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PREFACE








THE GENERAL OPINION IS, if you want a more self-reliant lifestyle, then you’d better run off to the country and buy a log cabin on five pretty acres. It should come complete with amazing views, a fixed-rate mortgage, and a porch swing — all of it miles away from the nearest shopping center or strip mall. Of course, we all know postcard property and an address aren’t enough. You should also get a barn full of livestock, rolling fields of vegetables, and an old pickup truck with lots of rustic character. It also wouldn’t hurt to have a shed stocked with every tool imaginable and a cellar stocked with rows of canned goods. Make sure there’s a nice elderly couple next door to dispense advice. You know, someone to help you out when you need a cup of sugar, that kind of thing. (By the way, all of this should reside in some picturesque mountain valley where the word reckon is a regular part of the local vocabulary.) Heck, you could add all sorts of other requirements on top of that already tall order: renewable energy sources, a big green tractor, and maybe even a rumpled border collie sleeping on a feed sack in the sun.


Sounds heavenly doesn’t it?


Sure does to me, but here’s the catch. That general opinion leaves out a lot of eager people. Just because you won’t be moving out of your apartment anytime soon doesn’t mean you can’t be more self-sufficient. Plenty of people in suburbs and sublets all over the country are replacing their pansies with peas and putting up henhouses where the doghouses used to be. Knitters are casting on in subways, and homebrewed wine is fermenting in your neighbor’s basement. A revolution in self-sufficiency is riding the L train, and we saved you a seat.


I do many of the same things homesteaders do, but I don’t own any land or even know how to start up a tractor. (Don’t tell that to the guys down at the co-op — it’ll destroy my street cred.) I also don’t have a barn full of livestock or drive a truck (I drive a dented station wagon, but hey, it hauls its share of chicken feed). In addition to those shortcomings, I don’t even work at home. I’m a nine-to-five corporate employee, and that’s a position that doesn’t lend itself to anyone’s mental picture of American Gothic. (I guess if you replaced the farmers’ pitchfork with a wireless mouse and gave him a pair of horn-rimmed glasses, you’d have a start.) Even so, if you’re reading this, there’s a good chance you work a day job, too. We all know the real world has real bills, and we can’t quit our offices just yet.


What you can do, though, is change the way you live, no matter where you live. You can make better decisions every day; you can learn the skills that make for a more independent way of living. When you do, you’ll start to feel more appreciation for those everyday tasks, because at the end of that day you’re more in control of your life. That’s really what this boils down to.


The work in this book isn’t about playing farmer, it’s about being more responsible for the tasks we’ve become numb to. We expect food to be waiting at markets and entertainment to be a few buttons away. When you start producing your own food, even the simplest plot of potatoes, your life regains some of the authenticity we’ve all forgotten about. When you sit back against a tree with a mandolin on your lap instead of lying on the couch with three hundred channels of instantly recordable distraction, you gain a little more from your downtime. You’ll find yourself more humbled, satisfied, and grateful to have found a balance that simplifies your life with the skills of the people who came before you.


Point is, it feels good to get dirty, work hard, and slow down.
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INTRODUCTION








LATE ONE NIGHT I was grinding coffee and listening to a radio show. There was nothing particularly interesting about this. Most nights I get the percolator ready for the next morning, and the radio is almost always on in the kitchen. But that night I realized something.


A hundred tiny efforts and decisions had converged right there on the countertop. The radio was crank powered, and the coffee grinder was an old hand-turner I got at an antique store. I was standing in the glow of my solar-powered lamp with the aid of some beeswax candles. Suddenly I realized that nothing I was doing required any outside electricity. I was seeing in the dark, grinding local beans, and listening to renewable energy–driven entertainment — and, as mundane as the situation was, it felt perfect in its order. Outside the kitchen, my trio of hens were cooing in their hutch, and snap-pea pods, hanging heavy on the vine, were climbing up my windowsill. The dogs sighed and stretched on the kitchen floor and the smell of just-crushed coffee beans wafted through the air, giving me a sense of profound comfort. I felt that if the world shut down, we’d just go on grinding and stretching and sighing till we retired to a warm bed. Maybe it was the candlelight or maybe it was the promise of fresh coffee in the morning, but in that moment I felt I’d accomplished more than anything I had ever achieved in my professional career.


MY FIRST STEP down the path toward self-sufficiency happened when I started learning more about how products get to us consumers. I was considering a vegetarian diet to get in better shape and feel healthier, and by reading a few basic books on vegetarianism, I learned about the mass production of meat in factory farms and all its related problems. The more I educated myself about how the meals I was eating got to my plate, the more disgusted and disappointed I became.


