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Being independent is all about being able to meet your own needs, and, more precisely, it’s about having within reach the things you need to lead a full life. When we talk about independence in the broad sense, we are primarily concerned with our intellectual, emotional, and social lives. On a more practical level, though, being independent is also about producing all—or at least a large part—of our personal food supply.

On the way to food self-sufficiency

From time immemorial, the great provider of family food has been the bit of earth surrounding the home. Not so very long ago, vegetables from the garden, fruit from the orchard, eggs from the chicken coop, and honey from beehives made up a significant portion of the food we consumed. A few dozen yards at most was all that separated the place where food was produced from the kitchen where it was prepared and consumed. One would be hard-pressed to create a shorter food supply chain! While the garden’s role has diminished since the end of World War II, it has never completely disappeared, especially in rural areas. In fact, it is making a comeback, and now many of us are turning our land into our very own grocery stores.

How much land do I need?

Any new project requires having certain resources in place. As a rule, the farther your home is from urban areas the more space you will have available to cultivate. If your goal is to grow food for family consumption, 700 square yards (less than ¼ acre) of land is enough to give you vegetables, herbs, most fruits, eggs, and even honey since two or three hives won’t take up very much room. If you want to enlarge your food supply and include grains and protein crops as well, aim for around half an acre. That said, a plot of 240 to 360 square yards is nothing to laugh at, and, as this book will show you, that’s more than enough land to give you access to fresh produce all year long.

Gardening requires many different skills . . .

While it may appear simple, managing a garden requires knowledge in a variety of areas. To make your project a success, you’ll have to take turns being—at the very least!—a botanist, meteorologist, agronomist, truck farmer, nurseryman, tree grower, poultry breeder, and a beekeeper. Studying all of these fields ahead of time—as you are doing by reading this book— will help you avoid quite a few blunders and equip you to make decisions more easily. In the long term, as experience has shown, your knowledge and know-how are what will make the real difference.

. . . and the right tools

Taking your life and environment into your own hands means you’ll have to get those hands dirty. Will you have to do everything yourself? Maybe not, but there’s a lot you can do. With what? Tools, of course! And those tools will become an invaluable part of your self-sufficiency. Get yourself started with a range of basic tools and a few multipurpose tools that are always in a handyman’s toolbox—a hammer, pliers, and a few different screwdrivers and saws—and add to it over time depending on your needs. A small set of electric tools is also practical and should include a drill and, potentially, a jigsaw or circular saw. You may even decide to invest in a welding machine. Finally, you will need a set of gardening hand tools including pruning shears, a spade, a broadfork and spading fork, cultivators and hooks, a rake, a weeding hoe, and a bucket and trowel; these will become indispensable. Whether you’re buying large or hand-size tools, prioritize solidity, effectiveness, and simplicity. If you protect them from the weather and take care of them, they will last you years. The handle is the part that usually breaks first, but these days you can find fiberglass handles that are as durable as metal.

Share!

Becoming independent doesn’t mean cutting yourself off from other people. Social and relational isolation—as we all know—is harmful to our intellectual and emotional equilibrium and even to our physical health. True self-sufficiency happens when we relate to others in a variety of ways, including bartering and giving gifts. All gardens, not just communal ones, are places of exchange. Anything can be shared—seeds, young plants, straw, eggs—because one person’s surplus might be exactly what someone else needs, and vice versa.

Robert Elger
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There may be more to being self-reliant than having an independent source of food, but the two are closely linked. “You are what you eat,” as the popular saying goes. In his book Appetites for Thought: Philosophers and Food, Michel Onfray says essentially the same thing: by examining the contents of their plates, we are able to understand who Diogenes, Kant, Rousseau, Nietzsche, and Sartre really were. Producing your own vegetables, herbs, and fruit—maybe even grains and honey, too—will provide you with just about all the food you need.

Vegetables

There are roughly sixty vegetable species commonly cultivated in gardens today, and around one hundred others that are lesser known but fairly easy to grow. All of these vegetables exist in a sometimes staggering number of varieties, which only further broadens the range of options available to you. Their harvest is usually limited to a single growing season, but the choice of variety can sometimes extend the season for each crop. You will find, for example, lettuce varieties for spring, summer, fall, and winter; cabbage varieties for summer, fall, and winter; varieties of frisée and escarole that grow in summer or fall; and even leek varieties that can be harvested in fall and winter.

Depending on the vegetable and what part of it is being harvested—leaves, fruit, roots, shoots, flowers, or seeds—harvest takes place in either spring, summer, fall, or winter. The growing season for spring radishes, for instance, rarely extends beyond two months, but leeks and parsnips can be left in the ground for an entire year. Annual vegetables complete a cycle every year that takes them from germination to the creation of new seeds. Biennials, on the other hand, develop during the first year and produce seeds the second year while perennial vegetables live for several years— up to fifteen years or more in the case of asparagus and rhubarb.

In any case, it’s always a good idea to diversify your crops. But remember: while not enough diversity can weaken your garden’s agricultural potential and limit your possibilities in the kitchen, too much diversification is unmanageable, especially if you are producing your own seeds. The key is finding the right balance. So, which vegetables should you grow? The answer is simple: grow the ones you enjoy and hope to see on your table.

