
		
			[image: The cover to Survival Gardening]
		

	


[image: Storey's Fresh Picks monthly ebook specials. Our little ebook farmstand. Learn something creative every month.]





[image: Survival Gardening, grow your own emergency food supply from seed to root cellar, by Sam Coffman]




The mission of Storey Publishing is to serve our customers by publishing practical information that encourages personal independence in harmony with the environment.

Edited by Carleen Madigan and Sarah Guare Slattery

Art direction by Erin Dawson and Ian O’Neill

Book design by Brooke Johnson and Erin Dawson

Illustrations by © Steve Sanford, except 198 by Keith Heberling

Interior photography by © Gabriella Marks, 56, 57, 128, 134, 135, 139, 141, 174, 199, 209; Mars Vilaubi © Storey Publishing, 26, 28, 29, 44, 45 all but lion’s mane & turnips, 53 l. (both), 54, 68–71, 74, 79

Additional photography credits on 256

Text © 2025 by Sam Coffman

All rights reserved. Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture. The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

The information in this book is true and complete to the best of our knowledge. All recommendations are made without guarantee on the part of the author or Storey Publishing. The author and publisher disclaim any liability in connection with the use of this information.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

Storey books may be purchased in bulk for business, educational, or promotional use. Special editions or book excerpts can also be created to specification. For details, please contact your local bookseller or the Hachette Book Group Special Markets Department at special.markets@hbgusa.com.


This book is intended as an educational reference, and the information in this book is true and complete to the best of our knowledge. All recommendations are made without guarantee on the part of the author or publisher, and the author and publisher disclaim any liability in connection with the use of this information. In particular, eating wild plants is inherently risky. Plants can be easily mistaken, and individuals vary in their physiological reactions to plants that are touched or consumed. Also, pregnancy, allergies, or health conditions can all affect whether the information or recommendations in this book are appropriate for you. If you have questions, you should consult with your doctor before you begin a new routine or eat plants gathered in the wild. Any reader who forages for wild foods and chooses to ingest them does so at his or her own risk; without a 100% positive identification, no wild foods should ever be consumed. Consulting with an expert forager, who can identify the wild foods in person, is recommended.


Storey Publishing

210 MASS MoCA Way

North Adams, MA 01247

storey.com


Storey Publishing is an imprint of Workman Publishing, a division of Hachette Book Group, Inc., 1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104. The Storey Publishing name and logo are registered trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

ISBNs: 978-1-63586-646-9 (paperback); 978-1-63586-647-6 (ebook)

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data on file




To the memory of my mother, who first taught me the wonders of understanding the world of plants and creating gardens when I was a very young child.
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What Does It Mean to Have a “Survival Garden”?
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Gardening has been a part of human life for centuries, providing us with the necessary calories to survive in a variety of climates. However, the advent of mechanized agriculture and mass food production—especially over the past century—has created a huge gap between gardening as a hobby and the stark reality of growing enough food to survive if we had no other choice.

Having taught preparedness courses for decades and having founded and run an outdoor school that specializes in survival, homesteading, and herbal medicine subjects, I have learned many skills and techniques for bridging the gap between the hobby garden and the survival garden. One of the most important things I’ve learned is that the more you act as though there is no alternative to a specific set of skills, the better you will become at those skills. For example, ask yourself, “What would I do if I absolutely had to grow my own food in order to survive?” This forces you to think outside the box and consider options like growing edible mushrooms and eating edible weeds and even garden pests.


A survival gardening approach is based on the amount and types of caloric nutrition we humans need in order to survive. An adult human needs somewhere between 1,500 and 3,000 calories a day to stay healthy. Out of those total calories, we require approximately 10 to 35 percent to be protein (a.k.a. amino acids), 45 to 65 percent to be carbohydrates, and 20 to 35 percent to be fat. Those are the macronutrients; micronutrients (vitamins and minerals) are also an integral part of our nutrition. With these nutritional needs in mind, this book provides a blueprint for prepping, planning, and growing as much nutrition as possible, as quickly as possible.

Even beyond nutritional needs, we need to leverage all the work we are doing today, this week, and this month so that we can continue to produce food for ourselves in the years to come. Creating fertile soil, selecting the best types of garden beds and locations, preventing disease and pests, and saving seeds are all a huge part of survival gardening—just as they are for any food garden. However, a key difference between survival gardening and typical gardening is that we are growing our food because we might starve if we do not, and we need to approach the task of gardening as though our lives depend on it. In the end, even though nobody wants to be in this scenario, thinking this way will make us better gardeners with a more refined understanding of our local ecosystem and where and how we fit into it.

If you have never gardened before, it’s important that you start now, before you are forced to learn at a time when mistakes may be very costly (see How to Prepare Now for a Future Emergency). I have taught hundreds of students from a wide variety of backgrounds and interests. In my first few years of teaching, a popular demographic of student stood out: those who were focused on being prepared in every way for any conceivable disaster—regional, national, or global.

