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PREFACE



My goal with this book is to empower home gardeners, landscapers, land developers, parents, and educators alike to enhance food security and to create a beautiful landscape through permaculture. In a time when climate change news reports can feel overwhelming, creating a food forest has helped me be optimistic about environmental betterment. I created the onepage plant profiles as the foundation of this book so the information is accessible and easy for quick reference. My dream is for permaculture gardens to become the new normal—a revolution of improved health, nature, and quality of life.


As I write this, the COVID pandemic has created ripple effects throughout our communities. Nutrition affects immune system health, including vaccine effectiveness, so a diet rich in fresh produce is more important than ever.1 Our food forest has helped my family have fresh produce year-round and has made us feel more alive and healthier than ever! I wish the same for you and your family. Being in the garden has given us feelings of liberation and security, especially during COVID shutdowns and social distancing. While the war in Ukraine is leading some to worry about future food shortages, we are content and confident in being able to provide for our son—regardless of inflation, political instability, or world-wide breaks in food-supply chains. I want to share this feeling of confidence and security with you through practical strategies, simple steps, and straightforward plant lists. Whether worst-case scenarios come to pass or not, a permaculture garden offers beauty, shade, and joy far beyond peace of mind.


Creating a food forest is fun and rewarding! You don’t need a degree or special training to create an edible landscape. Gardening is primarily intuitive; it’s a lifestyle and source of pride and pleasure. In fact, most food foresters simply use gardening as their escape—their therapy. Anyone can create a Garden of Eden. You can do this! And as you do, you will inspire others. I’m here if you need moral support or just want a cheerleader; just visit www.pike-wellness.com. Bon appétit!










1 CREATE YOUR OWN GARDEN OF EDEN!



WHY CREATE FOOD FOREST GARDENS?


With climate change, political instability, desertification, and more, what will be left for our children in the years to come? For those cultivating food forests and permaculture gardens, the answer is simple: beautiful abundance. The skill and chance involved with gardening is a shared, multigenerational experience that creates bonds and opportunities for people to nurture one another.1 Children are nearly always fascinated with the natural world, and older generations often have wisdom of how to sow seeds for success. As a result, a food forest is a lifelong family culture grounded in creating joy, promoting health, and restoring ecosystems.


Florida provides a nearly ideal backdrop for enhancing food security through permaculture gardens and food forests.2 Our abundant rainfall and warm climate, averaging around 70˚F year-round, allows for the rapid growth of plants, resulting in a sustainable food source that can be passed from one generation to the next.3 Given this advantage, food foresters in Florida are posed to be societal leaders in changing and uncertain environments and climates (see Figure 1.1). With a few hand tools and a few hours a week, Floridian food foresters debunk the myth that growing your own food is time-consuming, expensive, labor-intensive, or hard. There isn’t a wealth barrier to developing a food forest or food security. Cuttings, seeds, and seedlings can be obtained for very low cost—if not free—and seeing a space become lush and alive with plants is gratifying for a wholesome lifestyle.
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Figure 1.1. Sara Henick Montage, 2021, Pine Flatwoods Ecotype, Zone 10b








Although this gardening opportunity is simply waiting for Floridians to seize it, Florida has higher rates of food insecurity than the national average; nearly one-third of children in Florida are food insecure.4There is an obvious need to adopt more resilient food systems, reduce food waste, and strengthen local food production. However, many don’t know where to start or how to begin. Now is the time to learn. The world’s population is expected to increase, so the demand on food will also increase in Florida and beyond.5 Some researchers fear Earth will soon have more people than food-supply chains to support them unless more sustainable approaches are quickly adopted.6


Food insecurity and climate change are growing concerns across the world, but school leaders, and homeowners alike have the essential resource needed to address these issues: yards. In the United States, yards are typically dedicated to lawns. In fact, there are more acres of lawns than farms devoted to corn, wheat, and fruit trees combined.7 With expensive irrigation, ongoing fertilization, herbicides, and pesticides, some researchers joke that lawns are the United States’ primary crop. This leaves many asking,


Why spend money on toxic landscapes that are essentially worthless?8


Replacing lawns with food forests sustainably enhances food security; all that is required to get started is a shift in mind-set. Sustainability isn’t a remote ideal. It is a system of values on which to build a life and routine. Most Americans carry insurance for their businesses, houses, cars, health, and lives. A food forest is also insurance—one related to food security, nutrition, and wellness.


Seventy-eight percent of land in the United States is privately owned.9 This means that landowners have an enormous opportunity to make a positive environmental impact. Personal actions can be powerful especially when they inspire collective action. As one Harvard scholar points out, if just one-third of schools in a single state converted a quarter-acre lawn to a food forest, the result would be staggering. The school could produce hundreds of millions of pounds of fresh, healthy food for children while saving more than $4 million in pollution-management costs over 30 years.10 Food forests could transform schools, communities, and homes into more sustainable and ecologically rich environments.


WHAT ARE FOOD FORESTS AND PERMACULTURE GARDENS?


Food forests are an approach to edible landscaping designed to be both beautiful and prolific.11 In other words, a food forest is an elaborate garden with seven to nine layers of edible crops that can grow in as little as 3,000 square feet. That’s less than one-tenth acre—just a portion of many backyards! These food forest layers include


1. Tall trees,


2. Short trees,


3. Shrubs,


4. Herbaceous plants,


5. Ground covers,


6. Tubers, and


7. Vines.


They may also include


8. Aquatic/wetland crops and


9. Mushrooms.


The result is a resilient, biodiverse ecosystem. This resilience lies in employing a historically rich approach to farming called “permaculture,” as the plants are “permanent.” The entire ecosystem does not die or get plowed down after a few months or a single year as with modern-day agriculture. This leads to desertification! In contrast, food forests offer a chance to guarantee a food supply for generations to come while allowing us to better adapt to climate change.12


Permaculture is growing in popularity, but it dates back to the Garden of Eden, which is thought to have existed in modern-day Turkey, Syria, and Iraq.13 The increasing interest in returning to food forestry is in part because the impacts of climate change are expected to slow economic growth, increase poverty, and erode food security.14 In the United States, interest in permaculture began around the Dust Bowl period of the Great Depression. During this time, a combination of drought, plowing, and shallow-rooted annuals turned farms into deserts. Many starved as the soil blew away, and people realized the importance of permanent crops.


Modern-day food forests provide life-sustaining foods, but they also add beauty and sanctuary, reducing the toil and energy needed to take care of oneself and one’s family.15 Harvesting and eating is not the only pleasure that awaits those who create a food forest, though! Seeing the comings and goings of birds and butterflies and the changing of seasons through colorful flowering and fruiting cycles enhances quality of life.16 A beautiful setting is a natural stress relief.


PERENNIAL PLANTS: CARBON SEQUESTRATION AND WATER CONSERVATION


One in three US households now grow fruits and vegetables. Reasons include food-safety concerns, finances, interest in environmental sustainability and healthy eating, and a simple desire to get back to life’s basics.17 Likewise, many school leaders are already investing in gardens; however, current efforts are often based on annual crops in raised beds, which require extensive maintenance and input while adding little to the ecosystem over the long haul.18


Annual crops die back after just one season, so the work of maintaining a traditional garden is never-ending. Although annuals may produce a crop faster than a perennial in the first year, over consecutive years, perennials become self-sustaining and regenerative, eliminating the need for extensive effort.19 Instead of repeating the same intensive work of establishing a garden each year, food foresters simply prune, add mulch, and propagate—a much-less work-intensive process. While annuals require fertilizer and constant irrigation, perennials are hardier and can thrive on neglect. For example, the ensete tree—similar to a banana—can survive for up to eight years in a drought by going dormant and then suddenly revive when the rain returns. Additionally, many perennials in a food forest flourish even in poor soils.


Overall, perennials require fewer external inputs like fertilizer and fewer maintenance hours than a raised bed planted with annuals.20 There are also ecological benefits of perennials. Their slow and steady decomposition of roots and leaves improves the soil’s organic matter, structure, and porosity, resulting in better water-holding capacity.21


What sets a food forest apart is this reliance on perennial instead of annual plants. Perennials have a lifespan of multiple years, so more nutrients remain in the soil and less carbon is released into the atmosphere.22 Perennials, especially trees, help moderate climate change by capturing atmospheric carbon and sequestering it in long-term storage as soil humus and plant parts.23Trees are among the most effective ways to produce food because they require less fuel, fertilizer, and pesticides, if any at all, and there is no tillage after planting. They are also more resilient to extreme climate changes.24 In fact, trees can help regulate climate by providing cooling shade in summer or sustaining warmth in winter by blocking cold winds.


Even more interesting, not only are perennials better for the Earth, but they also are better for our health. Many perennial crops are more nutritious in both macro- and micro-nutrients than annuals, so a transition to perennial staple crops can provide win-win solutions for both food production and ecosystems.25 Creating a permaculture garden is a safeguard for the future. Those growing food forests explain that “healthy soil is a legacy that can be left for future generations . . . a much-improved condition for the next citizens to work with.”26 I want to leave my own son an improved, healthy environment, not a degraded one. More and more people are expressing the same desire but don’t know where to get started. The general population in the United States suffers from a lack of knowledge of sustainability and nutrition.


EVIDENCE BASIS FOR FOOD FORESTS


Ironically, in the US “land of plenty,” 74% of Americans are overweight, primarily due to being undernourished.27 Lacking access to nutritious food is associated with obesity in the United States and is called the “hunger-obesity paradox.”28 Just consider fast-food diets—high in calories but low in nutrients. Many of those who are overweight are deficient in vitamins and minerals due to modern food-production and -processing methods. Micronutrient deficiency is considered a hidden hunger because it can and often does occur even if the diet contains adequate calories.29 These micronutrient deficiencies underlie many illnesses, and as a result, nearly half of American adults have at least one preventable chronic illness related to diet.30 Even mild deficiencies can impair immunity, stunt growth, and impede cognitive development resulting in poor school performance, work productivity, and increased infant and maternal mortality.31


The COVID-19 pandemic created even greater disparities in access to nutrition.32 This was devastating for those living in food deserts—areas where little, if any, fresh produce is sold.33 The average food prices in food deserts are 36% higher than non-food-deserts, and much of what is eaten in food deserts comes from convenience stores or fast-food restaurants, increasing the likelihood of diet-related illness.34 Even if fruits and vegetables are available in food deserts, they are unlikely organic.


Organic food has been found to have substantially more minerals—as much as 90% more compared with commercial foods.35 While organic produce may not be affordable for everyone, those cultivating a food forest can simply create their own affordable, organic foods. Additionally, the process of creating a food forest provides substantial health benefits. Simply being outdoors provides pleasing visual stimuli along with fresh air and sunshine. This alone can lead to a more cheerful, energetic disposition; lower blood pressure; decreased stress hormones; and improved immunity.36


Specifically, researchers associate gardening with a decrease in “lifestyle diseases,” including obesity.37Working in the garden restores dexterity and strength, and the aerobic exercise involved can easily use the same number of calories as being in a gym.38 Digging, raking, and mowing are particularly calorie-intense, and the social interaction during community gardening can counteract isolation.39 Additionally, natural environments like food forests reduce mental fatigue and can enhance work productivity.40


A FOOD SECURITY AND WELLNESS MODEL


With food security concerns affecting so many in Florida, staple crops are often the most productive first choices for a food forest. Staple foods are those that people consume almost daily because they provide a bulk of nutrients.41 By initially prioritizing a mere 20 staple crops, you can more easily cook from your garden daily. To decide which plants should be your top 20, consider what you already eat. In the United States, only three crops (rice, wheat, and maize/corn) account for 60% of calories consumed.42


Before starting my food forest, wheat made up the bulk of my diet (bread, pasta, crackers), but wheat is too labor-intensive to grow and process myself—it’s an annual! I would need my entire two acres dedicated exclusively to wheat, and even then, my soil health would nosedive. Also, the machinery I would need to harvest and process the grain would be costly. That said, to continue eating the comfort foods I’m used to, I found less-labor-intensive perennial alternatives to wheat, like coconut, cassava, jackfruit seeds, green banana, and more. These staples provide me with my comfort foods (green banana makes an excellent pasta!), while other plants provide me with a wider range of nutrients.


