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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?

[image: image]

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.

[image: image]

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 Weekend Homesteader: Spring.

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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August
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(February Down Under)



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


Seed saving
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Goal: To save seeds from the easiest vegetables in your garden

Cost: $0 to $10

Time: 1 hour to 4 hours

Difficulty: Easy to medium

Kid-friendly: Yes
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I like to save seeds while cooking dinner.  I squeeze the guts out of tomatoes, then use the flesh to make spaghetti sauce.

What would you do if you fell in love with a certain variety of bean, but it dropped out of style and the big companies no longer sold its seed?  Seed-savers don't have to worry, nor are they concerned about the skyrocketing seed prices over the last few years.  This week's project will walk you through saving the seeds from a few simple vegetables, but beware–you may get hooked and turn into a seed-saving hobbyist!

Maintaining saved seeds

Even without setting foot in the garden, you can save money by taking better care of those half full seed packets you bought in the spring.  Nearly all vegetable seeds will last at least two years, and many are viable for much longer.  The chart below shows the storage life of many types of vegetable seeds under optimal conditions.



	Seed type

	Storage life (years)

	



	asparagus

	3-4




	beans

	3-4




	beets

	4-5




	broccoli

	3-4




	Brussels sprouts

	4-5




	canteloupe

	4-5




	carrots

	3-4




	cauliflower

	4-5




	celery

	3-4




	corn

	1-2




	cucumbers

	4-5




	eggplant

	4-5




	leeks

	3-4




	lettuce

	4-5




	onions

	1-2




	parsley

	1-2




	parsnips

	1-2




	peas

	3-4




	peppers

	1-2




	radishes

	4-5




	spinach

	3-4




	squash

	4-5




	Swiss chard

	4-5




	tomatoes

	4-5




	turnips

	4-5




	watermelon

	4-5




	
	
	




––––––––
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Cardboard dividers in an airtight box make it easy to find your stored seeds.

The trick to giving your seeds as much longevity as possible is to keep water, heat, and light at bay.  An air-tight box with cardboard dividers will keep your seeds safe and organized, especially if you throw in a few packets of desiccant to soak up excess moisture.  To maximize shelf life, keep your box in the freezer, garage, basement, or in another cool, dark place.

Once you optimize your seed storage tactics, you might be able to save yet more money by buying the larger, value packs of many seed varieties since they can be used for two or three growing seasons.  Whenever using seeds more than a couple of years old, I run a germination test to make sure my seeds are still viable.  Just dampen a paper napkin or wash cloth, fold it in half with five seeds inside, and put the cloth inside a sealed tupperware container or ziploc bag.  Germination rates lower than 80% signal some loss of vigor, and I generally assume seeds will turn into spindly plants if fewer than 50% germinate.  If you're trying to save an old variety, though, go ahead and plant seeds with low germination rates–just double or triple your seeding rate to ensure you get a good stand.

Seed biology

Even though seeds can survive for years (or sometimes centuries) before sprouting and growing, they are using energy and are breathing that whole time.  You can think of a dormant seed as a bit like a hibernating animal–both have slowed down their bodies and are living on the bare minimum amount of stored food.

The stored food in a seed lies in the cotyledons–the fleshy first "leaves" that unfurl as the baby plant sprouts.  These structures contain food that the seed uses to grow its first roots and leaves, to tide the plant over until it can begin harvesting energy from the sun.

When seeds are exposed to warmth and moisture, they come part of the way out of their dormant state and use more of the food reserves in their cotyledons.  Eventually, they'll "eat" so much of the stored food that they won't have enough energy left to sprout and grow.  That's why it's essential to store seeds in a cool, dry place, especially if you want them to last more than one year.

Which seeds are difficult for beginners to save?

Now that you know how to store them, you can start saving seeds from your own garden.  There are a few problems beginners might have with seed-saving, but you can easily work around them by skipping the following types of vegetables:


Biennials.  Some of your garden plants take two years to produce seeds.  Common biennials include carrots, beets, Swiss chard, cabbage, and parsley, all of which have to be protected over the winter and then given space in your garden next year if you want them to flower.  I recommend that beginners start by saving seeds from annual crops only and keep buying biennials' seeds, at least for now.



