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INTRODUCTION


Are you constantly running to the grocery store just to keep your fridge and pantry stocked? Have you ever dreamed of owning a chicken coop or living off your own land? Do you feel more secure when you have a garden brimming with fruits and veggies? Wouldn’t it be a wonderful feeling if you knew that you had everything you needed to survive, and even thrive, at home? The more self-sufficient you become, the more possible that outcome is.

Self-sufficiency means many different things to different people. Some simply decide to install solar paneling to reduce their electricity bills. Some (like you) find self-sufficiency in a backyard farm with a garden, small livestock, and grain storage that provide the fresh food their families need. And some may collect their own water, grow acres of crops, and tend livestock.

Let’s not forget that everyone’s reasoning for becoming more self-sufficient is different as well. You may decide to start a self-sufficient home because you are concerned with security. You don’t feel that the world is a safe place for you and your family, and you want to take steps to create a more independent and self-reliant lifestyle for yourself and the ones you love. Perhaps you want to save money and want to stop relying on big chain stores for food and supplies. Or maybe it’s just as simple as lowering your carbon footprint and living a greener, eco-friendlier life.

The good news is, depending on your resources and your motivation, living self-sufficiently can be done quickly, or it can be done in a series of small steps over a period of time! The beauty of your self-sufficient home is that you get to determine what you want to do and how far you want to go. You can start looking at your finances to see where you can economize. You can take an inventory of how often you run to the grocery store, the coffee shop, or the fast food restaurant and limit your exposure to any or all of them. You can look at your food preparation and substitute basic items for quickly prepared foods.

Whether you are prepping for an emergency or just looking to feel more empowered, starting a backyard farm is one of the most rewarding ways to become more self-sufficient. It doesn’t matter if you’re an experienced gardener and farmer or are just getting started, Backyard Farming will teach you all you need to know to get your farm up and running. From information about raising small livestock and planting fruits and veggies, to instructions on preserving your harvest and combating farm pests, this all-in-one guide has you covered. And it doesn’t matter how much space you have to devote to your farming pursuits—there’s a farm for every backyard, big or small. Backyard Farming is here to help you live off your land, whatever that means to you. Talk about self-sufficient…






CHAPTER 1 The History of Backyard Farming for Self-Sustainability






Today, more and more people are growing their food on small plots of land. Farming, as you’ll learn in this chapter, is something that can be done in your own backyard. Rather than rely on giant mega-supermarkets, backyard farming is first and foremost a way to rely on yourself; to grow the food you enjoy; to offer a safe, chemical-free diet; and even to boost the family income! Learning to farm will provide you with a greater understanding of the world you live in, as well as countless indelible lessons about nature.






Modern-Day Farmers

Farming began about ten thousand years ago, when early humans first discovered that crop cultivation was a much more reliable way to feed themselves and their families than hunting and gathering. During the early part of the twentieth century as tractors began to replace horses and men, the number of farms, and farmers, began to decline. Today, amid stunning technological advances, many people are seeking a return to the self-sufficiency and independence of the farming lifestyle.

Five thousand years before the pyramids were built, some early human noticed that in places where grains had been spilled in the dirt the year before, new shoots of that same grain grew in lush abundance. That discovery, and the subsequent decision to spill some grains on purpose—that is, to plant them—would result in a more bountiful, more independent existence for all of humankind. A millennium or so later, humans began to domesticate farm animals, leading to a lifestyle that permitted them to stay and prosper in one place instead of following a nomadic lifestyle that relied more on luck and strength than planning and forethought. Thus began civilization as these first small farmers enjoyed a greater bounty of crops and sources of protein that they didn’t have to fight for. Farmers could not only provide food for themselves and their families; they could also provide an excess that could be traded to neighbors for other goods.

Today, 50 percent of all food is produced on the largest 2 percent of all farms. These “factory” farms have less in common with the farms of your grandparents or great-grandparents than those small independent operations had with the Stone Age cultivators.


The Farmer’s Mentality: Sensible, Sustainable Frugality

You might be wondering, if more small farmers are quitting every day, how you could possibly expect to succeed as a modern-day farmer, especially if you don’t have hundreds of acres. The answer is to replace the “get big or get out” attitude with the “small and sensible” philosophy of small farmers from our past and from around the world.