When creating a permaculture garden to promote food security, the process goes beyond just growing enough staple crops for the daily 2,000 calories recommended by the US Department of Agriculture (USDA). Just consider the hunger-obesity paradox: Calories do not necessarily mean nutrition. For those growing a food forest, there is a natural increase in food variety. Seasonal foods pour into the home. Food is fresh—not packaged. Yet to combat micronutrient deficiencies, a food forester may want to plant the following percentages to boost nutritional health:


■ 60% macronutrient sources: staples and dense calories


• pure starch (starch with under 5% oil or protein), like achira, cassava, or unripe banana


• balanced carbohydrates (starch or sugar with 5–15% protein and/or oil, similar to maize, rice, wheat), like jackfruit, maya nut, or lotus nuts


• protein (more than 16% protein and less than 15% oil), like pigeon pea or winged bean


• protein oil (more than 16% protein and more than 16% fat, equivalent to soybean), like cocoplum seeds or tropical almond


• oil (more than 16% oil and under 15% protein, similar to olive oil), like coconut, moringa, or avocado oil


■ 30% micronutrient sources: vitamins and minerals


• dark leafy green vegetables, like aibika or moringa leaves


• cruciferous vegetables, like perennial collards or broccoli


• B12 sources, like fermented food/tea; certain algae; mushrooms; and livestock, like chickens and eggs


• colorful fruits, vegetables, and tubers, like pink papaya, yellow mango, and purple sweet potato


■ 10% phytochemical sources: medicinal flavor enhancers


• spices, herbs, teas, and unrefined sweets, like sage, mushrooms, raw sugarcane, and longevity spinach.43


The father of medicine, Hippocrates, said famously, “Let thy food be thy medicine and medicine be thy food.” But with so many diverse cultures and foods in the United States, what are you supposed to eat? For me, the answer comes from those living the longest, healthiest lives. Research shows that the oldest, healthiest people in the world eat simple meals made with only 6 or so ingredients harvested from just 20 or so different backyard plants.44 Clusters of these healthy people are called “blue zones,” and in these areas, people regularly live to over 100. Most care for a permaculture garden in their backyard. Typical ingredients in blue zones, which easily grow in Florida, include


■ beans, nuts, and starchy tubers, like sweet potatoes or cassava;


■ herbs, like rosemary, oregano, and sage;


■ healthy fat sources, like olives, coconut, and avocado;


■ cruciferous vegetables, like collards and broccoli;


■ colorful, vitamin-rich fruits, like papaya, mango, and citrus;


■ “wild” greens, like chicory and Chaya;


■ medicinal roots, like garlic, turmeric, and ginger;


■ mushrooms;


■ flavor enhancers, like peppers and green onions;


■ staple crop vegetables, like pumpkin; and


■ above-ground starches, like bananas.45


PREPARING TO PLANT: PRIORITIZING NATIVES


Floridians can grow nearly everything that those in the blue zone use to feed themselves and their families. However, before you pick 20 staple crops to plant, you may want to consider your ideal food forest layout. If you’re like many of us, you’ve inherited a property covered in sod, and most, if not all, the native trees have been removed. The heat on these properties is severe, and the UV rays are intense. The soil fertility is likely low. As a result, the process of creating a food forest and ecologically restoring the area can seem daunting.


Don’t worry! Strategically, the first three goals are to restore soil fertility, retain rainwater, and filter the sunlight to make it gentler for you and your crops. Otherwise, you will need to spend money on irrigation and ongoing disease and pest control. The plants that can help you achieve these three goals best are “pioneer” species, especially natives. Oaks are the all-stars in this category. Pioneer species are covered in the plant profiles in Chapter 4.


Native trees are protective and make gardening much less work! For example, oaks host beneficial insects that will keep pests and even diseases down to a minimum. I grow my pumpkins under oaks and have huge harvests. A friend visited and said, “Everything I know about gardening is wrong!” She was growing exotic pumpkins in raised annual beds in full Florida sun, and her pumpkins never produced. They were stressed by the heat and preyed on by pests. In contrast, my native Seminole pumpkins were producing dozens of gourds in the shade and were growing in native soil without irrigation or fertilizers. Additionally, you can purchase insects to stock your food forest. Just make sure the host plants are in the ground before you release them. For instance, you can purchase ladybugs or praying mantises from your local nursery or online (e.g., Amazon, www.naturesgoodguys.com) to rid yourself of aphids or whiteflies.


To explore native plants right for your yard, use the “native plant finder” on the National Wildlife Federation website. Many natives are listed in the Chapter 4 profiles, but you will want to find the specific variety according to your zip code. Also, consider reviewing Doug Tallamy’s work for more information on “keystone” natives and “pollinator-friendly yards” to host beneficial insects. Organizations like the Native Plant Society, Plant Real Florida, and the Institute for Regional Conservation can also help.


When deciding which natives to plant, focus on edible natives whenever possible because they serve a dual purpose. Consider local food forester Brook Wood, who prioritizes natives in her food forest and eats daily from her garden. She grows 50% of her food! She is quick to remind new gardeners that many Florida natives are edible. Just consider the following (listed in order of power to host the most native insects):


■ oak


■ cherry


■ peach


■ plum


■ pine


■ blueberry


■ maple


■ hickory/pecan


■ elm


■ blackberry


■ chestnut


■ grape46


IT’S EASY: JUST KNOW YOUR FLORIDA HARDINESS ZONES AND ECOTYPES


Creating a food forest is a natural process. Plants will grow without any human intervention! Yet we may need to unlearn some lessons from traditional agriculture to be successful. In Greek mythology, Sisyphus was punished by being forced to roll an immense boulder uphill only for it to roll down every time it neared the top, for eternity. If you try to impose an unnatural system in your garden, then you will work harder than necessary. The goal is to work with nature rather than against it; planting into an existing hardwood oak forest is easier than starting with a bare field.47


When beginning to plan a food forest, it is important for gardeners to know their USDA hardiness zone and Florida ecotype category. To find your hardiness zone, visit the National Gardening Association website. They have a zip-code search that will pull up your hardiness zone along with gardening tips. Also, Plant Real Florida’s website can help you identify some ecosystems within your hardiness zone and provide a list of matching native plants. This information is useful because Florida has distinct ecosystems that fall into broad categories like


■ beaches/dunes and maritime forests,


■ pine flatwoods,


■ rocklands,


■ hardwood forests,


■ scrub forests,


■ sandhills,


■ swamp/hydric hammock forests,


■ saltwater and freshwater marshes,


■ cabbage palm forests, and


■ prairies.


Knowing these ecosystems will help you determine which 20 staples will work best for your yard. However, more than one ecosystem may be present on your property. For instance, I am in zone 10a, and I mostly have a hydric hammock ecotype, but I also have pockets of pine flatwoods and old-wood oaks. Each ecotype and the associated plants present opportunities for “companion planting” and “guilds.” For example, in hydric hammocks, plants like banana, achira, sugarcane, ginger, cardamom, and katuk grow well once the land is heavily mulched. In pine rocklands and rockland hammocks, shallow-rooted plants like agave, aloe, rosemary, and thyme grow easily. In upland forests with oaks, fruit trees and even ginger and turmeric do well. Pine flatwoods are great locations for plants like pineapple, tomato, potato, and pumpkin.


Regardless of hardiness zone and ecotype, Florida permaculture gardens should be designed to withstand hurricane winds and flooding. One way to do this is to plant windbreaks—multilevel rows of trees and shrubs that protect the home, structures, and landscapes from prevailing winds.48 Similarly, riparian plants protect floodplains and shorelines from erosion during floods and include plants like bananas, achira, raspberries, chufa, cattails, and more.49 In the Chapter 4 profiles, I list if a plant is a windbreak or if it prevents erosion by stabilizing the soil.


If you’re lucky enough to have mature native trees on the property, then leave them—even if they aren’t traditionally considered edible! Mature trees create a greenhouse effect, acting as a blanket to protect understory plants from temperature extremes and wind.50 Interplant your edibles between your mature trees or even at the base. Not only will the shade make the gardening experience cooler and more pleasant for you in the summer, but it will also protect you and the plants from cold winds. The measurement of your food forest success is your enjoyment, health, and pleasure. Planting in direct sun in Florida is not fun. I plant trees along all my pathways to prevent direct sun exposure and create dappled light. All my plants seem to like that light the best. I certainly do!


One important point to remember when starting out is you don’t actually need a lot of space to create a food forest. Even small spaces can provide an abundance of food because food forests use nine layers of a permaculture system:


1. tall canopy trees, like oaks or maya nuts


2. short trees, like pruned mango or jackfruit


3. shrubs, like Barbados cherries


4. herbaceous plants, like chia; edible flowers; and herbs, including basil and rosemary


5. groundcovers, like longevity or Okinawa spinach


6. tubers, like sweet potato, turmeric, and ginger


7. vines, like loofah or passionfruit


8. aquatic/wetland plants, like cattails, pickerelweed, and arrowroot


9. mycelial/fungal, layers like oyster mushrooms51


The profiles in Chapter 4 include plants from all nine of these layers. Appendix A sorts plants by their permaculture layer for easy reference during your design phase.


By maximizing the use of these nine layers, a permaculture garden can provide ongoing food security and a relaxing botanical setting for the whole family—even in small yards! Just consider that on one-tenth of an acre (3,900 square feet), one family consistently produces 6,000–7,000 pounds of food annually, enough for 90% of their household nutrition while generating a sustainable income.52 Additionally, researchers with the Biosphere II project found that it takes only 2,691 square feet (.06 acres) to grow a nutritionally complete diet for one person in tropical conditions.53
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Figure 1.2. Mama Snow from MamaSnowCooks.com, Residential Area With an HOA, Zone 9b








On one-tenth of an acre, Mama Snow, a food forester and blogger, is able to produce so much that she sells homemade food (see Figure 1.2). Her kids help her harvest and cook and learn about sustainability in the process. As she explains, “With a little yard and limited space, I plant edibles I use in my recipes on a daily basis. . . . So far, scallions are the most frequently used edibles from my garden.” Mama Snow has the added challenge of creating a food forest in an HOA community. Any landscaping done to the front yard has to have a committee’s okay first, but she has found clever ways around this: “I wanted a flower bed and I take it literally. . . . [A]ll my edibles, trees, or shrubs have some kind of flowers.”54










2 CREATING BOTH BEAUTY AND BOUNTY



LOGISTICS AND PRACTICAL ISSUES


In a food forest, trees, shrubs, flowers, and vines can work double duty, creating an attractive, unique yard bursting with edible plants. Crops can perform many of the same functions as ornamental species, offering surprising beauty, form, and fragrance to the landscape. Consider blushing-pink cherry blossoms; ruffled collards with shades of purple; rainbow hues of edible flowers; distinguished stalks of cassava; scented pathways of oregano and rosemary; or spiky, bold pineapple. Even roses are edible yet are mostly noted for only their beauty. In considering the overall design, the following elements apply to both traditional and edible landscapes:


■ Focal Points: accent plants, paths, water features, and sculptures as eye-catchers


■ Clustering: similar plants grouped together to show purpose and intent


■ Variety: diverse color and texture to create interest1


The goal with a residential or even a commercial food forest is an edible landscape with less or equal maintenance as with a conventional landscape. However, food forests offer what traditional landscapes don’t: cost savings through an ongoing food supply, leisure, and recreation.2 Beyond aesthetics, recreation, and nutritional benefits, food forests also reduce noise and air pollution.3 These plants can even enhance home security, such as planting prickly pear cactus under windows.4


