

[image: image]




[image: image]




[image: image]




[image: image]






We acknowledge that we’re writing on Indigenous Dakota and Lakota lands. By offering this land acknowledgment, we affirm tribal sovereignty and express respect for Native peoples and nations. We are on the ancestral lands of the Dakota people. We want to acknowledge the Dakota, the Ojibwe, the Ho Chunk, and the other nations of people who also called this place home. We are grateful for the knowledge Indigenous peoples have gathered and continue to share with us. We urge you to explore the rich history and current Indigenous activism of your local community.





Copyright © 2023 by Stephanie Thurow & Michelle Bruhn


Photography © 2023 by Stephanie Thurow & Michelle Bruhn unless otherwise noted


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.


Skyhorse Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or info@skyhorsepublishing.com.


Skyhorse® and Skyhorse Publishing® are registered trademarks of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.


Visit our website at www.skyhorsepublishing.com.


10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.


Cover design by David Ter-Avanesyan


Cover images by Stephanie Thurow & Michelle Bruhn


Print ISBN: 978-1-5107-7036-2


Ebook ISBN: 978-1-5107-7037-9


Printed in China




Dedicated to my Sophia. Love, Mom


Dedicated to my boys, Toby + Foster, I love you.




[image: image]





[image: image]


INTRODUCTION TO
HOMESTEADING
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Welcome to the wonderful world of homesteading— we’re so glad you’re here! Pull up a chair, grab a cup of tea or coffee, and savor these pages at your own pace. We’ll be right here waiting for you.


Homesteading is part of a larger movement that encompasses eating local, climate action, and forging a closer relationship with nature and our families. With the proven benefits of spending time in nature mounting, along with the fact that fresh, organic food is better for us and the economies of our communities—not to mention way more delicious—thinking and acting in a homesteading mindset, wherever you are, is a natural next step. We know because we’ve been on the same wild ride as you!


Hi, we’re Stephanie and Michelle, two Minnesota moms who fell in love with homesteading in very different ways, but found friendship through our shared passions for real, local food and our DIY hearts.


Come along as we share what (and who) has helped us live a little closer to nature—without giving up our neighborhoods. Rather, we’ll share how our communities and the bountiful resources right around the corner have helped us live a more authentic garden-to-table lifestyle. We’ve curated our favorite skills, tips, tricks, and the inspirations behind them in this book just for you.


From growing more of your own food, harvesting and preserving like a pro, making your own maple syrup and soap, to collecting that first egg from your backyard flock, we offer the skills to help you live like a true modern-day homesteader.


We believe wholeheartedly that any home can be a homestead!
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Sharing the Skills


Know Your Farmer


It Takes Family + Community





Michelle’s Homesteading Story


Our suburban homestead took root in a home we thought we were going to flip fifteen years ago. So now, even though the idea of the back forty still holds some allure, we’re abundantly content. Our journey has followed our family’s changing passions and curiosities, keeping centered on the larger goal of living more in sync with mother nature and our community.


But it wasn’t always like that. I used to work in marketing and eat microwavable lunches five days a week. Having kids, becoming aware of all the toxicity in everyday products, and abruptly quitting said job led me down such a beautiful and bumpy (and dirty, definitely dirty) road that now I can’t imagine life any other way!


What started as a rekindling of my love of gardening turned quickly into preserving, raising chickens, making soap, sourdough, and countless other projects. One thing led to another, and I started writing about the way I was growing food and the farmers I was meeting on my local food escapades. Then I created my website, Forks in the Dirt, to share those stories. Soon I had started a winter farmers’ market to help bring my neighbors and local food together even in the depths of Minnesota winters.


I love being immersed in many different projects all at once, so our home is always a space “in process.” There are usually herbs hanging to dry and mason jars bubbling away with ferments on the counters. Winter finds wood chips on the floor and smoke-scented hair as I tend our wood stove and cook from our pantry of preserves. In the spring there are trays of seedlings on every available surface. Summer means long days in the gardens and baskets of just harvested food crowding the counters waiting to be eaten or preserved. Fall brings curing onions and squash, and seeds stashed in every corner.


And then there’s the backyard. Our ever-evolving vegetable gardens, wood piles, compost piles, the chicken coop, the pollinator gardens . . . and in all that chaos we find such peace!


