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Introduction

Do you dream of growing your own food, spending your days tending a flock of chickens and a big garden? Do you yearn for land, or perhaps for a homestead in the city? Are you concerned about how your family would make it if you were stuck without power for two weeks? Or perhaps you just want to live a bit more simply so you can spend less time at work and more time on pursuits you enjoy.

Maybe you’ve considered jumping on the homesteading bandwagon but don’t know where to begin. You’ve got a full-time job and lots of commitments, so you don’t have time to milk a cow, and you lack the cash to go off the grid. Is there a middle ground?

My husband and I have been homesteading since 2006, and we know how daunting the endeavor can be. We started out with the land but with very little capital, made every mistake imaginable, tore out our hair trying to balance time and money, and have finally reached an equilibrium where our projects (mostly) fit into the time and budget allotted to them. Along the way, we learned which homesteading projects are simple and cheap enough to recommend to anyone and which ones are better saved for later. Many of the easiest projects are great stepping-stones to true self-sufficiency, and those are the ones that made it into this book.

The Weekend Homesteader is full of short projects that you can use to dip your toes into the vast ocean of homesteading without becoming overwhelmed. If you need to fit homesteading into a few hours each weekend and would like to have fun while doing it, these projects will be right up your alley. They cover the basics of growing your own food, eating the bounty, preparing for emergency power outages, and achieving financial independence. You won’t be completely eliminating your reliance on the grocery store, but you will be plucking low-hanging (and delicious!) fruits out of your own garden by the time all 48 projects are complete.

The book begins in April because that’s when the gardening bug strikes many of us, but you can work on most projects out of order and can start at any point in the year. You should feel free to skip projects that feel out of your league, and if you’ve been dabbling in homesteading for a while already, you might decide other exercises are too basic for your tastes. Remember, homesteading is all about finding the freedom to pursue your own passions, so I hope you’ll consider the projects in this book a jumping-off point rather than the Gospel of Homesteading.


What is homesteading?

“Homesteading” used to mean hacking a livelihood out of the wilderness, building a log cabin, and living off the sweat of your brow. Modern homesteading is a bit different.

Homesteaders now live in high rises and suburban neighborhoods as well as in areas where supplies have to be helicoptered in. Many homesteaders spend forty hours a week working at a desk job or are homemakers busy ferrying their kids from music lessons to soccer practice.

To folks over the age of fifty, I usually describe homesteading this way: “Remember the back-to-the-land movement of the sixties and seventies? Homesteading is the same thing . . . without the drugs and free love.”

Modern homesteaders want to provide their families with a better life than they could afford if they had to pay cash for the trappings. They’re willing to start where they are and use sweat equity to grow nutritious, delicious food, create sustainable heat from locally grown wood, and use free organic matter to rebuild the soil. Most of all, homesteaders want to be healthy, happy, and cheerfully self-sufficient.





[image: Image]

APRIL

(October Down Under)



Find room to homestead



GOAL : Seek out growing space even if you don’t own any land

COST: $0

TIME: 1 hour to 2 hours

DIFFICULTY: Medium

KID-FRIENDLY: Maybe



If you’re lucky enough to own or rent a substantial acreage in the country, this exercise isn’t for you. Your problems will probably consist of reining in your enthusiasm so that your homestead doesn’t sprawl out over the entire back forty and drive you nuts. But many modern homesteaders have a very different dilemma—they live in the city and don’t have any land to call their own. Luckily, opportunities abound for growing your own food even if you live in a high-rise or ritzy suburban neighborhood.

Lawns

Suburbanites have one easy growing space close at hand—the lawn. Depending  on  whom  you  talk  to,  Americans  care  for  somewhere between 14 million and 40 million acres of lawn. That’s a twentieth to an eighth of an acre of potential garden for each man, woman, and child—plenty of space to grow all our own vegetables and a significant portion of our fruit and meat.

But what will the neighbors think if you turn your verdant lawn into a potato field? One option is to leave the street side impeccably manicured and stuff all your homesteading into the shielded backyard. Or you could build a stealth chicken tractor so cute that your neighbors can’t find anything to complain about as the flock grazes (and fertilizes) your grass. (Check your zoning laws and stick to hens for best results.)

Edible landscapers consider it a challenge to grow tasty food in a beautiful fashion. Several fruits and vegetables are so aesthetically pleasing (and unusual) that most nosy neighbors won’t even know you’re raising food in your flower beds. In the annual garden, look for Mexican sour gherkins, Swiss chard with brilliantly multicolored stalks, scarlet runner beans, and okra with cheery, Rose-of-Sharon-like flowers. I see ornamental cabbages, sweet potatoes, sunflowers, and amaranth all the time, suggesting that if you choose a variety that is tasty as well as pretty, your garden can blend right in.

