
[image: image]



[image: image]




[image: image]




Dedication


To Benji, Frances, Mac, Molly, and Ed.

You can’t begin to know life until you know death.

You truly lived.
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Epigraph

Ford the rivers and across the moss-draped streams, through the narrow paths of ancient hardwoods and skyscraping buildings, ribbons of sunlight reflect off glass walls, through mist rising off the bogs and beaver ponds, fading into the subterranean billows of city steam from the sewer-capped streets of the morning’s first heat. An old cabin exists, where garlic slowly roasts in a wood stove for a venison stew simmering above. Vessels of wine stand in the corner under chimes of salted fish and dried herbs gently swaying from the fall night’s cool breeze. My hands—axe-blistered, ash-rusted—slowly raise my grandfather’s copper mug filled with warm broth to my wind-torn lips. The gentle aroma of smokiness fills my nose with memories of sweat lodge bonfires long since past, a rich wave of decadence crashes over my tongue, warmth and understanding pour down my throat. Fat sticks to my lips, as a reminder between sips. The loud ambulance sirens and a taxi cab’s halting screech interrupt my contemplation. But, like a revelation, the sounds meld into the mystifying songs of aspen leaves dancing in unison to the loon’s morning reveille, hinting at other dimensions. I place my mug back down to gently run my hand through my beard. My eyes, they glow, like northern lights beaming through slices of time and fear. Lifetimes let loose within the infinite nature of this very moment . . . this very smile. Leaning back, I can’t help but laugh. Like a child. I am free. Life is here, and we are all still wild.

—Will Horowitz
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Foreword

It’s become passé of late to advocate a return to nature. Perhaps we find it hard to look at the natural world due to our constant state of war against it. But that incessant vying with nature has always been there, and each age tries its best to educate itself anew regarding the best way to move forward. Thankfully there is always a past to relearn from. Now more than ever do we need to take stock and seriously consider living alongside our planet as opposed to merely exploiting it. This book is an example of that “living alongside,” of a culinary “being with the world,” of wanting to know more about what the natural world can give us in order to sustain us in the future. This knowledge comes from the past, but it is not contained there. It spreads itself out, greets us, and shows us the way to a more ecological future.

Why preserve? One might argue that we no longer need this ancient method. We have our fridges, our freezers, our ships and our planes; we want for nothing and we have access to everything all the time. But there are serious consequences to this mindset, that of cutting across seasons and seas in the pursuit of all. I believe this cannot continue indefinitely, and sooner or later we’ll all have to return to a more local diet that draws on many past methods of preservation. All children should know how to pickle a cucumber or ferment cabbage. They should know how to pick autumnal fruit and how best to preserve it. Do you agree? Why do we always leave food to the last in terms of education? We have our priorities backward, teaching our children about computing before they can even boil an egg.

The recipes in the book promote a new-old way of being in the world. They will help you build a pantry of many foods and flavors. They will release you from the humdrum world of contemporary food and return you to places you never thought you would need to go. From producing your own butter to making your own charcuterie, you’ll love the food you make, just as you realize how important you are in relation to it. Food is more than just something purchased in a supermarket. It is found in the woods, on the lakes, among the rivers, and out in the ocean. It is the ecology that keeps us alive. It is our reason for being. We are food.

Following Will’s recipes from the growing season to the cold season will help you realign yourself with the seasons—not just in the abstract sense of understanding the four separate divisions that we have given our year, but the almost micro level of how food changes through the days and weeks of the year. When you follow the life cycles of the herbs, fish, mushrooms, and other natural substances in the book, you’ll soon understand the whole breadth of each season.

This is the ecological age, when we can no longer deny we are all part of the same planet, the same ecological community. We need to act as individuals and as a community in order to make sure the natural world will be there for our children, their children, and beyond. Will’s book is a step in the right direction. It won’t solve all our food problems, but it certainly will work toward righting a few of the world’s culinary wrongs.

I hope you enjoy this book and the myriad ways it will return you to nature, and yourself.

