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    ​​Introduction


    ​​Why roots?
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    The Potato Eaters, by Vincent Van Gogh, 1885, is currently located in the Van Gogh Museum in Amsterdam.


    
      You see, I really have wanted to make it so that people get the idea that these folk, who are eating their potatoes by the light of their little lamp, have tilled the earth themselves with these hands they are putting in the dish, and so it speaks of manual labor and—that they have thus honestly earned their food. I wanted it to give the idea of a wholly different way of life from ours—civilized people."

    


    
      —Vincent Van Gogh, in an 1885 letter about his painting The Potato Eaters

    


    The perceived link between peasants and potatoes was widespread during the nineteenth century and caused many upper-crust English people to eschew the lowly spud. Over time, the stigma associated with root crops seems to have vanished, which is lucky for us since potatoes, carrots, and other roots make such useful additions to the self-sufficient homesteader's garden and pantry.
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    Root vegetables are easy to grow and provide plenty of calories per square foot.


    If you're interested in maximizing the number of calories you can grow in a small space, roots often win over grains, and roots have the additional benefit that they don't require threshing and winnowing. In addition, if stored properly, root vegetables will often last all winter, providing vitamins that quickly disappear from frozen, canned, and dried foods.


    On a more personal note, my husband and I found that once we started growing all of our own vegetables, carrot sticks became a winter staple since we yearned for the crunch of something fresh in January, February, and March. If your homesteading experience is anything like ours, you'll quickly find at least one (or more likely several) roots that make your life easier, tastier, and cheaper. Each year, you'll harvest more and more roots, and will soon will be faced with the conundrum of where to store your every-growing bounty over the winter. The purpose of this book is to make the storage of your root crops so simple and cheap that even Van Gogh's Potato Eaters could afford to follow suit.


    ​​How to store vegetables without canning, freezing, or drying


    Types of storage vegetables
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    Storage vegetables (including roots, winter squash, and some others) are crops that will last for several months without canning, freezing, or drying. The table above breaks up common storage vegetables into two categories: warm, dry storers, and cool, moist storers. This is obviously a generalization since carrots like it wetter than cabbages and pumpkins like it warmer than onions, but most homesteaders will be doing well to simply find one cool, damp spot and one warm, dry spot for their storage crops.


    Warm, dry storers can be maintained over the winter in a slightly cool part of your house that doesn't freeze but also isn't excessively wet. We keep butternut squash and garlic on shelves right in the kitchen, and they carry us through until spring. Although I won't be writing anything else about warm, dry storers in this book, I do heartily recommend these crops, having found that sweet potatoes generally produce more calories per square foot than white potatoes in our neck of the woods. To read more about vegetables that can be stored on the kitchen shelf, check out Weekend Homesteader: October.


    [image: ]


    Inside our refrigerator root cellar in late December, carrots are crisper and sweeter than they ever were at this time of year in the electrified fridge.


    Cool, moist storers are the type of vegetables I'll focus on for the rest of this book since they keep well in a root cellar. Although each vegetable has slightly different optimal temperature and humidity conditions, most prefer levels just above freezing when the air is nearly saturated with water.


    In a pinch, you can keep cool, moist storers for a little while in a closet or other low-temperature part of your house, but they'll quickly begin to shrivel. Alternatively, if you only have a few, potatoes and carrots store well in the crisper drawer of the fridge covered with a damp dish towel. Be sure to re-moisten the towel once a week, or whenever you take a vegetable out of the drawer.


    As you become more self-sufficient, though, you'll soon run out of places to keep cool, moist storers in the average house. Luckily, a low-energy solution exists—the root cellar. If you dig deep enough and provide adequate ventilation, the earth provides cool and moist conditions with no work on your part, and adequate air flow keeps molds from forming despite the damp. Finally, screening all openings prevents incursions by critters who would gladly eat your hard-earned food. If you're careful to keep these design factors in mind, a root cellar can maintain roots that like cool, moist conditions (along with cabbages, many fruits, and even scionwood for fruit tree grafting) in peak condition all winter long.


    The trouble is that a quality root cellar usually costs thousands (or at least hundreds) of dollars to construct, making root crops much less economical. This book suggests alternative ways to maintain cool, moist conditions for your overwintering root crops at a significantly lower price.


    ​​Introducing the refrigerator root cellar
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    A $10 structure gives us room to store plenty of winter carrots, cabbages, and potatoes with little expenditure of electricity.


    My husband and I started our homestead from scratch. With gardens to plant, water lines to bury, chickens to pasture, and a trailer to bring up to living standards, we didn't have much time or money to put toward a root cellar.