Last year our family grew around six hundred pounds of nutrient-dense produce from our gardens. Add in almost enough eggs for our family of four, plus maple syrup to nearly see us through the year, herbs to flavor, and tea to savor—yes, we’re proud of our little homestead’s abundance. But we enjoy our local farmer friends and what they provide (both in products and personality) way too much to strive to separate from that. It is also illegal to have hooved animals in many cities and suburbs, so our milk and bacon has to come from somewhere else.
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Don’t forget about buying meat and dairy products from your local farmers, like Brian of KDE Farms, as well. Grass-fed beef, pastured hogs, plus milk and cheeses from well-loved animals tastes better and is better for you!


Stephanie’s Homesteading Story


Fifteen years ago, we purchased our current home in a first-ring suburb of Minneapolis. Our home sits on a .18-acre lot. For years I dreamed of moving out of the city to a quiet rural area with acres of land and rolling hills. I imagined it would have orchards of fruit trees and space to grow and raise as much food as our hearts desired. I envisioned goats and chickens, with plenty of room to roam. But I grew up in south Minneapolis in Minnesota and so did my husband. We were used to city life and its many conveniences, plus most of our family and friends are here.


With the birth of our daughter came my concern and desire for a healthy home. I abruptly became aware of the harmful ingredients in everyday products, such as our lotion and cleaning products. I suddenly cared immensely about the food we ate and the quality of what we consumed. I began to make as much as I could from scratch. Before I knew it, we were making our own lotion, yogurt, candles, cleaning products, bug spray, and so much more.


I’d already been preserving my own food for many years before my daughter was born, but during those years, I’d bought most of the produce I canned from farmers. As my daughter grew, so did her love of helping in the garden, so we kept expanding our garden space annually. She still eats the majority of our cherry tomatoes and rattlesnake pole beans even to this day, a decade later. My daughter’s fascination with the garden (and all the critters found within) sparked something inside me and it suddenly felt much more important to do even more with what we had—initially for her, but ultimately for all of us, for our family.


Though our actual growing space is not very large, by utilizing it properly we’ve been able to grow several hundreds of pounds of food each year, tap our maple trees to make more than enough delicious pure maple syrup for the year, plus raise a small flock of laying hens that produce over eight hundred eggs a year, and we still have plenty of room for the dogs and children to play.


It’s hard to put into words the satisfaction I get from making delicious meals for those I love most, with ingredients that have largely come from either my front or back yard. The flavor of freshly harvested homegrown food is incomparable to anything from the grocery store. Not to mention that the fruits and vegetables are so much more nutritious when eaten fresh. And growing food yourself is much more affordable.


That all being said, I’m still very much a city gal. I order from Instacart weekly and very much enjoy the convenience of the airport being a ten-minute drive from home. But I think it’s important to understand that a lot can be done, even without a lot of space. Not everything has to be done at once, either. Take your time, expand on your skills annually, and do what physically, mentally, and economically works for you and your family.


Homestead Frame of Mind


We see our homes as a place of production, not just consumption.


When we realize that we’re part of the natural world out our back door, not separate from it, we start seeing how interconnected it all is. When we come into relationship with nature, we take better care of nature.


So, in our families, as in this book, we measure success in different metrics than you might expect. Yes, we want to grow lots of food, and we do, but true success comes from working together, learning new skills, being outside, and enjoying the process. When you look at it that way, homesteading becomes an adventure!


Extending beyond our own yard, we are also dedicated to being part of our local community. We love our local farmers, farmers’ markets, community gardens, schoolyard gardens, and actively participate in those to both learn from and give back to our neighbors.


MICHELLE


Even when I lived on a large farm in Sweden, we still depended on our neighboring farms— one for milk and the other for pork. We had a flour mill, and the best potato planting and moose hunting land. So, we offered that to the community, and received other products and services in return. We also shared the most picturesque roadside root cellar. The key was working together.


Sharing the Skills


The idea of working together is integral to small-scale homesteading. We can each do what our land, our talents, and interests lend themselves to within this enticing homesteading world. Just as importantly, leave what doesn’t spark joy for you to your neighbors. Letting someone else flourish and share their skills and bounty with the community is a gift to them as well.


To this end, we’ve both taught classes on canning and fermenting (Stephanie) or gardening and composting (Michelle). This book combines our knowledge, joy, and step-by-step DIY all in one place. This book is like a big ol’ smorgasbord table laid out for you to enjoy and return to as you become hungry for the next step in your homesteading journey. This book is not a comprehensive guide to all things homesteading. It’s a book about what we do and how we do it and what works for us, and we hope that you learn from our experience (and mistakes) to do more with what you have, too.