An even easier sell (but more costly to install) is a perennial planting with stunning fruits like hardy kiwis (originally brought to this country as ornamentals), blueberries (with their brilliant fall foliage), and peaches or cherries for spring blooms. In many upscale neighborhoods, edible landscapers will come and turn your lawn into a fruit paradise that pleases the eye just as much as it does the belly—for a fee, of course.

Container gardens and house plants
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Dwarf Meyer lemon trees are one of the most productive house plants around. Frank Hoyt Taylor's tree bore 100 fruits the year this photo was taken.

Photo credit: Nellie Appleby, www.thepleasureofgardening.blogspot.com

What about apartment dwellers who have no lawn? If you’ve got a sunny balcony or window, you can grow a considerable amount of food in pots. Those of you with very limited space should focus on herbs and perhaps a tomato, although I’ve known folks who potted a single sweet potato slip in the spring, watched the beautiful foliage trail down the side of their building all summer, and then enjoyed several pounds of tasty tubers for Thanksgiving.

Light  is  one  of  the  most  important  characteristics  determining whether your container garden will thrive or fail. If your growing space receives sun for only part of the day, stick to growing plants that produce edible leaves—herbs like thyme and chives, leafy greens, and lettuce are better choices than peppers and tomatoes.

Next, consider your soil. Container vegetables thrive in fluffy soil chock-full of organic matter, so start a worm bin if you don’t want to spend an arm and a leg buying potting soil and fertilizer. Then you need to commit to feeding the plants at least once a month with a high nutrient amendment, like compost tea. Remember, container plants don’t have the ability to reach deep into the earth looking for food and water, so you have to provide for all their needs.


Urban homesteading

Although many of us envision large farms in the country, a growing number of people are homesteading right where they live. The urban homesteading movement brings chickens, goats, vegetable gardens, fruit trees, and much more into cities and towns.

If you’re hemmed in by pavement, I recommend you check out Urban Homesteading by Rachel Kaplan with K. Ruby Blume. The book is full of stunning photos, personal experiences, and interviews with individuals and organizations walking the walk of self-sufficiency. You can read more on their website at urban-homesteading.org.
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Even a small driveway can turn into a vibrant garden. Urban Homesteading gives tips on the best tools and tricks to use during pavement demolition.

Photo credit: Kitty Sharkey, www.havenscourthomestead.com



Beyond your yard

If you’ve used up your handkerchief-sized lawn and one sunny window, it’s time to look for more space in the local community. Many cities have community gardens where you can rent a plot of land and raise whatever you like, working beside friendly gardeners who are often willing to show you tricks of the trade. In the spring, these community gardens are often filled to the gills, but gardeners drop like flies in the summer heat, so you might be able to spread out into two or three plots for your fall planting.

Less  affluent  neighborhoods  often  have  empty  lots  where  condemned buildings have been torn down. If you talk to the owner, promising to keep the lot from growing up in a mass of brambles and weeds, he might let you turn the whole area into a garden.

An even better arrangement is to talk to neighbors just down the road about growing space that may be going to waste. Many elderly gardeners are unable to keep their large garden plot thriving—they’d probably be thrilled to share a bit of land with an enthusiastic new homesteader (especially one who leaves the occasional basket of carrots on their back porch).

Churches,  schools,  and  other  public  facilities  are  great  spots for expanding your homestead, since you’ll likely serve as an ambassador for the idea of cheerful self-sufficiency. If you’re civic-minded, you can include students in the project, teaching them to grow some of their own vittles. Maybe your church would be willing to sink some of the cash they use to buy canned goods for the needy into a garden that would feed the poor more wholesome, locally grown food?

Finally, don’t get stuck on the notion of vegetable gardens as the only way to expand your homestead into the neighborhood. A friend of mine shares a clothesline with her neighbor—unless you’re pinning up clothes for an extra large family, one clothesline can easily serve several households. You could collect food scraps from your neighbors to feed chickens or rabbits hidden away in your garage, or just to fill your compost bin. Think outside the box and you’ll make friends while expanding your homestead.


Rooftops

If you live in a high-rise with north-facing windows and no balcony, are you sunk? Nope—there’s always the roof. Some intrepid gardeners are tending vegetable plots on top of skyscrapers, but I always get exhausted thinking of hauling all that compost up several flights of stairs. An easier way to bring your homestead to the roof is honeybees.

A seldom-visited rooftop in the city may well be the perfect location for a honeybee hive—yes, even better than a forty-acre farm. Most folks who garden in the city plant flowers and lots of them, and the pavement all around holds in the heat so the blooms continue for nearly every month of the year. City hives have been shown to produce even more high-quality honey than their country cousins, and it tastes just as good.



Survey your site


GOAL : Figure out the assets and problems presented by your yard and community

COST: $0–$5

TIME: 2 hours to 5 hours

DIFFICULTY: Medium

KID-FRIENDLY: Maybe



What’s the best spot in your yard to plant an apple tree or plan a chicken run? Is there free food going to waste in your neighborhood? This exercise walks you through mapping the important features of your yard and community so that your homestead will thrive.