Leaf vegetables

Leaf vegetables—plants harvested for their leaves, in other words—wilt after only a short time, but because they can be used in the kitchen immediately after being picked, this should not pose a problem for family gardens. These crops grow in abundance from spring through fall, but hardier varieties can stay in your garden all winter. Mild winters in some places have extended the harvest of many fall vegetables like celery, frisée, and escarole until the following spring. Endives and a variety of other chicories can also be force-grown indoors and will invite themselves to the table from November to April.

Spring offers you the chance to harvest, among other things, saltbush, red cabbage, perennial kale, garlic mustard, Good-King-Henry, sorrel, and Turkish arugula, which conveniently starts growing vigorously in late winter. Summer is the time to harvest New Zealand spinach, the many varieties of amaranth, watercress, oyster leaf with its curious salty flavor, buck’s-horn plantain (Plantago coronopus), edible chrysanthemum, and the flavorful baby sun rose (Aptenia cordifolia, now known as Mesembryanthemum cordifolium). Land cress can be harvested in the fall (its growing season extends into the heart of winter) along with cardoon and mustard greens.
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Turkish arugula is sometimes called Turkish warty-cabbage and can be harvested beginning in the month of February.

→ AVAILABILITY OF MAJOR LEAF VEGETABLES

Keep in mind that growing seasons vary according to your region. This chart is based on USDA hardiness zones 6–7, but because there can be a great deal of variation even within each zone, check with neighbors or your local agricultural extension office for information specific to your area.
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Stem vegetables

The most well-known stem vegetable, the leek, has a long white barrel that is partially buried in the soil with blue-green upper leaves. Kohlrabi and fennel also have edible stems. In the case of kohlrabi, the stem swells at the end of the growing season to form a spherical or conical pseudo-root about four inches (ten centimeters) in diameter. In the fennel plant, the base of the leaves expands to form an edible faux bulb.

The perpetual leek is less widespread than the common leek and also grows in a very different manner. Though usually cultivated as a biennial, it is a perennial plant, and its cloves are planted in summer to produce a harvest all winter long. Sea kale, an even more unusual stem vegetable, is an extremely hardy and perennial cabbage relative that can survive in the same place for several years. Its young shoots, forced or not, can be harvested beginning in February. Hops are traditionally grown for their highly aromatic female cones, but their particularly tasty young shoots also merit a place in the garden.
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A number of Asian cabbages including mizuna, komatsuna, and kailaan are sown in either February or September and then picked as young shoots. Their rapid growth and flexibility in terms of temperature—they germinate and grow anywhere above 45°F (8°C)—make them prized garden vegetables in both spring and fall.



→ AVAILABILITY OF MAJOR STEM VEGETABLES

Keep in mind that growing seasons vary according to your region. This chart is based on USDA hardiness zones 6–7, but because there can be a great deal of variation even within each zone, check with neighbors or your local agricultural extension office for information specific to your area.
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Fruiting vegetables

Fruiting vegetables are the kings of the kitchen garden in summer and fall. Tomatoes, eggplants, and peppers are ready to eat as soon as they are picked, and squash is harvested before the harsh weather and can be stored somewhere cool and dry for months—in some cases until spring.

In addition to these more popular species, there are other less common fruiting vegetables that have found their way into our gardens. Chayote is a climbing gourd vine that ripens in the fall and produces fruits that resemble large pears. The fig-leaf gourd—while it doesn’t taste like one—looks just like a freshly picked watermelon! The vila-vila, tomatillo, and pepino plants grow like tomatoes, but the tamarillo is a shrub that is highly frost-sensitive and does best in a pot away from winter cold, much like other decorative Mediterranean plants like oleander and angel’s trumpets. Kitchen gardens in areas with mild winters can sustain a variety of African eggplants like Solanum macrocarpon and Solanum aethiopicum. The Armenian cucumber, Sikkim cucumber, cucamelon, kiwano, and caigua can all thrive alongside more common cucumber varieties. The yardlong bean develops long cylindrical pods that give the plant its name, and okra is a flowering plant in the same family as hibiscus whose fruit is used to thicken and flavor sauces. The rat-tail radish is a curious plant in the Brassicaceae family whose fleshy seedpods have a spicy flavor.
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Also known as horned cucumber, the kiwano is an interesting member of the Cucurbitaceae family found in Africa. Its fruity flavor is reminiscent of melon, banana, and kiwi.

→ AVAILABILITY OF MAJOR FRUITING VEGETABLES

Keep in mind that growing seasons vary according to your region. This chart is based on USDA hardiness zones 6–7, but because there can be a great deal of variation even within each zone, check with neighbors or your local agricultural extension office for information specific to your area.
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The Ethiopian eggplant (
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→ AVAILABILITY OF MAJOR FLOWER VEGETABLES
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→ AVAILABILITY OF MAJOR ROOT VEGETABLES
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→ AVAILABILITY OF MAJOR FRUITS AND NUTS
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