On that note, we are far from self-sufficient, and that is not our goal. We are far more interested in living sustainably in community than sufficiently by ourselves. We are gathering skills that help us survive, but we thrive when we share our skills with others.


We think it’s unsustainable to be self-sufficient on the average urban or suburban lot. I know there are books that claim to tell you how to do it. But for most of us, we’d never be able to make that work, let alone sustain it. For our families, the amount of effort to make self-sufficiency happen on ⅛ to ½ an acre isn’t worth the neglect of other life experiences. Maybe we can turn the idea of homesteading on its head. Instead of self-sufficiency, how about communal abundance?


You’ll find both the why and the how for many small-scale homesteading opportunities throughout the following pages so you can find what works for you. We hope it also inspires you to find your locals who are thriving at different aspects of homesteading. This is your free pass to pick your own path and dig into (only) what you love.


Know Your Farmer


One of my biggest aha moments on my homesteading journey was when I realized I really didn’t have to grow it all. Leaning on my local farmers has done more for my garden than anything else. Why? Because as I got to know my farmers better, I started trusting them to grow my family’s food. It took away the pressure to perform, and instead opened doors to community and relationships! For me, that was a total game changer. I stopped letting perfect get in the way of good!
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Many local farms (like All Good Organics here) operate their own on-site farm stores. This allows farmers to offer the freshest produce, plants, and goods without traveling to farmers’ markets multiple days a week. I love this option for both farmers and those looking to buy local!


Shopping farmers’ markets gives you a great opportunity to get to know your farmer while seeing what is in season in your area. This kind of shopping differs from shopping at the grocery store, so let’s take advantage of those differences. They’re also a great place to sample new veggies, delicious cheeses, and new cuts of humanely raised meats as well! Food is fun, and farmers’ markets are wonderful at reminding us of that!


When people see firsthand how much time, knowledge, and physical effort goes into growing food, they are much less likely to waste it. Buying local or growing our own helps us value our food more and waste it less. On page 22, we go over how to make it easy and sustainable to compost on your homestead!
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It Takes Family + Community


Making your home a safe place to make a mess and make mistakes is essential to growing together as a family. There are lots of different ways to get your kids involved but the main thing is to allow them to keep trying and to see you keep trying and learning from your mistakes. Building a bird house, keeping bird feeders and bird baths full, raising monarch butterflies, and planting for pollinators are all ways kids can care for nature right out their back door. If they see you having fun in the garden or kitchen, they’ll want to be in on it, too. Trust us.


STEPHANIE


What about people who don’t have space to grow food, raise chickens, or store cases of canned goods? My answer is to work together. Many cities have community garden plots that can be reserved for personal growing. If your city doesn’t have one yet, perhaps that is something you can implement. Or maybe there is a neighbor nearby that does have growing space in their yard, but they only use it to grow grass. Working together, you could transform an otherwise plain grassy yard into an urban garden plot to share.


Consider a trade of skills with other locals. By working together, goals can be met and it’s a whole lot easier (and more fun) than doing it all alone. Take this book—it’s a perfect example of combining strengths to reach a common goal.


There is such a beautiful opportunity for everyone to see their current situation as a perfect starting point. You can help the environment, eat better, and raise amazing down-to-earth kids all within whatever space you already have. There is power in your landscape choices, your meal choices, and all the things you bring into your home. Taking hold of that power is better for your health, the health and economy of our communities, and the planet. We’re blending modern life with the simple life. Garden to table and eco-minimalism. Backyard chickens with front yard gardens. All with our communities at hand and in mind.


We’re all in this together.


Let’s dig in,


Stephanie & Michelle






URBAN FARMING


Jade and Carrie


The Black Radish CSA


@theblackradish_


Minneapolis, Minnesota


Urban farmers and artists, Carrie and Jade, learned the importance of healthy soil and growing food as children. Together in 2018, they began The Black Radish CSA at their urban homestead. They provide an assortment of healthy, affordable, organic food to their community. Over the years, they have turned their front and back yards from ornamental lawn to productive garden space, as well as ten of their neighbors’ lawns. What an inspiration!


Homeowners that transform their lawns receive a free CSA subscription and don’t have to do any of the work. “It’s amazing how many people really don’t want to mow and would prefer to see their front yard turned into a functioning garden that feeds not only them, but others as well,” Jade and Carrie explained. They believe that their neighbors participate because it is a real way to connect with their community and it brings about a positive change that they can see and really be a part of. Their advice to those interested in growing food instead of grass: “Start small and don’t be afraid of things not growing, because sometimes they don’t. Add on more each year, learn more. Instant gratification is not part of farming; it’s more of a slow meditation.”
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Chapter Two
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Project: DIY Low Tunnel
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Project: Growing Sprouts in a Jar
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Flowers for Seed Saving
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MICHELLE


I am happiest when in my garden and I can’t wait for you to find that same joy—plus dig into all the benefits of growing more of your own food! You’ve heard our stories about how we ended up homesteading in our own ways, but there’s a movement that has people from all over the globe heading back to their gardens, too.


