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INTRODUCTION
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My grandfather used to pull us in a rusty red wagon behind his riding lawn mower for hours at a time. We begged him for rides, and those times are some of my fondest farm memories!




Twelve years ago, I was living with my husband in our first home (after nine years of apartment living) in the fastest-growing county in Texas, on a tiny, postage stamp–size subdivision lot. Going from a tiny apartment to a house had been a dream for a long time, but once we got there, I found myself still dreaming of more: of my grandparents’ homestead, of wide-open spaces, and of fresh produce. My grandparents had lived in deep West Texas for most of my childhood, and we made the nine-hour drive to see them a few times a year. Their property was about eight acres of near-desert land, but my grandfather had the greenest thumb anyone could ever have. He transformed that desert soil into an oasis that allowed him to grow a beautiful vineyard, a kitchen garden, and cultivate his own private pine forest.


I remember my brother and I eating all the fresh grapes we could, then canning the rest into jelly with my four-foot-eleven grandmother in her tiny kitchen. We made pecan brittle in the fall and picked fresh vegetables from the garden in the summer. Eventually, my grandparents moved to the city to be near us, as my mom was their only child. But they never forgot their roots. With every house they lived in after their West Texas property, my grandfather always kept a garden. Sometimes it was just a few beds, and other times he kept a full two-acre garden (mind you, he was in his mid-eighties at the time!). Even up until his death at ninety-four years old, he loved puttering around in the garden, weeding and watching things grow.


His death came only a few weeks after the birth of our son, his namesake, James. And as I sat with our baby in my home on that tiny subdivision lot my husband and I had purchased, I realized that I wanted so much more for myself and for my family. I didn’t want to rely on the grocery store system for my food supply, or to be so busy with the demands of modern life that we weren’t able to slow down every once in a while. After a long talk, my husband, Jason, and I decided that we wanted to change our lives. We knew we wanted a higher quality of food for our family and to take more of a hand in our food supply and self-sufficiency, while also enjoying a slower pace of life. We didn’t want to continue trading our time for money so that we could buy what we needed; instead, we wanted to spend our time directly cultivating the food or products that we longed to consume.


Since we didn’t have land on which we could garden or keep chickens, we needed to find a way to create a modern homestead in the city. For us, that looked like learning to truly cook high-quality food from scratch, finding local producers to partner with, and keeping a deep pantry through bulk dry-goods purchases and food preservation. In less than a year, we had completely removed ourselves from the modern food supply and had created a version of homesteading that we could accomplish in the city. This idea of modern homesteading led me to start my website, A Modern Homestead, to help others learn how to embrace the idea of homesteading no matter where they live.


In 2016, we made the move onto a piece of family land and expanded our homesteading practices to include gardening and animal husbandry. We even had a dairy cow for a while (I’ll tell you more about her shortly). Ultimately, we have spent a decade learning which parts of homesteading fit our desired lifestyle and which parts don’t, to create the modern homestead of our dreams.


Maybe you are looking around at your life and wanting more as well. Maybe you are realizing that you long for a slower pace of life, or a lifestyle that allows you to be more self-sufficient in a world that seems more and more unstable. Creating your own modern homestead is an exciting endeavor, but also one that can seem overwhelming. My goal for this book is to help you see that you can incorporate many traditional skills into modern life, without having to pick up and move to the country or completely change your life.
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This is the very average subdivision home where we started our homesteading journey. You can start anywhere!





Crafting Your Homestead

Embarking on your own homesteading journey is a deeply personal experience, and it’s important to remember that there’s no one “right” way to do it. As you move through this book, you might find certain ideas and practices that resonate with you immediately, while others don’t quite fit. That’s okay! The beauty of modern homesteading lies in its flexibility—the freedom to adapt traditional skills to suit your life and your needs.


