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Introduction
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Do you dream of growing your own food, spending your days tending a flock of chickens and a big garden?  Do you yearn for land, or perhaps for a homestead in the city?  Are you concerned about how your family would make it if you were stuck without power for two weeks?  Or perhaps you just want to live a bit more simply so you can spend less time at work and more time on pursuits you enjoy.
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Edible mushrooms like these oysters can be wildcrafted or grown at home.

Maybe you've considered jumping on the homesteading bandwagon, but the idea is so broad that you don't know where to begin.  You've got a full time job and lots of commitments, so you don't have time to milk a cow and you lack the cash to go off the grid.  Is there a middle ground?
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Hatching your own chicks is beyond the weekend homesteader level.  I cover the skill in great depth in Permaculture Chicken: Incubation Handbook.

My husband and I have been homesteading since 2006, and we know how daunting the endeavor can be.  We started out with the land but with very little capital, made every mistake imaginable, tore out our hair over balancing time and money, and have finally reached an equilibrium point where our projects (mostly) fit into the time and budget allotted to them.  Along the way, we learned which homesteading endeavors are simple and cheap enough to recommend to anyone and which ones are better saved for later.  Many of the easiest projects are great stepping stones on your way to true self-sufficiency, and those are the ones that made it into this book.
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The Winter volume of Weekend Homesteader walks you through planting easy fruit trees.

Weekend Homesteader is full of short projects that you can use to dip your toes into the vast ocean of homesteading without becoming overwhelmed.  If you need to fit homesteading into a few hours each weekend and would like to have fun while doing it, these projects will be right up your alley.  They cover the basics of growing your own food, eating the bounty, preparing for emergency power outages, and achieving financial independence.  You won't be completely deleting your reliance on the grocery store, but you will be plucking low-hanging (and delicious!) fruits out of your own garden by the time all 48 projects are complete.
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Honeybees are right on the edge of being beyond the weekend homesteader level.  I'll show you how to attract native pollinators to your garden instead in this volume.

The book begins in April because that's when the gardening bug strikes many of us, but you can work on most projects out of order and can start at any point in the year.  You should feel free to skip projects that feel out of your league, and if you've been dabbling in homesteading for a while already, you might decide other exercises are too basic for your tastes.  Remember, homesteading is all about finding the freedom to pursue your own passions, so I hope you'll consider the projects in this book a jumping off point rather than the Gospel of Homesteading.

What is homesteading?

"Homesteading" used to mean hacking a livelihood out of the wilderness, building a log cabin, and living off the sweat of your brow.  Modern homesteading is a bit different.

Homesteaders now live in high rises and nice suburban neighborhoods as well as in areas where supplies have to be helicoptered in.  Many homesteaders spend forty hours a week working at a desk job, or are homemakers busy ferrying their kids from music lessons to soccer practice.

To folks over the age of fifty, I usually describe homesteading this way: "Remember the back-to-the-land movement of the sixties and seventies?  Homesteading is the same thing...without the drugs and free love."

Modern homesteaders want to provide their families with a better life than they could afford if they had to pay cash for the trappings.  They're willing to start where they are and use sweat equity to grow nutritious, delicious food, create sustainable heat from locally grown wood, and use free organic matter to rebuild the soil.  Most of all, homesteaders want to be healthy, happy, and cheerfully self-sufficient.
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February
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(August Down Under)
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Planting berries
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Goal: Put in a berry patch for fast and easy homegrown fruit

Cost: $5 - $25

Time: 1 hour to 2 hours

Difficulty: Medium

Kid-friendly: Yes
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One year after planting, your strawberry patch will overwhelm you with delicious fruit.

In the long run, an orchard provides the most fruit per hour of maintenance, but berries fill in the gap while you're waiting for your apple trees to produce.  Luckily, easy berry plants like strawberries and raspberries will start producing in a year or less.  Better yet, they're so easy to propagate that you'll soon have filled up every nook and cranny of your yard with edibles and will be begging neighbors to take extra plants off your hands.

