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Preface

To be honest, there’s not much modern about modern homesteading. Most of the content in this book is about knowledge from the past, the crafty tricks and hints that have been used for generations—sometimes many generations.

By “modern” we mean using knowledge and methods from the past and making them work in a modern context, in day-to-day life in the 2020s. Of course, not everything was better in the past, but the methods of housekeeping usually were. The aim was to use items that were readily available and to recycle and reuse them, and these methods, techniques, and materials stand the test of time in addition to being natural and decomposable. They also make use of things that won’t cause harm to you or your environment. Essentially, we’re talking simple, natural ingredients that go a long way such as a few eggs, some beeswax, and a good bacterial culture.

We hope this book will inspire you and whet your appetite to increase your own skills.

Modern homesteading should not be confused with living self-sufficiently and surviving without buying or swapping items. Modern homesteading means something entirely different to us. It’s not about producing everything from scratch or isolating yourself from the community and not consuming anything; it means a simpler and somewhat more basic way of life.

A large part of it is making things from scratch, preferably using produce that we’ve grown ourselves or made, or that someone in our community that shares our philosophy has produced. We would never use pesticides on anything in our own garden so why would we accept products from someone who does?

For us, modern homesteading means living in harmony with nature and the change of seasons. We won’t buy tulips during the fall or eat “fresh” strawberries on New Year’s Eve. We do, however, love placing a bunch of home-grown tulips on the table in May or biting into a strawberry in June.

Modern homesteading is all about understanding the raw ingredients, learning to value them and use them responsibly. It’s about appreciating things that are good quality and made with love. It’s reusing and recycling, mending and making do, and throwing away as little as possible. We may not grow the wheat, but we grind the flour. We don’t grow the coffee beans but we roast them, and while we don’t own a cow, we’ll happily churn some butter.

Most of all we appreciate everything that we produce ourselves. This appreciation does not come for free; the love is not unconditional and everyone who lives this way of life will eventually discover this. However, it’s the tears, the dedication, and the time spent that make those tomatoes taste all the sweeter.

To have the opportunity to grow our own food, to keep chickens, ducks, and bees, and to have fruit trees and berries to tend to, is a responsibility that at times weighs heavily on us, but it is also hugely rewarding and a real luxury. We nearly always get back more than we give and not a day passes that we don’t feel deeply grateful for this.

Our Modern Homesteading Manifesto

Live Like a Farmer

We often get asked, “How self-sufficient are you?” We don’t really know how to answer that as this has never been the end goal. Of course, we could manage for a short while, maybe even a long time if we had to, but we usually answer, “As much as we have time for, can manage, and feel like doing.”

Anyone can spend time as a modern homesteader according to their own ability. Maybe you have a farm, a backyard, a balcony, or even a windowsill in an apartment. The important thing is not how much you do but that you make something of what you have, and this is our basic philosophy.

We don’t own a lot of land, we don’t have woodlands, fields, or pastures but we do have a larger than average garden and the trick is to treat it as if it is a farm. We’re always looking for new spots to plant trees and bushes, grow flower beds and vegetables, and build barns and pens for new animals. We build and extend using broken up stone and cut down trees and even home-grown soil. Each year our lawn gets smaller, which doesn’t just benefit us, but the biodiversity in our yard.

Think Ecological

In our household, the things that hold the most value are not the individual plants, trees, bushes, or animals, but rather the circular systems and the natural interactions between them, as this is where the magic happens. An apple falls from the tree and we eat it, the core gets given to the chickens that give us eggs, meat, and fertilizer. Egg shells and chicken bones get composted and together with the fertilizer form the basis of new nutrient-rich soil, meaning new apples, berries, vegetables, and flowers.

We constantly strive to create and close these systems and discover new layers to enrich them. The beauty in viewing our land this way is that we value everything around us. A tangle of nettles gives us nourishment, the dandelions on the lawn become honey, and those Spanish slugs are turned into foie gras.

A working system means that each component is valuable and has a purpose, and everything you choose to add to a system becomes important. At some point, that orange peel you threw on the compost will make its way back to your mouth, which is why it’s important to think about how it’s produced.

Take Care of the Smallest Animals

It’s not really our hens, ducks, bees, flowers, and plants that keep our circular system going, but the very smallest of our animals; the millions of bacteria, microbes, and yeasts that surround us and even live inside us. Children who grow up on farms have been found to be less likely to have allergies and asthma due to the bacteria, dust, and dirt that they are exposed to.

One of the most important things to learn with this lifestyle is to appreciate and nurture this invisible world and learn to live in harmony with it; for example, not cleaning too much and using the right sort of products. A large part of our work is promoting the processes that allow bacteria, yeast, and other microorganisms to work and thrive. It can be anything from composting to having nutrient-rich soil in your kitchen garden, from ensuring your hens have a healthy gut bacterium to lactic acid bacteria in bees as well as our own fermentations. Without our smallest friends we would have neither bread, beer, nor honey so they really are our true heroes.

Time—It’s All Relative

“How do you find the time?” is the question we get asked the most. How do you find time to run your own household with plants, animals, and selling goods (and write a big book about it) while working full-time and running a family? Our secret is simple: we don’t. At least we don’t find time for everything we would like do, and that is completely fine.

It’s all about prioritizing, which means we are usually outside, always have the kids with us, and try to work from home. Finally, the most important thing is, we do it because it is important to us and we enjoy it.