The essence of becoming a farmer involves a particular philosophy of sustainability. As almost anyone who grew up on a traditional farm will tell you, farmers of the past were a frugal, fiscally conservative bunch who hated to part with any dollar, dime, or penny they didn’t have to. This is an important key to being self-sustaining: You don’t use anything you don’t need, and you work for the maximum productivity from the land you farm.

You Don’t Need Much to Get Started

No matter the size of the farm, successful farming is dependent on the careful conservation of resources. As a backyard farmer, you don’t need to compete with agribusiness, so you don’t need fantastically expensive equipment or thousands of acres of land. What you need is mostly what you have already: your plot of ground, your free time, and a few very common tools. Unlike the modern big farmer, you don’t have to compete in the world-commodities markets. Not only will you not need a $100,000 tractor; you also won’t need a lot of the new gadgets and inventions you see advertised in gardening and farming magazines, most of which do a poorer job than the tools they are supposed to replace.

Your most important market is your own household, so all you need to do to succeed is create higher-quality food for less money than you’re paying at the supermarket. Thanks to today’s prices, that’s not at all hard to do.


Buy It Used

It’s also good to remember that traditional farmers not only didn’t buy anything they didn’t have to; when they did need to buy something, they tried to find it used first. A new long-handled shovel costs anywhere from $7 to $12. However, it’s not hard to find a perfectly serviceable, used shovel for a dollar or less, perhaps even free, if someone who likes you is cleaning out his or her garage.


The Self-Sufficient Farmer

As we’ll see later in the book, you can benefit from using natural means of keeping down garden pests. Not only are these cheaper than chemicals; they’re better for you. Agribusiness uses seeds that are genetically modified to tolerate chemical herbicides, and as a result uses 25 percent more herbicide than with regular seed. This excessive use has resulted in the evolution of herbicide-resistant “superweeds” that can’t be killed by the same means, necessitating the use of more dangerous chemicals.



Where Is Your Money Going?

As a consumer, most of the money you currently spend on groceries goes toward things you don’t actually need. The price of food from the grocery store includes a small amount for the actual food, and the rest goes toward shipping, packaging, advertising, floor space, store overhead, employee wages, and whatever else it takes to get you to spend money in their store. By contrast, the first garden you create can reward you with more food than you can eat—that is, enough to store or save—and your only costs will be seed, a tool or two, soil amendments, and perhaps a little water, if you have to pay for that. In subsequent years, you can save your own seed, keep last year’s tools, make your own compost, and…well, maybe you’ll still be paying for water if you’re still living in a city. Needless to say, a tomato that may fetch $5 per pound at a pricey food market can cost you nearly nothing to produce yourself.


The Self-Sufficient Farmer

Plants respond best to rainwater. If you have to pay for water, catching as much rain as possible will benefit you, both in enhanced plant health and in actual dollars saved. If your house has gutters, you already have most of your collection system in place.



Boost Your Ready Cash

Of course you can’t expect to save 100 percent of your food budget by growing all your own groceries, or, if you do, you’ll almost certainly be going without some of the things in your diet that you’ve become accustomed to, like coffee or bananas.

Now, perhaps you’re thinking that it wouldn’t be all that difficult to give up coffee and bananas, and that’s great, but your goal should be to enhance your life, not to be constantly searching for more things that you’d like to have but have decided you can live without. After all, “self-sustaining” doesn’t mean poor.

So if you can’t grow your own coffee, then you should grow things that you can trade for coffee. If you can’t grow bananas in your neighborhood, you need to grow enough of the things you can so as to develop your own balance of trade. Just as people centuries ago had fewer buying choices than you do, they also had fewer sales opportunities or ways to bring income to their farms. Today, there are more cultivars to choose from and more ways to monetize your backyard crops. Depending on how varied your diet needs to be, you should be able to easily cut your food costs by a significant amount, even in your first year.
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In 2011, it was found that of every American dollar spent on food, over 80 percent went to marketing and only 19.2 percent went to the commercial farmer. Because of this ever-expanding marketing cost, it becomes increasingly easier for the self-marketing small farmer to be very price-competitive with the corporate food-service industries.



