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Preface


This book is three things at once.

It is a memoir. These pages contain the story of two people who spent decades building farms, losing farms, and building again. We have hauled water in buckets, leveled a bed with bricks because the floor sloped four inches, and once hosted a rooster who ambushed us from behind and then fled before we could respond. The personal passages are true. We have not softened the failures or gilded the rewards.

It is a practical guide. We cover what we know from experience: how to find and finance a homestead, how to build and maintain living soil, how to keep chickens without acquiring a rooster, how to manage livestock, preserve food, and organize a household and farm so that both actually function. We have made the mistakes so you do not have to make all of them.

It is also a work of policy and science. Homesteading did not emerge from a vacuum. The food system that drives many families toward self-sufficiency was shaped by specific decisions made by specific people over the past century: agricultural policies that rewarded scale and punished small farms, nutritional guidance that proved wrong in consequential ways, and industrial practices that degraded both soil and food. We examine that history carefully and cite the evidence. Health, resilience, and autonomy emerge from rebuilding the relationship between people, land, and food systems at the household level.

Readers who want only the practical chapters are welcome to skip part 3. Those who want to understand why homesteading matters beyond personal preference will find the argument laid out there in full.

Robert is a scientist, physician, and author. But long before these academic pursuits, he made a living as a carpenter and farmhand. Jill was an animal science major as an undergraduate, with a PhD in biotechnology and public policy. Early in her career, she worked as a behaviorist at the San Diego Zoo and Wild Animal Park. We are both alumni of Harvard Medical School, having graduated from Harvard’s Global Clinical Scholars Research Training program. We are bestselling authors, and our Substack, malone.news, has over 355,000 subscribers and is accessed by an estimated ten million readers monthly.

xii
We are also farmers, breeders, gardeners, and cooks. We bring both rigor and dirt under our fingernails to this subject. Where we cite research, the sources are real. Where we share opinion, we say so. We have tried to be clear about the difference.

What holds all three strands together is a single conviction: that health begins not in a clinic or a pharmacy, but in soil, in kitchens, in the daily habits of people who take responsibility for what they grow and eat. We have tested that conviction on six farms over four decades. It has held.

We hope this book is useful to you, wherever you are starting from.

With gratitude, Robert & Jill
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Part I 
Why We Chose This Life


[image: A detailed drawing shows a fenced garden with bare trees in front, gently sloping hills, and wide open fields behind, all beneath a mostly clear sky.]
This section is the story behind the soil.

Before the livestock, before the gardens, before the debates about industrial agriculture and food policy, we made a decision. A decision to step off the well-worn path and build something different. This section explains how we arrived here, what shaped our thinking, and why homesteading became not just a lifestyle choice but a conviction. If you want to understand why we believe health begins with land, animals, and responsibility, this is where the roots are planted.
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Introduction


Cultivators of the earth are the most valuable citizens. They are the most vigorous, the most independent, the most virtuous, and they are tied to their country and wedded to its liberty and interests by the most lasting bonds.

—Thomas Jefferson, letter to James Madison, December 20, 1787

At first glance, combining the idea of working a small homestead with improving health may seem like an odd pairing. But in truth, homesteading and health are deeply interconnected. Participating in homesteading encourages healthy living, and healthy living often leads people toward homesteading in the first place.

As food insecurity, the harsh realities of two-income families, and a declining standard of living have become more common (particularly in rural areas) many people have learned to cope by taking greater responsibility for themselves and their families. They aim to live as self-sufficiently as possible. But homesteading is about more than simply living close to the land. It is about creating a home, a stable place for family. It means learning to do for oneself: cooking, gardening, preserving food, raising chickens, livestock husbandry, repairing and sewing clothes, fixing machinery, and acquiring basic carpentry skills, all in service of independence and autonomy.

That independence reshapes daily life. It means eating out less, stepping away from inter-net distractions, spending time outdoors, gardening, tending livestock and poultry, building and maintaining your own small paradise, cooking, practicing crafts, and engaging in the domestic arts. It means enjoying life with the horizon in front of you while staying grounded in the earth beneath your feet. Being outdoors, caring for plants and animals that we nourish so they, in turn, nourish us. Being indoors, caring for our families and ourselves so that we can feed something deeper than hunger.

To be rooted in one place is to let the ground beneath your feet become your universe. This is what it means to be fully alive. The truth is that people do not need more stuff. Homesteading can be done on a shoestring if you have skills, or the willingness to learn them, 4along with a mindset of thrift and careful spending. It requires learning to grow food, raise animals, buy thoughtfully, barter when needed, and transform land into something that sustains both body and spirit. These are life-affirming skills. Even beginners can learn them, though mastery takes a lifetime. There is always something new to discover.

