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		“I went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately, to front only the essential facts of life, and see if I could not learn what it had to teach, and not, when I came to die, discover that I had not lived.”

		—Henry David Thoreau

		The first step of modern homesteading is knowing where you want to live and what kind of home you want to live in. If you read through the questions of other homesteaders and decide that you aren’t ready to leave the grid, that’s fine. You can still retrofit an existing home, spec out a new home, or build a weekend retreat (that’s ready for a full move-in) incorporating many self-sufficient and energy-independent principles.

		There’s still cheap land to be found. If you are willing to put in the time and research and live off the beaten path you can still find affordable farmland. But you put a house on that land and the price quadruples. And here’s the thing: that house is likely to be more than you need. If you want to live off-grid, you don’t want a big house. You want something small that’ll be easy to keep warm in the wintertime and easy(ish) to keep cool in the summer. The best part about building for yourself, though, is your ability to get creative. Choosing your site to allow you to build with south-facing windows, north-facing hay bales, and an exterior kitchen with a center courtyard? That might be just right. Or you can plant plenty of shade trees and think about sleeping in the basement in the summer. It’s entirely what works for you.

		Of course, “warm” and “cool” are relative terms, and are dependent on your thermal comfort zone. If you can’t sleep unless you’ve got a blanket on you and it’s a balmy 68°F, then you’ll probably need to stay on the grid and get central air. But if you’re able and willing to be more flexible with your comfort, there are some things you can do to build a house that suits you and your needs, and draws as little energy as possible.

		So how flexible are you? What’s important to you?

		Aesthetics. Don’t discount these! The most energy-efficient house is probably a hole in the ground, but that can get really depressing really fast. How do you want your home to feel? What materials are you happy being surrounded by?

		Budget. You can make a great cheap house, but there are downsides, often including aesthetics and comfort. What can you afford?

		DIY. How much of this can you do yourself, and what will you need to hire out?

		Size. How many people are going to be living there with you? How much space do you really need?

		Climate. What’s the temperature like where you live, in both summer and winter? Build to suit where you live, accepting the realities of your local climate, rather than trying to battle the climate to suit your aesthetic. And take climate into account when you’re deciding where to live in the first place! If you see some land that’s $1,500 an acre, swell, but if it’s in the desert, you’re going to need a ton of water, and you’ll probably have to buy it. So how cheap is that land, really?

		Site. What’s your building site like? Can you use vegetation or placement to offset energy usage?

		Based on your answers to all those questions, you may decide you’re better off with an existing house or updating an existing house. But if you’re still into the idea of building your own homestead, let’s talk some more about thermal comfort. Thermal comfort in building materials is dependent on two things:

		[image: ] Thermal mass, which is a material’s ability to absorb or release heat. Stone, adobe, earth, and concrete are all high in thermal mass, and will absorb heat when it’s hot (making you feel cooler) and release heat when it’s cold (making you feel warmer).

		[image: ] Insulation, which slows the passage of heat. Insulation is light and fluffy, and the more of it you have, the more it can trap air pockets of heat. Again, it will keep you warm in the winter and cool in the summer. Insulate everything—your home, your barn, your animal housing, all of it. It’s worth it.

		It all comes down to how comfortable you can make yourself and your home. Remember, you’re going to be living and working your homestead all day every day. You want to be able to rest and relax so that you can get up and do it all again tomorrow.

		
			Hot tip

		

		Put tarpaper between the house and the roof. It’ll seal out moisture and act as a barrier to leaks. If you’re in a really humid environment, consider putting tarpaper on your walls, too. You can also put in a ventilation fan on the roof, to pull out the heat and prevent the greenhouse effect. Not only will this keep you cooler, it’ll prevent condensation, which can lead to black mold.

		Building by Zone

		It’s helpful to think about the climate zones in the US to determine what kind of home you should build and where.

		Given that, you have a few options for the type of home you can build.

		Earthen Homes

		Earthen homes are by nature extremely high in thermal mass, and so don’t require much insulation. Earth with decent clay content will absorb moisture and balance the humidity in your home. There’s a reason people have been building them for thousands of years. And if you build them yourself, earthen homes can be—get it—dirt cheap. They tend to work best in the areas with low humidity such as the Southwest. There are several options for earthen homes:

		Adobe, a mixture of sand, clay, and some sort of fiber (usually straw) that is dried and made into bricks, and then stacked and mortared to form walls.