—JP McMahon, chef, author, and restaurateur




Introduction

An old pond

A frog tumbles in

The sound of water

—MATSUO BASHŌ

Look closely into nature to find answers. Look at nature from afar to find peace. Surrender yourself to nature to find you already had and turn your back to it to learn it is always there. This is not a book about a chef, a recipe, or a restaurant. This is a book about how nature and history can teach us to best feed ourselves and others, if we allow it to.

[image: image]

Here along the North Atlantic inlets, we are at nature’s mercy, whether we are combing the forest floors for mushrooms, raking hard shells from the bays, or fly-fishing the flats. The true power of humility is in its awe of the wild and the unknown. This book is an exploration of our connection to the natural world around us and our place in its beautiful, terrifying cycle. It is our journey to relearn the art of how to live. By studying our shared history, we begin to carve out our own path toward self-reliance within a microwaveable world of convenience.
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The heritage techniques provided in this book are meant to preserve a story as well as an ingredient. These recipes are innovative interpretations of the homesteading and survivalist traditions passed down by our ancestors. More often than not, they involve techniques that have been cast aside in a society dominated by big business and high production. These methods may take time and, consequently, patience, but they involve ingredients and techniques that tend to cost less.

Each preparation represents its own history, through war, immigration, poverty, trade, religion. These are the tales of kitchens that rotated with the moons, rejoiced in the rains, and blossomed in the sun. Where not a single grain could afford to go to waste and the entirety of every animal served a purpose.

It is possible that many of humanity’s most important sustainability practices can be found within its homesteading traditions. It’s easy to forget that “food waste” is a modern invention. Much of our existence today relies on a rich history of turning one man’s trash into another man’s treasure. The significance of these old traditions is as important as ever as we’re observing our natural resources diminish and our climate rapidly change. It is essential that we look to the past to inspire innovation and technology for a more sustainable future. As our population expands and the environment weakens, it is my hope that these practices in self-reliance will once again find their importance in the modern-day household, one slow-burning campfire at a time. Within our own stillness comes a connection to a universe much larger than ourselves.
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1

Relearning the Past
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When human beings lose their connection to nature, to heaven and earth, then they do not know how to nurture their environment or how to rule their world. . . . From that perspective, healing our society goes hand in hand with healing our personal, elemental connection with the phenomenal world.

—CHÖGYAM TRUNGPA RINPOCHE

We were ambushed by a thunderstorm worthy of an ark. It wasn’t even supposed to rain, but weather forecasts never carried much weight around the Rockies. The sky broke open to fistfuls of raindrops pounding on our heads. We could see flash floods crashing down off the Eastern Utah mesas, through the narrow alleyways of red cliffs—and headed right toward us. We found shelter by climbing up a rocky canyon wall and into a small shallow-ledged cave. Like castaways, we waited. John sat back to roll a joint and spool his climbing rope as I pulled out a healthy ration of wasabi peas. He was obsessive about his rope after a bad fall a few years back. I was obsessive about wasabi peas.

We looked at each other and nervously laughed. Nobody wanted to state the obvious. As our hangovers quickly dissolved into anxious clarity, we both knew what the next forty-eight hours would look like if the sky refused to let up. John turned to me and said, “Should we put the bowl back where we found it? Maybe it’s some sort of ancient Anasazi curse!” We laughed again, our nervousness unabated.

Completely drenched, I sat down on the ground and leaned against my pack, which was filled with various twine, flares, spikes, brushes, and trowels—pretty much anything resembling an archaeologist’s toolkit that could be purchased at a gas station at 2:00 a.m. As I sat on the ledge, my mind began to race. I straightened my spine and decided to meditate. I remember the way the wind felt across my face, drops of water relentlessly crashing against my cheek. I closed my eyes and took in a deep breath, filling my body with space. Slowly, I began to exhale . . . and inhale. My mind filled. Thoughts beat down on me like a drum.