While you can count on some of your crops failing, you can also expect others to produce far more than you can use before they spoil. After you’ve canned, frozen, dried, or otherwise stored all you have, there may still be enough left over to give, sell, or trade to the neighbors. This is especially true in farming communities where it’s easy to trade fresh vegetables for eggs, but lots of city dwellers will also happily trade services or products from their work in return for clean, fresh, organic food.

Moreover, it’s rare these days for a city or town of any size to not have a robust farmers’ market providing local growers with a ready outlet for their cash crops. Food, after all, is one of the most fundamental needs of humankind, and there is always a ready market for good-quality produce. At farmers’ markets and flea markets, you’ll not only have an opportunity to sell your goods; you’ll also meet new buyers, many of whom may become your regular customers. You’ll also meet other producers who’ll show you new ways to farm.

Save on Healthcare and Save Your Health

Maybe you’ve noticed how often you see headlines about recalls of food products—even things as seemingly benign as lettuce or tomatoes. Actually, it’s all quite understandable. Take that head of lettuce sitting innocently on your grocer’s shelf, and think about how many people have handled that one lettuce head by the time you chop it into your salad bowl. Ask yourself what you know about the fertilizers and pesticides that have been used to grow it, and the answer, in all likelihood, is nothing. How about the plastic wrapper it comes in? Does that have any manufacturing residue or infectious microbes oozing around on it? In most cases, you don’t know any more about that head of lettuce than what color it is, and even that may be distorted by lighting. The great thing about being a self-sustaining farmer is that you know exactly where your food comes from. You planted it, you harvested it, and now you’re ready to cook and eat it.
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According to the US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), 48,000,000 people, or one in six Americans, are stricken by foodborne illness each year. Of these, three thousand will die. Incidences of the most common infection, salmonella, are actually on the increase despite massive efforts to eradicate it.



Food allergies are at an all-time high; food safety is a bigger concern than ever before, and it’s no wonder: Today, people are more distanced from their food sources than at any time in history. Food now comes from all over the world in massive shipments that can spread disease and contamination in a matter of days. There’s an old saying that you wouldn’t want to eat sausage if you watched it being made, but these days you have to wonder if you’d eat anything if you could see exactly where it came from and what it went through.

You’re In Control

As a modern consumer, you don’t have much control over the food you put in your family’s mouths, but as a backyard farmer, you can have 100 percent control. You don’t need to worry about what pesticides are used on your food if you don’t use any (which, in all likelihood, you will not when you learn alternative methods). The eggs that you raise from the chickens in your backyard are healthier and more nutritious than factory-produced versions; furthermore, spending your afternoon in the garden is better for your mental and physical health than spending the same time in traffic or walking around a crowded mall or supermarket.


The Luxuries of Self-Sufficient Living

Besides saving you lots of money (and providing you with an avenue to make even more), backyard farming can bring some new luxuries to your life. Obviously, the more money you save on food, the more you have to spend on other things. According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, the average American family spends 12.74 percent of their income, about $6,129, every year on food. So, if yours is an average family and you saved just 50 percent of your food bill (remembering that in earlier generations, farmers grew 100 percent of their food), then you’d have about $3,000 more to spend each year. In addition to that, small farmers have a natural buffer against the booms and busts of the national and world economy. You may get laid off at work, but your family is less likely to have to apply for assistance, or go hungry, if you have a sustaining backyard farm and a full larder at your disposal. In fact, you might consider your ability to provide for yourself as the insurance you need to break loose from outside employment altogether, and enjoy the luxury of working for yourself at home.

These days you’ll see people spending tens of thousands of dollars on solar panels and wind generators so as to save on a $300 monthly electricity bill, mostly because it makes them feel more independent. That’s a noble goal, of course, but not nearly as beneficial as the freedom you can develop by learning to grow food from the soil. A farming lifestyle offers rewards, both emotional and financial, which don’t require any more expense or sacrifice than do many of your neighbors’ hobbies.

Now that you’ve looked at some of the background of small, self-sustaining farming, you’re ready to turn to the practical side of things: how to become a backyard farmer.






CHAPTER 2 How to Become a Backyard Farmer






One of the great things about becoming a self-sustaining backyard farmer is that you can do it immediately. You don’t have to pay any dues, buy any licenses, pass any tests, or impress anyone but yourself with your ability and intent. What you do have to do is decide that you want to produce as much of your own food as you can, make the most of the resources you have at hand, and create a mutually beneficial relationship with nature.