As with ornamentals, though, quality landscape takes time and requires multiple years to mature. In fact, food forest experts suggest planning for a design that will mature in five years.5 As such, a food forest is designed around long-term commitments, goals, and rewards. Just consider the fact that a tree is expected to live and produce crops for decades or even centuries—five years is worth the investment!6


Although it may take five years for the landscaping to mature, it will not take that long to begin harvesting if all nine layers are planned out. Take, for instance, Floridian food forester Katie Haley, who lives on a quarter-acre. Within a year of developing her permaculture garden, she can eat daily from her yard: greens, berries, herbs, and veggies. Right now, at Year 1, 15% percent of her food is from her food forest. She anticipates that she will get that number up to 50% by the second year and 90% by the fifth year.7


RIGHT PLANT, RIGHT LOCATION


A successful edible landscape results from good planning, thoughtful design, and regular maintenance. To save money and time in the long run, a veteran food forester in Zone 10b, Christina Nicodemou, offers these words of advice:




[L]ook at the natural systems at play through seasonal observation. How does the sun move through your space with the changing of the seasons? How does the water flow through the landscape? Water is life and we want to slow it down, spread it, and sink it into the system. How are the winds moving through the system? Winds bring heat or cooler temps so this can have an impact on how plants grow. We can use trees and shrubs to funnel or block winds from moving through the system at different times of the year. Focusing on these elements and planting to create guilds [gives] the space a diverse ecosystem.8





To create a cohesive design, I grow plants from seed, cuttings, or grafts to afford duplicates (I discuss this more in later chapters). Although this requires planning, I am able to plant the same crop in multiple locations. It’s a low-stress approach, and the results are often excellent. It’s often hard to know which spot is perfect for each plant. Having a “shotgun” approach keeps it fun for me, and when plants succeed in a given location, I add more of those same types to create clusters. The design unfolds organically, and I learn a lot about the microecosystems on my property throughout the seasons.


As fun as this process is, there are some delicate aspects of home and landownership. For instance, plants with invasive roots may disturb the house foundation. Also, it is important to consider septic and well areas, the house perimeter and driveway areas, and the property edges.


1. Septic and Well Areas


Septic and well areas may need regular maintenance and can malfunction if the wrong plants are growing on top of them. Right after buying our property, we had to remove several trees with roots affecting the septic area and replace the entire drain field, which cost us thousands. We never want to have to do this again, so we avoid planting water-loving and salt-sensitive plants in this area. Instead, we choose shallow-rooted plants, which ensure coverage and prevent erosion while allowing evaporation (e.g., wildflowers).


In addition to a septic system, we have a well. Luckily, we haven’t had any issues with the well so far. To prevent future issues, we avoid planting anything within four feet of the wellhead because roots are a private well’s worst enemy; they can destroy the casing. Also, we don’t add plant fertilizers or pesticides to the soil around the well or septic tank, and we don’t plant any tree closer than 10 feet to a well, septic tank, sewer line, or underground utility. Larger trees and those with more aggressive roots get planted much farther away—20 to 30 feet.


2. House Perimeter and Driveway Areas


House perimeter and driveway areas are prone to contamination, so planting tubers and delicate leafy greens or edible flowers can pose a health risk if there is air, water, or soil pollution. Our house had a suspicious tilt in the floor in one room when we first bought it. We relocated some plants and had a foundation company come and level out the incline. Also, we discovered that the rock fascia on the outside of our house had become a nesting area for wildlife. With these surprises, we quickly learned that we want to be sure whatever we plant around the house doesn’t attract pests or have invasive roots that can compromise the foundation. Slow-growing plants that do not accumulate toxins as readily or that have a thick rind protecting edible content have been good choices. Some of our favorites for bordering our home are agave, aloe, and pineapple.


Some of my neighbors who moved to Florida from the North are really set on raised beds because culturally that is what they are used to seeing. Because digging in native soil for tubers, like sweet potatoes, can damage tree roots and vital mycorrhizal relationships, I find that tubers are a perfect use of raised beds. In the blue zone of Okinawa, Japan, those living healthily to more than 100 years historically have had a simple diet that is nearly 70% sweet potato.9


If you are going to spend money on building a raised bed and filling it with soil, then wouldn’t it be great if it provided 70% of your food supply with minimal effort? Sweet potatoes are garden bed all-stars.


For raised beds, I recommend first lining them with a nontoxic, geotextile bottom layer and filling with soil from a certified source. Tubers are more likely to accumulate soil toxins, so clean soil is worth the investment. Growing tubers in beds has the added benefit of blocking weeds, freeing you from ongoing, back-breaking labor. They grow well even in poor soil, so they will not create ongoing soil expenses each year, as long as you mulch to prevent run-off.


Property Edges


Property edges are ideal locations for an edible privacy hedge. Neighbors may not have the same sustainability vision or understand what a food forest is, but a hedge can help avoid misunderstandings. However, my husband and I chose to go the opposite direction and established a four-foot mow zone all around our fence to send a clear message to neighbors that we were maintaining our property and allow for collaboration. Our relationship with our neighbors is great! They help us by bringing cardboard, compost, and even pineapple tops to plant!


That said, property boundary areas may be prone to water extremes, like drought and flooding, as well as road and traffic contaminants. Choosing evergreen trees and shrubs with thick-skinned fruit (e.g., mango, avocado, tropical almond, papaya, banana) or shelled nuts (e.g., tropical almond, pecan, cashew, macadamia) protect the edible content. However, we are always careful to wash the fruit and nuts prior to peeling or shelling to reduce the likelihood of contaminating the edible portion. Also, we researched setback rules and right-of-way clauses before planting near the road because we wouldn’t want anything cut down later!


When we bought the property, we knew we wanted a food forest and immediately started planting. At one point, I encountered a PVC pipe with cables running through it and was a little worried there was a safety issue or that I damaged something important. Thankfully, there was no issue, but I recommend avoiding this anxiety all together. Sunshine 811 (1-800-632-4949) can help you locate underground pipes and wires before planting to prevent damage, outages, or injury. This is a public service in Florida, and utilities send out locators to mark where underground lines are free of charge.


DO IT YOURSELF OR HIRE OUT?


Many food foresters use rules of thumb, like those discussed here, to create their own Gardens of Eden from scratch. Others opt to hire a professional. In either case, you’ll want to know what is planted and how to prepare it to eat safely. New Florida food forester Bree Goldstein, who hired a landscaping company to create her two-thirds-acre permaculture garden, offers a word of caution:




I’ve learned a lot from fixing and redoing the mistakes left from the food forest installation company I hired. . . . I learned that more oversight from the homeowner is needed. I should have kept a record of plants or requested to see them prior to install. Itemized invoices may have resolved this. They quoted us around $15,000–$20,000 for the entire project. . . . I could’ve done it myself for a lot less, but I’m sure there are plenty of other companies that would’ve charged a lot more. Months later, the irrigation still isn’t done. . . . I look at it now as a work in progress . . . and a labor of love.10





Many food foresters install irrigation. However, this can be costly. Other food foresters opt for free mulch from arborists, landscapers, and tree trimmers (e.g., from chipdrop.com) to retain moisture from rainfall and limit evaporation. As Muaaz Hassan, a Zone 9b food forester without irrigation in a pine flatland (susceptible to drier seasons), explains, “Mulch, Mulch, Mulch . . . the deeper the better.”11 He suggests using wood chips preferably from native oak or pine trees. In Florida, this mulch breaks down quickly, leaving the food forest with a moisture-retentive, rich, organic, dark soil. Three inches or more of mulch suppresses weeds, moderates the ground temperature, creates biomass for soil creation, provides habitat for the soil food web and mycorrhizal fungi, and—most importantly—retains moisture.12 His method is paying off: 50% of his daily food comes from his 1.49 acre garden. Similarly, Christina Nicodemou, with a Florida scrub pine food forest, explains,




A healthy soil biome with as much organic matter as possible is the foundation of a thriving food forest. Using free material like mulch from local arborists and landscape companies to build up the soil helps bring in that organic material. A technique called Hügelkultur involves burying and backfilling clippings and yard waste then planting into the mound. This keeps materials on the land while slowly breaking down over time, producing a rich soil (ask those neighbors for their yard waste!). Inoculation of beneficial bacteria and microbes into your soil system through compost teas or a system called JADAM helps build up these microbe and fungal systems. Lastly, cover crops, especially in the early stages, help build soil (plants like Cow Peas are great for southern Florida).13





Healthy soil can suppress and prevent plant diseases and make crops resilient to pests. In fact, good soil renders insect and pest problems few and far between. This is because compost primes plants to better defend themselves, saving you work, so it pays to always put soil care first and plant care second.14 To build fertility, some food foresters even make their own biochar after enjoying a campfire. Biochar is a biologically active charcoal that is extremely porous and therefore has a high capacity to store water and nutrients and is an excellent habitat for soil microorganisms.15 The process to make it is simple: Burn brush and extinguish it while still red hot by soaking it in nutrient-rich liquid, like compost tea or horse-manure water.16


Although you can create and build a food forest largely on your own, many aspects of food forestry are more collaborative. Most food foresters will attest:Those bags of oak leaves and pine needles neighbors rake up and bag weekly make excellent leaf mold and can serve as mulch for your perennials, as well.17 As this implies, building relationships with neighbors can be an essential part of creating a food forest. If you’re lucky enough to have food-forester friends, then you likely experience what Sue-Ann Pinney Cowan has: “Sharing is caring. . . . [S]hare and trade ideas, clippings, seeds and plants with others. Help others with the love of gardening while learning new ideas and exploring new techniques!”18 Food is the greatest community builder. Creating a food forest is not about doing everything yourself. Share, trade, and co-create. We need each other. Together we can address food justice and food sovereignty while trying to limit our own carbon footprint.19 Along these lines, Jungle Jay, an avid Zone 9b pine flatwood food forester, has had an “11-year success . . . [of] pure gift economy with no money exchanged”; instead, he brought his community a “vision [to] . . . benefit the future for everyone.”20


For more formal sharing, some communities establish community-supported kitchens (CSK) and community-supported-agriculture (CSA) programs. Additionally, Earth Day and multicultural holidays based on agriculture can provide an opportunity for “moveable feasts,” where different community members host potlucks. For example:


■ In spring, Tu Bishvat is historically considered a “tree birthday party.” On this day, food foresters could share a list of their planted trees, trade cuttings, and teach grafting and air-layering.


■ In summer, the solstice is historically celebrated and is an excellent time to acknowledge the role of wind and rain. Swaying leaves can help to make wind direction visible, and gardeners could share wind- and flood-tolerant plants and designs in preparation for hurricane season.


■ In fall, Oktoberfest is celebrated. Started in 1811 to promote agriculture and the economy, the holiday now is associated with fermentation processes. Food foresters could gather to share culinary methods for foods and beverages, like sourdough, kimchi, vinegar, beer, and wine.


■ In winter, the solstice celebrations have historically related to oaks in many cultures. Among food foresters, oak seedlings and other native host plants can be gifted to promote healthy ecosystems. Additionally, bonfires were traditional in winter, so creating biochar for improving soil conditions could enrich the community. Making meals together for holiday feasts and touring one another’s yards could also inspire. These tours can provide an opportunity to discuss keys to success, like composting (discussed more in later chapters).


In my family, our Christmas tree is a potted fruit or nut evergreen, which we plant in our food forest after the holidays. No more throwaway Christmas trees! Last year was a beautiful cinnamon tree. Also, for birthdays, Mother’s Day, and Valentine’s Day, my husband and our relatives all know what to gift me: food forest plants! It keeps holidays simple, and our home doesn’t get cluttered with stuff we don’t really need—or want. Our garden is thriving, and I consider that the best gift ever!