Map of your yard
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Mapping your yard allows you to keep track of current projects and to plan for the future. This diagram shows the core of my homestead, which is located on a small plateau surrounded by wooded hills.

Start out by drawing a map of your own habitat. If you live on a large parcel of land, make two maps—one that shows your whole property and then a close-up version that illustrates the most-used zones close to home. Mark the location of your house and the edges of your yard. Add trees, shrubs, vines, your vegetable garden, the chicken coop, the doghouse, and anything else you see. If you have a septic field, include it on the map, along with any buried power, phone, or water lines. Sloped ground is important to designate, as are potential sources of water like creeks and ponds.

Some of you are probably tearing out your hair by now. “I can’t draw!” you’re telling me. “I failed art!” Please don’t worry if you’re not a prime draftsman—no one needs to see this map except you. If you’re having trouble drawing to scale, you can pace off distances from your house to a tree, the length of your fence line, and so forth, then use a ruler to mark off approximate distances on your map. Graph paper makes this step easier since you can set a square to equal a foot, two feet, or ten feet and do away with the ruler. But I don’t want you to think that this map has to be perfectly to scale and rendered like a blueprint—it’s just a memory aid, so make it as sketchy as you like.

Once you have a somewhat accurate rendering of your yard, scan it into the computer and print out a few copies (or just photocopy the map). Put the original away somewhere safe so that you can make more copies if necessary, and move on to the next step.

Sunlight
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By combining Google SketchUp and Google Earth, you can estimate shade patterns at different times of the year. Molly Phemister at www.eatcology.com created these two images, showing early afternoon shade during the summer and winter solstices.

Every living thing is affected by the amount of sun and shade in its habitat, so you’re going to devote an entire map to outlining the sunniest and shadiest spots in your yard. The first step is to mark north on your map and look for any obstructions to sunlight, like hills, trees, or buildings. Get up at dawn one morning this week and trace in the shadows when the sun is low, then repeat this endeavor in the evening just before the sun sets. If you’re technologically inclined, consider using Google SketchUp to designate parts of your yard that are in full sun even during the shortest day of the year.

Next, think about areas that aren’t shady now but will be soon. Draw the canopy spread your fruit trees will exhibit when fully grown (see December's“Plant a fruit tree” project for average sizes), and add on the shade line from the porch you plan to build.

You should now have a good idea of the sunniest and shadiest parts of your yard. Sun is good for your garden, your chicken coop in winter, your beehive, and your clothesline. Shade is perfect for relaxation during hot weather, for summer chicken habitats, and for planting northern species (like gooseberries) at the southern limit of their range.

Soil quality

After sunlight, the most important factor influencing plant life is soil quality. An exercise in January will walk you through sending your soil off for scientific testing, but for now we’re going to focus on what you can see with the naked eye.

Start with sogginess. During heavy rains, are there parts of the yard that puddle up or turn into a muddy mess? If so, mark these on your map. Even if you’ve never seen your yard after a rain, you can get an idea of swampy areas from the plants growing there. In mowed yards, sedges and rushes will often grow up in waterlogged spots. These plants look like grasses to the untrained observer but are easy to distinguish once you start paying attention. “Sedges have edges,” meaning that their stems are triangular in cross-section rather than round (easy to tell by spinning a stem between your thumb and finger), and sedges also produce flowers and fruit that look different from grass seed heads. “Rushes are round,” meaning that these plants have stems that are totally circular, a bit like grass but lacking any flat leaf blades. Rushes also tend to be darker green than other grasslike plants, while sedges tend to be more yellow green.

Next, look for soil fertility. Are there areas where grass struggles to grow and patches of bare ground show through? There’s probably something wrong with the soil there (or it’s just a high-traffic part of the yard, which is also good to know). Large expanses of broomsedge (a tall grass that turns red brown during dry weather) are indicators of poor soil, especially in fields that aren’t mowed down into a lawn regularly. If you’re living on the site of an old farm, you might also find very fertile areas where the family dumped their compost or where their outhouse once stood, often marked by lush stands of wild blackberries.

[image: Image]

You can learn a lot about your soil by digging up a spadeful and peering inside. Earth full of worms is usually rich with organic matter.

If you want, you can go a step further and dig up a spadeful of soil from several spots in your yard. Is the soil all the same, or does the dirt look darker (more fertile) in some areas than in others? Is your earth hard to pierce with a shovel (a sign of clay), full of rocks, or sandy and easy to spade up? Are many worms present (a sign of highly organic matter)?

Each soil type provides prime conditions for some plants but will make others struggle. For example, we spent years trying to grow fruit trees in a waterlogged part of the yard before learning that we had to create mounds of raised soil before planting or the trees’ roots would drown. On the other hand, this area would be a great spot to install a pond or plant cranberries. The best soil for your vegetable garden will be fertile, not too wet, and made up of a mixture of sand, clay, and organic matter. Meanwhile, a field of broomsedge might be a good location for a chicken run since these animals’ high-fertility manure will naturally improve poor soil.