Farming Is Not a Hobby; It’s a Lifestyle

In today’s world, everything seems to require a guru, a purchase, and perhaps a subscription. That’s not what farming is about. You need to learn the basics for yourself, which is the only way you’ll ever come to genuinely appreciate how much you’ve accomplished.

In fact, relying on other people is pretty much the opposite of self-sustaining. Being self-sufficient is all about relying on yourself, not on other people. You can certainly cooperate with others—many backyard farmers do just that—but that’s different from being dependent on them.

The self-sufficient farmer wants to do as much for himself as possible, and to create a relationship with the earth that can make a difference in his life and that of his family. The farmer and the farm family take every opportunity they come across to increase their independence and to learn for themselves rather than just take instruction—that’s really what being self-sufficient is all about.
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National emergencies tend to produce self-sufficiency. During World War II, amid food rationing and labor and transportation shortages, the government asked citizens to do their part by planting “victory gardens” in their backyards, empty lots, and rooftops. Nearly 20 million Americans responded and eventually came to produce 40 percent of the country’s food supply.



Backyard farming is a creative endeavor. Just as an artist is not content to simply enjoy the works of others or to paint by numbers, a farmer is not satisfied to buy something that she can create herself from the earth. This is a necessary frugality, but it’s a lot more than that. Providing for yourself is more than just a way to save money; it’s a route to self-expression and self-esteem. The backyard farmer’s reward is to enjoy better food and a better life, while using less money and preserving other resources. There is a use for everything, and anything without another use becomes part of the compost pile. The traditional farmer is a beneficial part of nature.


The Self-Sufficient Farmer

According to the US Department of Agriculture, of the 2.1 million farms in the United States in 2012, 97 percent were family-owned operations. Eighty-eight percent of all farms were small family farms.



Don’t Quit Your Job

In times past, it was not always possible for the farmer and his or her spouse to exist solely on farm income. In this regard, things haven’t really changed all that much, as there will probably always be more things needed—or perhaps desired—than can be produced from the land. That’s how the decline of farming began in the first place. People moved into the cities to make more money. However, not all of them left the rural areas. A few found work locally or found other ways to make money at home other than, or in addition to, growing crops or raising animals. A hundred years ago, a farm wife might also have been the township tax collector, or she might have worked as a seamstress in her spare time. The farmer might have followed some seasonal employment in the winter months, maintained a part-time job in town, or offered himself as a hired hand to other farmers to help make ends meet at home.

Becoming More Independent

Today, it’s common for all adult members of a household to work outside the home. As a backyard farmer, you probably won’t be able to completely sustain yourself with your backyard endeavors, certainly not in the beginning, but you can make yourself much less dependent on any outside source of income. Once you’ve established that you can produce all or most of the food you need to get by, then you’re free to try to take greater control of your life by finding other ways to make money at home, besides farming, that can enhance your income and your family’s independence.


Buffer Yourself Against Hard Times

Home income and home food production can buffer you against unemployment and hard times. Even if you never attempt to earn an additional cent from your backyard-farming activities, having an abundant supply of high-quality food that costs you next to nothing is always an undeniable benefit. Whatever other troubles you may encounter, your family will always have plenty to eat.
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The US Department of Labor reports that there are now more self-employed people, over fourteen million, than at any time in history. Homeworkers cite increased freedom and independence, closeness to family responsibilities, and a poor job market as motivations to strike out on their own.



Change Your Shopping Habits

Successful farmers tend to be rather shrewd individuals. Not only are they expected to be scientists, inventors, horticulturists, veterinarians, and meteorologists, but they are also some of the most astute and demanding purchasing agents, because theirs is a culture where the waste of any resource is strictly forbidden, especially the waste of money. Taking every opportunity to make the most efficient use of your money tends to make anything you do go more smoothly.

Being a Shopper versus a Buyer

During the last millennium, humankind has created a remarkable collection of devices and novelties designed to cure problems both real and imagined, as well as novel solutions for troubles you never even knew you had. Since the advent of twenty-four-hour TV, this fact has been amplified. Now you have an endless flow of perfectly worthless gadgets designed to fill voids that don’t really exist. Many American homes have garages, closets, and kitchen drawers filled to capacity with these contraptions.