HOME RESALE VALUE: PRINCIPLES OF DESIGN


For those concerned about aesthetics and resale value, fear not. The design of good landscape can lead to the highest and best return, far exceeding the costs to install.21 Most buyers look for shade, privacy, and aesthetics in yards.22 For the food forest to contribute to the home’s resale value, it must have utility, abundance, and satisfaction (see Figure 2.1).23


Utility


In terms of design, an open space for children or animals to play is often important to families. We created navigable paths by mowing walkways and designed shade for outdoor gathering areas and parking spaces. One thing I wish we had done is limit beds and zones to four-foot diameters or widths so they can be pruned from the paths easily. This helps to prevent soil compaction, keeping plants healthy. We are working on adding new mow paths to limit the widths of the planted zones.




[image: chpt02_fig_001]



Figure 2.1. A Food Forest Yard Offering Utility, Abundance, and Satisfaction








When it comes to the actual crops, many food foresters who have sold their properties will tell you to be sure to include recognizably edible plants, such as fruit trees. However, across all cultures, complex carbohydrates are the axis around which all other elements of a diet revolve.24 So if you are planning for utility related to food security, then design the food forest around staple starches and carbohydrates first.25 These are your macronutrients, and bananas and pigeon peas are an easy and low-maintenance option for this category. Second, add as many greens as possible to have your micronutrients. Many choose chaya, among others, for this category because it is attractive and grows like a weed. Third, layer in diverse herbs and sweet fruits for flavors and textures. These will provide your phytonutrients. Papaya and rosemary are easy to grow and produce prolifically, easily fulfilling this category. But rare and exotic fruit trees are also useful for adding variety to your diet. Sue-Ann has a mature red mombin that is prolific (see Figure 2.2). I had never even heard of this plant before meeting her, and the fruits are so delicious!




[image: chpt02_fig_002]



Figure 2.2. Sue-Ann Cowan, Forest of Abundant Cabbage Palms/Pineland, Zone 10b








Abundance


When the United States was colonized, many people came here in hopes of freedom from oppressive landlords and hunger. Creating a food forest means you have something most people never achieve: self-sufficiency, the American dream. Large trees, especially fruit trees, are becoming rare on home properties, yet they are desirable. They reduce smog, dust, heat, and noise and are associated with increased property values.26 Additionally, many food forests feature valuable, rare, and endangered plants, like those listed on United Plant Savers’ website (https://unitedplantsavers.org/). Imagine being in your backyard, harvesting fresh fruits and vegetables year-round—just like in fairy tales (see Figure 2.3).27 Wealth at one time implied the ability to sit inside with nothing to do. In today’s world of chronic illness and obesity, a food forest implies new luxuries: health, fitness, access to free organic produce, rare fruits, and stress-relieving time outdoors in the cool shade of dappled light.
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Figure 2.3. Anna Hackel, Pine Flatwoods Food Forest, Zone 9b








Satisfaction


As author and popular food forester David the Good explains, strolling through a food forest is like taking a botanical tour.28When this is your backyard, the pleasure is free and available daily. What a luxury! A food forest offers the opportunity to experience an enhanced quality of life. It can be a romantic spot to dine al fresco! By incorporating plants that stimulate all five senses (sight, sound, taste, touch, and smell), the food forest can maximize pleasure while decreasing stress and improving overall well-being.29 Colorful aromatics like herbs and flowers are valued in a food forest for their medicinal and culinary value but also serve as nectar and host plants, attracting bees, endangered butterflies, and other beneficial insects. Research which edible plants are butterfly hosts for your area on the National WildLife Federation website (https://www.nwf.org/NativePlantFinder).


Incorporating a food forest in the landscape is not an all-or-nothing proposition. Some gardeners aim to replace up to 90% of their groceries with food-forest staple crops, thereby creating food security. Others are simply interested in supplementing their diet with food-forest harvests.30 In either case, those with a food forest have an opportunity to save on food costs and decrease waste from food packaging. Beyond grocery savings, there is also the economic potential of selling excess crops, seeds, cuttings, and propagated plants for a supplemental income.31 Some food foresters even host permaculture workshops, survivalist trainings, homesteading, and foraging lessons. Additionally, once your food forest is established, you may be able to receive agricultural exemption, which offers significant tax savings.


Mike Elson, in Zone 9b on a wetland swamp and hydric hammocks food forest, has operated for decades as a Florida nursery, complete with a nursery license, hemp licenses, and fruit crop operation.32 Close to 90% of his food comes from his garden, and with his chicken and egg production ramping up, he anticipates that the overall percentage of his diet coming from his food forest will increase beyond 90%.33This is an example of maximizing your own backyard. Rather than sinking thousands a year into managing a lawn, food foresters use the same budget to create a financial return!


POLICY, LAWS, ETHICS, CODES, AND ZONES


Creating a garden is freeing and empowering. That said, some plants may not be permitted in your area. For instance, if you have an area designated as wetland, then you may need to develop it according to specific guidelines. City planning and zoning ordinances, homeowners’ association rules, and other local codes may influence what is allowed on the property.34 Planting edible Florida natives will help establish a healthy ecosystem within your food forest and requires less caution because regulations often favor natives.


When adding exotic species to your food forest, you’ll want to know if its growth habit warrants the label “invasive.”This label means the plant displays rapid growth without natural controls (e.g., something to eat it). If you are eating it, then there are natural controls, and the label may not apply on your land. Even inedible invasives can be an ongoing source of nectar for pollinators, green manure, and mulch, eliminating the need for costly and potentially environmentally harmful chemical herbicides and fertilizers (e.g., tithonia). However, edible invasives provide ongoing food supplies! Pineapples and coconut trees are just two examples of many edible plants often called “invasive.” In contrast, the terms noxious and prohibited are legal designations used for specific plants subject by law to restrictions.


Creating a food forest is a natural means of ecological restoration, but ethically, food foresters will want to be careful with planting exotics.35 As described in the classic book The Secret Garden, “Where you tend a rose bush, a thistle cannot grow.”36 Creating a food forest involves planting and maintaining many different plant species while removing noxious ones. If you are cultivating edibles, then you will naturally remove pests to make room for desirables. Just take it from Carl Andren in Zone 9b on a scrub food forest. Before he started developing his three acres, the location was covered with the noxious, prohibited Brazilian pepper (which can cause dermatitis and asthmatic allergies). Now, this invasive is gone, and his garden is so diverse that he eats from it daily!37


UNDERSTANDING CULTURAL AND HISTORICAL USES OF PLANTS


On larger properties, an edible invasive may find its way into the food forest. In this case, research the plant. Find out the cultural and historical uses of the plant. You may be able to harvest the material for food, building, or fodder, which is a good way to remove it without waste. If safe, then consuming the plant will help to introduce a natural control that is otherwise lacking. If a plant valued in one culture is brought into another culture where the mainstream population does not use it, then the unchecked growth cannot be contained by consumerism.


Take, for instance, kudzu (Pueraria montana), introduced into the United States at the Philadelphia Centennial Exposition in 1876. By 1900, kudzu was available through mail order as an inexpensive livestock forage. The plant was later sold by the US Department of Agriculture (USDA) and planted for erosion control. This plant may show up in your food forest spontaneously, but do not plant it, as it is now a prohibited plant. Kudzu can grow into impenetrable patches sprawling 100 acres in some cases, covering and killing trees and growing up to 1 foot per day reaching 60 feet.38


Interestingly, though, kudzu is a staple food in Japan. The peeled root contains 27.1% carbohydrates and is a good source of calcium and iron.39 The flowers can be cooked or made into pickles; the stems and young leaves can be eaten raw or cooked; and overall, kudzu is considered a very nutritious food. Some report that the fresh, young shoots taste like a cross between a bean and a pea.40 Considering this plant’s edibility and the widespread food insecurity in Florida, one may conclude that the problem is not the plant itself but the lack of education that could result in commercialization and marketing of the plant as a food source. Where there is profit, there is a solution. Kudzu may be a missed economic opportunity for someone, but it leads to other important questions:


■ Should growing food be easier?


■ Why do we spend state and local tax revenues to destroy food rather than harvest it?


■ How can edible invasives like kudzu be better commercialized to feed an increasing population?


As philosopher and ecologist Aldo Leopold proclaimed, “The oldest task in human history [is to] live on a piece of land without spoiling it.”41 Cultural knowledge and revival is necessary for sustainability; we must strive to use what is abundant.42 Food is more than something to eat; it is a reflection of a culture, a way of life. Seeking inspiration from cultures that eat well, stay healthy, and get the most out of life can be helpful.43


LIVESTOCK AND WILDLIFE


Livestock can enhance the productivity in a food forest. For instance, bees are considered a livestock in Florida, and I lease my food forest to a beekeeper in exchange for honey (see Figure 2.4). She sells queen bees, and I get plants pollinated as well as an unrefined sweetener. The relationship is a win-win. Additionally, having this livestock helped me obtain yearly agricultural-exemption-tax savings. As any gardener knows, bees pollinate flowers as well as many edible plants: fruits, vegetables, and even nuts. Beeswax is also useful for everything from traditional medicine to candles. I make my own facial cream from the wax, and it is far better than any commercial product I’ve ever used. It’s so luxurious!
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Figure 2.4. James Pike With Son, 26 Beehives in Their Food Forest, Zone 10a








In some cultures, livestock is ranked by the space required, maintenance costs, and potential for the animal to be destructive to crops. For instance, edible insects and their products (which includes bees and their honey) quickly reproduce and can promote ecosystem health by serving as pollinators. Other livestock, like goats, may readily escape confines and eat crops. The following ranks livestock according space, maintenance, and destruction:


■ Level 1: microorganisms, like yeasts for sourdough and wine and bacteria for vinegar


■ Level 2: insects, like bees for honey and crickets for wheat substitute or flour, and snails for escargot


■ Level 3: shellfish, like crayfish and prawns; reptiles, like iguanas; and fish, like tilapia


■ Level 4: chickens, like cream legbar breeds for eggs; rabbits, like the Cinnamon breed for meat; and goats, like the dwarf Nigerian breed for milk
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Figure 2.5. Muaaz Hassan, 2021, Florida Food Forester With Livestock








Livestock may or may not become a part of your food forest. However, many food foresters like me and Muaaz Hassan, choose to keep chickens as part of the permaculture garden because eggs supplement our diet (B12, D3, iodine; see Figure 2.5). Also, the chickens offer weed- and pest-management solutions, while their manure is a nitrogen-rich fertilizer. In general, chickens are considered an easier Level 4 livestock because of their lower cost to keep, fast reproduction, and high yield (e.g., eggs).


If you want to add livestock, then be sure to research your jurisdiction’s zoning regulations and municipal codes, including health codes, noise ordinances, and roaming-animal laws.44 Look for a “permissive use” reference, such as for chickens. Building officials and land-record clerks may be able to help you determine your property zone and the applicable regulations. Call them directly. If livestock like chickens are permitted on your property, then additional limitations may pertain to the number of chickens, whether roosters are allowed, if you can process them for meat onsite, and waste management regulations.45 Some counties will require you to apply for a “backyard chicken” permit. Also, note that keeping livestock requires enhanced precautions. Chickens can transmit salmonella and may attract predators, including bobcats, and pests, like rodents. Another consideration is that some chicken feeds are contaminated with arsenic, so review and buy wisely because the feed may end up in the soil.46


When creating a food forest, you will also be creating a wildlife habitat. In fact, many food foresters take advantage of the Audubon Society’s Certified Backyard Habitat Program and proudly display their plaques. We do! Rabbit, wild turkey, quail, deer, and other game may very well find their way onto your property. Their presence speaks to the role of food forests in today’s rapidly deforested world.


