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Hello, and welcome! My name is unimportant — what matters is that I'm an aspiring gardener like you. I am a 44-year-old Xennial living in the suburbs of St. Louis, Missouri. I have never been married, have no children of my own, and for most of my adult life, I never imagined I would have to write an emergency garden guide. Plants don’t typically last long on my watch— as a pet parent I would often joke that if you’re trying to get fed in my house you’d better make some noise!

I’m an 80's baby. I grew up in an America of extraordinary prosperity and over-abundance — a nation where grocery store shelves were always reliably full, with countless options and assorted variety, where the idea of a food shortage felt like something from a history textbook or a foreign film. The Great Depression was a story I learned about from my grandparents, something that felt as distant and unreal to me as a Grimm fairy tale. Their generation spoke of victory gardens, of chicken coops in the backyard, of making food stretch for days and the unforgettable trauma of eating the hen that was your childhood friend because your family simply had no other choice. I’d listen. I’d nod. And then I’d walk to the refrigerator and pour myself a cup of juice without a second thought.

I never dreamed that a reality similar to theirs may one day be looming over my own existence.

The World We Are Now Living In

The truth is, the warning signs have been building for some time. Political instability at home and abroad has fractured the international relationships that modern food supply chains depend on. Trade wars have disrupted the global flow of agricultural goods, fertilizers, and equipment. Active military conflicts across multiple regions have threatened grain supplies that feed billions of people worldwide. An economic recession is tightening its grip on household budgets and government resources alike. And an energy crisis — still in its early stages as of this writing — is beginning to ripple through every sector that touches food production: transportation, refrigeration, manufacturing, and farming itself.

The result, according to agricultural economists, food security analysts, and even mainstream news organizations, is a national food shortage that is not a matter of if, but when — and for many communities, already when.

From Anxiety to Action

When I first began to genuinely reckon with all of this, my initial reaction was anxiety. A quiet, low-grade panic that settled into my chest and made the ordinary business of everyday life feel somehow hollow. I suspect many of you have felt the same. There is a particular helplessness that comes from watching large, powerful forces move in directions you cannot control — and feeling like there is nothing you can do.

But here is what I eventually realized, and what this entire book is built upon:

You can't control the chaos in the world — but you CAN control your readiness for it.

By planning and implementing solutions for emergencies, we give ourselves peace of mind to continue our day-to-day lives with confidence. Not the brittle confidence of someone pretending the world is fine — but the deep, grounded confidence of someone who has looked at the worst possibilities and said: I have a plan.

A survival garden will not solve every problem. But it is one of the most powerful, most immediate, most genuinely useful things any ordinary person can do to take back a measure of control over their own sustenance and their family's wellbeing. You do not need to be a farmer. You do not need acres of land. You do not need a lot of money. You need this book, some seeds, and the willingness to begin.

A Note on This Guide

This guide is designed for real people living real suburban and urban lives — people with backyards, patios, balconies, and apartments. Each chapter builds on the last, moving from the ground up: what to grow, where to grow it, how to preserve it, and — if things get really bad — how to act fast when time is not on your side.

I wrote this as a Xennial kid who loves a full refrigerator as much as anyone. But I also wrote it as someone who learned — slowly and imperfectly, the way we all learn important things — that preparedness is not pessimism. It is hope. Hope for yourself. Hope for the people around you. Hope for the future you intend to live in.

So let's get our hands dirty.

Happy Gardening!
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Chapter 1: Deciding What to Grow
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Maximizing Your Nutritional Garden

The single most important decision in any survival garden is not which brand of fertilizer to buy or how many square feet you have available. It is deciding what to grow — and doing so strategically. A garden planted without intention can yield a pleasant harvest. A garden planted with nutritional purpose can sustain human life.

This chapter will walk you through exactly that: how to build a garden that feeds people at the most fundamental level, providing both the caloric fuel the body needs to function and the dense micronutrients that keep it healthy over the long term.

Calorie-Dense Staples: Your Energy Foundation

IN A FOOD CRISIS, THE most dangerous thing is not lack of variety — it is insufficient calories. The human body requires approximately 2,000 calories per day to function. The following crops are your workhorses: filling, calorie-rich, and relatively easy to grow in most American climates.