I also became much more appreciative of small farms. What started as an envy of picturesque, weathered red barns and gamboling herds of animals became a deep respect for the role of small farms in producing food humanely and safely. The more I read about all the small organic farmers who treated their meat animals humanely and didn’t flood their planting fields with chemicals and pesticides, the less I could stomach buying those foam trays of meat and plastic bags of vegetables in the grocery store.


When you begin to comprehend how something as basic as how food gets to you, you begin thinking about how other items find their way to you, too: things like clothing, produce, and especially energy. The bloodshed and national security threats caused by depending on foreign oil were loud and clear on the daily news. The scary thing was that I was completely dependent on fossil fuels, and so was everyone I knew. My gas-heated apartment, my groceries from the supermarket, my station wagon parked outside — everything was part of the system. And if the system broke, I was going to be hungry, cold, and immobile.


So I threw my hands in the air. I was done with Walmart and Wonder Bread. I wanted something real. I wanted something basic. I wanted a lifestyle that was no longer a part of the problem, or at the very least was constantly striving to be less involved in it. I wanted a more sustainable life. Learning about homesteading — or the skills associated with it, anyhow — seemed like the solution I desperately craved. I decided to take the reins and start learning how to produce some of the food, and I used resources like the ones in Research, Son, every day.


There were obvious problems. I’m not exactly Gene Logsdon here. I had just spent four years in design school, learning where to put things on computer screens, and that doesn’t help you when you’re trying to bed down a chicken coop. Also, I didn’t have a home to stead. I didn’t even have a backyard. And the only skills I loosely possessed were simple knitting and soapmaking, which I did for fun, not as intentional parts of some self-reliant lifestyle. So I opted to engage in some simple research.


I PORED THROUGH BOOKS AND MAGAZINES. I haunted homesteader blogs and online forums. I did whatever I could to edge my way through the crack in the door. But finding a mentor who could teach me in person made all the difference. My first visit to a coworker’s farm one Saturday in February turned an evening of conversation into an amazing friendship and a year of learning a more self-reliant way of life. It seemed ironic that I didn’t meet Diana Carlin at the farmers’ market, or even in the produce section of the grocery store, but at a giant corporation. Her cubicle was a few feet from my own at work. A couple of weeks after we met, she invited me over to take a tour of her family’s homestead, about twenty minutes from the office, meet the animals, and get a personal introduction to chicken farming.


Diana’s house was exactly what I imagined a real homestead would look like: a long, cedar-sided house with a chimney that puffed a wispy trail of wood smoke. It was surrounded by meandering homemade fences and was tucked into a spread of hills. A few pairs of cattle plodded around the front yard, grazing on the lawn (I wondered if the Carlins ever had to mow).


We spent the daylight hours meeting cows and collecting eggs from her hundreds of hens. After we tended to the animals, washed up, and ate a good meal with her family, we retired to the couches to talk shop. Maybe it was just my full stomach, but I felt comfortable. Usually when I meet new people I’m guarded and slightly nervous, but here I felt content. I sat back against a cowhide, which I was told once belonged to Ronald, one of their first farm-bred steers. If my vegetarian friends knew I was in an Idaho farmhouse snuggled up next to a blanket with a name, I think they’d be disgusted. But I’m a practical sort of vegetarian. I became one because of how meat gets to the table — the disregard for animal welfare and the assembly-line style of death was too much for me to get any enjoyment from a fast-food hamburger. But here at Floating Leaf Farm, everything was done the way it had been before industrialization became the norm. I respected that. I leaned back into Ronald (who was very warm, by the way — who knew cows were so woolly?) and accepted a glass of homemade wine.


Turns out Diana’s husband, Bruce, unconditionally loves three things besides his wife: Italy, wine, and Italy. He’s always been a connoisseur, and as a couple they’ve traveled all over the world visiting vineyards. Bruce’s love of good wine has also driven him to make and bottle his own at home. They had everything from the fruitiest Rieslings to the darkest Super Tuscans, all bottled on the premises. Over the next few months, I heard stories about everywhere from Italian vineyards to garage bottling operations in the Washington backwoods, all told with equal excitement and devotion.


