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For all the pioneers, 
from antiquity through today,
who have blazed trails and
changed the world.
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INTRODUCTION

SIMPLICITY
at Your Fingertips,

THE WILDERNESS
 at Your Doorstep



“It is not easy to be a pioneer—but oh, it is fascinating! 
I would not trade one moment, even the worst moment, 
for all the riches in the world.”

— ELIZABETH BLACKWELL—



FROM THE LATE 1700S through the nineteenth century, thousands of Americans looked across the horizon, toward the setting sun, and felt an itch for adventure.

Hungry for freedom and a different way of life, the pioneers left behind everything they’d ever known. They were urged to “Go West, young man,” but women and families also migrated in droves. They traveled in covered wagons and caravans across the Great Plains and along the Oregon Trail.

Once they arrived, these daring men and women started their lives anew. They built cabins in the wilderness and lean-tos on the prairie. They braved deep snow and long droughts to grow their own food and raise their own meat.

[image: ]

The original pioneers were literally trailblazers—carving out paths where there were none.

But as the Wild West became tamed, and the rugged plains became suburbs and highways, we lost sight of the mindset that made the pioneers so inspiring. In modern times, life is quick and easy. You can eat tomatoes in the middle of December, get pizza delivered to your doorstep in half an hour, and buy anything you need with just the click of a mouse. But this comes at a cost. Hothouse tomatoes could never compare to vegetables plucked from your own garden. And there’s no better feeling than nestling underneath a quilt you’ve made yourself.

It’s hard to imagine living exactly like the original pioneers. You can’t go backwards, and there are times when quick and easy is exactly what you need. But while most of you don’t want to leave your lives behind and build a log cabin, many of you do want to be more self-sufficient. And sometimes, when you eat fast food or pull out your credit card for an overpriced bar of fancy soap, you feel the same itch that your forefathers had.

In The Modern-Day Pioneer, you’ll discover all of the secrets of simple living that America has forgotten over the years. You’ll learn how to use whatever land you have—whether that’s an acre, a backyard, or a windowsill—to grow your own food. Then you’ll learn to can and preserve, allowing you to enjoy that food all year round. You’ll learn how to keep yourself in fresh eggs, meat, and honey by raising chickens, rabbits, and bees. Inside The Modern-Day Pioneer are recipes for easy and economical meals, from hearty bread that a pioneer would eat on the frontier to nutritious cuisine that can cure everything from depression to a runny nose. You’ll discover the magic of fermentation first hand with an introduction to brewing your own beer.

This book will introduce you to crafts that are both practical and therapeutic. You’ll take the first steps toward becoming a master quilter, soapmaker, and candlemaker. You’ll learn to mend clothes and sew buttons. You don’t need to know these skills to survive, the way the pioneers did. But as a Modern-Day Pioneer, you’ll enjoy exploring each of these activities, discovering which ones bring out your frontier spirit.

The Modern-Day Pioneer connects you with an entire community of homesteaders. Like the original pioneers, who found camaraderie through quilting bees and barn raisings, these men and women are constantly meeting new people and striking up friendships through shared interests. More than a series of hobbies, The Modern-Day Pioneer is the doorway into an entire culture.

By holding this book, you have taken the first step toward leading a more rewarding life. And the next time you look out across the horizon and feel an itch, you’ll know exactly how to scratch it.

“Where there is an open mind, there will always be a frontier.”

— CHARLES KETTERING —
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CHAPTER 1

HOW A PIONEER TENDS:
Using the Land You Have



“Earth is here so kind, that just tickle her with a hoe and she laughs with a harvest.”

— DOUGLAS WILLIAM JERROLD —



WHEN THE ORIGINAL PIONEE RS TRAVELED WEST, they found an unmitigated wilderness vastly different from the gilded cities back East. It was up to them to turn the rugged frontier landscape into terrain that could support their survival. Slowly they cultivated the prairie, turning it into gardens that could grow vegetables and herbs, orchards that provided fruit, and farmland where they could raise cattle.

Modern-Day Pioneers live all over the world, in apartment complexes, suburbs, and farms. You can use your space to grow and cultivate food—whether it’s a garden, a back porch, or a windowsill. In this chapter you’ll learn how to keep rabbits, chickens, and bees. You’ll even learn how to make compost and recycle rainwater to keep your plants growing strong.