Shoppers

Successful self-sufficient farmers are frugal shoppers. When they buy something, they are informed and cautious, and their prime interest is in the value they receive for the dollars they spend. In order for your backyard farm to be successful, you need to emulate this attitude and shop hard for value. That means knowing the difference between a low price and a good deal, or between high quality and wily promotion.

Buy In Bulk

Whether it’s food, feed, or other supplies, virtually everything is less expensive when you buy more of it. This is part of the secret to becoming self-sufficient: You have plenty of what you need on hand.

You may find that some foods in bulk are so cheap you’ll choose not to grow your own but will instead devote the space they require to more expensive produce. Growing your own can be rewarding and an opportunity to try out odd new varieties, but these may require more labor and garden space than you’d like to devote to them. You might decide that dried beans are an example of something that’s more trouble than it’s worth, given the job of husking the dried beans and how long they need to occupy space in the garden.

So, you decide you’re going to raise kiwi fruits in place of the beans and take your chances in the dried-bean market, buying what you want for the lowest prices you can find. Typically, a can of beans costs approximately five times what the same amount of dried beans would cost by the pound, and if you find a source to buy larger quantities, the price drops accordingly. Ideally, you pick the best deal you can find on all the beans you can use in a certain amount of time. Self-sufficiency is all about having plenty of things—food, sources of energy, and so on—on hand. Large quantities of food don’t have to take up a great deal of storage space, and after you’ve used up every nook, cranny, cabinet, closet, or garage space in your home, there are storage techniques discussed later that can help you use some of your outdoor space as well. With a substantial amount of your food supply stored away, you’re another step closer to self-sufficiency.


Avoiding Processed Foods

One of the strongest arguments in favor of growing your own food or buying it in bulk is that you and your family avoid eating processed food. For example, potatoes are a starchy food, low in fat and high in potassium. They’re very nutritious, and rank high among the world’s staple foods in terms of having enough nourishment alone to sustain healthy life. There are thousands of very healthful dishes that use potatoes, but the vast majority of potatoes grown in America do not go into these healthy dishes—they go into French fries and potato chips, which are considerably less nutritious, loaded with trans-fats and salt, and, depending on the source, full of preservatives and carcinogens.

Buying In Season

As previously mentioned, it’s neither practical nor desirable to try to grow everything you consume, and since you’ll be buying most of your items in bulk, it is particularly important that you buy them in season in order to get the best quality, the best prices, and the longest-keeping commodities.

Start Saving Your Food

The self-sufficient farmer not only produces food; she also stockpiles it. Primitive people valued certain foods not simply because they liked the taste but because they could be easily kept over the winter until the next growing season. They grew foods that could be stored as well as traded for other foods that they could not grow, or had not grown that year. As a backyard farmer, you’ll want to do the same, so in addition to space to grow and harvest food, you’ll need the means to store your bounty. Some foods, like root crops, can be stored in protected places outside, others can be dried or canned, and still others will require the modern wonder of refrigeration. Having a deep freezer and an extra refrigerator or two in the garage can be quite handy to the sustainable backyard farmer.

Don’t forget that nothing keeps forever, so you’ll want to keep a record, or some system of rotation, so you’ll know how long you’ve been storing any given item so you can use it before it spoils. Ideally, you’ll put away enough to last until the next season’s crop is ready to store.


The Self-Sufficient Farmer

Whole grains keep longer than flours, but because they have a higher content of healthy oils, they are more susceptible to damage from heat, air, and moisture. They must be kept in airtight containers in a cool, dry place. If you buy packaged grains, see that the containers are unbroken and note the expiration dates.



Start Food Production Right Now

While you obviously can’t go out on a December day in New York and plant tomatoes, there are always farm chores to do, and nearly all of them center on your next crop, so as soon as you put this book down, you ought to be able to go out and start farming.

Your first steps are dependent on the season of the year. Here’s what you can do to get started.

Winter (the Best Time to Begin Farming)


	
Locate the tools you’ll need to begin. You’ll need to work the soil and perhaps do a little basic construction, so get a rake and shovel, garden trowel, hammer, nails, and a saw to start. You’ll also need to move materials around, so a wheelbarrow and a couple of 5-gallon (18.9-liter) buckets will come in handy.

	
Scout your neighborhood. Look for sources of soil amendments like sawdust piles, poultry farms, and any place that throws away large quantities of raw materials. All these are well worth cataloging in your mind. If you’re an anxious overachiever, you might even make a map of them.