I learned more about beekeeping over three glasses of Bruce’s wine than I could’ve learned reading through the entire B section of the encyclopedia. While we were chatting and sipping Syrah, I brought up the topic of honeybees, mentioning that I’d always wanted a hive. Something about them is so intriguing — you have no idea how much is going on inside those wooden stacks of comb-laden frames until you start really learning about it. Diana had a few hives and even had one propped up on the porch just outside the sliding glass doors of her living room. I began with casual questions, and what started as innocent small talk snowballed into a full-blown crash course in beekeeping.


Diana talked excitedly about queens, drones, workers, hive bodies, and nectar flow. She laughed loudly over the horror stories of failed hives and multiple neck stings. When she lifted up a screen and pointed out the parts of the comb, proudly displaying where the rich, thick honey clung, she made the process seem like a kind of religion. Her egg sales at the office had covered the cost of a honey extractor, she said.


I nodded, my eyes wide, and hugged my elbows. If it was cold out, I didn’t mind. Thanks to the Carlin family and a few glasses of wine, I was plenty warm … and so inspired. The animals, the farmhouse, the happy family — Diana had accomplished everything I’d dreamed of. She was proof positive that a modern homesteader can have it all.


Through the long winter and into spring, Diana helped me get going with my livestock efforts. With her help I got a small flock of chickens, two long-haired Angora rabbits, and a hive of Italian honeybees to buzz through the garden. On summer nights at her place, there would be barbecues and campfires with music and friends. On calmer nights, I’d relax in a hammock on the back porch and watch what she called “Farm TV.” It was more engrossing than a Ken Burns documentary and more entertaining than a good sitcom. I’d sway back and forth, watching the calves chase after roosters and ducks waddle about the creek. Agatha, the Carlins’ gray cat, sauntered past the red barn, ignoring the chicks at her feet. Angus and Bella, their two dogs, loped along the back pasture. I was mesmerized. Every so often Diana would come out to check on me and look at the episode I was watching, and she’d say, “Oh, I’ve seen this one already. Damn reruns.” I’d laugh, and she’d pour more red wine into my glass. Life rolled.


Diana and her family taught me everything from pounding fence posts to making and canning tomato sauce. It was the best type of mentorship a person could have. Even though we started off as strangers, I felt like I had become a part of their family.


·   ·   ·


AND SO my adventures began. The same mess of hope and fear lies at the beginning of any adventure, but just deciding to engage in the things that keep you alive might be the most hopeful and fearsome part of it all. It’s rewarding in its simplicity — the garden, the egg, the music and friends, the new people and conversations on porches along the way. It’s perfect, all of it, if you just let it be. If you can sit back and just take in the experiences, paying attention to every one, I promise you’ll always come back to them. You’ll lie awake at night thinking about the joys of holding your first baby chicks in your palm and the bliss of serving a salad from your own garden. There is something in these actions that fills you up.


I still dream that someday I can support myself without an office job, and maybe someday I will. Until then, I’ll keep running my renter’s homestead. I’ll keep producing my own food, tending my small livestock, and canning my own sauce, because it makes me feel more in control of my day-to-day life in a way the cubicle never could. I’ve come to understand that what I do in my professional life is not as crucial as I had thought. When I realized that the heavy stuff, the real stuff, was back home on the farm and not at my desk, everything changed. After a few months on the farm, even the biggest crisis at work was just something to be dealt with calmly and rationally. Other employees would act like a deadline was a hurricane, but when you’d spent the morning deciding whether or not a rabbit with a broken spine would be put down, you couldn’t really stress over PowerPoint presentations. Ironically, it was starting my own homestead that made me happier at work. Go figure.


I THINK THE REAL TRICK to finding that sense of satisfaction is to realize you don’t need much to attain it. A window-box salad garden and a banjo hanging on the back of the door can be all the freedom you need. If it isn’t everything you want for the future, let it be enough for tonight.


Don’t look at your current situation as a hindrance to living the way you want, because living the way you want has nothing to do with how much land you have or how much you can afford to spend on a new house. It has to do with the way you choose to live every day and how content you are with what you have. If a few things on your plate every season come from the work of your own hands, you are creating food for your body, and that is enough. If the hat on your head was knitted with your own hands, you’re providing warmth from string and that’s enough. If you rode your bike to work, trained your dog to pack, or just baked a loaf of bread, let it be enough.