THE PRAIRIE IN YOUR BACKYARD

IF YOU HAVE ENOUGH LAND TO GARDEN, you must contemplate several factors when deciding what to plant.

First, look at your climate and the amount of sunlight your plot will get. If you get full sun all day, some plants will grow better than if the area only gets a few hours of sunlight. If your site is shady, choose the plants that can tolerate a bit less sun, or if it is a bit wet, make sure the plants can take a little extra moisture at certain times of the year.

Vegetables that do well with four to six hours of sunlight:


[image: ] Carrots

[image: ] Lettuce

[image: ] Kale

[image: ] Peas

[image: ] Swiss chard



Vegetables that need more sunlight (at least six to eight hours):


[image: ] Cucumber

[image: ] Eggplant

[image: ] Peppers

[image: ] Squash

[image: ] Tomatoes



Planting Methods

Next, take a look at the landscape of your land. If it’s possible, choose a level site for your garden with good drainage and easy access. A hilly area will drain quicker than a flat one, making it more difficult to keep the plants well watered.

Row Gardening

If you are lucky enough to have flat land with good soil, row gardening is your best growing method. Row gardening is usually used on larger plots, but this method of growing can be easily utilized in small spaces, such as in flat, sunny backyards. When planning a row garden, it is important to make sure you allow space for pathways between and at the end of each row to accommodate a place for you to walk and use any larger tools, like a rototiller or wheelbarrow. Walking on the soil where you will be planting your vegetables can compact it and harm the soil structure. When designing this style of garden, make designated pathways.

Rows can be as long or as wide as you want or need them to be. Often the width is dependent on the type of equipment you will be using to till the beds. If you are going to use a rototiller, measure the width of the tines. This will give you an idea of how wide you want your bed to be. When choosing the width of your garden bed, consider how long your reach is; if you are weeding on one side, can you easily reach across the bed without straining your back?

Growing in Raised Beds

If your land is not flat, or if the soil quality is poor, raised beds may be a better option for your garden. Raised garden beds have four sides and hold soil. If you want to grow in a moist area that has poor drainage, this method will allow you to better control where your water goes. If you have a sloped or terraced garden site, raised beds will help define these areas and make it easier to grow plants in the more difficult to reach areas. Another great reason for using raised beds is that the bed can be made to any height. If you cannot bend easily, the raised bed can work very well for you. Make sure it is built to the height that is comfortable. If it is a low bed, adding a ledge on the top will allow you to sit while gardening.

Wood, stones, bricks, and cement are the most common materials used when making raised beds. Wood is easy to find and build with, and it is often not that expensive. When building your beds with wood, you want to choose wood that will not rot easily. If you can, choose wood such as cedar or redwood, as both these are more resistant to rot because of their natural oils. Stay away from pressure-treated wood or wood covered in creosote, as these products contain heavy metals and poisons such as arsenic, copper, and chrome. These chemicals can leach into your garden soil and ultimately into your food.
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FIGURE 1-1: RAISED WOODEN GARDEN BED

If wood is not the look you want, rocks are also often easy to find and can be very attractive. However, one disadvantage to using rock is that it does not have the same barrier from weeds and grass as solid wood sides do. You may need to use cement to fill in the crevices and cracks between the rocks for a sturdier barrier.

If you want a more defined raised bed but do not want to use wood or stone, try using cement blocks, standard masonry bricks, or larger interlocking bricks. They come in various colors and sizes and can be easily stacked to increase the height of your raised bed if that is a concern. For a more involved and a permanent option, you can also make your raised beds with cement.

This design is for a 4-foot-wide, 8-foot-long, 12-inch-high wood raised bed. The first thing you want to do is decide exactly where you want your raised bed to be, as you want to build it on that same spot.