Wildlife onsite may pique your hunting interests, yet recreational hunting licenses and permits may be required in most areas, even if you are hunting on your own property. There may be required online safety courses. Research hunting seasons and bag limits for your area. Those with ponds may find alligators swimming in there seasonally, but shooting them is illegal without a permit. Florida food forester Sue-Ann Pinney Cowan explains,




My sons and a few friends were awarded permits. . . . The Statewide Alligator Hunt is one of FWC’s most popular limited entry hunts, and more than ten thousand applicants will apply for about six thousand permits on alligator management units that are established with sustainable harvest quotas. Each alligator hunting permit includes two CITES tags, authorizing the holder to harvest two alligators. The harvest areas and hunt dates are specific for each permit, and the permits specify the boundaries or limitations of the harvest area. The statewide alligator hunting season begins on August 15 and ends on the morning of November 1.47





With this permit, her son hunted a gator, harvested one of her cabbage palms, and made her gator and cabbage palm stew—a one-of-a-kind food-forest dish for sure!


FAST-GROWING, SHADE-BEARING EDIBLES


When just getting started, there are ways to speed up progress. For instance, if you choose fast-growing crops to enhance your soil, then your food forest will transform quickly. I live in South Florida, so my top three plants are pigeon pea (dry areas), banana (wet areas), and papaya (well-draining areas). These plants grow to a shade-bearing height in a matter of months and are also among the most space-efficient, abundantly producing edibles with the lowest start-up cost. Neighbors gifted me banana pups for free, I bought pigeon pea as a dried bean at a local grocer, and I grew a self-fertile/hermaphrodite papaya variety from seed (i.e., solo sunset). Knowing where to plant your top plants will also save time and money. For instance, if banana, papaya, and pigeon pea grow in your hardiness zone, then take advice from Florida food forester Jay Reynolds in Zone 11:


1. Wait until a heavy rain. Go outside, and observe where puddles have formed. Mulch heavily, and plant bananas there. “Bananas are essential components of a Florida food forest. They are among the fastest growing fruits and can bear within one year. Also a high biomass producing herb, not a tree!”48


2. Don’t water for one month. Go outside, and observe where the sod has died. Plant pigeon pea there.“Pigeon Pea is a fast-growing, drought-tolerant legume shrub/sub-tree. Overall, it is a very tolerant pioneer species which can grow anywhere with little care. It fixes nitrogen, provides shade, has an excellent edible pea, and lives several years.”49


3. Don’t mow for three weeks. Go outside, and observe where wildflowers, like Bidens alba, are blooming. Plant papaya there. “Papayas are one of the best and fastest fruiting pioneer trees. They make fruit within one year and are both a fruit when ripe and a vegetable when eaten green; they are capable of making 150 lbs. of fruit per season!”50


With these three crops, you have fruit (ripe banana and papaya), vegetables (unripe papaya and banana, their flowers and stalk, green pigeon pea), protein (green pigeon pea), flour for baking bread (unripe banana, mature pigeon pea), vinegar (fermented banana peels), and more. By mulching these areas and mowing between these plants, you will create natural swales—the lowest contour on the property where water can flow. This is a great start to a food forest.


Even if these plants don’t grow in your hardiness zone, the same general concept and principles can help you choose your top three plants. To start your food forest in a hurry, pick a nitrogen-fixing protein plant (beans/peas), a high-yielding fruit tree, and a starchy vegetable—this combination will offer all three nutrient areas: macronutrients, micronu-trients, and phytochemicals.


The easiest way to garden in Florida is to create mulched mounds. These planting “zones” should be a maximum of four feet wide so you can reach in without walking on top and compressing the soil. Compacted soil causes water to run off instead of sinking down, choking off the roots’ air and nutrient supply.51 However, the zones can be as long as you’d like. Create paths between these zones at least two feet wide so you can mow or push a wheelbarrow through.52


Whichever plants you choose to start with as your first few plants, the key is to observe first and plant second. Veteran Florida food forester Judith Gulko explains,




Observe and be slow: Slow is fast. Take the time to observe. It can be hard to be slow, but it saves you time and energy in the end. Visit a lot with the land you want to create a food forest on. . . . Sit and watch. Learn the sun, shade, and wind patterns, . . . how and where water flows through the landscape, . . . the people and other creature patterns. Really be present with how it feels to be there. Go at different times of day.53





After figuring out where to plant initial crops, you’ll want to mulch and fertilize to prepare areas for planting. The two ways to achieve this for free include (1) calling local tree trimmers and asking for their chips (e.g., chipdrop.com) and (2) contacting horse farmers. Horse farmers may use a service that removes their aged manure and can drop it on your property free of charge. Just make sure the horses were not grazing on land contaminated with pesticides, which can pass through their digestive tract and into your plants. To secure manure, post on Freecycle (https://freecycle.org) or Buy Nothing forums on Facebook, reach out to local 4-H groups, go to farmers markets, or visit county fairs. Other free resources for your food forest include discarded pavers from pool and driveway-resurfacing companies and old hot tubs, which are useful as raised ponds.


ENSURING DIVERSITY


After your initial 20 plants are in and you have enough of your top three plants to feed you daily, aim to increase plant diversity in your food forest to 100 to 200 species. Chapter 4 includes 200 plant species and provides a solid reference point. Having diversity ensures a hierarchy of natural predators, like insects and hawks, which can limit pests, like insects and rodents.54 Christina Nicodemou elaborates, “A healthy ecosystem needs biodiversity. The more diverse an ecosystem, the more resilient the system will be to pest pressures.”55 In other words, as Florida food forester Anni Ellis explains, “Let the insects work for you. Plant natives and watch the predatory insects show up.”56 When planting for diversity, think about the different levels of plants—“rhizome plants, vines, shrubs, trees, and more.”57


If you follow the 30–20–10 biodiversity rule, then you’ll maximize protection against pest and disease outbreaks. To do this, plant only


■ 30% from the same family,


■ 20% of the same genus, and


■ 10% from the same species.58


Chapter 4’s profiles list plant families to help you promote diversity. I also include the botanical name so you know the genus and species. Much like your first and last name, the botanical name aids positive identification with two references: the genus (like a last name) and the species name (similar to a first name). In plant names, the last name comes first.


POSITIVE IDENTIFICATION


When selecting plants or figuring out what is on your property, positive identification will help you address numerous safety concerns at once. To positively identify a plant, match characteristics (e.g., plant size, form, leaf shape, flower color, odor) with a Latin scientific botanical name. Common names may refer to many different plants, so the botanical name is important. Empowered with a plant’s Latin name, research its attributes. This is especially important for understanding plant toxicity. For example, the common name elephant ear is a generic reference to many plants, including caladiums, water elephant ear, and more, but most of these plants are inedible. Positive identification can help you differentiate toxic species from the edible elephant ears, like malanga, eddo, and taro, three staples valued across the world.59


Planting a food forest can be a bit like foraging for food because plants will self-seed, or you may forget what you planted. As a result, correctly identifying plants is important. Additionally, many of the plants listed in the profiles are akin to wild edibles. If you are doing independent research and trying to determine the edibility and safety of a new plant, then it’s safer to use more than one reference source. Some ways to learn about plants include apps like PlantSnap, PlantNet, iNaturalist, and


■ PLANTS Database: the most comprehensive plant database in the country developed by the USDA Natural Resource Conservation Service


■ Local cooperative extension offices and associated master gardeners (e.g., University of Florida Institute of Food and Agricultural Sciences)


Plants for a Future (https://pfaf.org) can also provide insight into safety and edibility. Florida Foraging (www.floridaforaging.com) and Eat the Weeds (https://www.eattheweeds.com) are also noteworthy sites. If using Google, prioritize research on. org, .edu, and other credible sites by typing “site:.org” or “site:.edu” after your keywords. For example, before eating an unripe banana, type into a search bar “green banana unripe edibility safety site:. edu.” If you want to do deeper research then use Google Scholar (https://scholar.google.com) to look up published research articles.


SCHEDULING AND TOOLS


Quality gardening tools will save you time and effort. Garage sales, flea markets, freecycling groups like Buy Nothing, and more can provide high-quality tools. Some examples of essential tools and equipment to get include


■ pitchfork,


■ shovel,


■ gloves,


■ goggles,


■ waterproof boots,


■ shears,


■ machete,


■ weed whacker,


■ wheelbarrow,


■ Gorilla Cart,


■ five-gallon bucket,


■ hose,


■ mower,


■ hand trimmer,


■ watering can,


■ hardware cloth,


■ staple gun, and


■ cement or putty.


Another time- and money-saving trick is to plan gardening, harvesting, and food preparation by each season. Even if a perennial can be planted any time of year, planting by season will allow you to chunk your time while also budgeting. Purchasing seeds and cuttings seasonally means you will have plenty of time to pot and plant the seedlings before the next season. The benefit here is that you can limit being overwhelmed or overextended financially.


SPRING IDEAS FOR THE FOOD FOREST


Spring is a great time to grow plants that germinate at an average temperature range of 77˚F–84˚F. Examples include chufa; gingers/galangal; red roselle; African potato mint; edible flowers; herbs (fennel, cilantro); passion fruit; pigeon pea; Seminole pumpkin; amaranth; yams; tomatoes; arrowroot; water chestnuts; malanga; cranberry hibiscus; chayote; okra; cassava; loofah; sunchokes; turmeric; quinoa; aibika; and coconut.


During this season, you can maximize your harvests by eating sprouts as you thin out your seedlings. Another fun option is to harvest honey and tree sap, which are more abundant in spring. You may also notice that some plants need to be pruned to grow fuller. Spring is an ideal time to eat your pungent herbs, like rosemary, fennel, and basil, which benefit from being cut back. Spring can also be a delightfully social time with barbecuing—ideal for preparing prickly pear, which requires heat over an open flame to singe off the spines.


If you feel ready for a decent workout, then spring is a great time to spread manure and fertilize around fruit trees after a heavy rain.60Your primary gardening tools will likely be a shovel and wheelbarrow or Gorilla Cart as you fertilize, mulch, and plant. When planting, remember that it is far better to place a tree in a hole too shallow than too deep as most trees settle. By planting high, you ensure proper drainage, stimulate development, and prevent diseases.61 Newly planted trees should receive a deep watering once a week until the rains pick up. Also, take advantage of new growth and collect many softwood cuttings to propagate plants, which are perfect Mother’s Day gifts.


Spring is also a time for extra precautions with livestock like chickens because mating season brings predators. We have lost quite a few chickens to hawks and bobcats in spring. One bobcat took to sleeping under our fruit tree, just waiting for us to let the chickens out of the coop in the morning. We had to chase her off and even go after her to retrieve a traumatized chicken! Having a few feisty roosters solved that problem entirely the following season.


SUMMER IDEAS FOR THE FOOD FOREST


Summer is a great time to grow plants that germinate at an average temperature range of over 81˚F. Examples include cowpea; sunflower; sweet potatoes; banana; oregano; fruit trees, like starfruit, mango, and avocado; tropical spinaches, like longevity, Malabar, and Egyptian; flood-tolerant natives, like cocoplum and Simpson’s stopper.


As you very likely know, summer is hot in Florida. The upside in a food forest is that you get to prioritize eating the abundant raw, fresh delights to cool and hydrate you, like mango, pineapple, and longan fruit salads. Yum! If you don’t mind spending a bit of time in the kitchen, then summer is the perfect opportunity to practice the art of salad-making, arranging colors and shapes with leaf fans; scooped balls of cooked veggies and fruits; and edible flowers, including butterfly pea. The options are endless. Harvest leaves for salads in the early afternoon when chlorophyll is at its peak.62 Make brothy, egg-drop soups with aibika and chives. Enjoy flower and leaf herbal teas, like mint, because they will be growing in abundance. Design a floral arrangement for the table!


As long as you don’t mind a bit of cleansing sweat, summer gardening can be effortless and dreamlike. The rain and sun help everything flourish. Your primary tools will likely be a weed whacker, mower, hand trimmer, shears, machete, Gorilla Cart, and pitchfork. These will all help you guide the abundant growth in your food forest.