The Basic Ingredients

Getting the most out of modern homesteading doesn’t mean growing hundreds of different vegetables; it’s more about focusing on foods that you would like to eat, things you need, and what will pique your interest. These kinds of products are usually versatile. For example, some products can be used in countless ways like eggs, honey, and beeswax, and this book will show you lots of examples of how these miracle ingredients can be used.
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Goals & Motivations

If you would like to increase the amount of homesteading you do, it can be helpful to think about your goals and motivations. For us it’s about being able to control what goes into our products, from the raw ingredients to the finished goods. By making things ourselves and keeping an ecological perspective, we reduce our carbon footprint and at the same time promote resilience within our family.

Dreaming about growing your own plants and keeping bees and other animals is fun, but it also means responsibility, which usually involves long-term commitment.

The road to modern homesteading is not always straight; the winding journey is filled with happiness and joy, but also at times mishaps and failures.

It requires a big dose of patience and humility. After all, a tree doesn’t grow in a day and neither does a modern homesteader.

Good luck and welcome to the world of heirloom skills and modern homesteading!

Alva and Anders
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Fresh Cut Flowers

Each season brings its own flowers. Spring brings bulbs with crisp, green leaves filled with chlorophyl. Then comes summer, with an explosion of flowers like a slow, scented firework display when we fill our home with bouquets as fluffy as clouds. Finally comes fall, with its pale, dull tones rumbling into the end of the season, but there is beauty even here, with pompous sunflowers and a landscape of eternal blooms, petals, and infructescence, replacing the blooms from the summer.

Growing flowers is an important part of our lives. These days it’s hard for us to imagine a spring without tulips, a summer without peonies and dahlias, and a fall without asters. Despite drying them and making soaps, scented oils, and bath salts, we can’t preserve our flowers in the same way that we do with vegetables, so we began sharing our excess with neighbors, friends, and people in our community. Filling our flower stall and welcoming people to pick their own is one of the highlights of the season.

A Modern Flower Philosophy

Filling one’s home with fresh flowers all year round is wonderful but sadly not great for the environment. Before we grew our own flowers, we’d buy a bunch every Friday, especially during the cold and dark season when the longing for summer was the greatest. Deep down we knew that it was the height of stupidity and the more we learned about the flower industry, the more we realized that those flowers we placed on the table every Friday were an environmental disaster, often grown under poor working conditions.

In order to produce a large amount of fresh cut flowers commercially all year round in Northern Europe, large greenhouses are used, which use a lot of energy to keep them warm. The majority of fresh flowers are grown in countries where the workforce is often uneducated, poorly paid (usually women), and working with pesticides inside large greenhouses. Pesticides can have devastating consequences for the health of the workers, but also for the flowers and environment. Flowers already covered in pesticides are treated with chemicals to preserve them during transport and once they reach your hometown are in a mummified state. This is the reason some roses never bloom at home as the plant is full of toxins and has simply died.

That the flowers we gave as gifts to those we loved the most could be something so devastating was a sad realization, but at the same time we didn’t want a home without flowers. We had to find a new way and started to view flowers in the same way we do vegetables; flowers are seasonal and buying a rose or tulip in the middle of winter is neither natural nor sustainable.

In 2013 a movement was started in the US by Debra Prinzing that became known as the Slow Flowers movement. It was a reaction to the way in which modern society consumes cut flowers, which is completely disconnected from what growing flowers is all about. The ethos behind the Slow Flowers movement derives from “the slow movement” which advocates for a lifestyle where quality comes before quantity. In the food arena there has been a reaction against fast food, mass production, and over-consumption.

The same principle can be applied to flowers. It’s about buying and growing flowers that are suited to the climate and season where you live. The way in which you grow flowers needs to be environmentally friendly, ecologically sound, and sold locally. In Sweden an organization called “Snittblomsodlare” (Cut flower farmers) work with spreading knowledge about small scale, local flower farmers and environmentally friendly, locally grown seasonal flowers. Sadly, these only make up a fraction of the flowers that are sold.

Of course, the best thing to do is to grow your own fresh flowers; it doesn’t get more local than that. Letting the flowers follow the seasons is a good idea—it means we have to wait a bit longer until we can place a bunch of tulips or dahlias on the table, but in the winter dried flowers take the place of the fresh ones.

Giving away a bouquet of fresh flowers that you have grown yourself is a real pleasure, or you can just let them fill your own home. We have made fresh flowers into a lifestyle—we sell them, give them away, place them in our home, add them to food, and make soap and creams from them, and it brings us a lot of joy.
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Bulbs & Tubers

Tulips & Narcissus

Planting tulips and narcissus is rewarding and, as spring nears, we long for these first blooms.

PLANTING Tulip bulbs should be planted in the fall from September until first frost. Place them somewhere the sun will shine in spring, at a depth three times their size. It’s easiest to dig in a flat area, place them on the ground, and cover with soil. We plant our tulips close together with around ¾ to 1 inch between them (2–3 cm). It means they can support each other as they grow. Go for perennials, such as the Darwin hybrids, preferably the older varieties that haven’t been overly cultivated to ensure they bloom year after year.

SOIL & NUTRIENTS Tulips prefer soil that drains well; otherwise the bulbs rot. Many people fertilize with bone meal due to it being long lasting. We prefer nitrogen fertilizers using chicken or horse manure when planting in the fall, and chicken or horse manure with nettle water during the spring.

HARVEST & DISPLAY We harvest our tulips with the bulb still attached. Partly because we think they look lovely arranged in a vase or tied together upright on a plate, but also because they last twice as long in a vase this way. Cut tulips and narcissus prefer cold water changed daily. Let the tulips wilt completely, place the bulb in the sun to dry, and store in a dark, cool space until it is time to plant them again in the fall.

PESTS Deer love tulips but hate narcissus, meaning we can grow our narcissus without any cover. Our tulips on the other hand are grown behind a 6½-foot (2-meter)-tall net. We have tried most things to keep them away, from gadgets that send out soundwaves to sheep’s wool and wolf urine on a stick, but nothing has worked except the net.