BUILDING A RAISED BED


Here is your list of materials for one raised bed:


	Three 8-foot-long (12-inch-wide by 2-inch-thick) boards (wood made from cedar or redwood), one cut in half to make two 4-foot-long boards

	One 4-foot-long (2-inch-thick by 4-inch-wide) board, cut into four 1-foot-long (2-inch-thick by 4-inch-wide) boards (two-by-fours)

	Twenty-four 4-inch wood screws for full dimension wood or 3-inch wood screws for planed wood

	Drill

	Screwdriver to match the wood screw heads



Most building supply stores will cut the pieces of wood for a minimal charge, saving you time. You now have two (8-foot-long by 12-inch-wide by 2-inch-thick) pieces and two (4-foot-long by 12-inch-wide by 2-inch-thick) boards to make your rectangular box; you also have four pieces of 1-foot lengths of two-by-fours.

Directions for construction:


	Lay each 8-foot length on the ground; place a piece of two-by-four at each end and using three screws on each, attach the two-by-four length to each flat end of the board. Drilling a hole not quite the length of the screw into the wood first will make screwing the pieces together easier. Attaching the two-by-four to the board will give the sides of your raised bed more support.

	These 8-foot boards will be used as the sides of your box. The 4-foot lengths are the ends of your rectangular box. Attach each 4-foot length to the two-by-fours using three screws on each corner. You now have a four-sided raised bed.





Rotation Gardening

The pioneers understood that it wasn’t enough to plant their crops in the right places at the right times; they also needed to plan their farming land for years to come. An unplanned crop could transform bountiful, rich soil into dead dirt. Vegetable rotation is a process used to ensure that certain vegetables or a family of vegetables is not planted in the same spot in successive years. Different plants require different amounts of nutrients from the soil to grow well. You should add compost (which you’ll learn how to make later in this chapter) to your soil each year. However, it is also important to move your plants around each year so as not to deplete the nutrients. One year you may grow a vegetable that uses a lot of nitrogen, and the following year you may plant a crop that uses more phosphorus. By rotating your vegetable layout the soil can have time to rebuild the nitrogen in that area.

Moving your vegetables to different areas of your garden each year will also help cut down on pests and diseases. Some plants attract certain pests and diseases, which often live in the soil. If you move this vegetable to another area of the garden, the pests or diseases will die. Different plants also will repel certain pests.

The best way to keep track of your plant rotation is to categorize the plants you’re interested in growing. There are four basic categories of vegetables:

[image: ] Heat-loving vegetables such as tomatoes, peppers, eggplants, and squash.

[image: ] Brassica crops like broccoli, cabbage, cauliflower, Brussels sprouts, and kale.

[image: ] Root vegetables such as beets, carrots, garlic, leeks, onions, potatoes, radishes, and turnips.

[image: ] Other vegetables like beans, lettuce, peas, and Swiss chard.

FOUR-YEAR VEGETABLE ROTATION

Divide your garden plot into sections, and plant vegetables from the same category in the same section. Then each year, rotate the kind of plants you grow in each part of your garden. A four-year plan should look like this:

[image: ]

Planting Fruit Trees

For the Modern-Day Pioneer, what could be better than biting into a perfectly ripe and juicy piece of fruit from your own garden? Common fruit trees for home gardens include apple, cherry, peach, pear, and plum trees.

The fruit trees that are most suitable for home gardens are dwarf stock, which can be grown as individual trees or as a horizontal cordon or fan espalier. Espalier is a lattice made of wood or wire on which to train fruit trees by selecting lateral branches to grow horizontally on each side of a main stem. Training fruit trees to grow on an espalier is one of the best tree forms for a small-space garden. The tree will have a single stem with no major spreading branches. It will take up little space, be easy to manage, and have a high yield for a small tree. The most popular dwarf trees are apples and pears.


PIONEER TIP!

When purchasing a tree, choose one that is one or two years old. Older trees will be too hard to reestablish. In the first year, only the main stem grows; in the second season the side shoots (branches) grow from the main stem. In the third year, the side shoots grow from the first branches, and so on.



Planting Your Tree

Most trees or shrubs are bought in containers and are best planted between mid-fall and early spring. Fruits do not like waterlogged soil, so make sure the area where you will be planting is well drained. You also want to make sure the soil is not frozen. When you are ready to plant, dig a hole wide enough so you can spread the plant’s roots outward and deep enough so the roots will be covered by 3 or 4 inches of soil.