The night before, we had jotted down plans for the expedition over bourbon at a dive bar in Boulder. We had found one of John’s old journals from a group mountaineering trip the prior year. In it, he had vaguely described seeing a Native American artifact nestled in the rocks while squatting to take a crap off the side of the trail. An artifact like that is not the sort of thing that one can simply pack out of a canyon, particularly in the presence of others, and somehow John had since forgotten about it until now.

We had made it to the general site after hiking through the night. He hadn’t written down anything useful like actual coordinates, but he had recorded distinct observations of the canyon, bushes, forks, twists, springs, boulders, and lightning-struck cottonwoods along the way. In retrospect, it was a bit of a suicide mission. As we sat and waited in that cave, the bar in Boulder already felt like a lifetime ago. Moments and revelations turned into hours and eternities.

Sometime later, I woke up to the storm subsiding. Like rolling up window shades to let in the first beams of morning light, when I finally opened my eyes, it was to a sky exploding with multicolored rays of light in every direction. A labyrinth of dark gray charcoal-sketched clouds was parting. Fear gave way to raw emotion and emotion gave way to clarity, all while a chaos of roaring floods and rapids was still running rampant below us. I looked over at John and smiled; he had fallen asleep.

As the water subsided, we emerged from the cave and began our hike out. It was a rough journey. We marched for hours up what felt like never-ending sand-dune walls only to get hit by another lightning storm, this time while riding big steel-framed bicycles that we had naively locked to a bush on top of the mesas. The next morning, we found my car stuck in a sand bank and debated whether it had just floated in from the floods or if we’d just been that drunk driving in. Before heading back across state lines, we grabbed a beer at the nearest bar to celebrate.

From that day on, we saw this as a new life for us. Like Indiana Jones, we were going to be treasure hunters—of course, without the archaeology degrees (or, at that time, any other degrees). Calling this dream short-lived would be an exaggeration. Years later, John passed away while doing what he loved best—pushing his limits.

There are people who develop into responsible members of society steadily and formulaically, as if being led up a set of stairs. They are raised, schooled, career-driven, family-oriented—and so it goes. And then there are others—like me. When I was growing up, my education was more defined by learning disabilities and trouble than scholastic success. I was stifled by an educational system that was focused more on producing a carbon copy than an individual. In my teens, I stopped attending high school altogether, finding more opportunities for growth in hanging out with friends and diving headfirst into a pool of psychedelics, lawlessness, and eventual trouble. It’s a sad, familiar story, but many of us ended up in jail or didn’t make it at all.

Almost every culture has a coming of age, a rite of passage, or a spirit quest to help us find our purpose in life. For many, a deeper understanding of who we are and our relationship to the universe is necessary to ascribe meaning to daily life. There was once more significance—and, most important, time—given in our developing years to quieting our minds, reconnecting to the infinite, and finding our own identity within the natural world.

There is nothing like being struck down by the raw force of the universe’s natural elements to put things into perspective. Very quickly it pries our minds loose from the traffic jam of our day-to-day thoughts. When I walk through the woods, I try to let the needling of my own self-consciousness fall by the wayside, identifying it as purely a survival mechanism of my species. Our consciousness is just a tool for our survival, no greater than the spores of a puffball in a deer’s path or the acrobatics of a falcon’s sky dive. Each step—along the forest floor, along the city streets—like Braille, transcribes a new story. Each step forges our connection to an ecosystem that we as humans cannot escape, even if we foolishly want to.

My happiest memories as a child always revolved around food or nature. It was watching my mother cook. It was eating pâté and rolling out fresh pastas in my grandmother’s kitchen, after a long day of fishing or clamming with my grandfather in Gardiners Bay on Long Island. It was roaming the woods in upstate New York with my father as I learned basic orienteering and tracking, while identifying every insect and tree we passed. My mother worked hard to give me and my sister a rich and colorful childhood. She taught us to try everything, to explore other cultures, and to not be afraid to ask questions. When we were learning to drive, she made certain we started out on a manual car—for the sole reason that when, not if, we were to travel to or live in other countries, we wouldn’t be slowed down for a second.