Dahlias

THE dahlia is the queen of summer, a cut flower that just keeps on giving from June until the frost gets it.

SPROUTING For more resilient flowers, you can pre-sprout the tubers during the spring. Plant one tuber per pot and cover with soil. The cut side should face down and the eyes should face up. Don’t water until you see shoots poking up from the soil. When the plant has grown a few inches, pinch the tips (above the other sets of leaves) to encourage branching and strength.

PLANTING Dahlias prefer sun. Plant your sprouting plants outside, placing them slightly deeper than they grew in the pots to give you a more stable plant. Dahlias need support as they grow to stop them getting too heavy and breaking. Tie them up with jute twine or use plant supports out of metal. You can also place them close together so that they support each other.

SOIL & NUTRIENTS Dahlias prefer a loamy, well-drained soil. As they bloom over a long period of time, they require a lot of nutrients. Make sure you fertilize the soil substantially before you plant them outside and then regularly use a nitrogen fertilizer as they flower, stopping when the flowering ends during late fall.

WATER Dahlias are some of the thirstiest flowers there are, but don’t leave the tuber to stand in water as it will rot.

HARVEST & DISPLAY Cut the stems above a set of leaves. Some dahlias get stems with several buds; if you want a flower with a long stem, you can remove all the buds except the big one. They will last a week if you add fresh water daily and cut the stem every second day

PESTS All types of snails seem to love dahlias. If you have a lot of snails where you live, we recommend you sprout your dahlias to give them an advantage over snail attacks. Earwigs also have a weakness for hiding among the petals to have a snack. A tip to combat earwigs is to rub the stalks with some beeswax balm.

HIBERNATION Once the dahlias stop flowering in late fall, let them wilt and absorb the nutrients they need into the tuber. You can then remove these, dry them, and store over winter in a dark, cold space free of frost and not too dry, for example in a root cellar.
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Dahlia “Arabian Night.” Harvest regularly to ensure an abundant flowering.

PROPAGATING The easiest way to get more plants is to divide the tubers, but you can also take seeds or cuttings. It’s easiest to divide a tuber in spring before you pre-sprout them. Make sure you get a stem, lateral bud (eye), and root on each bit you divide. Some larger tubers will almost divide by themselves during the winter and all you need to do is carefully separate them, or perhaps use a sharp knife.

For seeds, allow the flower to wilt, the petals to fall off, and the seed pod to turn brown. Dry the seed pod indoors and carefully remove the seeds into a coffee filter or a seed bag. Note that your new dahlia is not genetically identical to the mother plant and will therefore look completely different. If you want seeds from a double dahlia, remove some of the inner petals to avoid honey and bumble bees. Alternatively, you can pollinate using a brush.

You can try and cross-pollinate two of your favorite types by removing the petals before they bloom so no insects can get at them. Isolate them in a bag and then brush them with a soft brush once they are ready.
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From Flower to Seed

Always read the packet to see how to store the seeds before you sow them and what temperature and light is needed for your seeds to grow. All too often we’ve been in a hurry and just guessed, only to end up with five weedy flowers poking out from the hundreds of seeds we’ve sown.

Direct Sowing

The quickest way to plant a flower is to drop a seed straight into the soil. We learn by trial and error year by year with different types of seeds. A small, fragile shoot is vulnerable to insects, drought, and frost, so just because it’s an easy way to sow doesn’t mean you can get away with not tending to it just like the majority of flowers.

Pre-Treatment

TEMPERATURE We grow our seeds in a fairly warm environment, around 68–75ºF (20–24ºC). Once the shoots come up, we place them in a slightly cooler space indoors at around 64ºF (18ºC).

LIGHT EXPOSURE Some summer flowers need more light, and should not be covered with soil, or just a very thin layer, such as snapdragons, cosmos, poppies, verbena, summer rudbeckia, and zinnias, which are small seeds. Other seeds prefer dark and should be covered with a good layer of soil. These seeds are often slightly larger, such as annual phlox, sunflowers, and sweet peas.

STRATIFICATION Seeds from countries that have cold winters need a period of cold in order to grow, such as perennials and roses. Stratification of seeds means placing them in a cold, damp, and dark spot for a period of time. By mimicking nature your seeds will think it’s spring and start to sprout. Place the seeds in a bag with some damp sand or vermiculite (a mineral that retains damp) for 2 weeks to simulate late summer when the seeds absorb water, then place in a fridge for around 6 weeks to simulate winter. The seeds that germinate need to be sown right away, so check the seeds regularly.

COLD STRATIFICATION You can also let nature do the stratification by sowing the seeds outside during the winter, under a roof, in a garage or a cold greenhouse. Add a layer of snow now and again but watch out so the soil doesn’t get too damp.

SEED STARTER When a seed germinates, it doesn’t need as many nutrients as when it starts to shoot. That’s why you use a seed starter mix to start off with. You can switch to a richer soil when you repot them. Apart from the seed starter needing less nutrients, it also needs to be a finer texture and well drained to let water through. If there are lumps in the soil, the roots can’t get established. If the soil is too damp, there is a risk of mold. If you want to make your own seed starter, remove any gravel from the soil and add a third of fine sand if you wish.

SOIL BLOCKERS We make frequent use of our soil blocker, a type of soil press to make soil cubes (soil blocks) for sowing and repotting. The cubes come in three different sizes where the smallest one fits the middle-sized one, and the middle-sized one fits the largest one. In this way, once the plant has outgrown its cube, you simply lift it into the next size and slot it in like a puzzle piece. These soil blocks have lots of benefits, the most obvious one being avoiding plastic pots. Another one is the effective use of space if placed close together on a tray or in a trough. Combined with clever storage and good lighting, this method is a winner if you want to avoid transforming your entire home into a plant shop.