Place a stake deeply and firmly in the center of the hole. You want the stake to be tall enough to reach the point where the stems begins to branch. Place 4 to 6 inches of aged manure or compost into the hole and work this into the existing soil. If the tree roots are dry, soak them in water for a couple of hours. Plant the tree no deeper than it was in the container, which is indicated by the soil mark around the stem. Fill the hole with topsoil, shaking the tree a few times to settle the soil around the roots. Once the roots are covered, firm the soil around the base of the tree by gently treading on it. Tie the tree to the stake.

It is best not to grow grass around your tree for two or three years.

Growing Herbs

Throughout this book you’ll learn about the many ways a Modern-Day Pioneer can use herbs. In almost every culture in history there are references to using herbs for preparing and preserving food, scenting the air, and treating illness and wounds. Most herbs are wild, tough plants that have not changed despite being cultivated for centuries.

When planning your herb garden, first decide where you would like to locate the plants. If you’re keeping your herbs outside, consider growing them near the back or front door so that the plants will be easily accessible to the kitchen.

When harvesting herbs, be sure to pick them early in the morning. The best time is just after the dew has dried, but before the sun has hit the leaves. The reason for this timing is that the essential oils found in the herb leaves lose their quality of flavor and fragrance once the leaves are exposed to heat.

When harvesting perennial herbs such as thyme, mint, and lavender, it is important not to harvest too much of the plant in the first year of growth. If the plant is cut back too much, the root system will not be able to develop properly. A light trim will help to shape the plant and encourage bushiness. Once the plant has become established, you can harvest up to two-thirds of the plant each season.

Most annual and biennial plants can be cut several times over the season, and a good rule of thumb is to cut the top half of the plant at each cutting. Just before the first frost, either pull the plant or cut it at ground level. The same is true when harvesting biennials such as parsley. If you are growing to save herb seeds, find a way to mark the plant early in the season and do not cut it so that it will produce a large amount of seeds. If you’re growing the plant in a container, write a note on the pot. If you’re planting it in the ground, perhaps place it on the edge of your herb garden; anything to remind you that you’re treating that plant differently from the others. Biennials will not produce seeds until the second year.
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THE PRAIRIE IN THE CITY

IF YOU ARE A MODERN-DAY PIONEER in the concrete jungle, the only outdoor space you have may be a balcony or porch. Growing your vegetables in containers is a great solution.

When space is tight, it is best to concentrate on growing small quantities of several different crops and choosing smaller or dwarf varieties of larger plants. Planting in pots is probably the easiest and most common way to grow food on a balcony or patio, as there is usually no earth space available.

When planning your space, looking for how much sunlight the area gets is the first step. Most vegetables, herbs, and fruit or berry bushes need at least six hours of sun, so take the time to check this out. If you get less than six hours, there are fewer options, but you can still grow many of the vegetables listed earlier in this chapter such as lettuce or Swiss chard. You should also consider the proper-sized container in which to grow your plants. You will want to give your plants enough space so they can grow to maturity. Most herb and vegetable plants need a pot with at least a depth of one foot of soil to grow their best.

Finding Containers

Containers can be purchased at your local nursery or hardware store. The most common kinds available are traditional oak barrels, pots made from reconstituted paper, terra cotta, ceramic, wood, plastic, and resin. If you are planning to grow your vegetables in a container for several years, choose a good-quality one that will last. Containers need to be cleaned on a regular basis to keep them looking good, as well as pest- and disease-free, so choose a container that you can take care of easily.

To save money, you can recycle items that are no longer fulfilling their original purpose. You can use many different kinds of small containers for growing lettuce: tin cans, milk cartons, a bucket, or an old cooking pot are all wonderful options. When you purchase garden pots, there usually are holes in the bottom of them already; however, if you are recycling a container, make sure you make at least one good drainage hole so excess water can easily drain.

If you want to grow root crops (such as potatoes and carrots) or beans and peas, you’ll need a larger container. Some good choices include Styrofoam coolers, wooden crates, plastic crates (which may need a liner such as landscape fabric in order to hold the soil), and plastic ice cream buckets (ask at your local ice cream parlor for their empties). Garbage cans, wooden barrels, metal washbasins, old wheelbarrows that have become rusty and full of holes, or plastic clothes hampers are great options for planting larger crops such as tomatoes, potatoes, and squash.