		Rammed earth, a mixture of earth, sand, gravel, and clay that is wet, compressed, and often mixed with cement. It’s a little harder to work with, but when done right, creates a durable, stonelike wall.

		Cob, a mixture of clay, sand, water, and straw, which is formed into walls. It’s soft enough to mold into whatever form you like, whether you want to build a hobbit house or another fanciful shape that works for you.

		Straw Homes

		This can seem like an incredibly bad idea, given the story of the big bad wolf, but straw is actually a great form of insulation. It doesn’t work all that well in high-moisture climates for obvious reasons, but if you’ve got a source and live in a dry environment, you’ve got a ready supply of eco-friendly and inexpensive building materials. Stack up some straw bales for walls with high insulation, and add thermal mass with a layer of earthen plaster.

		You could also pack some loose, clay-coated straw into structural forms, as with cob. If you pay attention to the weather patterns, you can put more clay in the wall that needs more thermal mass (often the south wall), and more straw in the wall that needs more insulation (often the north wall).

		Composite Homes

		If that’s all a little too DIY for you—and if you’re worried about building up to code—you can also purchase composite materials that are durable, easy to work with, and that create airtight, energy-efficient structures. Since they are airtight, you have to make sure you’re creating proper ventilation, or you will have issues with mold. Depending on where you live, some adjustments may need to be made for insulation, weatherproofing, etc.
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				The building zones on this map match up in general with growing zones, and can help you think about where you live in relation to the weather—but that’s not very specific and can vary widely within regions. For instance, Zone 7 is hot and dry in most places, but it goes up to Washington State, which is of course very rainy. As always, do your research. For more information on growing zones, check out Chapter 3.
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		Structural Insulated Panels. SIPs contain a core of rigid foam insulation that is surrounded by composite board. They arrive precut and provide insulation, but not thermal mass. They’re expensive, but if you’re paying a contractor, you may well end up saving money because they’re incredibly easy and fast to work with.

		Insulating Concrete Forms. ICFs are interlocking, hollow blocks or panels that can be stacked without mortar. There are cavities within these rigid foam structures that are reinforced with steel and then filled with concrete. They are thermally efficient and structurally sound, and their modular capabilities mean that you can be a little more creative with your structure.

		
			Hot tip

		

		“Make sure you have a concrete block foundation. Wood will just rot.” —The Trayers

		Earthships

		The name kind of says it all: these homes are pretty damn cool. They include natural materials, including earth and straw, as well as upcycled old tires or whatever else can be used that will still make the home energy-efficient. They are intended for off-grid living in nonhumid areas, incorporating sun and rainwater into the structure. They use thermal mass and cross-ventilation to maintain thermal comfort, and they are designed as simply as possible. That said, you’d probably want to purchase the plans since construction can get complex.

		Yurts

		These tentlike structures are durable, inexpensive, and shockingly livable. They’re sold as kits and can be large enough to accommodate an entire family. They are extremely energy-efficient and ideal for off-grid living. They can be hot in the summer, but with proper ventilation, you’ll stay cool enough. You can also build them on a raised platform to give you additional breeze and storage underneath.

		
			Hot tip

		

		Whatever you build, make sure it’s level. “Measure twice, cut once” is not a joke.

		Wood Homes

		What about wood? It’s accessible, it’s relatively inexpensive, we all basically know how to work with it. The trouble is, it’s actually a terrible building material. It splits and shrinks, bugs eat it, and it’s vulnerable to fire and rot. If you’re like the Trayers and you can just cut down a tree and mill yourself some boards to build your house with, then hell yes, use wood. It always makes sense to use what you have. But if you’re purchasing supplies, it’s better to work with something more energy-efficient. If you do use wood, make sure you’re using additional spray foam insulation to minimize air leakage, and add some rigid insulation on the exterior. If you’re in an area with heavy rain or snowfall, an A-frame house will keep your roof from collapsing.

		
			Hot tip

		

		If you generate a blueprint, you can take it to a home improvement store and they will get you the supplies you’ll need to build it.