While building and rebuilding farms from almost nothing, and over decades of learning the practical realities of farming, we discovered something unexpected. The journey toward becoming competent farmers gradually became a journey of self-discovery. Living close to the land became a laboratory for learning how to live well. Through both hardship and success, our farms have supported us. The more we care for and learn from our land, plants, and animals, the more they care for us in return. Each farm is a living ecosystem that continues to teach and surprise us.

Unfortunately, many of the lessons our ancestors understood, simply by living on small farms, have been lost. Now is the time to rediscover them. Whether that means growing a kitchen garden or raising a few chickens, tending even a small piece of land with intention is a step toward better physical and mental health. Learning to care for soil without relying on chemicals, and instead building it through organic methods, is central to the homesteading ethos. It takes effort, common sense, and persistence. Whether your homestead is in suburbia or on open acreage, learning to live with less dependence on centralized systems is a step toward real freedom.

Scientific and medical research supports what many homesteaders already know: Gardening is associated with a lower risk of cognitive decline and age-related memory loss. Gardeners tend to maintain stronger mental abilities over time, including memory, problem-solving, and verbal fluency, and they often live longer than non-gardeners. This applies not only to those with farms, but also to people working small plots or community gardens. Gardening is moderate exercise that replaces time indoors with time outside. Whether you farm fifty acres or grow vegetables on a balcony, the benefits are real.

[image: A pencil drawing shows a flower pot holding several leafy plants and clusters of grasses. Fine lines and careful shading create texture across the leaves, stems, and pottery surface.]
Animal husbandry adds another dimension. Caring for animals requires daily 5responsibility that keeps both body and mind engaged, from checking health to feeding, hauling hay, and collecting eggs. Evidence suggests that caring for animals contributes to longer life through increased physical activity, reduced stress, and improved mental well-being. Humans are social beings, and meaningful relationships support longevity. As anyone with a dog, cat, or canary knows, some of the most rewarding relationships we form are with animals. On a homestead, even livestock often become something more than livestock. They become part of daily life in a deeper way.

Many people talk about leaving the city to improve their health, reduce dependence on industrial food systems, and create a better environment for their children. They imagine growing their own food, keeping chickens, and perhaps raising a few cows, sheep, or goats.

This book tells the story of how two people made that vision work. It is a story of a long marriage and shared commitment, of persistence, creativity, and years of hard work, of solving countless small problems, surviving setbacks, and continuing forward.

We can also speak to the health claim in the title from direct experience. In 2022, after years of stress and neglect of our own bodies, we committed to a radical dietary change grounded in what we grew and raised on this farm. The full story belongs in part 3, alongside the science that explains it. But the short version is this: The farm did not just feed us. It healed us.

It is also a celebration of the modern-day victory garden, a tradition rooted in American history and more relevant today than most people realize. The full story is told later in this book.

For us, homesteading is part of who we are. We are drawn to open, rural places, to quiet landscapes where life moves at a different pace. Over the years, we have lived in many places and worked many small farms. Each one has shaped us. Each one has brought its own challenges and rewards. Our beginnings were modest, but they mattered. Even during college and medical school, we found ways to keep chickens and grow vegetables, whether in community gardens or small borrowed spaces. Every step in our early married life led to the moment when, in our early forties, we found the courage to buy a larger plot of land and begin in earnest.

All of this is doable. Skills can be learned.

Fear is what stops people from moving forward, from evolving, from building something of their own. Do not let it decide your life. You can do this.
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Our Journey


Was the government to prescribe to us our medicine and diet, our bodies would be in such keeping as our souls are now.

—Thomas Jefferson

It all goes back to our love of horses and our passion for the history of the American farm. In 1999, we decided it was time to return to our roots. To take our ability to grow food to the next level. To build something of our own, a working family farm. We had both grown up around farming in one way or another, and we had both ridden horses from a young age. So, we began thinking seriously about how a small farm could support itself while also pursuing our interest in the history of early American farms. We explored different models and, even then, had a clear sense of where we wanted to go.

Even earlier, during our married student-­housing days in the late 1980s, when we were at the University of California, San Diego, and the Salk Institute, we had a small plot in a student co-op. We spent countless afternoons in that little garden, growing vegetables and keeping two white chickens, Henny and Penny. Our son Zach, now forty-two, still remembers those hens. He must have been about three at the time.

Experiences like that matter. They attune children to the natural world and teach them how to relate to animals and the land. That is why homesteading skills belong in families and should be instilled early and often.