Today’s gardeners are growing in awareness that they can feed their families, help pollinators, and regenerate the soil—all at the same time. While each garden will be as unique as the gardener digging it in, growing food brings us together in so many ways. By growing more food in whatever space we have, we’re making a difference.


Community gardens continue to sprout up all over the country. Garden clubs and organizations are bursting with new gardeners and dedicated mentors. Regardless of where you fall on the garden love level, there is a place for you on the path. Keeping in mind what your goals are from the beginning will help you (quite literally) stay grounded.


The longer you garden the more you’ll become aware that biodiversity equals strength in the garden just like a wide diversity of people equals strength in our communities.


Permaculture at a Glance


As any gardener will tell you, working with nature is much easier and more rewarding than working against it. Permaculture invites you to look at what your yard already has and make good use of it. Planting self-supporting guilds (a group of plants that help each other grow better) of plants is encouraged. Permaculture also divides yards into zones, with the area closest to your home as zone 1, and concentric circles reaching out to the edges of your yard. If this way of gardening interests you, we recommend the classic book Gaia’s Garden: A Guide to Home-Scale Permaculture by Toby Hemenway.




KNOW YOUR HARDINESS ZONE!


The USDA produces a useful gardening guide showing different growing zones based on temperature (see on page 131). Match plants to your zone for the best success!





SUNLIGHT


Most vegetables want a minimum of eight hours and thrive with a full ten or more hours of sunlight. You can’t alter hours of sunlight without removing some trees so I suggest “sun mapping” to start you off. Sun mapping involves staking out where you want the garden and taking note every hour how many hours of sunlight that spot gets. This eliminates the mistake of trying to grow vegetables where you only get three hours of sun. Bonus points if you do this a few months apart as you will appreciate how drastically the angle of the sun changes during the seasons.


WATER AWARENESS


Locating your garden near a water source makes good sense. Think about how you’ll drag a hose through garden paths if needed when planning the layout of garden beds. Personally, I enjoy hand watering and find that it’s a great way to stay in tune with my plants. I often catch insect infestations and diseased plants early because I hand water but installing an irrigation system is another option for some and can be a great way to save water and time tending your garden.


ELEVATION


Is the garden location on high or low ground? This (combined with soil type) could mean a soggy, waterlogged garden bed, or one that quickly dries out. There are ways to work around this with terracing of steep hills, creating swales to hold water, and drainage paths to let water run away from low-lying areas. Mountaintop elevations will have to pay closer attention to their own weather cycles for temperatures.


WILDLIFE


Take some time to observe the signs of wildlife, from scat to scratch marks, paths, and patterns. For example, squirrels frequent the ground below bird feeders, while rabbits love to hang out under dense shrubs. Think twice if you’re planning a garden in the middle of a wildlife highway.




PRO BACKYARD BIRDING TIP


By placing a bird bath and a bird feeder across the yard from each other you can create a flight pattern tailored to your viewing spots for more bird watching fun! Thanks to Don Engebretson, “The Renegade Gardener,” for sharing this tip years ago!





PLANNING A VEGETABLE GARDEN


Before we dig into designing your garden, take a step back and ask yourself why you want to grow a garden. What are your goals? Is it about eating fresh during the summer, preserving food for the winter, cutting costs by growing what’s most expensive in the stores, or creating a space for your family to all work together? Whatever your goal, it is valid and worthy of your time—and not to be compared to anyone else’s!


Grow what you love. Think about your favorite family meals, or what you love to buy fresh from the farmers’ markets; the plants that make up those memories are what you should grow first. Start gathering a list of the fruits and vegetables you most want to grow.




COMMUNITY GARDENING


If you have a less than perfect yard for growing food, consider bartering with a neighbor to grow in their space and split the produce, or focus on herbs and salad greens from your shady yard. There are many varieties of community gardens, from small urban plots alongside an apartment complex to suburban church landscapes. Community gardens come with the bonus of working alongside other knowledgeable gardeners.
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We’ve got a mix of berry bushes, perennial flowers, and annual squash vines growing in our front yard garden.