Nodes and paths
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To create paths your dogs and kids will follow, design around nodes (designated by red circles on this map). Assuming there's no obstruction (like a tree) between nodes, most people and animals will follow the path of least resistance, even if that "natural path" (shown as a red line) tramples through your flowerbeds.

The next map you’ll draw is a traffic diagram of your yard. We all like to believe that we start with a clean slate and can do anything we want to with our habitat, but the truth is that your dog is going to run from the house to the garage every time your spouse comes home from work, and the kids aren’t going to follow that beautiful, winding path and will instead cut straight across your flower bed. It’s easier to figure out where natural paths lie in advance and then work around them  rather  than  spend  your  days  yelling  at  Fido  when  he  walks in the wrong spot.

Nodes are a good way of discovering natural paths. A node is any spot in your yard (or just outside the boundaries) that receives a lot of attention from any human or animal in your family. Every door is a natural node, and so is the spot where you park your car, the pond your dog likes to drink out of, and the tree your kids love to climb. Most of us are pretty linear, and if you draw straight lines between your yard’s nodes, you’ve probably discovered the natural paths.

Your traffic map will give you an idea of where to create mulched or  stone  pathways  to  prevent  mudholes  during  rainy  days,  and where to place gaps in raised beds so that your dog doesn’t make his own hole right through your prize tomato plant. On the other hand, high-maintenance crops or herbs you use often should be planted close to a main thoroughfare so that they get attention and are cared for and harvested regularly.

Map of your community

The final step in this weekend’s exercise is to create a diagram of your community. The simplest way to start is to go to Google Maps and print out a map showing the area within a few miles of your house. Your community map will vary drastically depending on whether you live in a walkable urban area and spend most of your time within a mile or two of home or whether you live in a rural setting and have to drive twenty or thirty miles every time you head to the store.

You should tweak this map to focus on what’s important to you, whether that’s bagged autumn leaves to mulch your garden or discarded building supplies to turn into a shed out back. Mark down sources of free garden fertility, like the coffee shop that throws away its grounds, the mill with excess sawdust, or the stable with piles of manure. Neighborhood fruit trees are another natural fit for this map since many city dwellers have forgotten what to do with wormy apples and leave them to rot on the ground; if you know when the June apples two blocks over are ripe, it would be worth marking the event on your calendar so you can ask to harvest some found fruit. A community garden and the home of an elderly neighbor whose vegetable patch is starting to flag from lack of energy are worth noting if you have limited growing space—both could turn into supplemental garden plots for you. Consider areas you walk or drive to regularly—can you pick up out-ofdate newspapers from a store on your way to work and turn them into worm-bin bedding?

You may also want to consider negative ways that your community might impact your homestead. Do you have a neighbor who’s concerned with tidiness? If so, it might be a good idea to put your clothesline out of his sight. Does another neighbor spray herbicides along the property line? Best keep your vegetable garden a few feet back from the boundary so you don’t end up eating poisons. Is there a polluting industrial facility within a few miles that will send windborne pollution in your direction? Perhaps a windbreak of bamboo or trees on that side of your property would capture the chemicals and keep them out of your yard.


Weather

There’s a reason farmers like to sit around and talk about the weather—temperature and precipitation have a huge effect on crops and livestock. It wouldn’t hurt to get into the habit of paying attention to the weather on your homestead at the same time you’re learning about its physical landscape.

I try to keep track of the amount of precipitation and of the maximum and minimum temperature every day, recording the information in a notebook or spreadsheet (or on my blog). I also note down the date of the first frost and the first killing freeze in the fall, along with the last frost in the spring.

The main piece of equipment you’ll need to start your miniature weather station is a digital thermometer that keeps track of the maximum and minimum temperature. You can buy a rain gauge as well, or you can simply use a straight-sided bucket combined with a ruler to measure water depth.

Your records will be most useful during the growing season, when precipitation totals will help you decide whether to water your garden. In addition, you’ll begin to learn how your homestead’s microclimate differs from the local weather station that supplies your daily forecast. Our homestead sits on the north side of a hill, so we can count on spring freezes even if the forecast predicts a low of only 36°F, which helps me know when to pull out the row covers to protect strawberry flowers. After a few years on your farm, you’ll know which direction the storms come from, will be able to locate an exposed spot that might someday house a windmill, and much more.



What do I do with all these maps?

Hopefully, the simple act of making these maps has gotten your creative juices flowing. Maybe you’re itching to put in an herb bed right outside the kitchen door or to approach that neighbor two houses down whose luscious peaches are attracting yellow jackets. Feel free to let the maps guide your interests.