[image: A drawing of a bearded man seated on a wagon, holding reins attached to two horses harnessed side by side in front of him. The horses are shown prominently in the foreground, facing forward.]

Robert working our Percheron draft horses, twenty-five years ago.



That path eventually led us to an old farm in Jefferson, Maryland. Fifty-five acres of rolling hills, several collapsing barns, and a house built somewhere between 100 and 150 years ago. 7It was rough, but it was beautiful. Pastures edged with woods, small creeks winding through the land. We fell in love immediately.

There are two kinds of old houses in the eastern United States. Those built by people with money, and those built by people without it. Ours was the latter.

The house had been rented for years to members of a regional motorcycle gang. Locals told us it had been a gathering place for their parties. By the time we bought it, there was no heat, minimal electricity with wiring dating back to the early twentieth century, a spring box for water, and a bathroom whose floor had collapsed into the hand-dug basement. At some point, someone had wedged a car jack under the bathtub so that it hovered above the rotted floor. That meant we could take a bath. Cold water only, but at least it worked. There was no hot water in the kitchen. There were the occasional used needles and syringes that had to be picked up and thrown away. Not to mention the kitchen drawer that contained ammo, lighters, and used hash pipes. And then there was also a modest blacksnake “issue,” which Jill found deeply unsettling.

We were fortunate that none of the salamanders or other creatures in the spring box made their way into the house. For those unfamiliar, a spring box is built over a natural spring, usually made of stone or concrete, with a pump placed inside to move water into the house. In earlier times, it often meant filling buckets by hand or building homes downhill so gravity could move water to the house or barn. Springs and spring boxes made homesteading possible long before modern wells. They still do on many old farms.

The house itself was clad in asbestos siding, but underneath were chestnut logs, some nearly two feet thick. Insects had taken their toll. The upstairs floor sloped four inches from the center chimney to the wall. The structure was anchored to that chimney, but as the outer walls settled, everything shifted downhill, except the chimney. We leveled the bed with bricks on one side, which at times made things quite interesting.

Our teenage children were, understandably, not thrilled. But children adapt. Once we had hot water and a functioning bathroom floor, morale improved considerably. It is remarkable how important hot water becomes when you do not have it. Eventually, we made the house livable. Barely.

One of Jill’s favorite stories from that period involves our youngest son, Spencer. He came home from school one day and found a huge blacksnake curled behind his bedroom door. Jill opened the door, saw the snake, shut it, and immediately left the house. She called Robert 8and announced that she and Spencer would go shopping and return once the snake was gone. Which is exactly what happened.

Jill is not generally afraid of snakes, but there was something about that house. The lack of resources to fix things quickly, the isolation, and the sense that problems could not be easily contained made even small events feel larger.

That said, these kinds of properties can offer real value to a homesteader willing to do the work. Most people will not take on a house like that. But if you are willing to repair it yourself, you can make it livable at a fraction of the cost of buying or building new. In many places, older structures also attract less regulatory scrutiny and regulations, which allows more flexibility in how the work gets done.

Over the years, we homesteaded three dilapidated farms. Each had the same fundamental problem: depleted soil, common throughout much of the southeastern United States.

The causes were consistent. Over the decades, dairy and cattle farms were converted to hayfields or monocrops, removing the natural source of manure that once nourished the soil. Nutrients were removed year after year and not returned. Soil fertility became dependent on fossil-fuel-based fertilizers and lime. Lime was added to counteract naturally acidic soils that became even more acidic with repeated farming. Nitrogen fertilizers, derived from natural gas, further increase acidity as they break down. Tillage accelerates the loss of organic matter. And both nitrogen and lime wash away in heavy rains.

The result is predictable. Crops grown in depleted soil lack micronutrients. The food looks fine, but it doesn’t provide the same kind of nourishment as food grown in good soil.

That first farm was our introduction to the long-term consequences of modern agriculture. It had been used for hay production for generations. Fields were cut, reseeded, limed, fertilized, and cut again. Eventually, the soil became so compacted and depleted that the farmers gave up and stopped adding even the basic inputs, such as lime. The land was reduced to low-quality “cow hay,” suitable only for animals that can survive on poor forage. What remained was hard red clay and a mix of whatever grasses or weeds would tolerate neglect. Slick in winter, rock-hard the rest of the year. This is a typical pattern for old farms across the Southeast.

The truth is, without petrochemical fertilizers, much of modern agribusiness would not function as it does today. These inputs deliver nitrogen, phosphorus, and potassium at scale. They sustain yields, but at a cost. Reversing this system will require real effort, and it will not 9be easy or cheap. Those invested in the current model are well-resourced and resistant to change.