Both sides of our family had long traditions of working with food. On my mother’s side, my grandmother was a French-trained chef and my grandfather was a fisherman. Though they spent much of the year traveling and frequently exchanged homes with a family in Tuscany, they mainly lived in a small house in an old colonial town called Orient on the very northern tip of Long Island. Their house sat on a rocky beach, across from a lighthouse built in the late 1800s. My grandmother’s kitchen was lined with beautiful old copper and Le Creuset pots, next to a small glassed-in eating room warmed by an old wood stove. The walls were lined with cookbooks and Native American artifacts. There was no microwave, and no wedge of cheese, egg, or stick of butter ever saw the inside of a refrigerator.

My father’s family immigrated to New York City from southern Hungary, where my great-grandmother had been sold into servitude as a cook at a very young age. She never used recipes; she used her hands and cooked food that told her story. Like so many immigrant Jewish families, shortly after she came to America and to the Lower East Side, she and my great-grandfather opened a delicatessen in Harlem. I grew up listening to stories about their delicatessen. My grandmother used to tell us about the days of brining corned beef and tongues—my father’s favorite—in barrels out on a fire escape. To this day I still use one of their old butcher knives to slice my smoked briskets.
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Harry “Pops” Zinn, 1920s, at the family delicatessen


RELEARNING THE PAST

In this book, I hope to help further reconnect us to our past so that we may use it as a more sustainable framework for our future. It is not my intent to write a history book or set forth any grand theories. What follows is a very condensed overview of the evolving relationship between humans and food, in order to help connect our history with some of the techniques and processes outlined in this book.

To understand how our food system came to be in its current form, we must start with how it began. Every dish tells a story. Each ingredient represents a culture. As Brillat-Savarin said, “Tell me what you eat, and I will tell you who you are.”

When people tell me how much they love food, I often respond with a joke: “Me, too—I’ve been eating it my entire life!” If you consider cooking food to be an art form, then it’s the only one that is biologically necessary for our survival. We—Homo sapiens, that is—have been on Earth for about 130,000 years, and for roughly 95 percent of that time humans have been hunters and gatherers or homesteaders. We’ve always been omnivores, eating just about everything, from insects, plants, bark, and small and large game on land to anything we could catch from the rivers and seas. Early humans began hunting strategically in groups and developed better and better tools that allowed them to follow and catch animals on migratory trails.

Academics suggest that what likely gave us a head start over other species was learning to cook with fire. Heating meat and plants over fire turned raw ingredients into food that both could be easier to digest—and thus consumed in greater quantities for a more consistent and higher caloric intake—as well as preserved if needed. This process also gave us the ability to eat a wider range of food. Nomadic societies have been shown to have been better nourished and less plagued by disease than our later agricultural ones. This was likely due to a multitude of reasons, from a higher caloric diet, to a greater diversity of locally available food, to a dispersed population that made it harder for infestations and disease to spread. Many of the tools, traps, and medicines, as well as foraging and hunting techniques learned in these nomadic times, were passed down, and traces can be found in techniques and cultures across the world today. A species can best sustain itself when its population is in healthy proportion to an ecosystem that can support it.

According to archaeologists, we began farming only eleven to twelve thousand years ago, though recent discoveries have shown possible signs of bread-baking as far back as fourteen thousand years ago, which could indicate we started earlier. With the rise of agriculture came a transition from nomadic tribes to settlers. As villages developed and populations grew, so did monocropping, the trade-rewarded growing of single crops. Property rights hardened and the focus became more centered around profits. We began exporting food products for global trade: Wars were fought over spices, and entire nations of people were enslaved to produce products like sugar, cotton, rum, and tobacco. This drastic shift to monocropping also left us more vulnerable to blights and sensitive to price fluctuations. The industrialized world’s reactionary response was to mechanize food.