On the other hand, even if you’re sick of the project, don’t throw your maps away. Rustle up a binder or folder and put the maps together in a safe spot so that you’ll have them when it’s time to find a spot for your beehive or currant bush. It never hurts to gather extra information when planning a homestead.

Plan your summer garden


GOAL : Decide on the size, location, and layout of your summer garden and choose the vegetables to plant

COST: $0–$20

TIME: 1 hour

DIFFICULTY: Easy

KID-FRIENDLY: Maybe



This week’s project is a simple thought experiment that can be completed in an hour with pen and paper and a short stroll around your yard.

Garden size

The worst mistake most beginning gardeners make is to bite off more than they can chew. I’ve heard several reports of ambitious gardeners who put in a huge garden in May then lost the whole thing to weeds before they ate a single tomato. After five years growing most of our food, I’ve gained a healthy respect for the large amount of time it takes to weed the garden, harvest the produce, and process it for the winter, and yet I still tend to try to plant a bigger and bigger garden every May. I hope you’ll do what I say, not what I do.

So  how  big  is  a  realistic  garden?  If  you  are  truly  a  weekend homesteader with only a couple of hours per week to throw at the vegetable garden, I recommend an initial planting area of no more than 144 square feet of growing area (excluding the aisles). If you lay out the garden in three-foot-wide beds (as I’ll discuss below), that’s a single row forty-eight feet long. A garden this size will keep you well occupied through the weekends of the growing season, so if you have other commitments, you might choose to halve that recommendation and start with an even smaller space. When in doubt, err on the side of caution—you can always expand next year.

Many of you may be curious about the size of my own garden. Using a tenth of an acre of growing space (4,356 square feet, not counting the aisles), my husband and I grow all our vegetables and an increasing amount of our fruit, along with staple crops that many folks don’t bother with, like sweet potatoes, white potatoes, onions, and garlic. We preserve food throughout the summer so that we can eat our own vegetables all winter, and we give away about a fifth of our garden’s produce. I’m telling you this because I want you to realize that your first little garden is a huge step in the right direction. If you felt confident enough to double your growing area annually, in just three years you’d be growing all the vegetables one person could eat!

Garden location

Now that you’ve decided on the size of your first garden, it’s time to select a spot. If you live in the city, you may have very little choice about the location (but see the April project “Find room to homestead” for great ideas on hunting down arable land in town). If you have options, it’s a good idea to choose a spot that gets full sun, doesn’t have standing water for long after rains, and has dark-colored soil.

Even more important than the quality of the growing space, though, is the proximity to your front door. I promise that you will eventually let that garden patch go to weeds if you plant it a quarter of a mile away at the end of your driveway, so locate your garden as close to home as possible so that you can enjoy its beauty and easily run out the front door to pick a tomato for your salad.

Garden layout

[image: Image]

Long beds divided by wide aisles make gardening easier. My permanent beds never get compacted by foot traffic, so they produce higher yields every year.

If you’ve gardened before, you might be used to tilling up a big plot of land and planting your vegetables in nice long rows. As you’ll see in the next chapter, I’m going to tell you to let your rototiller rust, so I might as well go ahead and tell you to ditch the rows too.

Permanent beds and aisles have a lot of advantages for the backyard gardener. In most cases, permanent beds produce larger quantities of vegetables than row gardens do because the plants don’t have to deal with compacted soil and because the gardener can concentrate her precious compost in the beds rather than wasting it in the aisles. You can often plant your vegetables closer together, too, which results in even higher yields.

What about size and shape of the beds? Most experts recommend making your permanent beds four feet wide so that you can reach the middle easily from both aisles. I’m on the short (and lazy) side, though, and have discovered that three-foot-wide beds work much better for me. These skinnier beds allow me to do many garden chores while sitting down, saving my back and increasing my enjoyment of time spent in the garden. I’ve also found that wide aisles—just as wide as the beds—make it easy to maneuver wheelbarrows and lawnmowers  around  and  that  long, straight  beds  are  perfect  for that purpose. If you’re gardening in a very limited space, you should ignore my advice and maximize your growing area, but if you’ve got room to spread out, I think you’ll be happier with the guidelines I’ve listed here.


Record-keeping

Unless you have a stellar memory, gardening depends on keeping good notes. I recommend you start a map and spreadsheet (or notebook) to keep track of plantings at the same time you are laying out your new garden.

If you’re building permanent beds, you can sketch your garden once, scan the drawing into your computer or make several photocopies, then never have to repeat the drafting work. Giving each garden bed a label makes it easy to refer quickly and easily to that location in your notes. I find it helpful to use a number and letter combo to distinguish a bed, so the first row of beds in my garden is labeled “A1,” “A2,” “A3,” etc., the second row of beds is labeled “B1,” “B2,” “B3,” and so forth.

A spreadsheet helps you keep track of where vegetables were located in years past.