The afternoon rains are delightfully refreshing and can be managed with swales (mow paths) to direct excess water. If you elevate plant zones with mulch or biomass through chop-and-drop and Hügelkultur (i.e., mounds of sticks and logs), then the swales will simply become short-lived creeks in torrential rainstorms. We bought skim boards to take advantage. Now we just have to learn to use them!


FALL IDEAS FOR THE FOOD FOREST


Fall is my favorite time of year because everything is blooming, and it is cool enough to spend even more time outdoors. To increase abundance in your food forest, fall is a great time to grow plants that germinate at an average temp range of 75˚F–85˚F. Examples include Seminole pumpkin; papaya; okra; peppers; tomato; lemongrass; chives; leeks; collards; and drought-tolerant natives, like beautyberry. Also, fall is the time to sow wildflowers!


If you like to cook, then autumn is also root-harvesting time, so “potato” dishes (e.g., cassava, sweet potato, African potato mint) are the center of many classic holiday spreads. Additionally, many food foresters prepare for winter by making vinegars, infusions, and oxymels for flu home remedies in fall. Such wonderful and thoughtful gifts! Being in the kitchen with friends and learning to ferment can be a special time. Sour flavors may take center stage with foods like sourdough, sauerkraut, olives, pickles, rose-hip tea, wine, tofu, and tempeh. For many, including my family, fall is the time for slow-cooked foods over low heat. Stovetop-simmered stews help warm the house and body. I freeze portions for aging family members and stock their coolers whenever they visit. It helps me feel like I am nourishing them. Maybe they will live to 100!


As fun as it can be to be creative in the kitchen, fall is such a productive time in the garden. To maximize this time, consider harvesting seeds and take hardwood cuttings midmorning in fall to propagate plants. Plants make excellent holiday gifts! Also, early fall is the best time to design and begin site preparation. Lay down cardboard and mulch. Dig that pond. Draw out your plans. If you’ve considered starting a business from your food forest, then fall is a great time to test out your skills. So much anticipation can build in fall. It’s an exciting time, and in my family, we dream up new plans and make resolutions early!


Offsetting the excitement in our first year in our house, we learned a sobering lesson. We woke up several nights in a row to an alarming pitter-patter in the attic. Fall is when animals also start to prepare for winter. Take it from me: Seal up and clean out all entry points or safe havens to ensure wildlife cannot enter attics, garages, or chimneys. For this purpose, primary tools are likely hardware cloth and a staple gun, along with cement or putty. In fall, we also mow down brush 18 or more inches from the house to prevent animals from nesting too close, and we haven’t had an issue since. I ended up planting a pineapple guild all around the house because it doesn’t provide nesting, is easy to maintain, produces a clean look, supplies a slow-growing food, and creates a buffer.


WINTER IDEAS FOR THE FOOD FOREST


Winter is a wonderful time of year when everyone flocks to Florida. Our Airbnb gets lots of demand, and giving tours is such a pleasure. Winter is a great time to grow plants that germinate at an average temperature range of 50˚F–82˚F. Because tropical plants may not enjoy the cold, we end up prioritizing herbs, which can be sprouted from seed, and take cuttings indoors or in sheltered locations. Also, drought-tolerant natives, evergreens, perennial shrubs, and trees are perfect plants to focus on during the cold months.


With all the festivities, the kitchen becomes a focal point in our family. Salty and savory flavors dominate with warming cereal coffees, like chicory. Dehydrated fruits, like mulberries, and roasted nuts keep recipes interesting, along with winter-producing crops, like purple collard trees and red roselle. Nothing beats red roselle “cranberry sauce”! Beans baked with warming spices, like cinnamon, garlic, chives, and ginger, keep everyone cozy, and honey, royal jelly, and pollen provide a seasonal health boost. Also, sprouts tossed onto rich, creamy avocado soups can be delectable!


With some plants going dormant and weeds growing more slowly, I like to focus on mulching to regain a semblance of control in the food forest. For this reason, primary winter tools are often a pitchfork, Gorilla Cart, wheelbarrow, and shears. Winter drought is a real danger to plants, so mulch thoroughly to make plants more resilient.63 As a bonus, many subtropical and tropical trees can thrive even when planted in the dry season if provided with a thick layer of mulch.64 After the mulch is down, I like to broadcast seeds, leaving some stands for birds.


As a shortcut, use winter to plant under deciduous trees because their dropped leaves will fertilize understory transplants that are at least a foot tall. That way, the leaf litter doesn’t bury them! Once all the leaves have dropped, provide those deciduous plants a hard pruning, and many will fruit vigorously on the new growth. Proper pruning (cutting a stem back to a bud) helps crops produce better. There are four pruning strategies:


■ Coppicing: cutting a plant almost to the ground to stimulate new growth (e.g., moringa)


■ Pollarding: cutting off the top of a plant to promote ideal growth patterns (e.g., mango)


■ Shaping: edible hedges


■ Cutting to the ground: herbs, like African basil65


If you’re nervous about pruning, then perhaps you can be inspired by advice from Florida food forester Sue-Ann Pinney Cowan in Zone 10b: “Pruning is your friend! It encourages new growth and shapes your tree with strong limbs to support heavy fruits. It also allows light through to the understory plants. I find the best time to prune is right after you harvest. Remove the crossing and dead branches and keep to desired height to be able to harvest fruits easier.”66


PROPAGATE YEAR-ROUND


If you eat from your food forest regularly, then you will naturally propagate; when you harvest, replanting cuttings and seeds is a natural process. However, if you are just starting and buying new seeds, please don’t make the same mistake I did (planting all male trees). Interestingly, plant sex falls into three categories: monoecious (male and female flowers on the same plant), hermaphrodite (self-fertile flowers), and dioecious (male and female flowers on separate plants). You may need more than one plant or gender to have a crop. The Chapter 4 profiles note if a plant is dioecious (i.e., male or female trees); these plants require special attention to fruit, and you may not want to grow them from seed. Instead, these plants are best grown from cuttings or grafting.


When I first started buying seeds, most didn’t germinate. If they did, then they died shortly after, and I blamed myself. I was really discouraged. However, after a while, I realized that these seeds were not adapted to my area. Ideally, buy from someone within a few miles of you so that the plant is adapted to your ecotype. Etsy and eBay allow you to sort and shop by distance or zip code, which can be very useful. Although, I have had a few experiences with scammers on these sites, most people are honest backyard gardeners. That said, the best option is to find other food foresters in your area. A community that supports each other will flourish faster. I am so thankful for my neighbors and their generosity. When visitors tour my elaborate garden and I tell them that most of my plants were grown from cuttings or seeds gifted by friends, they often struggle to imagine how that can be possible. Gardening friends are one of the most important parts of creating a food forest.


Once you have seed in hand, soak them for a few days in a shot glass of water mixed with a cap of hydrogen peroxide to help them germinate faster and give them a strong start. This is chemical scarification. Other options are filing the seeds with sandpaper, but I have damaged seeds this way. Some seed instructions suggest cold stratification, where you put seeds in the fridge. If you live in South Florida and have mild winters, don’t do this. Seeds that require it will not do well. Instead, soak seeds, plant 20 or more in a single one- or three-gallon pot, and then divide any that sprout. This is lower stress and helps prioritize plants that are better adapted to your ecotype.


When growing from seed, remember that some plants do not grow true to type, meaning they may not resemble the parent plant in flavor or growth. Consider human siblings and parent appearances: A child may have blond hair and blue eyes, while their parents have brown hair and brown eyes. To propagate cultivars and maintain parent characteristics, like fruit flavor, more advanced methods of propagating are needed. Some of those methods include the following:


■ Tip layering: placing the tip of a current season’s growth in soil. The tip grows roots and resprouts upward. This tip can then be separated from the parent plant and transplanted.


■ Grafting or budding: splicing one plant into another so new growth takes on specific taste or growth characteristics. This is usually done while both scion and rootstock are dormant.


■ Air layering: removing leaves, twigs, and bark on a stem; wrapping it with moss or soil; and securing it with aluminum foil or plastic until roots form.67


While tip layering is great for herbaceous plants, like blackberries, grafting or budding and air layering are ideal for propagating fruit and nut trees. Grafting or budding merges a branch (scion) and plant (rootstock) together, while air layering creates roots on a branch so it becomes an independent plant. All these methods can be learned within an afternoon of watching YouTube tutorials and require very few, if any, specialized tools. When growing a food forest, permaculture YouTube videos are very helpful!










3 HEALTH AND SAFETY CONSIDERATIONS



REAPING HEALTH BENEFITS: FRESH FOODS


Who doesn’t crave food bursting with flavor and aroma? Consider a perfectly ripe mango. Nothing smells better, and what is more gratifying than a warm, juicy bite that leaves sweet nectar dripping down your chin?


Deliciously fresh food offers many health benefits, yet many gardeners will tell you that store-bought produce isn’t bursting with flavor. That’s part of the reason many kids (and adults!) don’t like vegetables or even fruit. Most Americans never eat the recommended five to seven daily servings of fresh produce a day due to taste complaints.1 Grocery produce, picked underripe for shipment, can taste overly acidic. Flavor helps to reveal nutrients. Most produce stays fresh and is therefore nutritious for only a few days. Consider the average head of broccoli, which travels more than 1,800 miles before it gets to the store—let alone to your table!2The most flavorful and healthy fruits and vegetables are those grown locally and organically—without the use of insecticides, herbicides, artificial fertilizers, or growth-stimulating hormones.3The shining truth is that when it comes to variety and freshness, the home garden surpasses commercial giants like grocers. When harvesting your food-forest produce, look for fruits and vegetables at the peak of their ripeness. These contain maximum nutrients.


FOOD PREP


The food you harvest from your permaculture garden will offer you more culinary variety than you’ve ever imagined. Just think of the satisfaction of serving a glass of wine to a friend and saying, “I made that!” When deciding what food to grow, you’ll want to acknowledge your interest level in the kitchen. Some foods will need preparation, while others won’t. If you like being in the kitchen, then you’ll be in good company! Great chefs will tell you that delicious meals are simple to make when you have fresh ingredients to celebrate in a dish.4 That’s exactly what you have with a food forest: fresh produce. Learning to cook your crops will be a lifelong journey if you want it to be, and one with many rewards. Wholesome, fresh foods promote health and provide pleasure. As health enthusiast and author Jason Manheim puts it, “[A]lthough you can’t feel your body ‘not’ getting cancer, . . . you can feel your energy levels increase, your focus intensify, your hunger satiate, and your body shift into overdrive—ready to take on any tasks. . . . [T]hese are measurable, motivational and gratifying results that you can feel almost instantly.”5


Using wisdom from blue zones, if you create simple recipes from just 6 of 20 versatile plants you’ve grown, then you can create tens of thousands of different meals. Surprisingly, though, most families repeat meals every few days, so it isn’t difficult to grow enough food to provide all daily meals with variety over a week.6 Creating a two-week menu and then growing the foods to produce the meals on that menu is a good way to stay organized. Appendix B provides an example menu, meal plan, and harvest schedule.


On top of having fresh produce handy, a well-stocked pantry can help you cook on the fly in today’s busy world. This means regularly harvesting and stocking spices, oils, vinegars, sauces, marmalades, sweeteners, flours, powders, dried beans, noodles, nuts, seeds, and dried fruit. As your harvest comes in, prepare these pantry items so that when you are in a rush, you can whip up a dish quickly. The following kitchen appliances help immensely.


Omega Juicer and Dehydrator


If I have a big harvest of fruit coming in at once, I’ll juice it, then ferment the juice into wine. This process is easy and fun, and the fruit pulp serves as a great leather or even pulledpork substitute when dehydrated and rehydrated in a savory sauce. I’ve also made nut butters using my juicer. I soak my nuts and seeds overnight, drain them, sauté to warm the oils, and then juice them. The nut butter accumulates in the mouth of the machine, while the meal or flour from the pulp is separated. I dehydrate the nut and fruit meal as a flour for breads, cakes, and cookies.