    At first, the lack was no big deal. Even though our gardens have always been just on the edge of too big for me to handle, it took us six years to reach the point where we were growing enough carrots and other storage vegetables to have fresh food throughout the winter. In the early years, I had no problem storing any winter crops that liked it cool and moist in our normal refrigerator.


    [image: ]


    Part of the 2012 storage vegetable harvest.


    When the 2012 harvest came in, though, it was clear the vegetables weren't all going to fit in the crisper drawer. We needed a root cellar...and fast.


    My inventive husband, Mark, was way ahead of me. In 2009, he'd created a cheap, homemade root cellar out of a junked refrigerator and $10 worth of spare parts, but the project had growing pains. A heavy rain caused the earth to slump and knock the structure over, and we didn't have enough storage vegetables at the time to make it worth our while to dig the fridge free and tweak the design. Three years later, a wheelbarrow-load of carrots was enough to put Mark back on the job, and soon he'd built the fridge root cellar described in this book.


    So what is a refrigerator root cellar? More than just an insulated box, it mimics the conditions in a real root cellar—plenty of air flow, high humidity, constantly cool (but not freezing) conditions, and no expenditure of electricity. (I'll explain later how we use a light bulb or small space heater to ensure the contents don't freeze during the coldest nights, so a small amount of electricity might be used.)


    Although we can't use our fridge root cellar as a storm shelter, it beats many basement root cellars in terms of cool winter temperatures, and the small size means we can easily build a separate structure for apples (which shouldn't be stored with potatoes). Plus, the project takes a piece of trash out of the waste stream and turns it into a useful homesteading tool—the essence of Modern Simplicity.


    However, a fridge root cellar might not be the right choice for everyone. That's why the the third chapter of this book profiles more-traditional root-vegetable storage techniques like spring houses, room-size root cellars, and storage mounds. If you use a technique I haven't listed, I hope you'll drop me an email at anna@kitenet.net and I'll share your input with future readers of this book.


    ​​Safety


    The final topic I want to cover before telling you how to build a fridge root cellar is safety. There are two issues you'll need to consider—chemicals and kids.


    You've probably heard about small children climbing into a fridge then being unable to reopen the door from the inside, leading to their eventual death by suffocation. Luckily, this problem is only a factor for refrigerators built before 1958, at which point the mechanical latching mechanism was replaced with a magnetic seal that is easily opened by anyone who can apply at least fifteen pounds of pressure to the door. While a child probably wouldn't suffocate inside a refrigerator root cellar (since you'll be adding several ventilation holes), it's still a good idea to remove the latching mechanism from pre-1958 fridges before putting them into place.


    Since such old fridges are becoming less and less common, the most likely safety issue you'll come across with your own project is chemicals. Before the 1990s, freon was used to keep refrigerators cold. Freon isn't toxic to people, but it does help rip holes in the ozone layer if it escapes from your fridge, so refrigerator manufacturers changed over to a less-toxic suite of chemicals in the 1990s.


    If your refrigerator was built during the freon era, you'll need to make a judgment call about whether any freon is left in the copper lines behind your fridge and in the condenser. Technically, the EPA doesn't allow you to cut these lines even if you're sure all of the freon has already leaked out (which is often the case if your fridge is still running but is not keeping cool). If you're able to remove the cooling coils without puncturing them or disengaging them from the condenser, this is your best option—dispose of the freon-filled coils during one of the hazardous waste days most municipalities host a few times per year. On the other hand, you may decide that you're less likely to release the refrigerants by leaving the coils in place and sequestering any escaped gases in the soil while the fridge is being buried.


    Those two safety issues aside, building and using a fridge root cellar is simple and fun. Read on to plan and build your own!
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My storage

Vegetable Optimal storage conditions conditions My storage location
beets 32 - 40°F, 90 - 95% humidity  ||cool, moist |[not applicable
cabbage 32 - 40°F, 80 - 90% humidity  ||cool, moist ||fridge root cellar
carrots 32 - 40°F, 90 - 95% humidity  ||cool, moist ||fridge root cellar
garlic 32 - S0°F, 60 - 70% humidity || warm.dry  |[kitchen shelf
lonions 32 - S0°F, 60 - 70% humidity || warm.dry  |[kitchen shelf
parsnips 32 - 40°F, 90 - 95% humidity  ||cool, moist ||fridge root cellar
potatoes 32 - 40°F, 80 - 90% humidity  ||cool, moist ||fridge root cellar
sweet potatoes |50 - 60°F, 60 - 70% humidity  ||warm,dry ||kitchen shelf
turnips 32 - 40°F, 90 - 95% humidity  ||cool, moist |[not applicable
winter squash
(including 50 - 60°F, 60 - 70% humidity | warm,dry |[kitchen shelf

pumpkins)