		
			Spotlight

		

		
		Tammy and Glenn Trayer • Tammy and Glenn are living the Rugged Life at its most extreme. They subsist in Northern Idaho on around 11 watts a day, treating their energy use like dollars. (This is essentially the equivalent of running one regular lightbulb in an on-the-grid home for 12 hours.) They built their house from wood they cut and milled themselves, and they hunt the majority of their meat, filling their freezer with turkey, deer, and elk during hunting season and living off of those stores until the next year. They use gravity-fed water for their sink, keeping a barrel of water upstairs in the bedroom. They built a clay fireplace for their greenhouse, which maintains and distributes the heat in place of grow lights, so they can grow (and harvest) all year long. They both feel like they were born two hundred years too late, but they live that way anyway! Their goal has always been to live on their own terms, with as little pull on society as possible. See more at trayerwildnernessacademy.com.
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			Hot tips

		

		The Trayers have a full sawmill, but you can cut your own planks out of felled trees for just a couple of hundred bucks. A chainsaw mill is a super-cool contraption. Say you’ve cut down a tree and you want to mill your own boards. All you have to do is affix this attachment to your chainsaw. Using a purchased board as a guide, you run the bracket of the mill along that flat board, giving you a straight clean cut all along the tree. Keep at it, layer after layer, and you can create several boards out of just one tree. There’s a bit of a learning curve, of course, but you can get high-quality boards with just a little practice.

		The locust tree is one amazing tree. If you can use that wood, your house won’t rot, and no termite will be able to touch it.

		Oak is another good strong wood, and cedar can handle most weather conditions.

		Van Life

		It’s possible to homestead nomadically, and in fact it’s become a doable and popular option for many people. Want to travel around seeing the country? Want the flexibility and transience of not being bound to a home address? Want to cast off all your stuff and live free and unencumbered? You can do that. Remember how folks used to drive around in VW buses in the ’60s? Well, since then Van Life has become a lot more pleasant…and therefore a bit more complex.

		Yeah, you can go full RV and drive a rig as big as a tour bus. Or you can be a little (or a lot) more rugged and fit up your van yourself. The kind of van you equip depends on a number of factors:

		[image: ] How big is your household…er, vanhold?

		[image: ] How tall are you? You want to be able to stand up comfortably.

		[image: ] How much storage space do you need? Think about items such as clothes, equipment, books, and things like bikes and surfboards.

		[image: ] Do you want natural light?

		[image: ] Will you be cooking inside the van? How about working?

		[image: ] Will you be putting in a bathroom?

		That bathroom question is a big one. Yeah, of course you want one, but vans are tiny and even just a toilet will take up a lot of space. Depending on where you go, you may well have access to a public restroom. Most campgrounds where you’ll park will have facilities. And if you’re off in the woods, well, trees will do for liquid waste, but you don’t want to leave your poop lying around. Scoop it up and pack it out.

		If you’re reading that and thinking, man, that is not for me, you can always DIY a composting toilet (see this page).

		Showering is definitely not going to happen in-van. But truck stops, state parks, and gyms have showers, and you can hook up a solar shower to rinse off outside if you’ve got the weather and the privacy for it. And look, it’s just you and yours in your van. If you’re all doing a sponge bath every other day or so, nobody’s going to complain.

		Speaking of weather, if you want to be able to drive your van anywhere, you’re going to need to make sure you can regulate the temperature in there. After all, you’re not going to be running the heat or air-conditioning all night. Put in some foam insulation—that’ll keep you warm in the winter and cool in the summer—and make sure you can give yourself ventilation when you need it.

		Once you determine your basic needs, sit down with some graph paper and sketch out how you would equip a small school bus or other high-top van (seriously, head space is important). Space will always be at a premium, so try to sketch to scale and make sure everything has more than one use—your bed will also function as a couch and your workspace will also be your eating space.
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		Staying Warm

		The truth is that being hot is unpleasant but for the most part it won’t kill you if you can stay hydrated and find some shade. If you don’t do well in the heat, then consider living in areas that still have only a few uncomfortable summer days, like Zones 1 and 2. The thing you really have to worry about is staying warm in the winter. Freezing to death in your own house isn’t a way anybody wants to go, and depending on where you live, that can be a real issue.