What Grows Well in a Container

The following are suitable vegetables to grow in containers:


[image: ] Beans

[image: ] Beets

[image: ] Broccoli

[image: ] Carrots

[image: ] Cucumber

[image: ] Lettuce

[image: ] Peas

[image: ] Peppers

[image: ] Radishes

[image: ] Spinach

[image: ] Tomatoes



To grow lettuce, spinach, salad greens, radishes, and green onions, you need a container approximately 8 to 10 inches wide and at least 6 inches deep. In this size container you could grow two or three of your leafy greens and up to a dozen radishes or green onions. For growing carrots, beets, peas, and beans—just remember your peas and beans will produce a better harvest if they are grown on a trellis or supported in some way—the best size container is approximately 12 to 16 inches wide and at least 10 inches deep. If you choose a rectangular container, you could make great use of the space by growing your peas and beans in the back and planting your root crops in front of them.

Larger vegetables, such as tomatoes, cucumbers, cabbage, broccoli, peppers, potatoes, or dwarf corn, need a container at least 16 inches wide and with at least 18 inches of soil to grow well. For best results, use transplants when growing these vegetables (except for potatoes and corn). Grow only one of these plants in each container. To fill up the pot and make it look more attractive, plant lettuce or herbs around the base of the larger plant.


PIONEER TIP!

If you want to grow a lot of vegetables on your balcony or patio, emphasize your vertical space by using trellises or fences. Grow vegetables that can be trained to grow upright, such as snow peas, shelling peas, pole beans, cucumbers, and tomatoes. Choose attractive materials like bamboo, metal, or wood to make trellises or stakes for your plants.



There are also fruits that do well in containers:


[image: ] Blueberries

[image: ] Raspberries

[image: ] Kumquats, lemons, and dwarf varieties of other fruit trees (must be grown in large pots on a patio in the summer and brought indoors or sheltered when the weather gets cold)



Do not use only potting soil for your fruit trees and shrubs because there is not enough organic matter in it for the plant’s needs. Compost is best, or mix the compost with topsoil. For peaches, nectarines, apricots, and cherries, reduce the topsoil by one quarter and add in sand.

Once the tree is planted, mulch the top of the container with wood chips to help conserve moisture. Give potted fruit trees and shrubs a thorough watering whenever the top inch of soil feels dry. A little fertilizer, like an inch or so of compost or fish fertilizer, should be applied every spring when blossoms start to form. Most fruit trees or shrubs grown in containers will need to be brought indoors or at least protected from the colder winter weather.

Planting in a Container

Here are eight easy steps for planting your containers.


	Select an appropriate-sized container that has drainage holes for the plants you are growing.

	Fill the container with potting soil to within an inch of the top of the container.

	Moisten the soil and let it absorb the water before planting (lukewarm water will be absorbed faster than cold water).

	You can grow several plants in the same pot (except very large ones like tomatoes or squash). They can be crowded in a bit, as about ten small plants will fit into an 18-inch pot.

	Set taller plants in the center of the pot and insert stakes prior to planting any other plants around the larger one. If you will be trellising plants, the larger ones can be placed at the back of the container so they will climb on the trellis, and others can be planted in front.

	Water once the plants are in the soil; this will help settle the soil, and the roots will get established quickly.

	Add more soil, if needed, after watering.

	Keep the container moist and well fertilized.



Window Boxes

Even without a balcony or patio to put some pots on, most Modern-Day Pioneers will have a sunny windowsill that may work just as well. The best option would be to hang the box outside a window that opens; the plants will get more natural light and you can easily reach to water and fertilize the plants.

Most window boxes are approximately two to three feet in length and 6 to 8 inches deep, although there are many different sizes to choose from. If you do not have a sturdy window ledge to support the box, a lightweight option is probably best. There are some great hooks and hangers for supporting a window box over a balcony rail or on the windowsill.

A window box is not usually very large, so the options are more limited; however, you can still grow some of your own food.

Some plants that will grow well in a window box that does not get a lot of heat:


[image: ] Lettuce

[image: ]Swiss chard

[image: ]Spinach
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FIGURE 1-2: WINDOW BOX WITH HERB GARDEN

If your window box gets a great deal of sun, these plants would be a better option:


[image: ] Parsley

[image: ]Chives

[image: ] Basil

[image: ] Peas

[image: ] Beans (if they can be trellised in some way)



When planting your window box, choose plants that will work best for your location. If the area is not too hot, lettuce or spinach will grow in a shallow window box; however, if the area gets a lot of heat, some annual herbs such as basil, parsley, and chives could a better option for you.