Accepting where you are today, and working toward what’s ahead, is the best you can do. You can take the projects in this book as far as your chosen road will take you. Maybe your gardens and coops will outgrow mine, and before you know it you’ll be trading in your Audi for a pickup. But the starting point is to take control of what you can and smile with how things are. Find your own happiness and dance with it.
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CHICKENS


The most exciting backyard accessory since lawn darts








MY FIRST HANDS-ON EXPERIENCE with my own laying hens happened on a snowy March morning. Everything outside seemed heavy and wet, and the boughs of cedar trees along the road buckled under the uninvited weight of snow. Regardless of the miserable conifers, I was giddy. I was listening to bluegrass on the car stereo and singing along in the annoying way that makes other drivers stare at you at red lights. I didn’t care — it was chicken day! I was driving south on Highway 95. My destination: a rural post office a few miles outside of town. I had been instructed to drive around back and knock on the steel door, where apparently some postal worker would hand me a box of fifty chirping day-old chicks. I couldn’t decide whether I felt like a seven-year-old on Christmas morning or an agent sent on some kind of agrarian secret mission. After years of dreaming about farm animals, I was finally moments away from having my own.


Most hatcheries ship in the spring and require a minimum order of twenty-five birds, which seemed like too many for a beginner like me to take on. Fortunately, when my friend Diana was ordering her first batch of chicks for the year, she invited me to tack on my humble order. For the unbeatable price of $2.85 apiece, I purchased five Japanese Black Silkie Bantams. I chose Silkie Bantams because I’d read that they were gentle with people and also amazing mothers to their young. Some farmers have been known to take eggs from other breeds and slide them under Silkies to ensure decent parenting when the chicks hatch. Bantams are also smaller than the average, seven-pound chicken, some weighing as little as two pounds and standing half as tall. As someone who might be packing up her flock in cat carriers if she moved, I appreciated their compact size.


Besides their smaller stature and gentle demeanor, Silkies lay perfect little light brown eggs that are about half the size of the ones you’d buy at the store. Five hens meant I’d have well over a dozen quaint eggs a week — more than enough for a single-person household. As an added bonus, the hens look hilarious: pitch black through and through, with a clownlike poof of feathers on their heads (and they weren’t anywhere near being the silliest-looking birds in the hatchery catalog, either). They looked nothing like the generic farm chicken, and that suited me just fine.


AFTER A FEW SONGS, I arrived at the post office. It was a small building you could’ve mistaken for a storage shed if you drove by too fast (which I did, and had to turn around). When I knocked on the back door, an old man with a basset hound greeted me and handed over the loudest cardboard box ever. I placed it in the backseat of my toasty Subaru and continued down the road to Diana’s homestead — Floating Leaf Farm. A steep hill and some twists and turns later, I pulled into the driveway of the cedar-shingled, log cabin–style farmhouse. After all the snow we’d had recently, it would’ve passed for something on the label of a maple syrup bottle if it weren’t for the year-old steer walking down the driveway to join the rest of its gang.


Diana, who reminds me of a mother hen herself, met me with a smile at the basement door, and I handed her the fifty-bird box. I followed her into the boiler room, where she’d already prepared a brood box for her new arrivals. The room was so warm, it felt like a natural incubator for the new kids. My birds wouldn’t get such grand treatment until I took them home, so for the meantime I had brought a small cardboard box with cedar shavings and a hot-water bottle to keep them warm. My Silkies wouldn’t be ready for another road trip, though, until they had settled in with some water and snacks after their long journey to the Pacific Northwest from the hatchery in New Mexico.


We set the box on a countertop, and Diana cut open the straps and slowly removed the lid while I tried to contain my excitement. What lay within were the most adorable contents of anything I’d ever gotten from a post office: fifty meandering, fluffy little chirping chicks. It looked like the hatchery had sectioned the aerated box into four main compartments to keep the squirming, peeping poofballs from piling up on top of each other. Half of them were the kind of fat yellow chicks I’d assumed all chickens look like at that stage (these were Cornish roasters for the family’s yearly meat supply), and the other twenty-five looked more like confused little sparrows: tawny, black-capped brown birds with black eyes. These were Diana’s laying hens, a breed called Barnevelder, which would grow up into handsome brown-egg layers. I scanned the carton for my little black babies, but they were nowhere to be seen. Diana noticed my concern and moved a handful of Barnevelders to the side. In a cowering huddle below them were the tiniest black birds I ever saw — I could hold all five in one hand.