Without animals returning nutrients through manure, without trees and forests to retain water and carbon, and without cover crops to protect and feed the soil, the land loses its vitality. For centuries, farmers understood how to work with the land. They built systems that regenerated soil and sustained communities. With the rise of synthetic inputs, that model shifted. Farming became industrial production. The focus moved from stewardship to yield. We still call it farming, but in many ways, it is something else entirely. They are industrialized, remotely managed, and controlled by investment firms, high-net-worth industrialists, foreign entities, and actuarial tables.

Federal policy formalized and accelerated this shift; the history of this is examined in full in part 3. The consequences for both soil health and rural communities are still unfolding.

More than fifty years later, the results are visible. Large-scale monocropping, heavy chemical use, and degraded soils that can no longer sustain crops without continuous inputs. Soil that cannot hold water. Soil that has lost its biological life.

This has consequences for the food itself. Analyses comparing USDA data from 1950 to 1999 show declines in key nutrients across dozens of fruits and vegetables.1 Other work continues to document degradation of soil systems under modern practices.2

Rebuilding land requires time, effort, and patience. That was our goal from the start, and it remains our goal now. Today, what is called regenerative agriculture is, in many ways, a return to older practices. Rotational grazing, cover crops, compost, and rest. The language is new. The methods are not. On our current farm, we prioritize forestry, biodiversity, and the integration of pasture, gardens, orchards, and livestock.

Because we have always shared a love of horses, we eventually took the next step and brought in draft animals. To learn to farm as our forefathers did. To expand our gardens. To grow and harvest hay using draft horses. To immerse ourselves more deeply in the history of farming. The romanticism swept us away into something we have yet to escape.

Our deeper dive into historic farming practices began in 2003, when we purchased two Amish Percheron draft horses, Annie May and Katie Sue. Annie came first. She was a stout, no-nonsense mare who had done it all. Plowing. Tedding hay. Driving down quiet country roads. Carrying children on her back. Nothing fazed her.
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Annie Became Our Greatest Teacher

There is nothing better than a draft horse that has already lived a working life. She was powerful, gentle, and consistent, producing beautiful foals for us year after year. Over time, our farm became a haven for young people, and Annie seemed to understand that role.

[image: A pencil sketch shows one person in a hat and coat sitting on a small cart pulled by two large horses, moving through a snowy or foggy scene with bare trees visible in the background.]

Working a pair of Percheron horses: Annie and her daughter.


We discovered the Maryland Draft Horse and Mule Association and began attending workshops and events. We bought books on harnessing and work horses, and we learned slowly, the only way such skills are truly learned. Earl Nicholson, an old Maryland dairy farmer, took us under his wing. We spent countless hours on his farm, helping him and being helped in return.

Many of the farmers who were preserving these skills over twenty-five years ago (when we got involved in this part of our journey) had grown up using horses from before the Great Depression through the 1950s. They learned from their parents and prior generations how to keep soil alive long before modern chemical inputs became standard. Of these, many ran small dairy farms, a farming model that is extremely demanding but enables independence. Robert had spent a few summers on his aunt and uncle’s small family dairy farm in eastern Oregon as a teen, and so had some understanding of the life and culture involved in dairy farming.

In the early 2000s, a small group of older farmers, along with a handful of newcomers like us, still practiced these methods. We absorbed knowledge wherever we could. We attended draft horse shows and farm auctions. Robert learned the craft of horseshoeing. He likes to say that there are farriers and there are physicians, but there are not many who are both. Slowly, we built our skill set and a community. Eventually, we found ourselves passing knowledge along, hosting driving clinics, and participating in old farm days in Maryland, Virginia, and Georgia.

Many of those older farmers are now gone. Each year, that knowledge base shrinks as the old-timers pass away. Fortunately, the Amish and Mennonite communities continue to preserve these traditions, and a new generation has begun to rediscover them.
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We learned how farming was practiced at the turn of the twentieth century. We learned to rest land, rotate pasture, build organic matter, plant winter cover crops, and use legumes to fix nitrogen. We learned to plow, ted, bale, and harvest hay with horses. We learned that horses compact soil far less than modern tractors. We learned to harness drafts and maintain horse-drawn equipment, much of it built before 1940. Over time, we assembled a working collection of implements, wagons, and carriages.

As our horse-drawn farming skills grew, we were also breeding, raising, and training Percherons, those magnificent black-and-gray draft horses with feet the size of dinner plates. We taught others to hitch and drive. We took on interns, mostly teenagers, who learned to work horses and show them at local and state fairs. Our community expanded. We developed a niche market in all of this, which is something many homesteaders turn to in order to make the finances of a small farm workable.