PIONEER TIP!

Containers, bagged gardens, and window boxes will need watering every day, especially if the area gets full sun, so check your planters regularly. Have a hose stored under your sink so you have easy access for watering your balcony or patio garden.



Many herbs can be grown in pots indoors during the winter months. Place them in proper-sized containers and position them in a sunny window so you can enjoy using them all winter long. Grow perennials such as marjoram, chives, mint, and winter savory from divisions or cuttings taken in the fall. Basil, dill, and parsley are annuals and will need to be started from seed outdoors (in pots) in late summer and then transplanted into larger pots in the fall. When growing herbs indoors make sure you use a light, well-draining potting soil, and water as needed. Try not to let the plants dry out or be overwatered.

Bagged Garden

Another option is growing your herbs and vegetables in a bagged garden. You can get a shallow plastic container and place the bag of potting mix or a burlap sack into it. Make sure you poke a few drain holes in the bag, then turn it over and cut a flap into the top of the bag to expose the soil for planting. The plastic container will hold moisture as well as keep the area clean; it will act the same as a tray under a container. Just make sure there is no water sitting in the plastic container, as most plants do not like their roots to be too wet—they can start to rot.

The bagged garden is an excellent option for growing the following:


[image: ] Tomatoes

[image: ] Potatoes

[image: ] Carrots

[image: ] Beets

[image: ] Cabbage
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FIGURE 1-3: BURLAP SACK GARDEN

COMPOSTING

MAKING COMPOST CAN BE a huge benefit for your garden or potted plants. It does take some work but for a little time and effort, the rewards are great. You will learn about two methods of creating your own compost: backyard composting and worm composting. A compost pile makes use of kitchen waste that would otherwise go into the garbage, and is an excellent spot to recycle your weeds (just make sure they have not gone to seed). You can allow other garden debris to decompose in the pile rather than having it go to the landfill. The resulting compost is perfect for using in your garden beds, containers, or window boxes.

Backyard Composting

This is the perfect composting method for the Modern-Day Pioneer with outside land where he or she can leave a compost pile for three to six months. The best times to make a new compost pile are in the spring or in the fall, as the heat of the summer or the cold in winter will not slow down the decomposition process. The final result should be a rich, dark-colored material that smells earthy and crumbles easily in your hands.

To make your compost pile:


	Lay down 4 to 6 inches of carbon material—for example, straw, shredded or dried leaves, small sticks, corn or broccoli stalks (chopped into smaller pieces or put through a chipping machine, if possible).

	Cover that with 4 to 6 inches of green material—for example, leaves, grass, and kitchen waste.

	Add in a handful of organic fertilizer with lime if you want, but this is optional.

	Cover with a thin layer of soil or animal manure to keep the flies and odor down.

	Repeat the above steps.



For best results, make the pile at least three feet high by three feet wide before leaving it to sit. Temperature is an important factor in making compost; the larger the pile, the easier it is for the material in it to get to the high temperatures needed to kill any weed seeds or diseased plant material. A temperature that is either too low or too high can slow down the decomposition process, while warm weather has a tendency to speed it up a bit. The pile usually starts out cool, and then as the materials start to decompose, the temperature inside the pile increases. Once your compost pile has reached approximately three feet by three feet, let that one sit and start a new pile. Most plastic compost bins will be approximately this size when they are full so you can move the bin, leaving the pile to work, or have two bins if you have a large amount of debris.

Never let your compost pile dry out, especially in the summer months. Keeping the pile covered will keep the sun from drying it out and prevent the rain from making it too wet.

Take a handful of compost from the middle of the pile; if it is crumbling and slightly moist to the touch, there is enough moisture. If it forms a hard ball, the pile is too wet.

[image: ]

Turning your pile will also allow more air circulation, and is especially important if your pile is too wet. A lot of gardeners never turn their compost and that method does work; however, taking the time to turn your pile over regularly will hasten the decomposition process.