[image: Image]

Either way, I recommend coupling your garden map with a spreadsheet (or at least a notebook if you’re technophobic). Every time I plant a bed, I note down the date, the vegetable variety, the seed source, and the bed number. In some cases, I’ll also record the portion of the bed planted (if I’m combining more than one vegetable species or variety in the same bed), soil amendments I used, harvest information, and disease and insect problems. You can put all the same information in a notebook, but using a spreadsheet makes it much easier to search through your notes.



Simple vegetables and herbs

[image: Image]

Healthy gardens are full of beneficial insects, like this praying mantis climbing an okra pod.

Now for the really fun part—deciding what to grow! If the worst beginning gardener mistake is starting with a huge garden that completely overwhelms you, the second worst is trying to grow the trickiest plants and then throwing in the towel when they succumb to pests and diseases. Assuming that your only experience with growing things has been sprouting a sunflower seed in kindergarten, you should probably pick your first plantings from the following list of easy summer vegetables:

Swiss chard—This summer green is one of the most trouble-free plants in our garden. You can cook it just like spinach, but Swiss chard is much simpler to grow.

Okra—Okra may seem like an odd choice for your first garden, but if you live in the hot South, it is one of the easiest and most productive vegetables. The hardest part about growing okra is remembering to pick the fruits every day before they get woody, and then finding creative ways to put this nutritious vegetable on your plate. We’ve discovered that steaming the fruits whole (with the stem intact) prevents the sliminess that turns so many folks off okra.

Summer squash (including zucchini)—These squashes require space and can be somewhat problematic in the Southeast where they succumb to mildews and squash vine borers. However, if you have room and live in a hotter, drier climate, a zucchini or summer squash should have a spot in your first garden for its sheer productivity. It’s inspiring to come in from the vegetable patch with an overflowing basket of vegetables . . . all from one vine.
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French filet beans are picked when small, so you don't need to snap them and remove the strings. We swear by Masai, a variety that keeps plugging along from an early summer planting until the first frost.

Green beans—Like squash, green beans have some serious insect pests, but if the bugs don’t hit your patch, you’ll have a copious harvest just a few weeks after planting. Bush beans don’t require trellising but will need to be planted each month after your frostfree date for a continual harvest.

Tomatoes—If you start with sets (seedling plants bought at the local feed store or farmer’s market), tomatoes are pretty simple. Transplant the tomatoes deeper than they came in the pot, since submerged stems will grow extra roots and give your plants a better start. Tomatoes can succumb to blight if you have too much rain, so put them in the sunniest part of the garden and tie the plants up along a stake, pruning out excess growth. Actually, tomatoes are really a plant for intermediate gardeners, but they have to go on the year-one list because the taste difference between homegrown tomatoes and those blocks of wax you buy in the store is so extreme that even one fruit will make you catch the gardening bug.

Mint—Mint is the easiest herb you can grow, as long as you put it in a pot or sink a root barrier into the ground around your mint patch, so that the vigorous plants don’t take over your whole garden. Unlike the rest of the plants listed here, mint is also a perennial in zones 3 through 11, so once you plant it, you’ll have a mint patch for years.

Basil—Basil is one of the lowest maintenance plants in our garden—we clear away mulch, throw down the seeds, and then just snip fragrant leaves all summer. Despite that, I’ve heard that some folks encounter disease problems, so don’t feel too bad if your patch bombs.

Although the vegetables and herbs listed above are the easiest, don’t feel obliged to put in a big patch of okra if your family detests the taste. That said, I started out my gardening career as an extremely picky eater then discovered that nearly every vegetable I thought I hated tasted heavenly when picked at the peak of perfection from my own garden. Maybe it would be worth putting in a bed of those awful green beans and tasting them before giving up on the whole species?


Vertical gardening
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Brian began his trellises as a way of protecting his vegetables from squirrels. Now he produces beans, peas, watermelons, cucumbers, and Malabar spinach in a small space by growing them up instead of out.
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Photo credit: Brian Cooper

City gardeners with very limited growing area should consider getting creative with trellises. A trellis can be as simple as two lightweight metal fence posts holding up some plastic fencing material, or as complex as the beautiful wooden and metal trellises Brian Cooper designed for his suburban yard.

As an added bonus, trellises turn a plain vegetable garden into a multi-dimensional attraction. Combined with the edible ornamentals listed in the April project “Find room to homestead,” vertical gardening might help you slip a stealth vegetable garden past your neighborhood association’s radar.

Just be sure to take the height of trellised plants into account and locate vertical gardens on the north side of your growing space or on the south side if you’re living in the southern hemisphere. Otherwise, trellises will act like trees and shade your low-growing vegetables, stunting their growth.



Kill mulch


GOAL : Prepare a garden plot without tilling the soil

COST: $0–$100

TIME: 1 hour to 4 hours

DIFFICULTY: Medium

KID-FRIENDLY: Yes



Now for the fun part—getting your hands dirty preparing your garden ground! Even if you already have a big garden ready to plant, it’s worth using this technique to make a new spot for a tree, bush, or herb patch just to learn the procedure. Once you know how to make kill mulches, you’ll suddenly see a need for them everywhere.