A plant gets its nutrients and water via its roots. In a plastic pot the roots will try and grow outwards but be blocked by the walls. If the plant stands for too long before being planted outside, the roots will keep growing round inside the pot, resulting in a tight tangle. If the tips of the roots can’t get through the soil, they thicken and branch out, making the situation worse. When it’s time to plant outside, the tips of the roots have a hard time finding a way out of the mess and into the rich soil. The end result is a plant that stops growing completely unnecessarily. Soil blocks contain only soil, meaning the roots can easily make their way out once planted out.

BROADCAST SEEDING Apart from soil blockers, broadcast seeding is the way we usually sow our summer flowers. There is little effort involved as the seeds are spread widthways in a trough, container, pot, or tray.
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PRUNING We prune all our flowers except sunflowers. Once the plant has started to grow and look good, you need to grab some scissors and chop it off. It feels really strange at first and the flower looks dull, but it’s the only way to get big, bushy plants. Once the plant reaches around 8 inches (20 cm) in height, it is time to trim it. Cut just above the second or third set of leaves on the main stem. As the plant continues to grow, it splits into two new stems, which generates double the blooms.

LIGHTING In areas where daylight hours are short for much of the year, seeds sown indoors early in the year need artificial lighting. We use fluorescent lighting specifically for plants that can be attached to make a long row. We attach the lights so that the fixture hangs underneath the shelving. We tie them so that they shine close to the soil when the seeds start to sprout and then gradually raise them up.

WATERING Whether you use soil blocks or other methods, seeds get moisture from above while they sprout and grow roots. After this they get their water from beneath on a tray to build long, strong roots. The soil should feel damp all the way through but not wet and heavy.
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Soil Blockers

Repotting

Soil

All plants need nutrients such as nitrogen, phosphorus, and potassium. Whether you buy or make your own soil it needs to contain these. In store-bought soil, peat levels are often high. Peat retains moisture, which is good for growing plants, but there is some debate over whether peat is a sustainable product. So instead of peat, a loamy soil is preferable, such as garden compost.

The pH level of the soil doesn’t need to be exact but should be around 5–6. Coniferous plants and berries as well as some perennials such as hydrangea prefer a more acidic soil with a lower pH level. The easiest way to make soil more acidic is to add some soil and pine needles from the forest. On the other hand, if you want a more alkaline soil with a higher pH level, you will need to add lime.

Fertilizers

Once the plant has used up the nutrients in the soil you will need to add some form of fertilizer. The easiest way is to add a liquid such as compost tea or liquid manure (see Compost & Fertilizer, page 107). You can even buy organic liquid fertilizer; pick one which is both organic and plant-based, such as liquid seaweed extract.

Pricking Out

When your seedlings are ready to be repotted, the easiest method is pricking out. Start by separating the small plants from each other without damaging the roots, then make a hole in the soil with a stick. You can buy special pricking sticks, but a pen or chopstick works just as well. Gently push down the roots of the plant and then the plant, using the stick to make sure it goes in deep to give it stability.

Watering

Always water your plants from the bottom to give them lovely long well-developed roots that grow downwards.


Suggestions for fresh cut flowers:

Fresh greens

allgold

astilbe

basil

beech

cistus

cherry tomato

common holly

common ninebark coral bells

eucalyptus

European hornbeam

forsythia

garden lady’s mantle

glossy privet

guelder rose

honeysuckle

laurustine

malus

mint

mock oranges

oregano

Reeve’s spirea

smoke tree

thicket shadbush

tartarian honeysuckle

vine maple

Annuals

amaranth

Australian straw flower

bishops flower

black-eyed Susan

blushing bride

California poppy

Chinese aster

common baby’s breath

cosmos

daucus carota

globe flower

large pink

pot marigold

sea lavender

showy baby’s breath

snapdragon

snow maiden

straw flower

sunflower

sweet pea

yarrow

zinnia

Perennials

alpine bistort

Asian bleeding heart

carnation

coneflowers

dahlia

feverfew

forking larkspur

garden phlox

globe thistle

great burnet

great masterwort

hortensia

honeysuckle

iris

martagon lily

peony

rose

sea holly

Grass

foxtail millet

hare’s tail

oat

quaking grass

wheat



Planting Out

Hardening Off

When the spring sun starts to shine, it is easy to become enthusiastic about creating your dream garden, so it’s important to sit on your hands and channel that energy into something else. While there is still a risk of overnight frost, there is no point in even thinking about planting out your small, tender seedlings. You can get information on local weather patterns and when the risk of night frost has passed in your area, so keep an eye on the local weather forecast around this date. It is also a good idea to have some jute or a fiber roll ready for any unexpected weather change.

About a week before planting out, the plants need to get used to colder weather. This can be done by placing them outside during the day and then bringing them back inside at night. Start with a few hours outside on the first day and then gradually increase the time.

Placement

Think about where you are going to place your summer flowers. It’s a bit like putting together a bouquet. Check the seed packets to see how high the flowers will grow but halve the distance between the plants as this is merely a recommendation for larger, commercial settings. If you plant the flowers close together, it stops weeds taking hold and you can get more flowers and longer stalks in the same space. In addition, the taller flowers can support each other so they don’t break or grow sideways. Choose a sunny spot with some protection from the wind. It’s best not to mix perennials and annuals too much as there is a risk you may rip up the perennials while weeding. Think about what varieties and colors you want to grow together. Choose flowers that are taller or stick out in some way to create something eye catching. Or you might want something that climbs a tower or trellis together with some lower flowers which is both beautiful and functional. Sweet peas on a trellis also protects against the wind and sun.

