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I often say that a “backyard homestead” is not just a place, but a place of the mind. It’s an approach to life that leads you to want to make something rather than buy it, no matter how much (or how little) land you have. After all, you can make yogurt or preserve fruit or sprout grains whether you live in an apartment or a house with 10 acres. Wherever you live, any skill you acquire is a step on the path to self-sufficiency.

At some point, though, the homestead becomes an actual physical place that requires some level of infrastructure — a few tools, some raised beds, maybe a chicken coop or a bee hive. It requires careful planning; when you’re ramping up to the point of keeping larger animals, especially, you need to think seriously about how you’ll house them. But sometimes little things can make all the difference on a homestead: a well-built place to store your root vegetables, an organized way to stash tools, a sturdy hoophouse that won’t collapse under a load of snow.

This is where the rubber meets the road, where the hoe meets the soil, where the dreamy “homesteader of the mind” must hunker down and learn some building skills. And this is where The Backyard Homestead Book of Building Projects comes in handy. First of all, Spike Carlsen is the ideal teacher. A master carpenter with more than 30 years’ experience and a true affinity for the homesteading life, Spike is superbly qualified to lead novice backyard builders through a variety of projects, from simple to complex. With his background as a homesteader, he understands what one needs on the homestead and has selected projects with practicality, usefulness, and thrift in mind.

In my own garden, I’ve been lucky to have friends and neighbors show me the ropes. When I was building the fence around my garden, Ron Kujawski — co-author of The Week-by-Week Vegetable Gardener’s Handbook — and his wife, Pat, and my neighbors Brian and Diane came to offer guidance and several days of elbow grease. I’m not sure what I would have done without them. The days when I was working solo (or with another inexperienced helper) were full of snapped fence welds and smashed fingers. Also, the hoophouse in the garden would still be a pile of metal hoops and a roll of plastic in the garage if it weren’t for the Kujawskis and my friend Sarah Fournier-Scanlon, who spent a day in the garden with me, pounding stakes and sharing hilltown gossip.

As you read this book, think of Spike as your virtual neighbor — the homestead mentor you wish lived next door. Whether he’s teaching you the basics of using a circular saw or how to build a shed from the foundation up, he’ll give you the skills you need to take another step down the path to self-sufficiency.

Happy homesteading!

Carleen Madigan

Editor of The Backyard Homestead



Introduction

When my wife and I ran into our good friends Mike and Zanny the other day, we asked them what was new. They grinned at each other and said in unison, “Chickens.” A week earlier, in a state of what they called “irrational exuberance,” they’d purchased nine baby chicks. Unprepared for the new arrivals, they housed the chicks in their downstairs sauna for a few days while Mike converted their kids’ old playhouse into a chicken coop. What makes their story more interesting is that Mike, Zanny, and their three daughters don’t live on a farm or even in the suburbs — their backyard homestead is right smack-dab in the middle of town. Neither of them is all that handy, either; they simply loved the idea of becoming more self-sufficient. So they took the plunge.

Mike and Zanny are not alone. Backyard homesteaders are everywhere: country, suburbs, and city. The excavator who hauled gravel for our patio told me over half his work now is hauling dirt for “city folks” starting gardens. One of our daughters and her family live on a postage-stamp lot, and a good part of that postage stamp is now covered with raised-bed gardens. Within a stone’s throw of us, there’s a financial planner who’s a beekeeper, a patent lawyer who makes his own maple syrup, and a social worker who raises rabbits.

People tend toward a more self-sufficient lifestyle for a variety of reasons. Some people are born that way. It’s how they’re wired, and it’s as natural as breathing. Others move in that direction for economic reasons: every load of clothes dried on the clothesline or load of wood tossed in the woodstove is money in the pocket. Some people like self-sufficiency because it’s good for the environment; others like it because it evokes a sense of community. Some treat it like a hobby; others treat it as a small business. Some like knowing they can provide the basics they need to survive come hell or high water. And for some it’s just good, clean (or dirty) fun. All reasons are good reasons.

This book is for those working toward (or dreaming toward) a more self-sufficient lifestyle. The beauty of creating a backyard homestead is that it can be done in bits and pieces. You start with a compost bin, add a few raised-bed gardens, and then move up to a hoop greenhouse. (And, hey, wouldn’t it be fun to have fresh eggs every morning?) You get to set the pace and extent of what you do.

This book is part of a larger series. Its first book, The Backyard Homestead, shows you how to do just what the title proclaims: “Produce all the food you need on just a quarter acre!” The second book, The Backyard Homestead Guide to Raising Farm Animals, focuses more on the meat than on the potatoes. This book helps round out the series by giving you the tools (and the places to store those tools) for crafting the coops, bins, benches, sheds, racks, and storage doodads you’ll need for making a self-sufficient life easier and better organized.

A few final words about the projects in this book: There’s more than one “right” way to build everything. Although most of the projects include dimensions and plans, you can modify the designs to meet your own needs and budget. Our caveat would be to err on the side of “overbuilding” and “overengineering,” rather than skimping, so your projects are safe and you have peace of mind.

So dig in, hammer away, and enjoy.

Spike Carlsen



Detailed Diagrams May Be Hard to Read

Throughout the ebook there are detailed diagrams. They may be hard to read on smaller devices. To enlarge the diagrams, turn your device to landscape orientation and/or double-tap the image to open to fill the screen. Use the two-finger pinch-out method to zoom in. (These features are available on most e-readers.)
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