•  Potatoes — Approximately 350 calories per pound; one of the most calorie-efficient crops per square foot on earth

•  Sweet Potatoes — Rich in calories AND beta-carotene; drought-tolerant and extremely productive in warm climates

•  Corn — High in carbohydrates and calories; grows tall and can be stored as dried grain for long-term use

•  Winter Squash (Butternut, Acorn, Hubbard) — Dense, long-storing, and calorie-rich; one plant can yield 8-12 squash

•  Dried Beans (Black, Pinto, Navy, Kidney) — Calorie-dense AND protein-rich; an unparalleled dual-purpose crop

•  Sunflowers — Edible seeds packed with healthy fats and calories; also attract pollinators



Nutrient-Dense Superfoods: Vitamins and Minerals

CALORIES KEEP YOU ALIVE. Nutrients keep you healthy. Without adequate vitamins and minerals, the body breaks down in ways that become life-threatening over months. The following crops are among the most nutrient-dense foods that exist and are well-suited to home gardens.


•  Kale and Collard Greens — Exceptional sources of Vitamins K, A, and C, calcium, and iron; extremely cold-hardy

•  Spinach — Iron, folate, Vitamins A and C; grows fast and thrives in cool seasons

•  Swiss Chard — Magnesium, potassium, iron, Vitamins K and A; handles heat better than spinach

•  Carrots — Rich in beta-carotene; stores beautifully in cold cellars

•  Beets — Iron, folate, and nitrates that support cardiovascular health; eat the greens too

•  Broccoli — Vitamin C, Vitamin K, calcium, and powerful antioxidants; one of the most nutritionally complete vegetables

•  Tomatoes — Lycopene, Vitamin C, potassium; highly productive and versatile

•  Garlic — Antimicrobial, immune-boosting allicin; stores for months when cured properly



Identifying the Best Crops for Your Region

NOT EVERY VEGETABLE thrives in every climate, and planting the wrong crops for your region is a waste of precious time, space, and energy. The United States is divided into USDA Plant Hardiness Zones. My hometown St. Louis, Missouri falls in Zone 6b, but the principles below apply broadly.


•  Visit the USDA Plant Hardiness Zone Map (planthardiness.ars.usda.gov) to confirm your zone

•  Contact your local Cooperative Extension Service — every state has one, and they offer free, region-specific planting guides tailored to your county

•  Talk to local farmers' market vendors; they grow what actually works in your specific microclimate

•  Observe which vegetables thrive in your neighbors' gardens; local success is the best indicator

•  Keep a garden journal tracking what performed well and what struggled, season by season



Key Consideration — First and Last Frost Dates: Your local average frost dates determine when you can safely plant tender crops outdoors and when you must bring them in or harvest. In St. Louis, the last spring frost typically falls around mid-April, and the first fall frost arrives around mid-October — giving you a productive growing window of approximately 180-200 days.

The Critical Importance of Heirloom Seeds

IF YOU ARE BUILDING a survival garden, you must use heirloom seeds, not hybrid or GMO seeds. Here is the difference, and why it matters enormously.


•  Heirloom seeds are open-pollinated varieties passed down for generations. When you save seeds from your harvest and plant them the following year, they will grow true-to-type.

•  Hybrid seeds (F1) are cross-bred for commercial traits. If you save and replant their seeds, the offspring will revert unpredictably and may not produce well or at all.

•  In a prolonged crisis, your ability to save seeds from this year's harvest and replant next year is the difference between a one-season garden and a permanently self-sustaining food source.

•  Purchase heirloom seeds from reputable sources such as Baker Creek Heirloom Seeds, Seed Savers Exchange, and Southern Exposure Seed Exchange.

•  Learn basic seed-saving: allow some plants to fully mature past eating stage; dry seeds thoroughly; store in cool, dark, airtight containers.



Water Management: Rain Collection and Mulching

WATER IS AS IMPORTANT to a crisis garden as the seeds themselves. Municipal water systems require energy to pump and treat — in a prolonged energy crisis or infrastructure failure, tap water may become unreliable. Planning




















The Medicinal and Therapeutic Herb Garden






Plant Compatibility: Who Gets Along and Who Does Not




Backyard Garden Maps: Visual Layouts for a Family of 5
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