Soil

Whether we are growing food or plants we also grow our own soil. All organic material rich in carbon goes back onto the soil to improve and fertilize it. Remove the leaves from stalks as soon as you harvest and place them around the flowers.

Fertilizer

We have a golden rule not to use fertilizer with nitrogen after midsummer. This is even more important when it comes to flowers as too much nitrogen means an overproduction of leaves but no flowers. Use nettle water (nitrogen) regularly throughout May and June until midsummer (June 21st). After this use comfrey water (potassium and phosphorous). A recipe for fertilizer tea can be found in the chapter on compost and nutrients on page 107.
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Picking & Arranging Flowers

Let your imagination flow when you pick and bind your bouquets and create your flower arrangements. Cut your fresh flowers during the dampest part of the day to make them last longer.

Go out early in the morning or late at night and pick what you need using a sharp pair of flower scissors or shears. You also need a bucket of water to place them in while picking as fresh flowers need a lot of water. When harvesting tulips with the bulb we place them horizontally in a wheelbarrow or cart. Whether you harvest in the morning or at night, they will last a lot longer in a vase if you leave them in a cool place with lots of water. We are lucky to have a large root cellar where we place finished bouquets wrapped in paper or the wheelbarrow with tulips. Large flower sellers have cold rooms to store cut flowers and some nurseries and flower shops have flower fridges about the size of a beer fridge. As you are unlikely to be able to fit the flowers in your fridge, you can place them in a shady spot overnight or for a few hours in the morning, depending on what time you harvest.

Color & Shape

There’s really no hard and fast rule when it comes to being creative; sometimes having a plan for your creative expression is good, other times being a bit more haphazard works. If you are new to this, it can be worth following some guidelines and as you develop you can start to experiment and be more elaborate.

Begin by considering what vibe you want to convey. Is it a bright and breezy bouquet or an over-the-top dramatic arrangement? A harmonious summer posy or a wild and wonderful creation? Where will you place it? The kitchen table or the bedroom window? How will you arrange it? A vase, a pot, or a plate? Now you can start to consider which flowers will contribute what, so that when you come to pick your flowers you have an idea of all the components in the completed bouquet.

Colors in a bouquet can work together in three ways; gradient, contrasting, or a monochrome color scheme. A bunch of flowers with a gradient color scheme has several similar colors such as yellow and orange. A contrasting scheme has clearly contrasted but complementary colors such as red and green. If you have too many contrasting colors it can be hard on the eyes though and feel too busy. In a monochrome bouquet, the flowers all have the same color in different shades, also called tone on tone. It gives a calming and harmonious appearance. We often use tone on tone in bouquets and arrangements with one or two gradients of color, but you also need to consider if the colors are warm or cool. Warm colors work best with other warm colors, and the same goes for cool colors.
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The shape of the bouquet or arrangement as well as the individual components also affect the overall impression. A large, bushy bunch gives a wild and free look while a staighter arrangement gives a more low-key impression. A balanced bouquet mixes calming shapes with unstructured ones, large unruly flowers with small ones, and distinctive structures with more subtle ones.

[image: image]



TYING A BOUQUET
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We usually tie our bouquets using four different components.

THE FOCAL POINT— this draws the eye in and is usually a large flower with a calming shape such as a dahlia, asters, or a peony.

SUPPORTING FLOWERS— flowers that support and enhance the focal flower both with color and shape, for example phlox, yarrow, or carnations.

THE ACCENT— flowers or grass that stick out with their contrasting shape or color, such as amaranth, globe flower, wild carrot, or hare’s tail grass.

FOLIAGE— twigs or leaves that give volume such as raspberry, common ninebark, or smoke tree.

Instructions

Use a floral knife or similar sharp knife, string, scissors, and a vase filled with water.

1. Lay the flowers in front of you.

2. Place the longest stem in your hand, then place another stem on top of it at a 45-degree angle so they form an X. Hold the X between the thumb and the index finger in your left hand. Using your right hand, place the next stem over the top stem. If you arrange the flowers at different levels, the bouquet will feel more alive—the more variety in length, the wilder the appearance. Repeat and turn the bouquet counter-clockwise as you add more stems, foliage, and flowers. Keep adding flowers at an angle and check them from above now and again. If needed, release your grip slightly to slide a stem in from the top into the spiral.

3. Bind the flowers with string, such as jute, twist it round a few times, and tie a knot.

4. Trim the stems and cut at an angle to create a larger surface for water intake.

5. The bouquet is done and should be able to stand without support.
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Creating a Flower Arrangement

An arrangement is created in the opposite way from a bouquet, as you build it from the outside in, or from the bottom up. It is easier to plan the shape, density, and placement of stems for a specific container. The arrangement can be made low and horizontal to be placed on a dinner table, large and bushy to create a centerpiece, or small and dainty to be placed on a desk. We love arranging lots of small vases together to create a focal point and the children enjoy helping out with swapping out the flowers as they wilt, adding a few surprise weeds which makes it even more fun.

An arrangement consists of components in several layers.

FOLIAGE, LAYER 1— this forms the base of your arrangement and sets the foundation for the shape. Use foliage that adds volume and gives stability to the flowers such as ninebark or raspberry.

FOLIAGE, LAYER 2— this layer is added to the base to create further volume. Use foliage that is slightly lighter than that in the base and cut slightly shorter. We prefer mint, amaranth, and lady’s mantle.

FOLIAGE, LAYER 3— the third layer should add some life and movement to the arrangement. Use foliage with a bit more structure and shape. This layer can be bushier and contain fruit, berries, or seed pods. We like hawthorn, cherry tomatoes, flax, false goat’s beard, or honeysuckle.