Our farm neighbor in Maryland had two hundred acres of beautiful orchard grass pasture, as good as one could ever hope for. Robert once asked how he had achieved it, because our fifty acres with hard red clay for soil could not grow grass pasture like that. The farmer explained that his family had farmed the land for over a century and always kept cattle, rotating them through the pastures. The cattle grazed broadleaf weeds. Invasive weeds were mowed. Orchard grass grew in clumps and, when managed properly, crowded out weeds. Over time, we learned which grasses make for sustainable pastures and how to manage them. Our neighbor had never needed to use Roundup or 2-4-D herbicides.

Learning from our neighbor and so many others, we used mowing, sometimes horse-drawn, to cut invasive weeds before they seeded. We planted winter cover crops to build nitrogen and suppress weeds. And we learned to tolerate a certain percentage of broad-leaved weeds in our pasture.

[image: Drawing of a garden bed with several leafy plants; large-leafed mature plants occupy the front, while smaller, less developed young plants are visible toward the back of the bed.]
The truth is, we have been farming, growing vegetables, and tending fruit for as long as we have been together. Composting, building organic matter, and choosing crops wisely were already part of who we were. The transformation to the present was when we began learning how to apply those same techniques at scale.
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On our farm, we compost horse manure along with plant waste and chicken litter, turning the piles occasionally to introduce oxygen and keep the process active. Composting is aerobic. It depends on oxygen. Without turning, piles compact and go anaerobic. Turning redistributes moisture and heat, allowing all material to break down evenly and helping kill weed seeds and pathogens. We do not contain our piles. We build them, let them work, and start new ones when needed. After about six months, when a pile no longer steams, it is ready.

Regenerative agriculture is simply a farming and grazing approach focused on rebuilding soil health, enhancing biodiversity, and restoring damaged ecosystems. That means rebuilding organic matter, improving water retention, increasing plant and animal diversity, and reducing reliance on synthetic inputs. A farm with mixed livestock, diverse pastures, gardens, and fruit trees is the key to restoring depleted land. When you see worms flourishing, you know you are on track to success!

These practices include reduced tillage, cover cropping, crop rotation, minimizing chemical inputs, and rotational grazing. In other words, exactly what we learned from old farmers and the Amish, just repackaged.

We need to stop thinking of regenerative farming as something only professional farmers should do. Every suburban yard, urban plot, and small acreage can contribute. Victory gardens, kitchen gardens, and community plots all serve the same purpose.

We all need to become farmers again.

We all need to tend the garden.

In 2007, Robert was recruited to join a pharmaceutical firm in Georgia as clinical director of influenza vaccine development, so we loaded our twelve draft horses, chickens, and an assortment of other animals into a live-stock trailer and moved south, carrying the same traditions with us. By then, the farm in Maryland was thriving, so selling it was easy. Leaving the farm and the community ties we had built, however, was heartbreaking.

[image: A woman, smiling, pushes a wheelbarrow full of various objects. Two dogs walk beside her. The group is outdoors next to a fence. The scene is depicted in a detailed sketch style with clear lines.]
Six years later, we moved again, this time to Virginia. In 2017, we purchased our current thirty-acre farm. At the time, it consisted of worn-out, weedy land suitable only for cow 13hay, several hundred-year-old buildings nearly beyond repair, and ten acres of forest with an old quarry pit in the back, where a shallow pond lies sheltered among the pines. Since then, we have expanded the farm to forty-five acres.

In 2014, we had lost all of our savings and equity after selling the farm in Georgia, which had lost half its value during the Great Recession of 2008. As a result, we were cash-poor. That meant saving carefully, scrimping where necessary, rarely eating out, driving old cars, and avoiding unnecessary purchases. Slowly, we rebuilt our cash reserves until we could afford to buy farmland. This time, we purchased raw land and started from scratch once again.

Despite its condition, the land itself was beautiful. Rolling hills framed by two creeks. Cedars, mulberries, walnuts, sycamores, and pines scattered across the property. Boulders and cliffs surrounding the quarry pond. Wildlife everywhere. Otters, beavers, bears, foxes, bobcats, bald eagles, vultures, hawks. It was and is a living ecosystem.

From the beginning, the land felt alive. When we first walked it, we could see what it had been. Remnants were everywhere if you looked closely. Old fencing buried in the soil. Exposed water lines. A collapsing shed. The remains of a house that had burned in the 1940s. The footprint of a large milking barn, destroyed decades earlier. An old cement water tower still standing. The history of that land stretched back centuries, likely to the 1700s. Just over the hill behind the farm sits the oldest Lutheran church in North America. The location was Madison County, Virginia, not far from farms once owned by Thomas Jefferson and James (and Dolley) Madison, and near to Shenandoah National Park.