Outbreeders.  Strong outbreeders like corn, beets, broccoli, and spinach require pollen from a different plant in order to set viable seeds.  This can be problematic for the backyard seed-saver since it means that your sweet corn plants are likely to cross with the neighboring field corn, which will give you a mish-mash of odd varieties when you grow out the seeds next year.  Strong outbreeders also tend to become less vigorous if you save seeds from fewer than several dozen plants, which can present a space problem in the small garden.  At the other extreme, some vegetables–like peas, beans, and most tomatoes–have flowers arranged so that they nearly always pollinate themselves.  This latter group is known as strong inbreeders (or self-pollinators) and are the easiest type of seeds to save.



Multiple vegetables in the same species.  One way of making outbreeders into easy seed-savers is to only grow one variety of each species in your garden.  However, some of our common vegetables share their species with a diverse array of other crops, all of which will cross-pollinate and produce strange mixtures in the next generation.  For example, summer squash, acorn squash, and many gourds share the same species and will pollinate each other if grown close together.



Hybrid seeds.  Finally, you'll want to steer clear of saving seeds from hybrids since each seed will produce a different kind of plant than its parents.  To be on the safe side, look for vegetable varieties listed as "heirloom" or "open-pollinated".



The good news is that there are certain vegetables that make seed-saving very easy.  In the next few sections, I'll tell you how to save seeds from a handful of the easiest vegetables–sunflowers, okra, beans, peas, watermelon, squash, peppers, tomatoes, and cucumbers.

Saving seeds from dry fruits
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[image: image]

Okra seeds are some of the easies to save.  Wait until pods are brown and begin to split open, then pry seeds loose with your fingers.

In this chapter, I'll be using the term "fruit" in the biological sense to refer to the the part of the plant that contains the seeds, whether that's a pea pod or a tomato.  Dry fruits are tough instead of fleshy when they're mature.  Easy seeds you might want to save in this category include sunflowers, okra, beans, and peas.  With the exception of the last two vegetables, you'll need to limit your garden to one variety of each species if you want your seeds to grow into plants that look just like their parents.  Beans and peas are so highly self-pollinating that the flowers barely open and you're unlikely to end up with hybrids even if you grow several different varieties side by side.
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Allow beans to dry on the vine until the pods are brown.

With dry-fruited vegetables, the plant does nearly all of the seed-saving work for you.  Just leave fruits in the garden past their normal harvest date and the seeds inside will mature while the pods turn brown and then dry up.

If you're growing vegetables that produce several rounds of fruit throughout the season (runner beans, indeterminate peas, and okra), you won't even have to designate certain plants for seed-saving.  Unless you're a better gardener than I am, you'll miss fruits now and then while harvesting and these fruits will become over-mature before you come by again.  Leave the missed fruits on the vine and you'll soon have pods to pluck for seed-saving.

On the other hand, sunflowers, bush beans, and determinate peas produce most of their fruits all at once, so a reasonably astute gardener won't miss many.  I like to set aside a whole bed of bush beans for seed-saving to make sure I have enough mature pods to start next year's garden.
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Sunflower seeds are ready to harvest when the heads nod down and the lower leaves turn brown.  You should be able to brush the flower parts away easily to reveal fat seeds.

If you live in a wet climate, you may need to bring your ripening pods in to hang under the porch roof or in an attic or garage so that they don't mold rather than dry.  You can just cut off individual okra pods and sunflower heads, but it's easiest to pull up whole bush bean and pea plants and hang them upside down once the majority of the pods have lost all hint of green.

[image: image]

Be sure the wild birds don't eat your sunflower seeds if you hang the heads on your porch.

Once the pods are completely dry, crack them open with your fingers and pull the seeds out.  If you're saving lots of seeds, you might want to learn to thresh (remove the seeds from their pods and stems) and winnow (separate the seeds from the chaff), but most backyard growers won't need to learn these tricks.
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