Vitamix or Blendtec Blender and Food Processor


Blender and food-processor blades are efficient to quickly infuse spices in oils or vinegars or whip up pesto, ice cream, soups, sauces, marmalades, jellies, and jams. For instance, I make nut milk in my blender by pureeing coconut meat with water. I then strain out the coconut meal and—presto!—I have coconut milk and flour for baking. So delicious! This fresh meal or flour can even be juiced to extract “cream.” From there, I have blended the meal with dried fruit and made simple but delicious pie crusts in a food processor. As a side note, if you boil the coconut meal in water, then the oil releases and rises to the surface. Once cooled, it solidifies, and you can scrape it off and save it for later use. This also allows the dehydrated flour to last longer.


Coffee Grinder


A juicer or blender will produce coarse flour, which works great for crackers or even cookies. But for bread or pasta, the coffee grinder can help create finer flour. I also grind my dried moringa and lemongrass leaves in the coffee grinder to make a powder to sprinkle over eggs and popcorn. Some invest in a mill to grind their flour, but I haven’t found one worth mentioning yet.


EATING NEW FOOD-FOREST PRODUCE


Learning to cook from the garden is a journey. Some of the plants listed in the Chapter 4 plant profiles will be completely new to you. Always taste small quantities of new foods and then wait 24 hours to be sure you do not have an allergy, even if the plant isn’t known to cause adverse health effects. Every person is unique, and allergies can develop over time.7 Pay attention to your body and its responses to foods.


Choose the healthiest plant and fruit specimens to eat, and use the rest as “chop and drop” green manure or nitrogen to amend the soil. A good rule of thumb is “If in doubt, throw it out.” Because you may be foraging, you need to know some highly poisonous plants so you can remove them from your food forest, including rosary pea (Abrus precatorius), oleander (Nerium oleander), gloriosa lily (Gloriosa superba), king sago (Cycas revoluta), and spotted water hemlock (Cicuta maculata). Additionally, be sure to know if an edible plant has a poisonous lookalike. That way, you can be extra cautious when identifying these species. For instance, dill, fennel, parsley, carrot, and parsnip have very poisonous lookalikes that even smell like the real thing, so be careful!8


Some plants require a specific cooking method to eat safely. Even common foods bought at the grocery store are like this. Just consider a white potato—it is toxic until cooked. Likewise, cashews and raw spinach should be consumed in moderation due to oxalic-acid content. You’ll want to learn how to prepare each plant safely to maximize the nutritional value for you and your family. In Chapter 4, on the health section of the profile, I list cautions and preparation steps to enhance safety. However, please combine my research with your own for extra safety. Additionally, I mention historical, folk-healing uses for many plants, but this does not mean the plant will cure or heal an ailment. Please always consult a physician.


Safety is among the most important considerations when creating a food forest. I’ve had friends visit my garden and pop berries or greens in their mouths without asking me what they were. They did not know what they were eating, which is extremely dangerous! Enthusiasm is great, but a healthy dose of caution is so much safer. I have a young son, so I am very cautious about what I allow in my food forest and how I prepare food for my family. Please do the same for you and your family’s safety. I’ve had mom friends say, “Are you growing ackee? I’ve heard it’s a staple crop in Jamaica.” Ackee is delicious and beautiful but is also associated with child fatalities. I have a young, curious child, so that is one crop I will not be adding. Ackee has to be carefully cooked to be made safe and is just one example of many you can find in the cautionary notes of the Chapter 4 profiles.


Food processing methods that can lower toxicity risk are peeling, drying, grinding, soaking, boiling, cooking, fermenting, and roasting.9 Boiling and dumping the water (i.e., blanching) is really effective at reducing most environmental contaminants and antinutrients, including lectins, tannins, protease inhibitors, and oxalic acid.10 Most toxins are water-sol-uble. For instance, seeds, grains, and beans should be presoaked (water discarded) and then boiled, cooked, or roasted to make the nutrients more available and to decrease antinutrients like phytic acid.11


If a plant is safe to eat raw, then always thoroughly rinse and wash it because there may be mold, insects, or bird droppings that aren’t easily seen. Wash produce by soaking 15 minutes in 1:1 solution of vinegar and water to remove parasites and pathogens, like mold or salmonella. Follow with a rinse. Thorough washing of plants before consumption will also remove some of the metal (like lead!) deposited on leaves through air, water, or soil contamination.12


START WITH LEVEL 1: LOW-RISK PLANTS


In Chapter 4, the plant profiles have a color-coded dot in the upper-right corner: green for Level 1—no known health risks and easy to cultivate; yellow for Level 2—some known health risks or cultivation challenges, such as being dioecious; or red for Level 3—known health risks and knowledge, careful preparation, and cautious cultivation needed. I suggest prioritizing mostly Level 1 plants for your first 20 crops and then integrating Level 2 and Level 3 plants once your skill and confidence grow. Figure 3.1 puts these levels into a visual guide.
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Figure 3.1. Levels and Color Codes Referenced in Chapter Four








The easiest way to introduce Level 1 plants into the food forest is to buy them from a grocer, eat portions, and then regrow them. As Michael Neimes, a Florida food forester in a hydric hammock and wetland, explains, “Learn what you can grow from the grocery store. Sweet potatoes, malanga, tomato—a lot of plants can be grown cheaper buying from the grocery store.”13 Other examples of garden starter plants include pineapple, which can be regrown from the green tops, and shallots, which can be regrown from the bulb. Additional crops that can be grown from the grocery store aisle are pigeon pea, chia seed, rosemary, thyme, mint, sage, ginger, turmeric, nopal, sugarcane, lemongrass, jackfruit, and sunchoke. Finding international grocery stores may provide a wider selection of produce that can grow in your area. Also, keeping a small hydroponic in the kitchen can help you propagate quickly. This can be as simple as putting mint cuttings in a glass of water (called the Kratky method). For a more formal system, simply buy a $20 fish tank bubbler or aerator, and place it in a tupperware container with drilled holes in the top for plants to fit down into the aerated water. Keep the hydroponic by a bright, ideally southern window or add a growth light. Many plants root quickly that way.


When moving beyond Level 1 plants, though, understanding risk is important. For example, a mango tree is a Level 2 plant because some people are allergic to both the sap and pollen and the plant may suffer from fungal diseases in Florida. I bought my property with 25 mature mango trees established onsite. If I am not careful in spring, I am one itchy and blotchy mama because I am so allergic! I wish I had known mango was in the poison ivy family earlier, but I do love the fruit (carefully washed of all sap, of course), and the cooling shade the mature trees offer is so delightful. Chaya is a Level 3 plant and requires boiling to remove toxins, but it should not be boiled in aluminum pans because a toxic broth forms.


Safe preservation of food is equally important. Many crops grown in a food forest are not in the grocery store because they don’t travel well. Quickly perishable or poor shelf life means you’ll want to quickly dehydrate, can, freeze, and freeze-dry harvests to maintain year-round supplies and avoid mold, indoor fruit flies, and other annoyances. The Chapter 4 plant profiles reference preparation and storage methods. Lonny Reid, in a Zone 9b, two-acre, high and dry (oaks and pines) food forest, describes, “[W]e eat from our farm at every meal. . . . [P]robably 50% of our food comes from here or is bartered from other local farmers.”14 Yet Lonny believes that he could eat much more than this percentage, but harvesting and preparing is a “time issue, with more time to harvest and prepare, we would definitely be eating more, . . . but . . . we’re getting that under control so more and more of our diets are home grown.”15


His wisdom suggests the importance of scheduling harvests and food preparation on a weekly, if not daily, basis. That way, we can eat more of the nutritious food we are growing, saving ourselves money and maximizing health benefits.


SOIL AMENDMENT AND COMPOSTING


Maximizing nutrition by consuming fresh produce is a goal easily achieved in a food forest with a bit of practice. Amending the soil can improve nutrients available to plants and therefore make the food you are eating more nutritious. I “lasagna compost,” meaning I layer food scraps, cardboard, and manure or mulch on top of weeds to amend soil and prepare it for planting. I keep a five-gallon bucket by the trash and add food scraps throughout the day as I meal prep. Once a week, I dump the kitchen scraps on weeds, cover them with cardboard, and bury the cardboard with mulch. Thick paper bags, brown corrugated cardboard, and mulch are an effective weed barrier while also preserving moisture and soil nutrients.16 Large cardboard from appliance stores or agricultural or farm stores are especially efficient. Avoid glossy, highly printed, waxed, or otherwise coated cardboard, paperboard, and papers.


This lasagna-composting technique can build remarkable soils quickly because it helps restore nutrients.17 Most compost qualifies as a fertilizer because it is rich in N-P-K (nitrogen, phosphorous, and potassium).18 Nitrogen, phosphorous, and potassium are considered the three mineral elements most plants need to grow19:


■ Nitrogen promotes leaf growth. Add manure, chop and drop, and mulch with leaf litter.


■ Phosphorous encourages seeding and fruiting. It also encourages root growth and disease resistance. Sources include hair, bone meal, nuts, and beans.


■ Potassium makes plants more vigorous and resilient to weather, like wind. The stalks become more rigid. Sources include banana peels, coffee grounds, and hardwood ashes.


Today’s US gardeners collectively spend more than $500 million each year on special soils. Making your own by composting is well worth the savings! Plants prefer soil that’s every bit as alive as they are, and compost soil outperforms even potting soil in research studies.20


Compost anything that can decompose, like leftover fruit, peelings, coffee grounds, leaves, and eggshells.21 If you cook often and eat at home, then your kitchen will produce a surprising bounty of compostables that will enrich the soil. Companies can also contribute to your efforts for free! For example, Starbucks promotes recycling through Grounds for Your Garden and will gift you spent coffee grounds.22


SAFETY WITH SOIL AND PLANT INTERACTION


Mike Elson, a food forester in Zone 9b and a soil scientist and agronomist with decades of growing experience, recommends you “get your soil tested for nutrient levels. It is definitely not uncommon for Florida soils to be deficient in some of the important nutrients, micro-nutrients and trace minerals plants need for optimum growth, health, and pest resistance.”23 You can have soil tested through your Cooperative Extension Service or by Soil Testing or Agricultural Colleges, sometimes for free. If you are actively amending soil with mulch, manure, and compost, then the three-year mark is a good time to have a soil test.24


Nutrients are not the only consideration when it comes to soil, though. As you get started, you may want to evaluate the site’s history. For instance, is the food-forest location a former industrial area? Were any onsite buildings painted prior to 1970, when lead paint was common? If you cannot afford testing and simply want to err on the side of caution, then plant large trees, which remove large quantities of toxins. Also prioritize high-growing fruit and nuts with thick skins and shells, which typically harbor fewer contaminants.25 Deciduous trees also help to amend the soil quickly through leaf mulch. For tubers and tender greens planted near buildings, establish nontoxic, geotextile bottom layers in raised beds filled with soil from certified sources.


AIR CIRCULATION AND HEALTH-RISK PREVENTION


When it comes to health and safety in a food forest, one little-known fact is that plants, animals, and humans can share fungal diseases. Don’t walk through the garden when plants are wet, such as in early morning with dew or after a rain or irrigation, and avoid walking barefoot on moist mulch. Many diseases need water to spread, so allow plants to dry out completely between waterings when possible and avoid watering in severely cold weather.26 To avoid watering out in the food forest, consider simply planting nurse plants, like bananas, as edible irrigation; these plants sop up excess water and then release it to other plants via root systems in times of drought. This limits moisture on leaves caused by sprinkler systems. Plant bananas throughout the food forest, but be sure to prune them regularly, and remove decomposing leaves to limit disease.


Another element of health and safety relates to preventing injury. Gardening is highly physical. Although creating a food forest is wonderful exercise, you may want to take extra care to prevent injury, such as by exercising outside of gardening time to build dynamic strength. Stretching can help prevent injury, as well. My husband and I do 10 minutes of yoga using YouTube tutorials nearly every morning, and I do four simple stretches each evening before bed. Thankfully, we have not had any serious pulls, strains, or injuries while working in the garden despite the fact we are out there a lot.