SUPPORTING FLOWERS, LAYER 4— these are flowers that add color and shape and enhance the focal flower such as sweet pea, teasel, and snapdragon.

FOCAL FLOWERS, LAYER 5— this is the focal point that catches the eye and is usually a large flower with a calming shape such as a rose, hydrangea, or tulip.

ACCENTS, LAYER 6— flowers or grass that stand out as a contrasting shape or color, such as great burnet, setaria, or quaking grass.

Instructions:

You need a floral knife or other sharp knife, some chicken wire, a flower frog (sort of like a sturdy pin cushion that you put the stems into) and a pot or a vase filled with water.

1. Lay the flowers in front of you.

2. Place a flower frog at the bottom of your pot or vase.

3. Cut a square from the chicken wire to fit your pot or vase and fold it at the edges so it takes the shape of an upside-down bowl. Press it into your vase to add support to the flowers that will be placed in the flower frog.

4. Fill the vase almost to the brim with water.

5. Add the first layer of foliage, twig by twig until you get the shape and size you need.

6. Add the second layer of foliage by placing the twigs in the same way on top of the first layer.

7. The third layer can be added where you think it gives the best effect. It can spill out from the edges or stick out horizontally, whatever you prefer.

8. Next add the supporting flower and the focal flowers.

9. Finally, add a few accents above all the other layers, letting them hover above the rest of the arrangement.

Binding a Wreath

You will need a frame in a material of your choice (you can make one by twining branches of woodbine, willow, or vine), string, and scissors.

Instructions:

1. Lay the foliage in front of you.

2. Depending on the thickness you want, you can add a layer of just foliage to start with.

3. Make a small bunch in your left hand and cut the stems.

4. Place the bunch against the frame and press it into the frame with your left thumb in the desired position.

5. Wind the string around the frame and flowers once.

6. Make a new bunch and place it so it overlaps with the previous one and hides the stems.

7. Repeat until you have covered the frame.
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DRYING

When flowers are at their most beautiful, it’s easy to feel like you never want the season to end. Instead of feeling melancholy, harvest them to make them last longer and adorn your home during fall and winter with different types of dried flowers. Some types of grass change completely when dried and curl up like corkscrews. Preserved flowers are flowers with paper like petals that keep their color for a long time once dried. Keep harvesting throughout the season for drying. Flowers picked to be preserved can keep blooming, so don’t wait too long; bunches that are starting to wilt are perfect for drying.

Instructions:

Hang fresh flowers in bunches upside down, preferably in a dark, dry place to stop them fading or getting moldy.

Examples of flowers that work well dried:

Fern

Timeless rose

Straw flower

Sunray

Honeywart

Great burnet

Hydrangea

Sea lavender

Drumsticks

Starflower

Wheat

Seed pods, e.g poppy
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Sourdough & Baking

Our kitchen dates back to the eighteenth century and is without a doubt the room in our house with the most history. The spartan country kitchen has inspired us to source other originals. The cold floor is covered in rag rugs and the wood burning stove roars and crackles. Behind the iron range is an old baking oven originating from the latter part of the nineteenth century. It has been bricked up but it still gives an air of working hands, bird song through the window, and the smell of freshly baked bread.

Of all the bubbling jars in our kitchen, the one that receives the most love is our sourdough starter. All our breakfasts involve some type of bread, and these healthy bacteria are also used when we bake buns, pizzas, and pancakes. If one of the kids is in a “I don’t like it” or “I don’t want it” phase, we can rest assured that they’ll at least get some home-baked bread made with our own milled whole wheat flour inside them.

The first thing we did when we started our modern homesteading journey was to replace storebought bread. Although maybe just the word “bread” will suffice as storebought bread is really no more than just flavored air. Factory-made bread that calls itself sourdough does not get a slow rise, uses commercial yeast, and only has added sourdough to give it that tangy taste. In addition, it often contains unnecessary additives and sugar. Sourdough bread from a local baker is an alternative for those who live in bigger cities, but it is also a financial drain on bread-loving families.

When we first started making sourdough bread, we found it incredible that the only thing we needed was water, flour, and a bit of salt—nothing else.

During Viking times, only unleavened bread made with barley malt was made in Sweden. Not until the country was converted to Christianity did the monks introduce woodfired baking ovens in monasteries around the country. During the nineteenth century almost every home and bakery featured a brick oven. Towards the end of the century these were slowly replaced by cast iron ranges. During the twentieth century making bread was moved from the home in favor of industrial production, meaning the skill of baking dating back a thousand years was lost. It is really only in more recent times that we have started to appreciate baking our own bread again.

There are probably as many ways to make sourdough bread as there are people baking it. We like to think that there is no right or wrong way to do it, as long as it tastes good. As with any fermentation process, there are levels of obsession you can apply and just like anything else, experience makes a difference. Sourdough baking is no exception, but we do want to reiterate how easy it is to bake sourdough bread on a regular basis. Making bread using your sourdough starter a regular part of life forces you to get into a routine which in turn gives you experience. Once you understand your sourdough you can start experimenting with different ingredients and techniques.

Creating a Routine

Baking sourdough bread is a slow process that requires patience. At first, it requires careful planning, but in time it will become a routine. Baking for us has become almost meditative. On a practical level, we split the process into several smaller steps so the hands-on work is not too taxing. We bake once or twice a week and during periods when we are both away, we plan our baking for the weekend.

Our Routine: Day 1

7.00 Get up, remove the sourdough starter from the fridge and place it on the countertop. Eat breakfast with the kids.

8.00 Take the kids to daycare.

8.30 Make the sponge (preferment) with the starter (mother dough) and start work.

11.00 Grab a coffee and mix flour and liquid for the autolyze which takes about an hour. If we don’t have time for this step, we skip it.

