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by ANDREA WATTS

Although their farm is only a year old, Brandon Wickes 
and Caitlin Arnold are attracting the attention of their neigh-
bors — not just because they are the first farm in the Morton, 
Washington area, located in the shadow of Mt. Rainier, to 
grow organic produce, but also because of how they operate 
their 2-acre farm. On their farm, it’s not a tractor housed in 
the barn, but a pair of draft horses who inspired their farm’s 
name — Furrow Horse Farm. 

“When you’re plowing with a team of horses, which is one 
of the first things we learned to do and probably one of the 
most challenging, you have one horse that’s the furrow horse 
… who needs to be really steady and know what they’re 
doing, to be able to walk straight and go at a good pace,” 
explains Arnold. “When we were thinking about names, we 
came up with Furrow Horse Farm, and what that means is 
that you want that horse to be dependable and one you can 
trust, count on. We want to be that for our community in 
terms of providing really good quality vegetables.”

The couple’s new farm combines their organic farming 
expertise and desire to farm with draft horses. Following 
graduation in 2005, Arnold and Wickes worked on many 
small organic vegetable farms. Although he didn’t have 
the childhood experience riding horses that Arnold had, 
Wickes “started to get in with the network of people who 
use draft horses in Oregon and Washington,” and they were 
convinced to do an internship at Orchard Hill to see if they 
could use horses on their farm.

In 2014 Wickes and Arnold moved from Port Townsend 
to Orchard Hill, a 93-acre organic farm located near Sparta 
in Ontario, Canada. Since founding the farm in 1979, owners 
Ken and Martha Laing have farmed their land solely with 
draft horses. At the farm, with its nine horses, it was very 
hands-on; “We used the horses every single day, six days a 
week,” said Arnold. “We learned a lot, and we did decide to 
use them on our own farm.”

Before interning at Orchard Hill, the couple spent two 
years searching Washington FarmLink for farmland that 
met their qualifications of having an on-site well, a house, 
an option to lease, and most importantly, was affordable. 
Though their preferred location would have been in the Port 
Townsend area where they had friends and an established 
farming community, Arnold says they got lucky finding 
farmland which met their qualifications. After completing 
their internship, they established the brand-new Furrow 
Horse Farm near Morton. 

Just as it was challenging finding farmland, so too, was 
finding a pair of draft horses and adequate start-up capital. 
The couple had to do their first growing season without 
horses. 

“It’s actually very hard to find well-trained draft horses 
that are used for farm work, specifically, just because no 
one does it anymore,” said Arnold. “It’s a lot easier in the 
Midwest and East Coast where there are still Amish com-

A Furrow Horse for 
the Community

Farm Replaces Tractor 
with Draft Power

Caitlin Arnold and Brandon Wickes use horse power on their 
organic farm in Washington.
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munities who are really keeping the 
tradition alive.” 

Last September, Arnold and Wick-
es found Lady and Abby, a mother-
daughter pair who had previously 
worked at a guest ranch in Idaho 
pulling wagons and sleighs. A grant 
through the HumanLinks Foundation, 
a Washington state-based nonprofit 
whose mission is “to foster health and 
sustainable agriculture communities 
through funding, education and com-
munity-focused programs,” enabled 
the couple to purchase the horses. 
Because Lady and Abby aren’t spe-
cifically trained for farm work, Arnold 
anticipates taking the training slow so 
they become accustomed to the work, 
yet she is confident the pair will adjust 
since they are used to harnesses and 
driving and pulling. 

With their horses, Arnold says 
they will farm 2 acres for the 2016 
growing season instead of the 1 acre 
they farmed during 2015. When using 
horses there are details that have to be 
planned ahead of time, one of which 
she says is increasing the spacing be-
tween rows. 

“If you’re going to use a cultiva-
tor in your field, you have to leave 
enough space so the horses can walk 

on either side … and headlands on 
either end of the field so you can get 
them around. Gates also have to be 
big enough for them to fit through. 
There are a lot of little details to think 
about. It is different than using a trac-
tor.”

Though they haven’t finalized their 
crop plan yet, she expects they will 
use a single-row planting system with 
half in rows and half in beds. Howev-
er, even with the extra planning that 
is required to use draft horses, there 
are efficiencies that can’t be matched 
with a tractor. 

“What we found at Orchard Hill, 
which we were both actually sur-
prised by, was the level of efficiency 
that could be achieved using horses,” 
said Arnold. “You can plan your farm 
around them and really make your 
system work for them and for you 
in a different way than you can with 
a tractor. I think horses are more 
versatile, especially in the Northwest 
where it rains a lot in the winter. With 
horses you can get on your ground a 
lot earlier than you can with a tractor. 
They’re less damaging than a tractor 
on a field.”

Arnold attributes the use of hors-
es to Orchard Hill being the “most 
weed-free organic farm I’ve ever been 
on,” especially the potato rows. 

When asked how the cost of using 
horses compares to mechanical equip-
ment, Arnold remarks that she really 
doesn’t like the cost comparison ques-
tion because it’s so hard to account for 
all factors.

“What we’re doing is so completely 
different from using tractors.” 

She says that Ken Laing has given 
talks and written several articles on 
the cost comparison, and for his farm 
operation, “it totally makes financial 
sense to use horses.” One way she 
and Wickes reduced the cost of feed 

through the winter was putting up 
hay, in addition to growing produce 
for their CSA. 

In their first year, Arnold and 
Wickes had 15 regular CSA members 
thanks to a profile in the local newspa-
per and word-of-mouth recommenda-
tions. Having a booth at two farmers’ 
markets also brought attention to their 
new farm and earned them regular 
visitors. Arnold says that they are 
filling a niche of growing organic pro-
duce for the local community because 
the closest source is Olympia. Several 
establishments, Ashford Inn and The 
Pearl Café in Chehalis, as well as the 
Northwest Vipassana Center in the 
nearby town of Onalaska, also pur-
chase their produce. 

“We grow everything that you 
would find at a farmers’ market, quite 
a wide variety,” said Arnold.

With the draft horses being such a 
novelty feature, they have been asked 
to speak about draft horse farming 
and their organic farming experience 
as guest lecturers at Timberland Re-
gional Library’s Salkum and Chehalis 
library branches, which Arnold is 
more than happy to do because she 
loves sharing why she and Wickes 
have chosen this method of farming.

“The working relationship that you 
create with a horse is just a lot more 
rewarding than sitting behind a trac-
tor for hours. Honestly, it’s just the 
enjoyment we get out of having them 
around.”

For more information about Furrow Horse Farm, 
visit furrowhorsefarm.com or facebook.com/fur-
rowhorsefarm. Caitlin Arnold is one of four farmers 
who contribute a monthly post to the Bootstrap 
Blog hosted by the National Young Farmers 
Coalition. You can follow their progress in develop-
ing Furrow Horse Farm at youngfarmers.org/boot-
strap. If you are interested in learning more about 
Orchard Hill Farm and their use of draft horses, 
visit orchardhillfarm.ca.

“The working relationship that you create with a horse 
is just a lot more rewarding than sitting behind a 
tractor for hours. Honestly, it’s just the enjoyment we 
get out of having them around.”

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