		The classic homesteading method is a wood-burning fireplace or woodstove. The smaller your home, the less wood you need to keep it warm, which means less labor for you. There’s a saying: when you cut your own firewood, you get warm four different times—while you’re cutting it, while you’re chopping it, while you’re stacking it, and while you’re burning it. If you have the land for it, you can take down trees, split the wood, and store enough to see you through the winter. Remember, though, your wood needs to dry out, so you have to cut enough wood for next winter. Anything you cut now will be too wet to burn.

		Of course, not all wood is created equal. Hardwoods including maple, oak, ash, and most fruit trees will burn for a longer time at a higher temperature—but that may not be what you’ve got growing in your forest. If you’re stuck with softer woods such as pine, spruce, or cedar, you’re going to need even more. Tempting as it may be, especially if you’re running out of fuel, don’t burn salvaged construction wood inside your house. It’s often treated with chemicals that can produce hazardous fumes, and it will clog up your chimney. It’s probably okay for a bonfire, though, so long as it’s not painted or varnished.

		Troubleshooting

		Say you need to fell a tree that’s too close to a structure for comfort, but that thing’s got to go. Look, it doesn’t matter how many wedges you cut, the tree is going to fall in the direction it’s leaning and that will typically mean whichever side has the most vegetation, i.e., the side that gets the most sun. What you need to do in this case is rig up a pulley system. Take some rope and wrap it around a nearby tree, making sure that it’s big enough that it won’t get pulled over, too. Use that tree as leverage, stringing up a pulley so you can haul the tree you want to fell in the direction you want it to go, without, you know, pulling it on top of you. Cut the tree as above, but have someone standing by tugging on that pulley, guiding the tree to fall where you want it to.

		If you’re okay with heights, you could also get a harness and some tree-climbing shoes and “top” the tree by lopping off the uppermost branches. The idea is to cut enough off the top that you can then fell it without damaging any nearby structures.
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				How to use an axe

				You’ll want to set aside a large stump as your splitting base, which will save your back some effort, and protect your axe in case you miss. Place the log on top of the base, keeping any knots near the bottom. Take aim and swing, letting your axe fall from above your head down into the log. Let the axe do the work. If the log stays on your axe when you lift it back up, simply slam it back down again. Slice your log like you would a pie, divvying it up into fairly equal pieces.
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			Hot Tip

		

		If you’re not going to use the trees on your land to create lumber yourself, have a lumber mill come pick it up. Depending on the weight and type of your trees, that’s cash in your pockets. People are always looking for lumber and/or wood. You can also get a mobile sawmill to come to you—they will plane your wood and leave it on-site for you. Make sure you’re keeping enough firewood to keep you warm for the winter, though.

		How to Chop and Store Wood

		Hand-chopping wood is nature’s gym. If you chop a full cord, you really won’t need any other exercise. But far easier is to rent a splitter. Depending on where you live, you should even be able to get one dropped off and then picked up when you are done. They save a huge amount of time. But they are also a great way to get your hand crushed. So read all directions and don’t drift off while using one.

		Stack your logs where they can dry out, either in a shed or under your house, though that can attract rats and other rodents. You want some airflow, so keep them stacked off the ground on pallets. Make pillars in the four corners of your intended stack by crisscrossing to create more stability, then stack your remaining logs in a single row between them. Move carefully and with precision. There’s nothing more annoying (and possibly dangerous) than seeing your hard work topple over. And remember, if you are stacking unseasoned wood, you won’t be using it for a while, so create a system that places older wood in the front, closest to the furnace or woodstove.

		To get through a northern US winter, you’ll probably need three cords of wood to heat a 1,000-square-foot home (so obviously if your house is bigger than that, your supply of wood goes up—remember, the smaller your house, the easier it is to heat). A cord of wood is defined as 128 cubic feet, which is a stack of wood that is 4 feet wide, 4 feet high, and 8 feet long.

		So how many trees is that, exactly? Estimating based on a tree that has a 10-inch-diameter trunk, you’re likely to need five trees for one cord of wood. You’re looking at having to fell, chop up, and season fifteen trees for every winter. If it’s available, you can always buy firewood, but that’ll run you around $200 to $400 per cord delivered.