12.30 At some point during lunch, the sponge starts to bubble and doubles in size meaning it is ready to use. We add the sponge (making sure to keep 3 ½ oz (100g) in a jar in the fridge) to the autolyze and fold in the salt. Leave it to rise on a stool next to the desk.

1:00–3:00 Fold the dough four times in this period.

3.30 Get the kids.

4.30 Shape the bread, place in proofing baskets, and pop in the fridge until the next morning, or place the whole dough in the fridge if making bread rolls the next morning.

Day 2

6.30 If we are making bread rolls, we get up before the kids wake, turn the oven on, shape the rolls, and bake.

8.00 If we are making loaves, we turn the oven on and pop a cast iron dish in it. Place the proofing baskets on the kitchen counter while the oven heats up. Bake in the cast iron dish.

What Is Sourdough?

Sourdough is a dough mixture containing wild yeast and lactobacillus. When the flour and water mix, microorganisms, yeast, and bacteria create a chemical reaction releasing carbon dioxide. The carbon dioxide is retained by the gluten in the dough, creating bubbles. When you mix your sourdough, a selection of good bacteria in your flour and the air around you mix, meaning your sourdough is unique. Sourdough baked from scratch rises for around 16–24 hours. This slow process allows the bacteria to break down the phytic acid in the flour, which does not happen in bread that has a fast rise. Phytic acid stops the body from absorbing important nutrients and minerals such as iron, zinc, and calcium.

Flour & Grinding

Grinding your own flour adds another dimension to baking with the sound of grains being crushed by the stones and the feel of the golden flour between your fingers. The taste and smell are vastly different from the usual bland, white flour and have a lot more character and depth. Depending on how coarse or fine you grind the flour and whether you sift it, the flour will change the structure of the bread. A coarser flour gives a coarser texture, and the bread will be moister as it binds more liquid.

We always use organic flour when we bake; apart from the obvious benefits, organic flour contains more microorganisms, meaning a better fermentation process. We used to buy 50lb sacks of flour from well-known organic mills but now we buy sacks of whole wheat kernels (wheat berries) from the same providers.

Flour is fresh produce, and it doesn’t get fresher than grinding your own. The older the flour, the less nutrients it contains. We use a millstone to grind our own flour from wheat berries to retain the fiber, vitamins, and minerals from the bran and germ. A roller-milled flour doesn’t use the whole grain—instead, it separates out everything, leaving just the endosperm. Because the germ contains fat, removing it also removes some of the taste.

Ultimately, a fresh stone ground whole wheat flour gives your bread the best taste and most nutrients. However, bread using 100% whole wheat flour can feel dense, so we tend to add some variation to our breads and sometimes add some sifted flour. We have an electric flour sifter that we can add on top of our little stone mill. You can also sift by hand, but it can be time consuming and you may end up with a thin layer of flour dust all over the kitchen.
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Hydration & Bakers Percentage

Baking is part intuition and part mathematics. There is no right or wrong, but in order to have control over your dough and have the ability to modify recipes, you need to understand the relationship between the flour and the liquid, which is known as hydration. A more hydrated dough (a wetter dough) is harder to handle but results in a moist bread with larger holes (open crumb).

In the world of baking, they use a system where the amount of flour is always 100% and the rest of the ingredients are given as a proportion to the flour, known as baker’s percentage. If you bake with 2½ lb flour (1000g), 1½ lb liquid (700g) and ½ oz salt (15g) you have 70% liquid (700/1000g). Some people also count the sourdough as part of hydration although we don’t. It is usually calculated as 50/50.

The example below is shown as a baker’s percentage. Depending on the flour, you can adjust the ratios to increase hydration for protein-rich flours. We tend to adjust the hydration depending on the amount of whole wheat and coarseness of the flour, adapting as we go along. A dough that contains more whole wheat flour needs more hydration than a dough made of sifted flour.

A dough made from sifted flour or mixed wheat and spelt usually has around 66% hydration. A dough with half whole wheat and half sifted flour uses around 75% hydration, and in a dough using only whole wheat flour, we can add up to 80% hydration.


Baker’s Percentage Example

100%—3.3 LB (1,500 G) FLOUR

66%—33 FL OZ (990 G) WATER

15%—7.9 OZ (225 G) SOURDOUGH

2%—1 OZ (30 G) SALT

How to get the percent from the ingredients:

weight of ingredients / weight of flour × 100

How to get the weight of the ingredients:

the percentage of the ingredients × weight of flour



Temperature & Humidity

Just like all living things, your sourdough is affected by its environment, and you will need to find your perfect spot for your bread to rise through trial and error.

A sourdough prefers a humid (60–80%) and warm spot (77–82ºF, 25–28ºC) avoiding drafts. We usually place the sponge in the bowl that is part of our dough mixer and cover half of it with a plastic lid. In the summer we then let it rise in a ceramic bowl with a glass lid while in winter we place it in a greased plastic container to create a warm and moist environment. Both the sourdough starter and your sponge will rise a lot faster in a warm spot rather than a cold one. You’ll also notice a difference between a warm summer day and a cold winter one.

Apart from temperature, humidity will also affect the rising process. Humidity levels are also expressed as a percentage and varies according to the temperature. In the winter when the cold air outside drifts inside your house and warms up, the humidity levels sink, creating dry air. This is another reason why the rising process is harder during wintertime.

Lower humidity during rising gives a better crust while higher humidity during baking also gives a better crust.