Site Considerations


Consider both your front and backyard for growing food. It is becoming more and more common for urban and suburban yards to contain edible plantings in the front yard (yay!). There is something so engaging about adding a garden to the public-facing side of your yard. My front yard garden has helped me meet neighbors, start friendships, and pet lots of dogs! I’ve also exchanged plants, ideas, and garden love from people I never would have met if I was tucked away in my backyard. That said, I also adore the privacy and seclusion I experience being lost in my backyard gardens. Consider the best location for you and what you want to grow.




BEFORE YOU DIG


Your local city ordinances may have setbacks from roads and property lines for gardens, sheds, and sometimes even fences (sorry, corner lots). Make a quick call to your city ahead of time, and homeowner’s association if you have one, before digging into the ground. The national #811 “Call Before You Dig” hotline is essential! This is the number to call to request that all buried utilities be marked before you start digging. Plan to give them a few days’ lead time to mark buried electrical, cable, and water lines.





Fencing


Fences are something to consider early in the planning stages for most gardeners.


The type of fencing you use will have an impact on the appearance, light exposure, and air movement in your garden. Fencing can even create microclimates. A solid wooden fence at the north end of a garden captures sun from the south, warming the space right in front of it much earlier. Likewise, the ground on the north side of a fence will be shaded and cooler year-round.
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Fence material can impact your garden’s overall aesthetic and functionality. Choosing something sturdy enough to support vines and possibly espalier trees is another way to increase your garden’s productivity and beauty. We use a combination of wire fencing secured by wooden posts with wood privacy fencing throughout our yard and gardens. Three-foot-high chicken wire is enough to deter rabbits from nibbling our berry patches.


Deer fencing for large gardens needs to be at least ten feet high but “micro enclosures” can work, too. This means that fencing in a space eight by sixteen feet or less only needs to be fifty inches high to effectively keep out deer (because they are uncomfortable in small, enclosed spaces).


Vertical Gardening


Growing plants on trellises, arbors, and fences increases your growing capacity while softening your garden borders. We use a variety of trellises, arbors, and cattle panels to get plants up off the ground. Plants like tomatoes, cucumbers, and pole beans are smart choices for vertical gardening. Remember that peas, melons, and even winter squash can all benefit from a lift. And don’t forget to add in some flowers like morning glories and nasturtium to your vertical gardening.
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CATTLE PANEL TRELLIS


Adding cattle panel trellis arches to your garden space is often a favorite garden project. Not only do they allow you to grow vertically, but they also aesthetically look cool and are relatively inexpensive, especially when you compare it to buying an arch from a garden center ($25ish compared to $200+). You can grow spaghetti squash, vining flowers, runner beans, pumpkins, pickling cucumbers, cucamelons, and even tomatoes on cattle panels.




• Gloves


• Sledgehammer or post driver


• 4 (3') T-posts


• 1 (16' × 50") cattle/hog panel


• Measuring tape


• 12 heavy-duty zip ties (3 per T-post or more if needed)







1. Don your gloves and securely hammer 2 T-posts four feet apart (the width of the cattle/hog panel).


2. The width you make your trellis arch is up to you. Just make sure that the T-posts are an even distance apart and hammered evenly into the ground. Check with a measuring tape.


3. Once the T-posts are secure, with the help of a few people bend the cattle panel into place. Hold the arch in place and once it’s bent to your liking, zip tie the metal panel to the T-posts, one at the top of the post, one in the middle, and one toward the bottom.


4. Once all four sides are secured, check for sturdiness of the arch. If you feel that the arch needs more support, add more zip ties.
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CATTLE PANEL TOMATO WALL


This makes for a wonderful wall of tomatoes—or any climbing plant, really! You can place two panels next to each other for a roughly eight-foot-wide wall (as directed below) or use in two separate places. You can tie up indeterminate tomatoes on these, with many varieties reaching up and over the wall by the end of the season.




• Gloves


• Bolt cutter


• 1 (16' × 50") cattle/hog panel


• 3 (8'–10') T-posts


• Sledgehammer or post driver


• Measuring tape


• 9 heavy-duty zip ties (3 per T-post or more if needed)







1. Don your gloves and with your bolt cutter cut the cattle/hog panel in half so that you have two 8' × 50" pieces. You can also clip another row of the cross sections at the bottom of the cattle/hog panel to push more into the ground or rely more on the T-posts for stability.


2. Hammer the three T-posts in a line, at least two feet deep, where you want the wall to be, measuring the two outer points and the center point.
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