Why no-till?

If you’ve never grown a garden before, you’re in luck—you don’t have anything to unlearn. For the rest of us, it’s time to revisit our deeply held belief that the only way to start the year’s garden is to pull out the rototiller (or hire our neighbor to bring over his tractor) and till the earth. Tilling has three main goals:

• loosening the soil so that you can plant seeds

• killing any undesired plants

• working in compost

Unfortunately, tilling also causes problems like these:

Erosion. The loose soil that looks so delectable after the rototiller passes by is just waiting to blow or wash away. Erosion not only reduces your garden’s fertility, it also causes problems downstream, like the 7,000-square-mile dead zone in the Gulf of Mexico.

Death of beneficial soil microorganisms. Bacteria and fungi in the soil help your plants grow, but they are primarily found in the top three inches. When you till the soil, you mix the layers together, and many of these useful microbes perish.

Loss of organic matter. Tilling incorporates large quantities of air into the soil and causes the remaining soil microorganisms to work double time. The job of many of these tiny critters is to break down organic matter into carbon dioxide and forms of nitrogen that plants can use. While your crops enjoy a quick burst of food, you lose the soil’s long-term ability to hold water and micronutrients, and the carbon dioxide released into the air contributes to global warming.

More weeds. Although tilling does kill the weeds currently growing in your garden, it also moves new weed seeds to the surface where they quickly sprout and grow.

Soil compaction. One of the goals of tilling is to loosen up the soil, but if you can’t wait until spring’s rains have drained out of the ground, you’ll end up compacting the ground instead. In the worstcase scenario, you can even create a layer of hardpan—a line of soil just below the reach of plow tines that is packed so thoroughly that roots and water can’t penetrate it.

Crusting. On the other hand, if you till when the soil is too dry, you can pulverize the earth into tiny particles that form a crust on the surface after the first rain. This crust prevents subsequent water from percolating into the soil, and your seedlings die of thirst.


Recommended reading

If you’re interested in reading more about soil microorganisms and intensive gardens, I recommend the following books:

Teaming with Microbes, by Jeff Lowenfels and Wayne Lewis, turns what could be a boring treatise on soil biology into a text that feels like a fast-paced action novel, complete with stunning photos of the characters.

Weedless Gardening, by Lee Reich, gives a simple and informative description of how to manage a no–till backyard garden.

Square Foot Gardening, by Mel Bartholomew, suggests a method of maximizing your growing space.



How to make a kill mulch
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A kill mulch creates an instant garden without tilling the soil.

Luckily, there is a way to prepare your garden for planting without risking any of these problems (and without swearing for hours over the rototiller as you try to get the infernal combustion engine started). No-till gardens use a thick layer of mulch on the soil surface to prevent weeds from sprouting. The extra organic matter promotes the growth of earthworms, who do the work of tilling your soil and moving compost throughout the growing zone without over-aerating and breaking down organic matter. Under a no-till system, your soil gets richer every year, and your sweat-to-tomato ratio gets lower and lower.

A kill mulch—also known as a lasagna garden or a sheet mulch—is the easy way to turn last year’s vegetable plot or this year’s lawn into a no-till garden. This is the no-till alternative to plowing up the ground when preparing a new garden patch. First, mow the current vegetation as close to the ground as possible, letting the plant matter lie where it falls. The goal is to make the ground flatter and easier to cover while also reducing the vibrancy of the current season’s growth.

If you have any compost or mulch that contains weed seeds or living roots, you can lay it down next (although this layer is optional). The more biomass you can add to your new garden, the better, and anything put directly onto the ground at this stage won’t send up weeds into your eventual garden. Spoiled hay and half-composted garden waste are two options.

Now lay down a thick coating of cardboard or newspaper—one layer of corrugated cardboard is usually sufficient, but you’ll need to use at least a dozen newspaper pages to get the same effect and should double both of these thicknesses if you’re reclaiming ground full of tough weeds. This is the “kill” part of the kill mulch, a layer designed to block light from reaching the weeds below, so that the plants die and rot in place. The easiest kill layer is created using large sheets of cardboard from refrigerators or other appliances, but even small boxes can be flattened out and work fine as long as you overlap the edges by at least four to six inches. Whatever you use, be sure to wet the kill layer down well, either by soaking the cardboard beforehand (I just leave mine out in the rain for a couple of weeks) or by turning on the sprinklers for a few hours before adding more organic matter.