Despite initial good intentions, it evolved in a way that placed a greater emphasis on higher profits and larger-scale production while sacrificing quality and taste. With no health regulations in place, food production became a free-for-all. Industrialization made it cheaper to strip whole ingredients of their nutrients and add them back in later at addional cost to the consumer. It also became more efficient to process what was perceived to be the most valuable part of many raw ingredients, often discarding the leftovers. This production continues to expand without any connection to nature or ethical boundaries. The poultry industry is a frighteningly good example of this. The ASPCA states, “In 1923, it took 16 weeks to raise a chicken. Today it takes six weeks. . . . If humans grew at a similar rate, a 6.6-pound newborn baby would weigh 660 pounds after two months.” While there haven’t been enough long-term studies on GMOs yet, there have been plenty of examples of short-sightedness and ignorance that have led us to inadvertently poison our own food supply, so it’s only sensible to be cautious.

Recently there’s been far more attention paid to evaluating our relationship to food and food production. Many great people—food anthropologists, academics, chefs, writers—have dedicated their lives to this work and have prescriptive advice to offer (see Resources for further reading). Most of these experts draw the conclusion that our current industrialized food system is deeply flawed.

The way things currently stand, the romantic idea of waking up and casually strolling to our local farmers’ market to source the perfect meal can easily be perceived as a luxurious novelty. In reality, the majority of us simply can’t devote the time or the money, or both. Small restaurants and farmers face similar sets of problems. Operating and ingredient costs are so high—and rising—that owners must make untenable choices regarding their suppliers, their ingredients, and the communities they serve. It is nearly impossible to sustain a financially healthy restaurant while keeping your doors open to the 99 percent without making a few sacrifices in ingredient sourcing and quality.

That said, it’s important to acknowledge that we also have long-standing food traditions that make the most out of ingredients in order to survive and even thrive during tough times. There’s a sort of alchemy in turning what’s perceived as “nothing” into “something.” From aging pork bellies to fermenting cheese, pickles, and sausages, techniques have been honed to feed us through difficult periods, like long winters, famines, droughts, wars, and recessions. It’s no secret that some of our greatest recipes and culinary traditions were developed in these times. Simply pick up any classic cookbook and you’ll find the words “peasant” or “poor man’s meal” sprinkled generously throughout the text.

I believe we can use these innovative techniques to help solve the problems we face in our modern food system. By simply having a conversation with our farmers or by looking into our own trash cans, we can evaluate our waste and devise a plan of action to utilize the most undervalued and discarded products.

At Ducks Eatery, we use “scraps”—not just our own, but also the scraps from our farm suppliers. We found that many farmers were using cuts like pig ears and goat necks as stew meat, ground meat, dog food, or fertilizer, or even throwing them out. By using techniques such as curing, smoking, and other forms of preservation, we were able to transform these “offcuts” into dishes and products worthy of hard-earned cash and some even of national notoriety. In purchasing these otherwise discarded ingredients at a low cost, we could not only contribute to the farmer’s revenue, but also keep our menu at an accessible price point, while still turning a profit. It’s a true win-win relationship.

These days the role of the chef is as much a storyteller as anything else. We’re connecting the dots between the farmer and the consumer. These same ideas can be applied even without the restaurant or supplier as a middleman. A household cook determined to shop from the local farmers’ market can use each ingredient and scrap to its utmost! Incredible and inexpensive feats can be accomplished with a little ingenuity and strategic, intentional scheduling. Our vision of “farm-to-table” may look like harvesting an ingredient and using it fresh for dinner that same night, but that’s only part of it; real farm-to-table living is choosing that fresh ingredient to pair with the pickles, cheeses, or cured meat from six months ago that’s just now coming into its own.

By no means is this as easy as turning on a switch. It takes a more gradual shift in our mentality, which I believe begins at our core. But with a firm intention, we can begin to chip away at a broken system and connect the struggling farmer with the struggling restaurant with the struggling community. All by studying the past.
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WHERE WE’RE GOING

Observation is at the heart of all traditional sustainability. If we look through a wider lens at food history, we can find some of the best solutions by simply noting patterns already found in nature. This focused observation is the basis of what we generally refer to as traditional homesteading and, more specifically, permaculture.