A simple compost structure is a three-sided bin made by stacking concrete blocks, railroad ties, wooden boards, bales of straw, or pallets. Wire fencing or wire mesh can also be used to make a less solid bin as long as the holes are small enough to hold the materials you have. Bending the wire into a circular shape is often the easiest and the sturdiest shape to set up. Make sure the walls are about four feet high and the area inside is a minimum of three feet by three feet.

There are also many different types of plastic compost bins on the market; they are compact and great for a tiny space. Plastic bins are lighter to move around, can last longer than wooden bins, and are enclosed so they can protect your compost from the rain and sun. They come in round shapes, square shapes, solid-sided containers, tumblers, and ones with removable and stackable sides. Most have a capacity of twelve cubic feet, which is the size needed for your compost to heat up.

Apartment Worm Composting

If you live in an apartment or a condominium and do not have access to a backyard, composting with earthworms can be an easy way to turn your kitchen waste into nutritious compost that is great to add to your vegetable containers. An earthworm has the ability to consume its own weight in soil and organic matter each day. It leaves behind castings that are rich compost. Generally, a pound of earthworms will compost one pound of kitchen waste, making one pound of compost each day.

MAKING A WORM BIN


To make this worm bin you need the following items:



	Two (15-gallon) plastic bins

	Bucket

	Burlap sack or newspaper

	Small pail of pebbles

	Peat moss

	Potting soil (or a mixture of organic materials such as straw, soil, and aged manure, if you have it)

	Worms

	Water





Here are the steps to make your earthworm compost:



	Drill at least six holes in the bottom of one of the containers, and then place it into the second container. The second container will hold any liquid that drains from the first bin. Lift out the top bin every few weeks and use the liquid from the second one as a tea for your garden plants.

	Prepare the bedding by filling a bucket one-third full of peat moss, one-third full of a combination of good garden soil, dried straw or leaves, and manure (if you have some available). Finally, fill the last third of the bucket with water.

	Soak this mixture overnight, and the next day squeeze out any excess water.

	Cover the bottom of the plastic bin that has holes with a layer of small pebbles.

	Lay 4 inches of the bedding mixture over the pebbles. Leave the bin to stand one day, as the mixture may heat up too much and kill the earthworms if they are put in right away.

	Move some of the bedding to the side of the bin and place the earthworms from their shipping container into the center of the bin. Lightly cover the earthworms with the bedding you pulled aside.

	Place a burlap sack or some newspapers on top of the bedding and moisten with a watering can. Keep the bedding material moist but not soggy.

	The bin will begin to drip from the holes in the bottom, so make sure the first bin is inserted into the second one so the second can catch the drippings.

	Start feeding the worms slowly. If you give them more than they can eat, the extra vegetable waste will attract flies and heat up the bedding, which can kill the earthworms. Start feeding them soft foods like cooked vegetables, bread scraps, and soups, leftover cereal with the milk, cornmeal, or coffee grounds. After a few weeks your earthworms will be ready to handle raw vegetables. Do not give the earthworms strong foods like onions or garlic.

	Every few weeks add a thin layer of soil on top of the decomposing pile.

	Every two weeks turn the compost with your hands (wear gloves) to aerate it. Reduce the amount of food you give the earthworms for a few days as the earthworms will not come to the surface for a few days after you turn the compost.

	After one month, add another 2 inches of bedding to accommodate the increased worm population (they will have increased over the month).

	After three months the compost will be ready to use; however, you will need to start a new bin in which to move the earthworms. When you are ready to divide the existing box, use a large table covered with a plastic sheet and dump the bedding and worms onto the table. Heap the compost into a pile in the center of the table. Pick out the rocks and put them back into the bin. Any worms exposed to the light will burrow into the center of the pile. Scrape the top of the pile of bedding into a bucket and wait ten minutes while any exposed worms burrow deeper. After several scrapings your worms will be at the bottom of the pile, making it easy to put them back into the bin you are using. If there are a lot of worms, start a second bin.







COLLECTING AND USING RAINWATER

IF YOU LIVE IN A CLIMATE that gets a fair amount of rain, install a rain barrel. A rain barrel is a closed container where water is collected from roof gutters. The water from the gutter is directed to the barrel by having the downspout enter the top of the rain barrel. It is best to have a barrel with a spigot at the bottom of the barrel; that way you can easily pour the water into your watering can to use in the garden.