Since we are fortunate enough to live in a time that doesn’t require us to homestead fully in order to survive, it’s completely reasonable to cater your activities and goals to what makes you feel the most fulfilled, rather than focusing on the tasks needed to make it through the winter. One of the most empowering aspects of homesteading is the ability to pick and choose the practices that best align with your personal values, lifestyle, and goals. Unlike many other pursuits, modern homesteading isn’t about rigid adherence to a prescribed set of activities. Instead, it’s about crafting a lifestyle that brings you joy, sustains your family, and connects you with the land in a way that feels authentic. This journey is yours to shape, and part of the process is learning to listen to your own instincts and make choices that align with your desired lifestyle.
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Our son, James, was thrilled when he picked our first home-grown strawberries!




You might find that gardening is your true passion, so you dedicate most of your time to growing a variety of vegetables, herbs, and fruits. Or maybe animal husbandry speaks to you, and you enjoy the routine of caring for chickens, goats, or bees. Some homesteaders dive deep into food preservation, finding satisfaction in the process of canning, fermenting, and drying the food that they harvest or purchase. Others might focus on crafting, building, or self-sufficiency projects that align with their creative or practical interests.


What’s crucial to understand is that your modern homestead should reflect your priorities and passions, not simply be a re-creation of what someone else thinks you should be doing. There’s no shame in deciding that certain practices aren’t for you. Perhaps you try beekeeping but find it too labor intensive, or you experiment with making soap only to realize that it doesn’t spark the joy you hoped it would. These observations are part of the journey—discovering what enhances your life and what doesn’t. There is no shame in discovering what doesn’t fit!



[image: fig_4_2.jpg]
James watching his daddy unload our first batch of mulch when we first moved to the homestead.




In the end, the goal is to create a homestead that feels like home—a place where you’re free to explore, experiment, and embrace the practices that truly resonate with you. Freedom of choice is what makes homesteading so fulfilling, and it’s important to keep that concept in mind as you build your own path.





Questions to Ask When Starting Out

You may already be in the middle of crafting your homestead, or you may be at the onset and just starting to make plans. Either way, reflecting on your motivations and goals will help provide clarity as you move forward. Unfortunately, we failed to give them thought in the beginning, and I wish we had! Now, we counsel all new home-steaders to take a beat before diving in, to first ask some questions and set some goals with a clear head.
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You might start out with a picture-perfect idea of homesteading but find that as you incorporate that idea into your own life, it doesn’t actually serve you the way you thought it would. It’s okay to let go of one idea in favor of finding another that works for you and your family!




Grab a notebook and write down all the things you want to do on your homestead and why. The why is very important! Often, when we see someone else homesteading we decide their practices are the only valid way to homestead, without any real reason or practicality behind our thought process, which then all too frequently leads to hardships and frustration when we try to fit our own lives into that same mold.



	Why is this task important to me?

	If I bought the product of this task, such as honey from my beekeeping efforts, what would it cost me each month or year?

	Can I buy the same quality locally that I can produce myself?

	Am I willing to forsake other tasks to prioritize this one?

	What does each season of the year look like for this task?



Hopefully, you are able to see how vital these questions can be to the process. They aren’t meant to keep you from doing any given task, but rather to help you understand the why and how of getting that task done, enabling you to prioritize what is most important to you.


You may discover through this practice that you can purchase the same quality eggs at a local farmer’s market for less money than it would cost you to raise and keep chickens yourself. This would allow you to save the effort and time of keeping chickens for another task, while also supporting other local producers. Or you may find that you cannot purchase the same quality, so you move keeping chickens higher on your priority list. Or perhaps you can purchase eggs for the same price or less, but keeping chickens is truly fulfilling to your soul, so you raise them anyway. There is no wrong answer—but asking the question before you start can often help you avoid future issues.





The Trial-and-Error Process

Homesteading is, at its core, a process of trial and error. And while something may look great on paper, even after careful consideration you will inevitably find that some things work well for you while others don’t. This is a normal part of the journey. It’s important to approach the process with an open mind and a willingness to experiment, and to not get discouraged if something doesn’t work out immediately or just doesn’t feel right after a solid effort.


When you first start out, it can be tempting to try everything at once—keeping chickens, baking sourdough bread, tending a large garden, making soap, preserving food, and more. I don’t recommend this because it can lead to overwhelm that isn’t actually associated with the tasks in front of you but rather comes from the fact that you’ve introduced too many things at once.