The next layer in a lasagna garden is weed-free compost, which has gone through hot composting and, therefore, has no living seeds or roots. Your plants will keep their roots in this layer for the first month or so, until the cardboard or newspaper layer disintegrates, so be sure to add enough compost to keep your vegetables happy. One option is to plant only shallow-rooted vegetables that like high-fertility soil in your no-till garden for the first season. Good choices include the following:

• broccoli

• squash

• tomatoes

• lettuce

• greens (such as Swiss chard)

Alternatively, if you’re doing these exercises out of order, a kill mulch laid down in late summer will be ready for any plants by next spring.

Finally, top the lasagna bed off with a layer of mulch. I’m assuming you’re starting a vegetable garden, in which case nonwoody mulches like grass clippings and straw are your best bet, but wood chips and leaf mulches are appropriate around trees and shrubs.

The hardest part about no-till gardening is coming up with enough compost and mulch to put a kill mulch into practice—a task that is covered in later projects. For now, put on your thinking cap and see how much organic matter you can scrounge from your surrounding area. If you’re going to spend money on anything homestead-related, it might be worth buying some high-quality compost to get you started. Try to purchase the best compost you can find, either from your municipality, a local horse or chicken farmer, or (in a pinch) a landscaping company. Good compost doesn’t come in bags from a chain store.


Compost pile kill mulch
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Photo credit: Debbi McNeer

Finding enough compost to build a large kill mulch all at once can be a daunting undertaking. That’s why Debbi McNeer turned her kill mulch project into a yearlong composting experience. After laying down cardboard, a thin layer of compost, and some straw, Debbi used the young kill mulch as a compost pile through the fall and winter months.

If creating a full kill mulch is too big a project for you, too, why not follow her lead? Start a small kill-mulch compost pile and look forward to a more vibrant garden next year.




Hugelkultur

[image: Image]

Hugelkultur is a method of building rich raised beds out of rotting wood.

Hugelkultur is a method pioneered by Sepp Holzer that involves creating raised beds out of rotting wood. The technique is especially appropriate for gardens with very poor soil where you don’t mind waiting several years to see results.

The basic hugelkultur technique involves digging a hole, piling in rotting wood, then adding dirt and compost on top. This type of hugelkultur mound tends to be a bit high and dry the first couple of years, and the rotting wood will steal nitrogen from the soil if you don’t add enough compost. Mediterranean crops like rosemary and basil will enjoy hugelkultur mounds their first year, and if you add plenty of compost, you can grow any vegetable you please.

I use a modified version of hugelkultur in the part of my orchard where past farmers allowed the topsoil to erode away, leaving waterlogged clay behind. I plant fruit trees on raised mounds of compost and soil, then, in later years, I create above-ground donuts of hugelkultur around each tree to expand the diameter of the raised bed. First, I lay down cardboard in a ring around the tree mound as if I was starting a kill mulch; then I layer the wood on top, toss on a bit of compost, and mulch well. By the time the fruit tree roots reach the hugelkultur mound, the wood has begun to break down and create fungal networks that trees love.

If you live in the city, waste wood may be hard to come by, but rural dwellers often have plenty of wood around them. Save the best for firewood, then set aside partially rotted logs, irregular branches, and even woody weed stems to create hugelkultur mounds. However you get your wood, try not to transport it more than ten miles so you don’t risk expanding the range of invasive insects and diseases.

Your biggest problem with hugelkultur mounds will probably be small mammals. The same rich soil that feeds your plants also enhances populations of worms, grubs, and other invertebrates that moles and shrews love. I haven’t had trouble with animals chewing on my plants, but I have found that my dog obsessively tears my hugelkultur mounds apart looking for furry snacks. You may need to lay down some sort of wire barrier to keep moles (and dogs) out.
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MAY

(November Down Under)



Plant your summer garden


GOAL : Plant a small garden

COST: $0—$20

TIME: 1 hour to 5 hours

difficulty: Easy

KID-FRIENDLY: Yes



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

When to plant

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

In the United States, state extension agents1 are a good source for accurate local information. These government offices often provide free classes, grants, and information about farming and home economics. At the least, they should be able to tell you your frost-free date, and those of you in the southernmost states (Texas or Florida, for example) will want to pick the extension agent’s brain further since you won’t be following the same spring/summer/fall planting schedule I present in this book.

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


Succession planting

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

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

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



How to plant

After all this preparation, planting itself is absurdly simple:

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

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

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

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

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

Maintaining the garden

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

Nutrition


GOAL : Discover what types of food make your body healthy and happy

COST: $0

TIME: 1 hour to 10 hours

DIFFICULTY: Easy

KID-FRIENDLY: Maybe
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Although nutrition can be complex, nearly everyone agrees that vegetables are good for you.

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

What is good nutrition?

Will pastured meat give you a heart attack or make your body thrive? Is soy a nutritious protein source, or is it linked to breast cancer and hypothyroidism? How about the cholesterol in eggs? Should grains and potatoes be the foundation of our diet, or do high-protein diets make us thinner? And which is better: vegetable oil or butter? For that matter, are fats necessary to our health, or are they dangerous foods to be avoided at all costs?
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