There are a variety of types and sizes of rain barrels that can be purchased at your local hardware store or garden center. They can fill up fairly quickly, so find one that works for your area and your average rainfall. Collecting rainwater to water your plants, rather than using your tap water, is an easy way to conserve your overall water usage. During the summer months a lot of areas have water restrictions, so collecting rainwater will allow you to have more than enough to keep your vegetable plants healthy.

[image: ]

FIGURE 1-4: RAIN BARREL

RAISING YOUR MEAL

THE PIONEERS grew their own fruit and vegetables, but that was only part of their diet. They also ate hearty rabbit stew, hard-boiled eggs, and honey smeared on sourdough bread (which you’ll learn to make in Chapter 4, “How a Pioneer Bakes”).

Not all Modern-Day Pioneers can keep chickens, rabbits, or bees. You’ll need enough outside land to house the animals and enough free time to tend to them. Make sure that the chickens and rabbits have enough room to roam, and build sturdy structures that will keep predators at bay. Be sure to check your local zoning laws to make sure that you can keep animals on your land. Beekeeping, in particular, has been subject to many laws limiting the places where one can build an active hive. But if you are able to keep your own animals, you’ll find that your meals will taste so much better when all of the ingredients come from your own backyard.

Chickens for Eggs

Egg layers are often divided into two groups, Bantams and Standards.

Bantams

Bantams are very small birds and come in a variety of colors and types. They require less room and less feed than standards do, but they produce smaller eggs (three bantam eggs equal two regular eggs in a recipe). Bantams are often raised as pets because they have great personalities, but don’t let that fool you into thinking they aren’t producers. Bantams make the best brooders (hens that sit on their eggs so they hatch), and soon you’ll have a good-sized flock of bantams.

Standards

Standards range from heavy breeds to light breeds. They include many of the breeds you might be familiar with—Wyandotte, Rhode Island Red, White Plymouth Rock, and Barred Rock. Standards also include fairly unknown breeds like Turkens (naked-necked chickens that look like turkeys); crested breeds, which have tufts of feathers around their heads; and feather-footed breeds. They can produce brown eggs or white eggs and some can even produce colored eggs. No matter what color is on the outside of an egg, the inside is the same. However, if you are thinking about selling some of your excess eggs, brown eggs will bring you more money per dozen. If you are raising a self-propagating flock, look for breeds that are good brooders.

Chickens for Meat

If you are raising chickens for meat you will find the most efficient feed-to-flesh conversion ratio with the Cornish Rock broiler. These hybrid chickens grow quickly and produce broad breasts and big thighs (think white meat and dark meat). But if you are buying chickens in order to create a flock that self-propagates, these are not the chickens for you. First, because they are hybrid, the chicks will not turn out like the parents. Second, because these chickens have been bred to grow so rapidly, they have been known to have heart attacks after three or four months. There are slower growing breeds that are both egg laying and meat producing and those breeds are a wonderful choice for growing a small farm flock. The meat growth will take more time and you will have a lower feed-to-flesh conversion ratio, but you will not have the expense of buying new chicks year after year because you will be able to hatch your own. Generally in these situations, you take the roosters (males) and grow them for meat, because you only need one rooster (and perhaps a backup rooster) for your flock.


PIONEER TIP!

When ou receive your day-old chicks, dip the beak of the chicks in the water before you turn them loose. A baby bird will not instinctively go to the water and can die of dehydration standing right next to a waterer.


 
Raising Rabbits

Rabbits have a higher feed-to-flesh conversion ratio than any other livestock. They are quiet, gentle animals that can be raised almost anywhere. They are well known for their ability to reproduce and provide mild, lean meat that tastes a lot like poultry. Perhaps you are wondering why, if you’re going to raise an animal that tastes like poultry, you wouldn’t just raise chickens instead. The reason is that rabbits are more efficient and productive than chickens are. A female rabbit (doe) can produce up to one thousand times her body weight in food in a single year. You can process (skin and butcher) five rabbits in the same time it takes to process one chicken. Rabbits naturally live in dens and holes, so they can be raised in closer quarters than chickens can.
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