––––––––
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Choosing your berries

The primary purpose of this exercise is to be harvesting your own fruit in a year or less.  As a result, I'm going to focus on the quickest bearing berries–blackberries, raspberries, and strawberries.  Each of these plants requires only minimal to moderate care, with their differences detailed in the chart below.
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––––––––
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If you're feeling patient, you might want to select additional small fruits from the second chart below.  Although you may get a grape or blueberry the first or second year, these "advanced" species all require four or five years to reach their full potential.  I consider a blueberry patch a long term investment–on par with planting a fruit tree–while strawberries and raspberries can be snuck into the yard of a rental property.
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––––––––
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For the rest of this chapter, I'll be focusing on care of the simplest berry varieties.  If you decide to plant any of the more "advanced" small fruits from the second chart, you'll need to do a bit of extra research on pruning and trellising.  But don't let that discourage you–all of these small fruits are well within the reach of the Weekend Homesteader.

––––––––
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Strawberries

Be forewarned–once you taste a homegrown strawberry, you'll never be able to eat another berry from the grocery store.  Even ripe fruits plucked fresh from a you-pick operation don't hold a candle to the explosion of flavor from a strawberry grown in the humus-rich, no-till garden.  Luckily, strawberries are pretty simple to grow in your backyard, so you'll be able to feed your new addiction.

Choosing and planting strawberries

Your first step when planting strawberries is variety selection.  Although everbearing strawberries look good on paper, I find June bearers to be less work with higher returns, so I recommend the beginning homesteader start there.  Even if you stick with June bearers, you can count on a full month of strawberries if you plant early, midseason, and late varieties (and be aware that "June bearers" actually fruit in April and May in the south and middle of the country–the name simply refers to the single annual crop).  Your extension service is the best source for recommendations of varieties that do well in your area.

Strawberries can be planted in the early spring or in the fall.  I tend to plant in the fall when expanding my own strawberry patch but in the spring when buying in fresh plants–that way, I don't lose my expensive new stock to drought.

You'll get the most value for your money if you buy bare-rooted strawberries in sets of 25 from an online nursery.  The strawberries will come with few or no leaves and will look quite dead, but when planted with the roots spread out just below the soil surface and the growing crown peeking up slightly above the ground, new leaves will soon appear.

There are several different methods of growing strawberries, and your initial plant spacing will depend on which technique you plan to follow.  I put in a bit more work to get tastier fruits, spacing my plants 12 inches apart and removing all of the runners–this is called the hill system.  If you're more of a laissez faire gardener, you might prefer the matted row system, in which plants are spaced much further apart and allowed to fill up the gaps with runners.  The benefit of the matted row system is that it's less work in year one and you don't have to buy as many plants; the downside is that you'll spend more time next year picking lots of small fruits that often aren't quite as tasty as the fewer big fruits you get from the hill system.

No matter which spacing method you choose, be aware that strawberries can handle a little bit more shade than most vegetables but will give you the sweetest fruits in full sun.  Strawberries can also become quickly overwhelmed by weeds, so mulch them carefully and repeatedly and hand weed as necessary.  If you're planting into weedy ground, you might choose to lay down a kill mulch and plant your strawberries into small holes cut in the cardboard.
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Spacing
(feet)

Notes

blueberries,
highbush

45755

Best in northern
climates; must
have acidic soil;
needs more than
one variety for
pollination

blueberries,
rabbiteye

79

45755

Best in southern
climates; must
have acidic soil;
needs more than
one variety for
pollination

currants

6.2-65

Best in northern
climates; some
states don’t allow
you to plant certain
varieties because of
the white-pine
blister rust

gooseberries

7

6.2-65

Best in north-

ern climates but
can be planted a
bit further south
than currants;

if you live in the
south, try tofind a
cool microclimate

grapes

6.0-75

8-10

Bunch grapes hate
hot, humid sum-
mers, so consider
muscadines in the
Deep South

kiwis

50-65

10

Kiwis come in male
and female vari-
eties—be sure to
plant at least one
male for every eight
females; only hardy
kiwis can survive
below zone7
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USDA
hardiness
zones

Spacing
(feet)

Notes

blackberries

5-10

55-7.0

3-10

Best in southern
climates and for

people with lots of
space

raspberries,
red

6.0-6.8

Bestinnorth-
em climates; can
fit into smaller
spaces than other
brambles

raspberries,
black

6.0-68

23

A good southern
berry for those
with less space,

but not as pro-
ductive as other

brambles

strawberries

65-68

1-2

You cantuck a
few strawberry
plants into even
the smallest gar-
den, but they take
more care than
the brambles.
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