Because we arrived with horses, there was no easing into it. We had to move fast. We began by living in a battered old 400-square-foot office trailer that Jill bought on Craigslist. We had no electricity, no running water, and no plumbing. We rented a porta-potty, used the local gym for showers, and bathed outdoors on warm days. We installed solar-powered electric fencing for the twelve horses and converted an old shed into a coop for the chickens, though we immediately lost two birds to a fox.

That was how our journey here began.

Belief and faith were the secret ingredients. We believed we could transform worn-out hayfields into something better, and we did. Confidence in the ability to take on large, unfamiliar projects is a quiet but powerful force. It must be exercised. Like building soil, it grows through repetition, effort, both setbacks and small successes stacked over time.
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In many cases, formal education does not build that kind of confidence. Often it does the opposite. A belief in oneself is the foundation of independence, and systems that discourage that mindset work against it.

This farm has since grown into an extraordinary endeavor. We now have multiple houses and barns, extensive horse fencing, a sixty-tree fruit orchard, vegetable and ornamental gardens, chickens and assorted poultry, walking paths, the beginnings of a native botanical garden, and a covered riding arena. At the same time, we continue rebuilding the land itself. With each passing season, the grass grows thicker, the noxious weeds recede, and the pastures become more nutritious.

Anyone who knows Jill knows that our farm is always full of animals. Most of these must pay their way. Over the years, we have experimented with chickens, turkeys, peacocks, emus, geese, other poultry, miniature dairy cattle, working dogs, and sheep.

Horses remain our primary focus. Somewhere between 2007 and 2010, we transitioned from breeding draft horses to working with the Lusitano. Throughout this period, we kept one reality firmly in mind: Time is limited. We both maintained demanding consulting work in science and clinical trials research. The farm had to generate income, even if modest. Just as important, we committed to following our passions.

We learned our craft from some of the best teachers possible. Our mentors were among the last generation of American farmers who truly farmed before industrial agriculture took over. Before that shift, each generation passed down skills to the next. That can-do spirit built this country.

We also learned from Amish and Mennonites; decentralized, self-reliant American institutions and communities with an extraordinary reservoir of agricultural knowledge. They taught us how to farm with horses and welcomed us into their world. Amish and Mennonite families work as units. Elders teach the young. Everyone contributes. The chores never end, but that work builds strength, resilience, and problem-solving skills.

When regenerative farming was first explained to Robert, he kept waiting for the punch line; rotational agriculture and regenerative practices are simply what farmers have always done, now wrapped in modern terminology. That is why the term still makes us smile. But if a new language brings people back to the land, then it serves a good purpose.

At its core, regenerative agriculture is simply about rebuilding soil health, increasing biodiversity, and restoring ecosystems. It is not new. It is a return. And it is fundamentally 15American, consistent with the vision of Jefferson and Madison (whose historic farms are near our modest plot) of a nation built and managed by small landholders.

At the same time, we need to rethink how we live. It makes little sense to buy organic vegetables while paying someone to spray chemicals on a suburban lawn. A backyard does not need to be a sterile monocrop. Even a small plot can produce food and rebuild soil.

Regenerative living is worth investing in. The American small farm is more than a dream. It is a way of thinking about life, family, and responsibility.

Which brings us back to homesteading.

Homesteading is the art and practice of building and stewarding a plot of land. It is about independence, responsibility, and purpose. It gives children meaningful work and teaches skills that create confidence and satisfaction.

America was built by farmers.

Let us honor that legacy and redefine what self-sufficiency means today.

[image: A pencil sketch shows two cows in a grassy field with a fence behind them. The closer cow is bent down eating grass, while the second cow stands farther back, facing to the right.]

Mini Jersey cattle on our farm in Virginia.
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How We Came to This Farm in Virginia


Like many Americans, we were financially devastated by the Great Recession of 2007 to 2011, losing all the equity we had built over decades of home and farm ownership. Just before the recession began, we relocated our family, farm, and horse-breeding business from Maryland to northern Georgia, where Robert took a new job tied to a large government contract to develop cell-based influenza vaccines. To make the move, we sold our farm outside Frederick, Maryland, and purchased an old chicken farm in Georgia. We converted an industrial poultry barn into a horse barn and began building the fences and infrastructure needed for a horse farm and homestead.