Permaculture is a sustainable design of living and farming inspired by the symbiotic relationships within the natural ecosystems around us. Examples of this are everywhere. In agriculture, the practice of permaculture is to observe the natural features of an area to better create and manage water retention, light, and the natural production of topsoil through symbiosis. It is the difference between a farm that must be maintained and fed, and one with an ecosystem that nurtures life on its own: to plant a small tree that is known to retain water in an arid area; or to grow a mushroom that helps decompose wood on a plot of land with heavy woodfall; or to grow a canopy of low shade plants among taller ones, creating an entirely new world of biodiversity and growth. Examples within our past can be found through the milpas of the Yucatán and in the crops and techniques of other First Nation groups in North America, where you will often still hear about farming the “three sisters”: squash, corn, and beans. The climbing beans are grown on cornstalks in recently harvested cornfields, with squash and pumpkins growing in the shade underneath. . . . You can find examples of this everywhere, some completely natural and some intentionally nursed along by indigenous farmers. You may have observed similar growth without knowing a name for it.

A promising example of applying permaculture to the future of farming is not on land at all, but rather in the exciting frontier of sustainable seaweed aquaculture. Long practiced in parts of Asia, it is now spreading throughout the Western world—and with good reason. Sustainably farmed seaweed shares a zero-input philosophy with small-scale, land-based permaculture, but it’s capable of feeding millions without much upkeep. It does not require us to water and feed it and only helps promote new ecosystems around it. While it is still in its infancy in the United States, innovative thought leaders in the Northeast, like Bren Smith of the nonprofit Greenwave, work to develop and teach models of vertical kelp and shellfish farming to start-up farmers and commercial fishing converts all over the world. Over the past few years, I have worked hard to help facilitate kelp farm growth by developing seaweed into recipes and food products that add value while incentivizing both old and new farmers alike. In 2016, I cofounded the seaweed company Akua, creating our first product, a plant-based jerky, from local sugar kelp and discarded mushroom stems.

Homesteading refers more to the philosophy of sustenance living. Surviving off the grid—almost solely off your own land, using only your ingenuity and the work of your own two hands—requires a high level of planning and attention to detail. This intense focus and core belief in self-reliance represents a major departure from mainstream modern life. The phrase “urban homesteading” has often been used to describe households practicing many of the same techniques and ideals, but limited to within more urban environments and neighborhoods. I believe that many of these same principles can successfully be applied to life in city apartments of all sizes, although it may be challenging at times.

I first began cooking seriously while studying primitive survival techniques, traditional homesteading, and Buddhism at Naropa University in Boulder, Colorado. I was interested in cooking, of course, but I had just as much desire to learn how to bow-drill a fire, fix a roof, and farm or build on a small amount of land sustainably. I wanted to relearn how to live, relying on my own skill and creativity. Cooking was a means to an end—making money so that I could one day buy my own land. Over time I fell in love with all the complex and different ways food can be prepared, the subtlety of flavors and taste, and the enjoyment of sharing food as an act of love and friendship. In a way, my life has come full circle as I now work to create a life and group of businesses that are as sustainable and passion-driven as possible. Every day I strive to find ways to incorporate the ideas in this book into different aspects of my personal and professional life, as do like-minded people around the world. This life we work so hard on can be nothing less than a love affair, one that sheds light and inspiration on every moment, and on each other.

Even small efforts to cultivate and enjoy potted herbs or vegetables in one’s apartment can evoke these deep feelings of connection and self-sufficiency. I encourage you to read about the many impressive homesteaders and permaculture experts who are currently breaking ground in this area; what follows is my best vision of what a more self-sufficient lifestyle could look like, whether you’re off the grid in the boreal forests of the Yukon Territories, living in the suburbs, or making a home in a one-bedroom New York City apartment.

In no way am I suggesting that anything in this book is the exact way you should live, or cook—or do anything, for that matter! My goal is simply for you to use these ideas and possibilities to inspire your own inner vision.

Many people assume “living off the land” as requiring a large piece of land, maybe fifty to one hundred acres. This is probably because our current concept of a farm is set up to sell product via monocropping. In reality, most families can create an almost entirely sustainable food system on just a single acre of land, often producing even more food than they would ever need. I’ll address this one-acre model, but let’s start off by exploring what’s possible on a five-acre parcel of land.

