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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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Later in this volume, I'll walk 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 Weekend Homesteader: March.

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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November
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(May Down Under)
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Garden rotation

[image: image]




Goal: To prevent disease and insect infestations by rotating plant families

Cost: $0

Time: 1 hour to 4 hours

Difficulty: Medium

Kid-friendly: Maybe

A couple of hours with pen and paper now will make next year's garden shine.  Simply rotating plant families through your garden can keep diseases and pests at bay.

––––––––
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Why rotate?
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Early blight is one of the diseases that can be slowed or prevented by rotating your crops.

You've probably heard the term "garden rotation" before, but what does it mean and why do we do it?

Let's start with the example of early blight, a fungal disease that hits tomatoes in warm, damp weather.  Once your tomatoes come down with early blight, fungal spores can survive in the soil for years.  So if you plant tomatoes in the same ground next year, they're going to be infected with early blight nearly immediately and you may get no crop at all.

Okay, you say, that's not too tough.  I'll just move my tomatoes every year.  But here's the thing–tomatoes and potatoes are in the same family, and they tend to share a lot of diseases.

Late blight is a fungal disease that's much more devastating than early blight, but, luckily for us, late blight can only survive in living plant tissue.  Since tomatoes shrivel up and die at the first sign of frost, you don't need to worry about late blight being carried over from one year to the next...unless you grow potatoes.  Have you ever noticed that it's nearly impossible to harvest every tiny spud out of the soil, and that "volunteer" potatoes tend to pop up in the spot where you grew potatoes last year?  If you had late blight in last year's garden, those volunteer potatoes will spread the disastrous fungus to any tomatoes you plant nearby this year.  So when you choose a spot for your tomatoes, you want to make sure neither tomatoes nor potatoes have grown there recently.

I could tell you dozens of interactions like this that you want to avoid, but garden rotation is really pretty simple.  If you grow a vegetable in a spot that hasn't been home to any plants in the same family for at least three years, then you'll cut down on insects and diseases drastically.  Wouldn't you rather spend an hour planning out your garden now rather than coddling sick plants all summer?

––––––––
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Vegetable families

The first step in rotating your garden is to understand which vegetables share the same family.  The list below covers all of the vegetables you're likely to grow.

Amaranthaceae–Amaranth

Amaryllidaceae–Chives, garlic, leeks, onions

Basellaceae–Malabar spinach

Brassicaceae–Asian greens, broccoli, broccoli raab, Brussels sprouts, cabbage, cauliflower, collards, cress, horseradish, kale, kohlrabi, mustard, radishes, rape, rocket, rutabaga, turnips, watercress

Chenopodiaceae–Beet, beetberry, Good King Henry, lamb's quarter, mangel, orach, quinoa, spinach, Swiss chard

Compositae–Artichoke, cardoon, celtuce, chicory, endive, escarole, gobo, Jerusalem artichoke, lettuce, salsify, shungiku, sunflower, yacon

Convolvulaceae–Water spinach, sweet potatoes

Cucurbitaceae–Balsam apples, balsam pears, cassabanana, chayote, cucumbers, gherkins, gourds, luffa, melons, pumpkins, squash

Graminae–Corn

Labiatae–Basil, mint, oregano, thyme

Leguminosae–Beans, lentils, peas, peanuts, pigeon peas, soybeans

Liliaceae–Asparagus

Malvaceae–Okra

Polygonaceae–Rhubarb, sorrel

Portulaceae–Miner's lettuce, purslane

Solanaceae–Cape gooseberry, eggplant, garden huckleberry, ground cherry, naranjilla, nightshade, pepino, peppers, potatoes, sunberry, tomatillo, tomatoes

Tetragoniaceae–New Zealand spinach

Umbelliferae–Carrots, celery, celeriac, chervil, coriander, dill, fennel, parsley, parsnips, skirret

Valerianaceae–Corn salad

Although this list seems overwhelming at first glance, a closer look will show that the majority of your garden vegetables fit into just a few families.  Experienced gardeners have pet names for several of them, so you'll hear folks talking about "brassicas" when they mean broccoli, kale, and the like, "cucurbits" when they want to lump squash and cucumbers together, and "legumes" when referring to peas and beans.

––––––––
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Rotating the diverse garden

Some gardeners keep rotation extremely simple by dividing their garden into four sections and growing different families in each section.  For example, if the northeast quarter of your garden is home to the legume family, the southeast quarter to potatoes and tomatoes, the southwest quarter to cucurbits, and the northwest quarter to everything else, you can simple turn your map like a wheel to plan next year's garden.  Now your legumes go in the southeast quadrant, the tomatoes in the southwest quadrant, and so forth.

Unfortunately, the method outlined above has several problems.  Chances are your garden isn't entirely uniform, so the wheel rotation method would often require you to grow vegetables in spots they don't prefer from time to time.  In my garden, a third of the growing area has deep, loamy soil that's good for root crops and another third is very sunny and perfect for spring and fall crops.  That means my brassicas are nearly always located in the sunny third while carrots and potatoes dominate the loamy third.

Even if you are growing on a completely flat area with no shade and with the same soil type throughout, planting big blocks of the same type of vegetable together is asking for trouble.  With the exception of corn (which requires a large planting in one spot to allow for wind pollination of the seeds), you'll have far less insect and disease pressure if you scatter each type of vegetable throughout the garden.  A diverse garden with beans beside tomatoes beside parsley will make it tough for problematic insects to find the plants they prefer, while also tempting beneficial insects to spend time in every part of the garden.

To add one more complication to the mix, you should keep in mind that you can often grow two or more different vegetables in the same bed each year.  For example, over-wintering garlic is harvested in early June, just in time to plant sweet potatoes.  Spring leaf lettuce takes about a month to bulk up, can be cut for a month, and then turns bitter, so I allot the lettuce two months out of the year before replacing it with a new crop, like bush beans.  Your notes from last year will help you figure out how many months each crop will take, but there are always a few vegetables that are pulled out early or don't come up.  As a result, I generally plan the location for my vegetables in stages, first figuring out where each variety will go for the spring planting (February to June) and only later planning my summer and fall gardens.

––––––––
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Simplifying complex rotations
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