, comfrey, fe-
verfew, horehound, lavender, lem-
ongrass, lemon verbena, mountain 
mint, sage, thyme and dill, 10 types 
of heirloom tomatoes and many ed-
ible flowers, in addition to the usual 
garden staples of cauliflower, broccoli 
and cabbage. This organic produce 
fills the bellies of visitors in lunches 

served on the farm and is used in the 
soaps or herbal remedies available in 
the gift shop. 

Their educational efforts aren’t 
just focused on children: more than 
30 percent of the farm’s income is 
garnered from classes offered at the 
farm geared toward adults. The other 
income is split between gift shop sales 
and grants which fund school groups’ 
visits to the farm. 

Classes include medicinal use of 
herbs, soapmaking, breadmaking and 
aromatherapy. They also offer sustain-
able movie and discussion nights and 
mushroom talks. 

These classes are one of several 
attractions that draw visitors to Quiet 
Creek Herb Farm. Claire estimates 
that they reach more than 10,000 
off-site visitors annually through their 
attendance at Mother Earth News 
fairs and conferences. For the past five 
years they attended the Pennsylvania 
State Fair, and this year they will at-
tend the Wisconsin State Fair. 

On-site visitors total 4,000-5,000 
annually. Even though the Orners are 
active on Facebook and use public 

service announcement and newspa-
per ads to spread the message about 
their farm, Claire says that word of 
mouth has been the main way that 
people have found the farm. Most 
of their visitors hail from Ohio, New 
York and southern Pennsylvania, but 
they have also had international visi-
tors.

When it comes to doing the work 
necessary to support the year-round 
educational efforts, the Orners can’t 

“At the time there was a 

big push from the state 

to incorporate concepts 

such as integrated pest 

management, soil health 

and renewable energy 

into the curriculum, so 

we met the needs of 

teachers and school 

districts.” 

Acres U.S.A. is the national journal of  
sustainable agriculture, standing virtu-

ally 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
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take all the credit. That should also 
be shared with their two boys Walker 
(17) and Ashton (14), and the ap-
prentices who have interned on their 
farm. Since 2002, more than 100 ap-
prentices have become part of the Or-
ner family, and coincidentally, their 
first apprentice was from Washington 
State. Claire says that apprentices 
have come from all over the United 
States and even Europe, and she is 
proud that many now have their own 
farms. 

While the farm hasn’t expanded 
beyond its original 30 acres, there 

have been many improvements over 
the past 18 years. Some of these im-
provements came about because of 
state and federal grants, such as the 
planting of 175 sugar maples; the sec-
ond of two high tunnels was built by 
local students as a class project; and 
the installation of a wind 
turbine and solar panels. 
Other additions include an 
earthen oven, straw-bale 
house and yurt, added to 
showcase sustainable build-
ing and design elements. 
Just like everything else on 

the farm, all these infrastructure im-
provements were added as a way to 
further educate the public about sus-
tainable living. 

The Orners’ efforts to increase 
awareness of organic practices 
haven’t gone unnoticed. Earlier this 
year members of the Pennsylvania 
Association for Sustainable Agricul-
ture (PASA) nominated Quiet Creek 
Farm and School of Country Liv-
ing for a PASA Business Leadership 
Award. 

“It was a total shock, a total sur-
prise,” said Claire. “It was really em-
powering to have received the award 
from our peers from across the state.” 

In keeping with the Orners’ de-
sire to educate, there are no secrets 
when it comes to how Quiet Creek 
Farm is run or how a farmer could 
develop a similarly themed farm; in 
fact, Claire would like to see a Quiet 
Creek Farm on every corner. And if 
that helps further spread the word 
about organic farming and healthy 

living, where fresh, whole-
some produce is on the 
table, then it would rein-
force Claire’s belief that 
her family is exactly where 
they are meant to be.

Shiitake mushrooms growing at Quiet Creek Herb Farm. The farm has 200 logs in cultivation.

NEED MORE  

INFORMATION?

For more infor-

mation visit www.

quietcreekherb 

farm.org.