We had to get them out of that shipping box, and soon. The brooder Diana had set up was her own invention: a small, foot-high fence of chicken wire draped with old quilts and blankets. A heat lamp hung through the blankets into the brooder, where there were food and water stations and a comfy layer of cedar shavings on slabs of cardboard to insulate the cold concrete floor. One by one, we picked up each chick and dunked her little beak in cool water before setting her beside the tiny watering font (an upturned Mason jar with a screw-on attachment that allows water to be released slowly). The chicks opened and closed their little beaks and drank the water, which they had just realized they desperately wanted.


“Make sure each bird gets a drink and knows where the fonts are before you move on to the next one,” Diana instructed patiently. I was lucky to know someone who was so willing to teach me this stuff. Learning from books is one thing, but actually helping set up fifty chickens for life on a farm was a hands-on lesson I could never forget. I treated my girls the same way and gave them a chance to stretch their legs in the warm brooder before transporting them to their taxi.


·   ·   ·


WITHIN THE HOUR, I was driving back to my farmhouse with a still-chirping but much quieter backseat. When I got home, I rushed them inside to a larger cardboard box on the kitchen counter. A brooder light shone above it, and the thermometer I had taped to the side of the box read 90°F. Perfect. Inside was a little plastic font and a similar contraption that held tiny starter feed crumbles. I gently placed the babies into their new home. For a few weeks, this would be their world. I watched them mill about, pick at their feed, and drink from the font, until finally they all piled together and fell asleep.


This was it. I was a chicken farmer. I spent the next few hours in the kitchen, watching them as if they were being interviewed by Charlie Rose. I was completely enthralled with their journey over the past few days and with having so far pulled off my part of the deal — which was making sure they stayed alive and happy. I sat there staring at them, and as corny as it may sound, I felt a little bit like a parent. A parent with a very specific plan, though. All I could think about was what the summer would be like with these girls strutting around the backyard, laying eggs for me every day.


Well, I’m sorry to say those little birds never did get to strut around my yard, or any backyard, for that matter. My otherwise sweet Siberian huskies got into the brooder box four weeks later when I stupidly left it, unsupervised, at their eye level. In the ten minutes I was gone from the room, they killed all five of the chicks. I had the small consolation of knowing my Silkies had a swift death, but it still had me crying and calling Diana. Sadly, losing livestock — whether it be at the jaws of predators, to disease, or to natural aging — is a reality that even a hobby farmer with a painted-cottage coop needs to deal with.


After some discussion, we decided that I would try again with new chicks when she placed a meat-bird order later that month. This batch of Silkies I would raise in the garage. So that I could have some chicken-rearing experience before they arrived, Diana gave me three of her adult birds for the backyard coop I had already set up outside my kitchen window. Kind of like training wheels.


Enter Bertha the Buff Orpington, Astoria the Australorp, and Glowbug the Light Brahma. By cover of night, when Diana’s two hundred chickens were sleeping on their roosts, we snuck in and kidnapped the three giant, heavyset hens. Apparently, transporting chickens at night is the only way to go. They seem to be calmest and most comfortable on a new roost when they wake up there. With little trouble, we settled the three girls into a carrier and put it in the Subaru. I drove them the twenty miles to my place, where we took them behind the house to their new coop — a raised hutch, lined with hay and stocked with a sturdy roost and laying box. After we settled the birds in, I closed the wire door and latched it. Within minutes, they were fast asleep.


Well, I didn’t have much luck with those hens, either. Astoria took off for the woods as soon as I opened the door to the hutch and was never seen again. The other girls stuck around but just freeloaded. They didn’t lay a single egg. I thought the purpose of having laying hens was, well, laying. But those biddies were more interested in pest control than production. All they did was cluck around the pine trees, eating bugs and snapping at flies. After a few weeks, I sheepishly approached Diana about a trade for some younger birds. I felt guilty, after all she’d done for me, but she just laughed. I guess when you have hundreds of chickens, you don’t take individual character analysis personally.


Bertha and Glowbug went home to their old roost and three new gals took their place: a Red Star, a Buff Brahma, and a Welsummer. These girls didn’t come with names, but it was pretty easy to hand them out the following morning. I woke up to such a clatter I thought they were being ripped apart by a coyote and ran outside in my pajamas. Inside the safely latched coop was the screaming Welsummer. She was ticked off to wake up in a smaller, less fancy space, and she wasn’t going to take it quietly. I didn’t know what to do. She didn’t want her feed or water. She just wanted to carry on. I thought the neighbors were going to call the police, so I opened the coop and scooped her up in my arms like a kitten. She defecated all over me. Fine. I set her down to explore the yard. That didn’t help at all. She just kept walking around screaming even louder. I named her Ann Coulter.
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