		
			Hot tip

		

		Pellet stoves. Pellet stoves are a cleaner option than your traditional woodstoves. They burn pellets made from compressed sawdust, bark, and other leftover materials from lumber mills, or from agricultural waste, so they’re a reasonably green option. That said, while they are more cost-efficient than, say, a furnace, they aren’t cheap—installation alone will run you at least $1,500, and they require professional maintenance. Heating a home for the winter requires an average of three tons of pellets, at about $200 per ton.

		How To
 Fell a Tree
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				STEP 1: Estimate Felling Zone

				There’s a trick you can do with an axe handle where you face the tree, hold an axe handle at arm’s length, and then back away until the top of the axe is even with the treetop and the bottom is even with the base. Your feet should be just about where the top of the tree will land—but this is just an estimate, so allow for even more room.
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				STEP 2: Clear Cutting Zone

				Clear away any brush from around the trunk to make sure you have easy access, and check your escape routes. The tree may not fall exactly where you expect it to, so make sure you’ve got two clear paths to run away, each around 45 degrees away from each other in opposite directions.
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				STEP 3: Create Notch

				You can do this with a chainsaw, and you want to place it on the side of the tree you want to hit the ground. Make the depth of the notch around one-fifth of the trunk’s diameter, with reasonably sharp angles (see diagram). Make the top cut first, followed by the bottom, adjusting until the wedge falls out.

				STEP 4: Make the Felling Cut

				On the opposite side of the trunk from the notch, slice directly into the tree, aiming for the apex of the notch. The instant the tree begins leaning, pull the saw free, set the chain break, and walk away along your escape route—don’t ever take your eyes off the tree.

			
		
		
			
				[image: ]
			

			
				STEP 5: Chop it Up

				Use the chainsaw to remove the larger branches and to slice the trunk into the length that will fit in your woodstove.
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			Hot tip

		

		Understanding the physics of your fireplace or woodstove can help you build a more efficient fire. Chimneys operate on the principle that hot air rises above cold air, and so the movement of hot gases rising from the fire creates a pressure difference between the inside of the flue (the duct inside the chimney) and the room. This is called a draught and it forces air into the fireplace—air which then feeds the fire and keeps it burning.

		The thing is, though, more air makes your fire burn more quickly, and it will result in some heat loss. So you want it to be as closed as possible to extend the life and heat of your firewood—but you may also need to add some airflow if your fire could use a little more life. Pay attention to how your fire is burning. If it’s roaring, it’s probably going through too much wood too quickly, and you should close the damper partway. But if it’s smoldering and you can barely see any flame, it’s not giving off enough heat, and you’ll want to open the damper back up again. Keep adjusting throughout the day, paying attention to your needs and the needs of the fire.

		Fireplace Maintenance

		The reason we don’t burn unseasoned wood is that its high water content will build up creosote in your chimney. Creosote is a by-product of wood burning that consists mainly of tar, and as you might imagine, it’s highly flammable. If there’s too much of it, it will eventually catch fire—and trust me, you don’t want this kind of high-heat chimney fire to happen while you’re sleeping and miles and miles away from the fire department. Because you can’t be sure everyone knows what they’re doing when it comes to fire, always have your chimney checked by a professional when you’re buying a house. You don’t want someone else’s mistakes to end up costing your life.

		Even seasoned wood will cause creosote buildup eventually, particularly if your fire isn’t burning hot enough. To check on your flue, peer up into it, shining a flashlight or maybe angling a mirror. You’ll also want to peer in from above, climbing up on the roof, removing the chimney cap, and shining a flashlight down in there. If you see buildup of a flaky, black substance, you need a cleaning. You can do the cleaning yourself, but if you see damage, definitely get a professional in there to make any necessary repairs.

		If you do want to try cleaning the chimney yourself, know that it’s a little complicated and you need specific equipment, so it may be better to hire someone. You can’t just use any old brush; you need a chimney brush that’s sized and shaped to fit your flue, as well as enough extension rods to push that brush all the way down. If you have a brick flue, you can use a metal brush, but for a stainless steel flue, you’ll need a poly brush.

		You’ll work from the top down, so start by closing the door to your stove, or if you have a fireplace, taping plastic across the opening—otherwise you’ll get ash all over your living space. Open up the damper and then climb up your ladder. Remove the chimney cap and scrub your brush up and down, working from the top of the chimney down to the bottom, adding extension rods as you go.