Then the real estate market collapsed in 2008. Soon after, the government contract disappeared and so did the job. We tried to hold on to the farm in Georgia for years, even as the mortgage sank hundreds of thousands of dollars underwater and our payments continued to rise. Ironically, government refinance programs promoted by the Obama White House led our bank to increase our monthly payments. For personal reasons, we needed to remain in Georgia. Our son had been admitted into the Georgia college system with a full state scholarship and we were determined that he would graduate debt-free. Although good for him, in hindsight that was probably not the wisest financial decision we ever made.

Our consulting business kept us afloat during the recession, but it required frequent travel to Washington, D.C. By 2013, it became clear that the lost equity would never be recovered. To remain solvent, we made a hard decision. We left Georgia and returned to the Mid-Atlantic region. In doing so, we absorbed substantial financial losses and transitioned to leasing a farm for a few years.

We drove up the eastern seaboard looking for a place to land and ultimately chose Virginia. It was close enough to D.C. to reduce the need for constant air travel, yet rural enough to continue our horse-breeding operation and farm. This move was a major setback to our goal of independence from the system. But we faced a choice: give up, abandon acreage 17and homesteading altogether, or buckle down and rebuild. We chose the latter. We also made a firm decision never again to saddle ourselves with a large mortgage that could destroy our ability to live independently.

This period was one of the most difficult ordeals of our marriage. Letting go of the Georgia homestead was painful. But our commitment to each other carried us through. We did not give up entirely. We continued to garden, took pride in our food production, and kept the horse business alive as a modest supplement to our consulting income.

In 2014, we leased a farm in Virginia and spent several years rebuilding our financial footing. By early 2017, we were finally ready to look for land, a farm to call our own again.

There was nothing for us to do but adapt. We had been shorn, like sheep, of hundreds of thousands of dollars in equity earned over decades. From that experience came a hard-earned lesson: Never take on debt lightly, and never tie excessive debt to homestead ownership if it can be avoided.


New Beginnings

Jill has a remarkable talent for finding real estate deals online. While browsing listings, she discovered a for-sale-by-owner parcel in Madison, Virginia. We drove forty-five minutes from our leased farm to see it. The land met most of our criteria: a large year-round creek (we are very sensitized to water availability), rolling hills, forest cover, and enough flat ground for livestock. It was uninhabitable and lacked drinkable water, power, septic, and fencing. It had an abandoned house and several collapsing outbuildings. The owner was quirky but willing to carry a 5 percent mortgage.

[image: Snow-covered trees stand along both banks of a gently flowing river or stream in the foreground, with more snow-laden trees visible further back. The scene is framed by softly faded borders.]
The downsides were substantial. No well. No power. No septic. No fences for our breeding herd, including a mature stallion. The land consisted of rough hayfields, three decaying buildings, and the rusted remains of a barn destroyed by arson decades earlier. The soil was poor, stripped during its years as a gravel quarry and depleted by decades of extractive farming.
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But it was beautiful, and we could afford it.

We also knew something important. Horses produce manure, and manure builds soil. With time and effort, we could regenerate the land. So, once again, we plunged into the task of rebuilding a run-down farm, mostly based on faith. But this one was even further gone than the Maryland farm had been.

This became our sixth small farm that we had owned or leased. Our farming roots stretch back to our teenage years on California’s Central Coast, working in family avocado and lemon orchards. Robert had also spent many summers at his uncle’s dairy farm.

Jill has an animal science background and deep domestic knowledge learned from her British mother, Iris, born in 1920, who taught her how to cook, preserve food, garden, sew, raise poultry, and manage a household. We both grew up around livestock. We know how to fend off a rooster and when to leave muddy boots at the door. Farming skills are learned by doing. Online information helps, but mastery must be earned physically.

Because we could not afford to buy land and continue renting, we moved quickly. Jill found a battered old office trailer for $4,000 on Craigslist. We installed used cabinets purchased at a discount from Habitat for Humanity and tucked the trailer into the woods, out of sight, while working toward legality and occupancy permits. Having spent years backpacking and rock climbing, we knew that simple living often brings deep satisfaction, and we knew that we could make this work.

Thanks to the local electrical co-op, power was installed within a week. The well-drilling company took pity on us and drilled a 400-foot well after obtaining the necessary permits. We rented a porta-potty, joined a local gym for showers, and often made do with buckets, washcloths, or a stock tank for washing. Believe it or not, we remember this period fondly, although looking back, two people and four dogs in a 400-square-foot office trailer was a bit of a challenge. That said, living close to nature soothes the soul and draws one closer to God.

