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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.

[image: image]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 December 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 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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May
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(November Down Under)
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Plant your summer garden
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Goal: Plant a small garden

Cost: $0 - $20

Time: 1 hour - 5 hours

Difficulty: Easy

Kid-friendly: Yes

In previous exercises, you should have prepared the soil for your garden and decided what to plant, so now you just need to put those seeds and sets in the ground.

When to plant

I can't tell you to plant on a certain day because people living in different parts of the world have different climates and should plant at different times.  The most important factor to consider for most of you will be your frost-free date–the calendar day after which you're unlikely to see any further weather below freezing until the fall.

In the United States, state extension agents are a good source for accurate local information.  Visit www.csrees.usda.gov/Extension/ to find an extension office near you, then cultivate these government employees since they often provide free classes, grants, and information about farming and home economics.  At the least, they should be able to tell you your frost-free date, and those of you in the extreme south (Texas or Florida, for example) will want to pick the extension agents' brains further since you won't be following the same spring/summer/fall planting schedule I present in this book.

Of the easy vegetables listed previously, you should plant the okra, zucchini, summer squash, green beans, tomatoes, and basil right after your frost-free date.  Swiss chard can be started more than a month earlier, but there's no problem with direct-seeding it now, and mint can be planted at just about any time.

Succession planting

Many summer vegetables are planted once and then enjoyed until cold weather hits.  However, some (like bush beans and sweet corn) do best for just a few weeks at a time, while yet other vegetables (like cucumbers and summer squash) may succumb to pests and diseases long before the summer is through.  Succession planting allows you to enjoy short-lived crops throughout the summer rather than suffering from a glut for three weeks and then a famine for three months.

I plant new beds of succession crops biweekly starting two weeks before the frost-free date and ending in mid to late July.  The earliest beds are a gamble–some years they escape the frost and give me the neighborhood's first sweet corn; other years my plants get nipped and I'm out a few dollars worth of seeds.  Very late plantings are also a risk since they may not have time to mature before the first fall frost.  If you want to be scientific about the last day to plant a summer crop, take the days to maturity off the seed packet, add two weeks (since crops grow slower as days shorten in late summer), and count that many days back from your average first frost date in the fall.

In addition to providing a constant supply of food, succession planting can be used to make your garden match your busy schedule.  For example, a school teacher who goes on vacation from mid-June to early August might plan all of her cucumbers to ripen during that time period so she can pickle at her leisure.  On the other hand, if you know you're going to be out of town for the entire month of September, don't plant any late beans that will just rot on the vine.

How to plant

After all of this preparation, planting itself is absurdly simple:

Gently rake the mulch off the area you want to plant.  If you created a kill mulch following my instructions in a previous chapter, this step consists of raking off the top mulch layer to expose the weed-free compost.  You may find it simplest to clear mulch off the entire bed and wait to replace it until your seedlings are up, or you might just push the mulch away from the rows you're currently planting.  Either way, be sure that mulch can't blow on top of young seedlings and kill them.

[image: image]

Large seeds are planted in furrows created by dragging the corner of your hoe through the soil.

Make a furrow in the soil of the proper depth.  Your seed packet will tell you how deep to plant your seeds, but a good rule of thumb is to put the seeds about the same depth into the soil as the diameter of the seed.  Tiny seeds like lettuce can be scattered directly onto the soil surface, but bigger seeds like okra will do better a short distance underground.  For very shallow furrows, lay down your hoe and gently press the handle into the soft ground to make an indentation.  For slightly deeper furrows, pull the corner of your hoe's blade through the dirt to make a shallow trench.

Place your seeds in the ground.  Again, follow the directions on the seed packet for spacing information (although you might decide to experiment with placing the plants a bit closer together in your fertile raised beds).  Tomatoes and squash are so big that they take up the whole width of the bed, but you'll have room for two, three, or more rows of most crops.  I tend to plant seeds precisely where I want them and fill in any gaps later with other crops rather than thinning, skipping a time-consuming and (if you're soft-hearted) emotionally difficult task. 

[image: image]

Be sure to pack the earth down lightly with the flat side of the hoe after planting to remove air pockets.

Fill the furrow with soil and tamp it in place.  I gently use the flat side of my hoe to compress the soil on top of the seeds.

The instructions above assume that you're starting your plants from seed, which is what I recommend for every one of the easy plants listed except for tomatoes and mint.  You will see squash plants at the store when you go in to pick up your tomato sets, but resist the temptation–squashes grow so quickly from seed that you won't see much difference between seeds and sets except in your wallet.  In later years, you can grow your own tomato sets too, but for now it's worth a little extra cash to get a jump on the season.

Maintaining the garden

[image: image]

I don't know about the aftermath of breaking mirrors, but one weed gone to seed creates seven years of bad weeding luck.

Unlike many of the other exercises in Weekend Homesteader, the summer garden is an ongoing affair.  You'll need to weed around your new vegetables and herbs (tossing the weeds on a compost pile), add some water if they get dry, and pick the bounty.  We'll cover many of these topics in later installments of this series, but keep your eye on the plants for now, making sure that they don't get overwhelmed by weeds.
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Nutrition
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Goal: Discover what types of food make your body healthy and happy

Cost: $0

Time: 1 hour to 10 hours

Difficulty: Easy

Kid-friendly: Maybe

[image: image]

Although nutrition can be complex, nearly everyone agrees that vegetables are good for you.

One of the over-arching themes of Weekend Homesteader is learning to cook simple but delicious foods using homegrown, in-season produce.  But it's tough to know what to fix if you don't really understand the effects of food on your body.  This exercise helps you unlearn what you thought you knew about nutrition and then guides you to delve deeper into what your body really craves.
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