		Once you reach the bottom, check inside to see if you’ve scrubbed away all the creosote. If not, keep at it. Once the flue is clean, use a Shop-Vac to clean up all the soot and creosote that have fallen.

		How To
 Build a Fire in a Fireplace
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				STEP 1: Clean It Out

				You may or may not have a removable ash pan, but either way, make sure you clean out the ashes from the previous fire.
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				STEP 2: Open the Flue or Damper

				Again, this will depend on your model, but make sure the airflow is wide open.
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				STEP 3: Prepare the Kindling

				Loosely crumple up a whole bunch of newspaper or other uncoated paper, then stack some kindling atop the paper. You want these to be your smallest, airiest, driest pieces of wood. Allow some space, as air is what is going to keep your fire burning.
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				STEP 4: Light the Fire

				Using a stick lighter or a long match, light the paper in multiple places and watch the kindling catch fire.
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				STEP 5: Feed the Fire

				Add more kindling, then slightly larger pieces of wood, placing them perpendicular to each other, like Lincoln Logs. Feed it slowly but attentively, adding wood when a log is halfway burned. When the fire is burning well, you can add your regular-sized logs, but don’t overwhelm it. Close the flue or damper if needed.
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				STEP 6: Enjoy the Warmth, but Monitor

				From here on out, it’s just a matter of paying attention. You may need to adjust the ventilation to keep more or less oxygen coming in (more will make the fire happier, but it will also burn through your fuel faster). Add logs before the logs in the stove are coming close to burning out.
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		Geothermal Heat

		About 6 to 8 feet underground, it’s a balmy, consistent 50°F—year round. That is a wildly valuable—and free—source of temperature control, and with some effort and creativity, you can harness it in a variety of ways.

		Dig yourself a big hole. We’re talking 6 to 8 feet down, and wide enough so you’ve got around 160 square feet. Take some PVC pipe and lay it out, running it back and forth, covering as much area as possible. Fill the hole back up, leaving air intakes on either side. Using fans that run on solar, push the cold air down into the coil of PVC you’ve created underground. That air will get warmed there, and then it’ll work its way back up, and with the help of another solar-powered fan, it will flow into your home, your chicken coop, your barn, your greenhouse—anything that needs temperature regulation. This system is known as a geothermal loop.
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			Hot tip

		

		Rocks make incredible thermal batteries, especially in mountainous environments. If you can incorporate rocks into your structure and place them on the southern wall, they will retain heat from the sun, sealing in warmth. They’ll also help keep out predators, so they’re great not only for your house but for your barns, chicken coops, goat sheds—you name it.

		The reverse of all this works, too. In the summer, you’ll be pushing hot air down, letting it cool off, and having it come back up to lower the temperatures indoors. It’s an all-natural DIY air conditioner, and once it’s installed, it requires zero maintenance and can last just about forever.

		Where to Live While You Build

		The problem with building on your land is that you have to live somewhere while that’s happening. If you can afford it, you can stay in your current location while you’re getting your homestead set up, or you can rent something nearby, but depending on your budget, that may not be an option. Tent living is tempting, but that may not work for you because of your climate, the size of your household, or simply because sleeping in a tent isn’t particularly restful. If the climate is mild enough, you can build a cheap greenhouse and live in that surprisingly comfortably. Or you could consider an inexpensive mobile home like a Park Model—it’s more sustainable than an RV and can likely be used as a guesthouse once your long-term home is built. Alternatively, an inexpensive “tiny home” can
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			“In proportion as he simplifies his life, the laws of the universe will appear less complex, and solitude will not be solitude, nor poverty poverty, nor weakness weakness. If you have built castles in the air, your work need not be lost; that is where they should be. Now put the foundations under them.”

			—Henry David Thoreau

			The kind of Rugged Life you choose is entirely based on you—you get to make it exactly what you want it to be. That’s the whole point. You can live entirely off-grid, in your own world like the Trayers. You can do it partway, like the Rapiers, whose house is off-grid, but not their barn and outbuildings. You can live like the Norrises, on the grid but almost entirely self-sustaining when it comes to your food.

			Either way, it’s a lifestyle choice. If all you care about is getting the cheapest egg, you’re going to be better off buying a dozen at the store. It isn’t less expensive to grow your own food, and it’s way more work. On the other hand, eggs from your own chickens are fresher, they taste better, and they are better for you. When you grow your own food, you have much more ability to manage your diet. If you have health issues and need to stay away from certain products, like processed foods, homesteading for health is the way to go.