After the county halted repairs to the old house due to permitting issues, we bought a double-wide manufactured home using a chattel loan. This type of loan carries a higher interest rate but does not require a deed to secure it. Taking this approach, rather than a conventional mortgage, protects the land from repossession. Robert once swore he would never live in a double-wide. Reality changed that view. Modern double-wides are simply small houses and can be well-built.
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We had a septic system installed, managed the permits, and Robert served as the general contractor. We purchased that 1,600-square-foot home, completed in 2017, for $134,000, including the well, septic, and electric. The per-square-foot cost was dramatically lower than stick-built estimates at the time. Compromise is part of homesteading unless you have unlimited capital.

The original house now serves as a guest home with a sweeping deck view. Later, when Robert’s father could no longer live alone, we added a second modular home to the property at a cost far below traditional construction. Sadly, Robert’s father passed away just before moving in, so he never lived in the house. We now use it both for extra income as a short-term rental and for family and friends when visiting. It has easily paid for itself.

Within five years, by carefully managing debt and expenses, the original loan was paid off.

[image: A person is seated on a large tractor with very big tires, gripping the steering wheel and turning to look behind. The artwork is a pencil drawing, showing fields and trees in the rural background.]
We arrived on this farm with ten mares and a stallion, so fencing came first. Solar electric fencing was the starting point. Later, we adopted post-driving technology to build permanent fences and pooled resources to buy a tractor. A tractor is an essential tool if one has livestock and pasture.

We immediately planted gardens and fruit trees. Discounted saplings became the foundation of a thriving orchard. Horse manure transformed clay into living soil. Earthworms followed. To pollinate the fruit trees, we established a small bee colony.

Today, the farm includes two houses, barns, an arena, and offices, all of which are owned outright. We have a sixty-tree fruit orchard, vegetable and ornamental gardens, chickens and assorted poultry, walking paths, and the beginnings of a native botanical garden. People now call this place an oasis. When foals play in the spring grass and the fruit trees bloom, it is hard to disagree.

But it did not start that way.

Homesteading does not have to begin with acreage, barns, or animals. It begins with small, deliberate acts. A garden. Cooking from scratch. Repairing instead of replacing. Learning to 20do things yourself. Over time, those small acts compound. They become systems. And those systems become independence.

We did not get here all at once. We earned it, and we built it, piece by piece.

And so can you.
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Part II 
How to Build a Homestead That Builds Health


[image: A pencil sketch shows bare trees in the foreground, with snow-covered buildings and fields behind them. The image is enclosed by a soft, textured border. All elements appear in black and white.]
Conviction without action changes nothing. In this section, we move from philosophy to practice. We explore how to find land, organize a household around productivity, choose livestock wisely, grow nutrient-dense food, and align daily habits with long-term resilience.

This is not theory. It is what works, sometimes what fails, and what requires patience. Homesteading is less about perfection and more about achieving resilient, steady progress despite the inevitable setbacks. These chapters are meant to equip you for success in your own journey, whether you have a backyard, a few acres, or a larger farm. The goal is not aesthetic farming. The goal is health, stability, and food you trust.

Part 2 opens with two short philosophical chapters rather than jumping straight to seeds, soil, and livestock. If you came to this book primarily for the how-to content, those two chapters are short, and the practical material that follows is richer for the foundation they lay.
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We Must Cultivate Our Garden


’Tis the gift to be simple, ’tis the gift to be free,

’Tis the gift to come down where we ought to be,

And when we find ourselves in the place just right,

’Twill be in the valley of love and delight.

When true simplicity is gained, To bow and to bend we shan’t be ashamed,

To turn, turn will be our delight,

Till by turning, turning we come ’round right.

—“Simple Gifts,” Shaker song, Elder Joseph Brackett, Alfred Shaker Village, 1848

[image: Pencil drawing showing several tree branches covered in blooming flowers. The petals are detailed and delicate, with soft shading and textured lines throughout, creating a gentle, natural look.]
“Simple Gifts” is a Shaker song written in 1848. It is short, spare, and deceptively profound. Like most things that endure, it does not shout. It simply tells the truth.

We are not living in a culture of simplicity. We are surrounded by messages that separate us from one another, from family, from community, and even from our own souls. Social media, entertainment, advertising, and the twenty-four-hour news cycle reward outrage, division, and fear. The constant refrain is subtle but unmistakable: It is us against them, and your worth is measured by career, money, influence, and how effectively you promote yourself.

Family, faith, local community, physical health, stewardship of the land . . . these rarely drive clicks, likes, and follows.
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The dominant story of our time centers on social and financial power. Corporate success. Personal branding. Accumulating followers and climbing ladders that seem to extend indefinitely into the clouds. If happiness does not arrive after the next promotion, the next award, or the next viral post, we are told to try







The Shakers
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