THE FIVE-ACRE FARM

It goes without saying that every piece of land is different, and it’s a truism that one could make a lifetime study of a mere quarter of an acre. When buying or leasing land, the most important first step is identifying its ecosystems, history, and basic resources, such as water, wind, soil, and light. By taking the time to observe what is already living on the land, you can adapt the systems of production to coexist in a symbiotic relationship within nature. This saves energy and naturally produces more without depleting resources.

When it comes to the history of the parcel of land, researching and understanding what transformations have taken place can mean everything. A bit of research can identify the type and age of any woodlands, how the land had been stewarded in the past, and whether it’s even feasible to grow on it at all without decades of regeneration or introducing prohibitively expensive amounts of topsoil.

It is probably most important to consider the land’s natural resources and how it retains water. Is there a source of water? If not, what will it take to drill a well, and will that involve going through bedrock? What are its main sources of energy—for example, is there adequate sunlight? Maybe there’s sufficient wind for turbines or possibly even moving water (such as a river or streams) that could be a source for hydroelectricity. Whether the plan is to create a completely self-sufficient home or one that is partially supported by nature, these steps are critical, as they are the foundation of the ecosystem.

When I was younger, I would hear people talking about alternative energy as if there was one solution and we had to pick a side. Now we know that the solution is more likely a combination of many systems, such as solar, hydro, wind, and even methane. All of those systems must be seamlessly worked into the way we design and build structures in order to capture, retain, and circulate energy. One of the most important parts of this evaluation process is talking to people. Simply asking neighbors what they have done or grown best on the land can save you from many seasons of mistakes and loss, and open the door to one of the most valuable tools we have as a community and society: skill sharing.

When designing a homestead, it’s useful to map out a property in multiple sections. Start by asking yourself which parts of the farm will require your attention most frequently. Areas that will require daily work are often kept closest to home, whereas orchards, woodlands, and pastures will thrive on the outskirts, where they can be visited once or twice a week as needed. The beauty of having five or more acres is the possibility of keeping more animals and growing more kinds of feed, such as hay and grain. With just an acre or two dedicated to grain, hay, and tubers, a couple of cows can be well fed through most of the year, with enough left over to supply the home with flour and grain. Small homesteaders are often opposed to having cows, as a dairy cow requires hard work and must be milked twice a day. Personally, I think the benefit of having fresh milk, butter, and cheese is worth it, and can be a great luxury for any family.

To reiterate, there are infinite models and variations that can be used when planning a homestead. In this example, I have set up a home using different methods of sustainable construction. I have always been a huge fan of earthbag construction. This method was developed by the architect Nader Khalili and involves building igloo-like structures using recycled plastic or natural sandbags filled with earth, clay, different types of sand, and recycled material. To learn more, check out the Cal-Earth Institute, founded by Khalili, in Hesperia, California. The structures are inexpensive to build and specially designed with solar-retention systems, often as simple as a well-placed window. As with earthships—dwellings built fully or partially underground—the soil’s natural insulation regulates and maintains temperature throughout the seasons with far less need for additional heaters or air conditioners.

[image: image]
Example of the five-acre farm


As you can see from the illustration above, we have rotating pastures with movable fences for animals such as chickens, goats, pigs, and cows. Pigs can be used to till land and chickens to fertilize it. Mixed orchards can incorporate both low-brush edibles such as mushrooms and other vegetation that benefit from having a full or mixed canopy, and edible plants that tend to grow when trees are bare-branched, including wild leeks, violets, trout lilies, and garlic. I’ve also included a small stream and pond, which can be a home to ducks, crawfish, and small fish, but could also be utilized within an aquaponic greenhouse to grow in colder seasons. There are many ways to propagate berries; some people just plant in excess, expecting that a portion will be eaten by wild animals, but with little effort a structure can be made with a simple wood or bamboo frame covered in chicken wire.
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