Also, when moving mulch, consider covering your nose and mouth with a cloth mask to prevent inhaling mold spores, which can cause congestion and other symptoms.27 While working with compost or mulch does more to improve your health than hurt it, there are a few potential health threats that fall into two broad categories: skin and lung issues. For example, consider farmer’s lung, histoplasmosis, or legionnaire’s disease. To prevent these issues, wear a mask when moving dusty mulch or compost, and change clothes immediately after; also consider dampening compost to limit airborne spores. Skin issues include paronychia or tetanus. To prevent these issues, wear gloves without holes, and replace gloves if they get wet with dry ones. Also, get regular medical checkups.


Additionally, in hot, humid climates, ears can suffer congestion much like a nose, so make a point to keep your ears especially dry to prevent issues.28 I swab my ears with a bit of coconut oil before moving mulch to help trap dust and prevent it from getting embedded. When planting or harvesting, immediately disinfect any cuts. Cover cuts before handling dirt or mulch. Also, wash hands and tools often by keeping a spray bottle filled with alcohol, and giving tools and gloves a squirt before moving on.29 Finally, leave garden shoes outside when possible. Appendix C has a checklist of safety items that can be used when training a team to create a permaculture garden in settings with higher liability, such as at schools and businesses.


SUMMARY TIPS TO SAVE EFFORT


Although there are safety considerations, starting a food forest is a fun adventure. Enjoy the process! With planning, the time and effort to create a food forest can be minimal.30 The health advantages far outweigh the risks. As you dive into the process, I hope the following summary of tips from the previous chapters help you to get started efficiently:


■ Plant trees and large shrubs first.


■ Select native edibles that host high numbers of soldier bugs to prevent pests (e.g., oaks).


■ Prioritize 20 Level 1 crops to start.


■ Develop a schedule to harvest and cook. Stock the fridge on a specific day.


■ Root cuttings in water after you harvest to increase your crop count.


■ Learn to cook with crops safely based on research.


■ Taste small amounts of new foods, and wait 24 hours to ensure you don’t have allergies.


■ Dedicate direct sun to staple starches and carbohydrates. Most leafy greens like part shade.


■ Plant evergreen trees and shrubs along north property edges to block cold winter wind.


■ If near the coast, plant windbreaks (e.g., bamboo) in the direction of prevailing winds.


■ Locate short plants on the south side of tall ones to create a “sun trap.”


■ Utilize all nine layers of a food forest to create a polyculture within small “zones.”


■ Use trellises as arches over mowed paths for vines.


■ Space plants with chop-and-drop pruning for increased airflow and speed drying and to prevent fungal diseases.31












4 200 PLANTS FOR YOUR FOOD FOREST



Plant Profiles





The love of nature, plants, and delicious foods are often a few reasons people create a food forest. But the most significant reason is enjoyment. Watching a food forest mature is so gratifying and fulfilling! That said, this chapter is the fun part for most gardeners. This chapter will help you streamline your food forest. Plants are in alphabetical order by the plant’s common name to keep the language reader-friendly. The plants included are those vetted by fellow Floridian food foresters throughout the state. Some plants in the profiles are very aggressive, invasive, or even noxious, and I mention if a plant is prohibited or a Category 1, meaning the plant has had a negative environmental impact. Some examples of highly edible Category 1 invasives in Florida include mimosa (Albizia julibrissin), winged yam (Dioscorea alata), Surinam cherry (Eugenia uniflora), water spinach (Ipomoea aquatic), sapodilla (Manilkara zapota), sword fern (Nephrolepis cordifolia), strawberry guava (Psidium cattleianum), guava (Psidium guajava), and kudzu (Pueraria Montana, var. lobata). Many of these are highlighted in the plant profiles.


Because these plants may show up in the food forest on their own, it’s important to know them. Also, some well-meaning food foresters plant highly aggressive crops or even Category 1 invasives not knowing the impact. For instance, I know many people who plant hoja santa without knowing that it should be contained to a pot in an enclosed area or that tindora should be planted indoors or be the sterile variety. Likewise, kudzu is highly nutritious and edible and will likely show up on the property without being planted. Digging the tubers to eat is a very effective means of controlling its spread.


Three symbols found in the upper-right corner of each plant profile are important to know:


■ Florida Natives, Host Plants, and/or Cultivars: indicated by a Florida peninsula symbol


■ Historical Staples: indicated by a shield with a star in the middle


■ Safety Colors:


Level 1 = green


Level 2 = yellow


Level 3 = red


Each plant profile also includes a simple recipe with a maximum of six ingredients. I prioritized cross-cultural recipes. Around the world and throughout history, three nutrient-dense foods have sustained people and maintained health: bread, soup, and ferments, so the profiles feature these foods.1 Soups are an easy way to cook seasonally and are a part of every culture’s diet.2 In terms of bread and ferments, I frequently mention “sourdough starter.” Sourdough is a natural leavening, and the process has been a part of human history for thousands of years. For generations, people have begun each day with the prayer “Give us this day our daily bread” in reference to wholesome sourdough.3 Sourdough bread is considered more nutritious and less-allergy-provoking because the fermentation process can remove antinutrients, reduce allergenic qualities, and promote better digestion.4 Sourdough bread also can have less gluten (1% of normal white bread).5 Feed the starter what you have in the garden, whether it’s boiled and pureed cassava, green banana, pigeon pea, or coconut. Just keep it alive by pureeing the starch or carbohydrate source with an equal amount of water and then stirring it into the starter. The following is an easy sourdough recipe:




Add 1 cup of flour and 1 cup of water to a mason jar. Mix. Cover with cotton cloth. Airborne yeast will colonize. Stir daily for uniform fermentation. After 3 days, the starter is ready. Loosely cover with a lid and store in the fridge. Feed once a week or more frequently if you bake often. Note: Never use a metal container to store ferments. The yeast produces carbon dioxide and alcohol, which can corrode the metal and contaminate the starter.





Each recipe in this chapter is self-referencing, meaning all ingredients can grow in a Florida food forest. I strongly believe that if there is any place in the United States that could become a new blue zone, it is a community of Floridian food forests. I’ve decided that living according to blue-zone tenets is a worthwhile, lifelong experiment. Although my original goal with creating my garden was simply to foster sustainable food, so far, the friendship part has been the most fun and unexpected reward! The food forest is already helping me to live a more full and meaningful life, and I am so grateful for that. I hope the same for you and your family. Happy gardening!
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Canna Edulis


HARDINESS ZONES: 7 TO 13


An easy-to-grow, high yielding, attractive, adaptable, perennial with edible rhizomes (raw or cooked). In one of the most popular ornamental plant families, Cannaceae! Resembles a small banana. Attractive bright red to orange flowers attract butterflies, bats and hummingbirds. A traditional staple food! Rhizomes starch yields range from 12% to 16%. Makes great noodles! Pretty red flowers can be cut for flower arrangements. A fast windbreak, hedge & shade plant!








	SIZE h*w

	SUN

	SOIL

	WATER

	EDIBLE






	6ft*1ft

	full to partial

	deep; neutral to acidic

	continuously moist

	roots, seeds, leaves, sprouts















	PROPAGATION METHODS

	 CULINARY USE






	
• SEEDS: Not recommended. Hybrid: not true to seed; reverts to small rhizomes.


• RHIZOMES: Divide clump in spring when temperatures are at least 78F; grown from vegetative clones for large starchy tubers.



	
Roots


Harvestable in 5 months. Color varies - often white. Refrigerate & eat within 3 weeks. Can be steamed or baked like a potato, formed into cakes, noodles or dehydrated & made into a powder to thicken foods. Easily digestible. Rhizomes grow for years without becoming woody.


Young shoots


Cooked and eaten as a green vegetable. High in potassium and protein.


Seeds


Immature seeds are ground and made into tortillas. Rarely sets seed. NOTE: If seeds are prolific, the type is not edulis.


Leaves


Leaves used as food wraps (e.g., tamale) or plates and can be steamed; contain 10% protein.








	RECIPE






	
BAKED ACHIRA: Boil roots for 45 min or until very soft; slit the skin and scoop out the shiny, starchy content. Add oil, salt, & pepper to taste.


Alternatively, puree boiled, peeled roots & dehydrate at 115 F to form a "gel sheet." Fold, and cut into noodles.








	CULTURAL SIGNIFICANCE

	 CAUTIONS & CONSIDERATIONS






	
• Andean cultures buried it with the dead in graves for 3500 years. Food source during the


• Great Chinese Famine of the 1950s-1960s Pollinator plant. High nitrogen fodder


• In Thailand, cannas are a traditional gift for Father's Day


• Leaf fiber used for paper making or to wrap parcels. Seeds used as buck shot, for purple dye, as beads in jewelry or for music rattles



	
Health


No known hazards. Taxonomy debate: Canna indica is considetab-red "conspecific" (the same species - only wilder & more invasive). Syn. C. discolor. May cross-pollinate with ornamentals.


Pests


Minor pests: Slugs, aphids, fungus "rust", virus spots.


Landscape design


Excellent green manure & erosion control. Able to fit sixteen plants in a six-by-six ft block; aggregate yield is high. Compare with Canna coccinea & Canna 'Musifolia.'
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Adam's Needle
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Yucca filamentosa


HARDINESS ZONES: 4 TO 10


This evergreen, Florida native is very drought resistant, thriving even with neglect and competition. Low maintenance and fast-growing. Very ornamental & free flowering. Butterflies & hummingbirds flock. Striking sword-like leaves & dramatic hanging, bell-shaped flowers. Native Americans relied on the plant, eating the flowers, stalks, and fruits. In the Asparagaceae family.








	SIZE h*w

	SUN

	SOIL

	WATER

	EDIBLE






	4ft*2ft

	full to part

	poor - OK

	drought tolerant

	flower, fruit, stem















	PROPAGATION METHODS

	 CULINARY USE






	
• SEEDS: Germinate at 82-90F. Pre-soak seed for 24 hours in warm water.


• DIVISION: Can be propagated easily from basal offsets.



	
Fruit


Large and fleshy. Most often roasted until tender. A somewhat sweet, molasses or fig-like flavor. The fruit can also be dried and ground into a sweet meal. The pulp, sweetened, can be used for pies or dried into a paste or fruit leather sheet. Remove seeds prior to eating.


Stem


Cooked/roasted like asparagus or baked into bread.


Flowers


Often boiled and added to eggs. Used as a flavoring in salads. The edible flowers taste somewhat like bitter artichoke and can be used raw/fresh in salads, cooked in soups or stews, or roasted. Only eat the petals. Watch out for moth larvae as it is uses yucca as a host. Summer blooms.








	RECIPE






	YUCCA PUREE: Pick the fruit when 4 inches long. Wash and spread on a baking sheet. Roast at 400 F for 20 to 30 minutes, or until soft. Cool. Pull apart/peel back the sections. Scrape out the inside and separate from the seeds. Puree and use as a side dish (similar to applesauce).







	CULTURAL SIGNIFICANCE

	 CAUTIONS & CONSIDERATIONS






	
• Attracts hummingbirds. Larval host for Yucca Giant-Skipper and Cofaqui Giant-Skipper


• In African communities, leaves were tied above doorways to protect homes & graves


• Leaf fiber used for making tinder, hats, shoes, paint brushes, ropes, cloth, baskets, paper, mats. Listed in Thomas Jefferson’s Garden Book for garden rope


• Pulpy root mashed with water for soap; contains saponins



	
Health


No known adverse health effects. Not to be confused with "yuca"/cassava. Leaves are spiny.


Pests


No serious insect or disease problems.


Landscape design


Do not collect from the wild. May be protected. Will form a small colony over time from basal offsets. Compare with Yucca baccata, a related, highly edible plant; some varieties have variegated leaves.
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