	
Start collecting the things you’ll need over the farming year. Auction barns, junkyards, and farm stores are all good sources of tools and equipment.

	
Make a calendar of when you should plant each item you intend to grow and when each item can be expected to ripen. You’ll want to start some early plants indoors to get a head start, but be careful you don’t start them too soon, or they may grow too spindly to plant by the time the last frost has come and gone. The back of the seed package should tell you everything you need to know.

	
Build housing. Winter is a good time to construct housing for poultry or livestock, although it may be too early to drive fence posts into the frozen ground.

	
Collect planting containers. As well, collect building materials for raised beds.



Spring (When Your Energy and Enthusiasm Are Highest)


	
Start seeds indoors before the last frost. This is better than buying bedding plants. Plant more than you think you’ll need and never let them dry out, but don’t drown them either. Uniformly moist soil is best. A small heating pad under your plants can improve germination significantly. Peat pellets or mild garden soil make the best mediums; peat pots that you plant along with the seedlings, not so much.

	
Prepare your beds and spread soil amendments in planting areas. Boards, ties, blocks, etc., to frame the beds aren’t necessary, but they keep things neat, and they can make a handy place to sit while you plant, weed, and harvest.

	
Start a compost pile. You may need to rob the family kitchen garbage for the first contributions. If you can find a large supply of a loose material, such as well-rotted sawdust, poultry bedding, or grass clippings, so much the better.

	
Build fencing and animal housing. Remember that you not only want to keep your animals in; you also want to keep snakes, predators, and other critters out.

	
Start baby chicks indoors in a cardboard box under a heat lamp. They grow a lot faster than you might imagine, so be sure you’ll have a proper hen house soon.

	
Begin early planting. Watch the calendar and the weather forecasts, and be prepared to cover your plants during cold snaps.



Summer (the Busiest Time of Your Farming Year)


	
Start planting in earnest. By the time summer arrives, you should have most of your plants and seeds planted. If you’re just getting started now, make this a priority, and you can still harvest a sizable crop of most plants before the frost.

	
Decide on a watering plan. Now is the time to create irrigation systems, whether they are complicated automatic layouts or simply a garden hose and sprinkler.

	
Buy and acclimate livestock. If you’re buying from an auction, there are fewer diseases going around in summer. Be prepared to learn the weaknesses of your fencing, and when your animals break out, have a way to contain them until you are able to fix the fence. Remember that a fence isn’t just something you build and forget. Fences are subject to constant deterioration from weather, rot, falling trees and limbs, and curious livestock.

	
Start building your food-storage facilities by collecting canning and freezing equipment, and creating outdoor and indoor dry-storage locations. Consider whether you have room for another refrigerator; they’re easier to buy used during this season, when people are moving.



Autumn (Planning for Next Year)


	
Collect mulch and compost materials. (Hint: A lot of good materials are falling from the trees this time of year.) You’ll also find a lot of raw materials available as people clean up their lawns for winter.

	
Think ahead. Put your storage areas to good use and buy the foods you may grow for yourself next year at your local farmers’ markets now.

	
Cover necessary areas with mulch. Mulch laid down on sod now will result in an area that’s much easier to till and break up come spring. If you anticipate putting a bed in a particular corner, covering that area with mulch now will be a good preparation for spring tilling, keeping the soil more moist and loose over the winter.



Advantages of Farming in an Urban Area

It’s easy to see some of the problems with farming in an urban area, but there are also a few advantages.

Lots of Organic Materials

Farmers in the country may think they have lots of sources of organic compounds for composting and mulch, but all told, there are probably more cubic yards of good, free compost and mulch materials available in town where there are so many people throwing away so much stuff.

For example, most cities these days compost the grass clippings, dead leaves, and garden waste that they collect from homeowners. These are then made available to citizens at attractive prices, sometimes already composted, but if that isn’t going on where you live, ask your neighbors if they’d like you to take away their yard waste for them. You may get a few strange looks, but you’ll also get lots of leaves, grass clippings, and new friends.
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Not everything free, loose, and organic makes good mulch. Avoid using sawdust unless it has been very, very thoroughly rotted. Raw sawdust will suck the nitrogen out of your soil, resulting in severe depletion if it mixes with the soil. Rotted sawdust is very dark brown in color.