But no matter how many skills you choose to try, you may find that certain activities don’t fit as seamlessly into your life as you’d imagined. For example, you might discover that sourdough baking, with its precise timing and care, feels like more of a chore than a pleasure. Or perhaps you realize that keeping chickens, while rewarding, requires more daily attention than you can comfortably give.


The key is to view these experiences not as failures but as valuable learning opportunities. Every time you try something new, you’re gaining insight into what works for you and what doesn’t. It’s perfectly okay to decide that a particular practice isn’t for you and to move on to something else. What matters is that you’re exploring, learning, and finding what truly enhances your life.


When something doesn’t work out, also don’t be afraid to reassess and adjust your approach. Maybe you find that gardening in raised beds is more manageable than maintaining a large plot, or that buying sourdough from a local baker gives you the same joy without the stress of maintaining a starter. The point is to keep experimenting and refining your practices until you find the right balance for you.





When a Dream Turns Into a Hardship

For as long as I can remember, I dreamed of having a dairy cow. The idea of fresh milk every morning, straight from our own cow, was something I romanticized for years. Eventually, that dream became a reality. We brought home a beautiful A2-certified dairy cow, and for three years she was a cherished part of our family.
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Our beautiful Red Devon mama, Buttermilk, with her calf, Serenity.




At first, it was everything I had hoped for. There’s something magical about the connection you feel when you milk your own cow, knowing that the milk on your breakfast table was produced just a few hours earlier. But over time, we began to realize that the demands of caring for a dairy cow didn’t align with the way we wanted to live. The daily milking schedule, the commitment to her care, and the sheer amount of milk we had to process became overwhelming. It wasn’t just a matter of work; it was the realization that the rhythm of our lives was out of sync due to the responsibilities of dairy farming.


After much consideration, and with heavy hearts, we made the difficult decision to sell our sweet cow back to the rancher we had purchased her from. It wasn’t easy to say goodbye—we had invested so much time and energy into making that dream a reality, and letting it go felt like a failure at first—but once she was gone, we felt an unexpected sense of relief. Suddenly, our days felt more balanced and our homestead more manageable. The decision to let go of something I had dreamed of for so long wasn’t easy, but it was the right choice for our family. As time passed, I realized that letting go of our dairy cow had created space for other things that brought me joy. I had more time to spend with my family, more energy to devote to the garden, and more peace in my daily routine.


This experience taught me an important lesson: not every dream fits into the reality of your life, and that’s okay. It’s essential to recognize when something isn’t working and to have the courage to make changes, even if it means letting go of something you once thought was essential.





Reevaluating and Adjusting Over Time

While some tasks or projects may become glaring in terms of their strain on your life, it’s important to regularly reevaluate all your homesteading practices to ensure they’re still working for you. As your life and needs change, you may find yourself having to adjust or end tasks that you do still truly enjoy and benefit from. These changes may be for a season, or they may be permanent. This is why regular evaluations are so important.


External factors such as weather patterns, financial changes, a family crisis, or other unexpected events can also impact your homesteading plans. Being able to adjust and adapt to these changes is key to maintaining a successful homestead. For instance, if a particularly harsh winter makes it difficult to maintain a large garden, you might instead decide to focus on indoor projects or explore new skills such as crafting or fermenting.


While constant evaluation goes on naturally on a regular basis, real evaluation to consider big changes should happen much less frequently. You don’t want to make permanent decisions based on a bad day; instead, you ideally want to have a full year of experience with a task before you decide its fate. Why wait a full year? Well, keeping chickens in the fall is a breeze, but it’s less enjoyable in the heat of the summer. Likewise, gardening in the spring may be the best thing you’ve ever done, while cleaning out the garden in the winter turns out to be a chore you never want to see again! Understanding exactly what any given task looks like in reality during all seasons will allow you to make the best decision for your situation.


Remember that removing something from your homestead doesn’t have to be permanent and it doesn’t mean the experience was a failure. Not at all! We learn very valuable lessons from everything we try—lessons that can be used in the future to make our next efforts even





Embracing Your Unique Homesteading Journey
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