Sourdough Starter

The Boudin Bakery in San Francisco has used the same starter since the bakery opened in 1849. In 1906 the city was hit by a devastating earthquake resulting in a fire at the bakery. The owner, Louise Boudin, risked her life and ran into the burning building and managed to rescue a small bit of the starter. In other words, the starter is regarded as precious by its owner!

Your starter is uniquely adapted to your environment, and you may only even need to make it once in your life, and who knows, you may even pass it on to the next generation. You do need to care for it though and this is easiest done by simply baking with it once a week.

If you don’t use it regularly, you need to keep it going by feeding it, meaning you add flour and water to it. Your starter will become more potent the more you use it. Practically speaking, the more it develops, the less of it you will need in relation to flour and liquid.

You can start a sourdough by using an activator, for example raisins, apples, kefir, or honey. This increases the ratio of yeast cells to lactic acid bacteria, which gives you a lighter (and less acidic) starter, meaning the dough will rise faster.

Day 1

Mix 1¾ oz (50 g) flour, preferably a mix such as rye and wheat or wheat and spelt, with 1.7 fl oz (50 g) water in a glass jar. Loosely add a lid without tightening it to get air in with natural bacteria to get the yeast spores going. Leave in a warm, moist place, around 77–88ºF (25–30ºC) for 24 hours.

Day 2

You should now be able to see traces of activity in the shape of small bubbles and there should be a fresh, yeasty smell coming from it. If you want, you can taste it! Feed the starter with 1¾ oz (50 g) different flour types and 1.7 fl oz (50 g) water. Mix it with a fork or small whisk getting some air into it, add the lid (without tightening it), and return to the warm spot. If there has been no activity after 24 hours, leave it for a bit longer until it starts to bubble, feed it, and then move to the step below.

Day 3

You should now see lots of bubbles. Remove half the starter and feed it with 1¾ oz (50 g) of mixed flours and 1.7 fl oz (50 g) water. Add the lid (without tightening it and return to the warm spot.

Day 4

By now it should be bubbly and very active with a yeasty smell and your starter is now ready to bake with, or place in the fridge until you are ready to use it.

Baking with Your Starter

Make sure you have enough sponge to make your bread by feeding the starter before you start. Don’t take it all though—make sure you always keep around 3½ oz (100 g) in your jar. Don’t make the mistake we did, though! When our second child was a baby, we managed to bake using a five-year-old starter through sheer sleep deprivation!

1. Reviving Your Starter (the Night before If Needed)

If you haven’t used your starter for more than a week it will need to be revived. If this isn’t the case and your starter is bubbly and lively, you can skip this step:

Remove everything except around 1 oz (25 g) of starter. Feed it with 1¾ oz (50 g) flour and 1.7 fl oz (50 g) water. Mix well and leave out at room temperature until it starts to bubble. A healthy and mature starter should start to bubble 2–3 hours after it has been revived.

2. Sponge—around 4–6 Hours

You need to feed your starter enough to both make a sponge and also have enough left in your jar for the next time you bake. The amount of sponge you use depends on how soon you want to bake, the temperature and humidity in the room, and the potency of your starter. We usually start with 3½ oz (100 g). The amount of flour and water you use to feed it depends on how many loaves you want and the size of the loaf. Before you start feeding the starter, think about the amount you need. For two loaves you need around 2.2 lb (1000 g) flour and around 20 baker’s percentage of sponge, so around 7 oz (200 g). But you also want to keep around 3½ oz (100 g) of your sponge for your starter, so feed it with 5½ oz (150 g) flour plus 5 fl oz (50 g) water according to the instructions below:

Remove a jar of lively starter from the fridge.

Place around 3½ oz (100 g) in a larger jar (the sponge should grow to at least twice the size).

Feed with 5½ oz flour plus 5 fl oz water and mix with a fork. The sponge should not be too runny, more like a thick pancake batter! If it is too thick it won’t rise properly and if it’s too runny it runs the risk of turning sour.

Leave in room temperature with a loose lid until it has risen to its highest point, which is usually when it has doubled in size and has a fresh, healthy odor. This usually takes around 4–6 hours. If you leave it for too long it will start to sink and your dough will not rise properly.

You can check to see if your sponge is ready by placing a bit in a glass of water. If it floats it has enough air in it and is active and ready to be used.
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If you don’t use your starter every week, you need to feed it. We usually keep a maximum of 3½ oz (100 g) starter in the fridge. Pour out ¾ leaving just under 1 oz (25 g) and feed with 1¾ oz flour and 1.7 fl oz water. Sometimes the starter splits and starts to smell of alcohol. In this case, follow the instructions for reviving your starter. If you go on holiday and want to stop baking for a while, you can dry out your starter. Spread it out on some baking paper and dry in room temperature. Then place it in a jar with a lid. When you want to reactivate your starter, mix the dry bits with lukewarm water. You can even freeze your starter.



Tips!

If you miss the point at which your sponge has peaked, it will go from a fluffy mousse to a sloppy mess that won’t float in water. However, you can still save it.

Add equal parts water and flour (around 1 tbsp), mix it up, and wait for around one hour and it should start bubbling up again.



3. Autolyze—around 1 Hour

About an hour before you make your dough (once your sponge has risen about 50 percent in size) it’s time for autolyze. This process allows the flour to absorb the liquid and produce gluten in peace and quiet without the sponge or salt. If you are in a hurry, you can skip this stage and just mix all the ingredients except salt which can hamper the gluten building process.

Mix the flour and liquid in a separate bowl without kneading.

4. Rising—around 4 Hours

After around 1–3 hours of autolyze, you can mix the sponge and autolyze. Wet your hands when working with the dough.

Mix the sponge and autolyze.

Fold the salt into the dough.

Leave the dough to
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