Grass clippings are loaded with nitrogen and make a reasonable replacement for manure, which may be in shorter supply in the city. Besides being a fertilizer, grass clippings add a great deal to your soil’s texture and tilth (condition of the soil).

Cities also have manufacturing companies that may produce sawdust, leather dust, tankage, wool scraps, and the like. Anything that rots fairly quickly and isn’t adulterated with chemicals can be put to this use. Cities also tend to attract large farming concerns to their outskirts, such as dairies, stables, meat-packing companies, and poultry houses—all good sources of clean organic matter.

Another source of high-nitrogen—which is to say high-potency—compostable materials is your local food pantry. Grocery stores frequently contribute foodstuffs that haven’t gone past their expiration dates but will soon to food pantries. On Friday evening, the pantries tend to have excess fruits, especially bananas and strawberries, as well as some vegetables that haven’t been given away and will have to be thrown out by the following Monday. These places are often happy to find a practical use for them.

Farmers’ Markets

Perhaps not surprisingly, farmers’ markets in and around populated areas are much more robust and lucrative than those few you find in small towns. These can give you a nearby source of many of the foods you don’t grow for yourself.
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LocalHarvest.org maintains a database of small organic farms all over America that offer fresh, local food to their community on a subscription basis. That database currently contains over four thousand entries. If you have a producing farm, you should join this and other sites that offer free advertising to promote your produce.








CHAPTER 3 Things You’ll Need and Things You Won’t Need






The tools used for farming have not progressed all that much beyond early simple instruments, despite what you see advertised. Today, the basic responsibilities of farming don’t really require a lot of money, at least not if you go about them properly. This is good, since it means you’re not reliant on expensive tools; instead, you can be more self-sufficient with simpler ones. To become the ultimate self-sufficient farmer, you may want to make your own tools whenever possible. In some cases, you’ll need to buy them, but remember that frugality is the farmer’s watchword. Buy something that will last and that you can use for many different tasks, if possible.






Tools versus Gadgets

Since your farming career is just beginning, it’s likely that you don’t have all the tools you may need, so you’ll need to acquire a few. With this in mind, I recommend that you avoid new redesigns of old tools. If it doesn’t look like what you’ve always considered a rake, a shovel, or an ax to look like, then it is probably inferior to the old standard. There are, of course, a few minor exceptions. For example, some of the ergonomically designed hand tools are easier and more comfortable to use, and fiberglass handles are often superior to wood, even though you may pay more for them.

Avoid Using Plastic or Steel

One of the most dramatic innovations in tools is the choice of materials used for any given job. For most of history, steel and plastic were completely unknown, but today, they are the most common materials used. There are several good reasons for this from a manufacturer’s standpoint, but they don’t necessarily translate into good reasons for the small farmer.

Let’s start with plastic. Plastic definitely has a function in the farming world, particularly because of its resistance to rot. If you need something that won’t decompose quickly, then plastic may be the material for your job. It’s often a good choice for buckets, tarpaulins, vapor barriers, and other such uses, but you need to remember that its strength is also its weakness. It degrades very, very slowly, and when it does it breaks into flakes that can litter the landscape for years, even decades, after losing its functional value. Part of being a self-sustaining farmer is living with respect for the earth. This means considering how our tools will degrade and reintegrate themselves into the soil.


The Self-Sufficient Farmer

Traditionally, wooden fence posts have been made from rot-resistant species growing in the vicinity, including eastern red cedar, Osage orange, cypress, and redwood. Some of these, driven directly into the ground without the use of cement footings or wood preservatives, can last a lifetime, even in moist soil.



Steel is about as strong as anything you’re likely to encounter on the farm, but it’s expensive. It may not be expensive to use in manufactured products—a steel chair may be cheaper than a wooden one—but it’s expensive to use in some situations, such as building fences.

Stone takes this calculation to extremes. As a raw material for fabrication, it can be extremely expensive to cut, smooth, and drill, but as a crude building material, you can have about all you want of it for free. When money is in short supply, it’s a good idea to think about how farmers in history managed to cope when they needed to build something. If you do, you’ll realize that you don’t have to spend a lot of money to accomplish farming goals following the traditional methods. After all, a lot of being self-sustaining is using what you’ve got.
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