			In the Introduction, we talked about your Why, the thing that will keep you going when shit gets hard. And it will get hard. It’s a laborious life that requires your commitment, but it also requires your ability to keep going when things go wrong. There are going to be days when nothing goes right. Say a tree drops on your smokehouse—there’s nothing you could have done to prevent it, and of course you’re going to be frustrated. You’ve got to cut that tree away, chop it up, and rebuild your smokehouse, and there’s always more to it than you think there’s going to be. Life in the 9 to 5 has its hiccups, when you get a flat tire or you’ve got a sudden rush on a project, for instance. But hiccups in the Rugged Life are felt more deeply and require more creativity.

			That said, when you fix them, there’s a huge sense of satisfaction. You did that. You handled your situation.

			You have to love this lifestyle to get through times like that. Everyone will have a different Why, and you have to find yours. Maybe it’s the satisfaction you get from eating food that you raised. Maybe it’s joy in the process, figuring things out, researching, planning ahead, and doing the work.

			It takes a leap of faith to do this, especially if you didn’t grow up this way. And it’s all exciting and great in the beginning, but once that newness wears off, what’s going to sustain you? It’s the pride and satisfaction. Look what I did. Look what I can do.

			You’re going to work hard, but it’s important to rest hard, too. Sleep with the sun, take naps when you want to—after all, you’re on no one’s schedule but your own. But rest also means recreation, and trust me, this is important. Boredom is destructive, and there is a certain amount of sameness in the Rugged Life. The repetitive nature of your 9 to 5 traffic-heavy commute is replaced by doing the same chores day after day. You have to find a way to make it fun, and to have fun around it.

			A lot of that will depend on who is sharing this lifestyle with you. You definitely do not want to do this alone—that’s a good way to go crazy. The person who is your partner in life, whether that’s your wife, your sister, your boyfriend, your best friend, whatever—that’s the person you need to have on board. Make sure that you are on the same page and that you feel the same level of commitment to this life.

			Whoever lives on the farm with you, your partner or your kids or whoever, you are going to be together all day every day. Communication and emotional skills are going to be really important, because it’s hard to get along all the time. You can love each other a lot, and you can know that you have each other, but when you’re all the other person has, it’s easy to get sick of each other. Be patient with each other, remember to let your people know how much they matter to you, and try to let the little things slide as often as you can.

			It’s important for everyone on your homestead to work and participate in the Rugged Life. You’re a family and you should all have responsibilities—so that you’re all equally invested in your life together. Even the smallest child can have a job. Every single person should have a schedule of tasks, some of which are done together as a team, and some that are done individually. This way everyone has personal and communal satisfaction, and that’s what’s going to keep everyone sane and healthy—not to mention happy and getting along.

			And have bonfires! Campfire therapy is amazing for mental health. Just getting people together so they’re hanging out and relaxing does wonders. And remember, not everything you grow needs to be for food. Stopping and smelling the roses is real. Plant flowers just because they look nice and smell nice.

			You’ll also want to make sure you have a trusted group of like-minded friends. Not all your friends are going to get what you’re doing—some of them will, but most of us don’t like change, especially when it means our pals won’t be around to go out for beers when we want to. You have to prepare yourself for some changes in your friendships, as people you’ve been close to in your old life may no longer have as much in common with you. The good news is that those people will be replaced by fellow homesteaders who not only get it but will be able to give you the advice and support you need. It’s always good to have some folks around for a barn raising, and you know you’ll be able to repay the favor whenever they need it.

			There’s a wonderful kind of community that you can create with this lifestyle. No homesteader is an island, and some of these projects will require more hands than you possess. You don’t have to do everything by yourself. If Joe has goats, maybe he’ll trade you some milk for some eggs or some lemons. If you’re slaughtering a cow, you want to get everybody over because that’s a lot of meat. And parties hosted in the middle of nowhere can be as loud and raucous as you want.

			This can be an incredibly satisfying, rewarding life. It’s a job, but it’s a job well done, with the knowledge that you did it, and that you can pass down a way of life that has just about disappeared—but that we may all need to relearn someday.
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