Something that struck me about this demographic was that most had only a very limited understanding of gardening. In every class, one of my students would inevitably approach me during a break to tell me about their home seed banks. Their glowing description of tens of thousands of heirloom and non-GMO seeds of every imaginable vegetable and fruit was always impressive. At first out of curiosity, and later in the interest of keeping a personal statistic, I would ask, “How much experience do you have with gardening or farming?”

The answer was almost always something to the effect of, “Not much” or “None,” or maybe at best, “I used to help out in the garden when I was a kid.” When I heard these answers, my first thought was usually, “They are in for a rude awakening.”

Growing enough food to significantly, let alone fully, contribute to the daily calories you need to survive is not something you want to try to learn on the fly. To do this, you need an understanding of soil, light, water, temperature, timing, food crops, and pests. You need to know which crops will best meet your nutritional needs and how you can grow these crops most efficiently with the time and resources you have. Whether you are a new or seasoned gardener, this book will help you quickly and efficiently create better and more nutrient-dense food that takes less energy to maintain.

We need to approach the task of gardening as though our lives depend on it.

It’s important to remember that gardening techniques will vary significantly from region to region due to climate differences. Certain techniques may work better in some areas while being completely unsuitable in others. Therefore, it’s important to research local farming practices so that you can develop an informed plan tailored specifically for your area’s unique environmental needs. One major goal of this book is to give you many different techniques so that you can select what will work for your climate and individual needs.

Because we’re talking about functional gardening in a post-disaster environment, we need to consider turnaround time. If you’ve just had a disaster and you don’t have access to all the food you need, how can you quickly grow nutritionally dense food? That’s Part 1. How can you continue to build on what you are doing to create long-term sustainability using the fewest resources? That’s Parts 2 and 3. And, finally, what do you do if you have limited or no ground for growing food? That’s Part 4.

We will also discuss raising backyard animals—not only for meat and egg protein but also for building soil health. We will cover sources of calories that exist outside our gardens and animal yards, including edible weeds and insect and animal pests. And, of course, it is imperative that we properly store what we harvest to preserve our food’s nutritional value for months or even years, so we will discuss proper storage techniques.

Even if a disaster never forces you to garden for your survival (and hopefully you won’t ever find yourself in such a situation), you can still use the information in this book to support your own sustainable food independence. I hope you’ll find it to be a very rewarding endeavor, as I have.



How to Prepare Now for a Future Emergency


There is an entire industry based around preparation for possible emergency. While many people are focused on having security, power, communications, and medicine in an emergency, far fewer people think seriously about food sustainability. Even folks who do think about food do not always have a realistic understanding of the tools, materials, labor, and knowledge it takes to grow enough food to live on. However, the good news is that with a small but consistent amount of preparation, you can be a functional gardener with the ability and the tools to grow large amounts of nutritious calories.

Even if you are not ready to put any plants in the ground, you can prepare for that day by taking the following steps now. If you wait until you are facing an emergency, you may not find the resources you need, and the setup will be much more difficult.


Step 1: Set up your site.

The best possible preparation you can make is to ensure you have a planting site ready for growing food. It will be much easier for you to get the site ready while you have a working infrastructure of internet, phone, roads, and stores. Even if you aren’t sure you are ready to plant yet but would like to be prepared, consider setting up your garden location ahead of time as much as possible.

A good garden location needs good drainage and access to both sunlight and water so that plants can grow properly. You can build soil anywhere (as we will talk about extensively later in the book), but access to enough sunlight (or artificial light, if that is part of your plan) is usually something that is not as easy to change without picking up and moving your entire planting location. There are several GPS-based apps that can help you determine the amount of sun you have in a specific location, such as the Sun and Shade Analyzer (SASHA) and Sun Seeker, but in general you will want a location that has at least 6 to 8 hours of direct sun per day. Fruiting plants like peppers, beans, tomatoes, zucchini, and cucumbers will do better at the upper end of that range, with at least 8 hours of sun. Root and leafy crops like onions, lettuce, spinach, carrots, and potatoes will still grow well with around 6 hours. Depending on where you live and what you are growing, you may need some shade as well, which can be part of determining your garden location or can be artificially built later. When I lived in central Texas, for example, I had to create shade for the afternoons because the sun was way too intense for almost all of our leafy vegetables (and many of the medicinal herbs I grow). To start with, I used some of the tree and shrub cover available on the west side of the garden areas, but the soil in these shadier spots was not ideal. I had to garden in sunnier spots, using shade cloth, until I developed better soil in those shadier locations.


With a small but consistent amount of preparation, you can grow large amounts of nutritious calories.


Step 2: Place fencing.

You will need fencing, whether aboveground or belowground, to protect your plants from being eaten by animals. It is far easier to put up fencing while you are setting up your garden location than it is to do so after plants are in the ground. You’ll need to make sure that the fencing is of adequate strength (feral hogs), height (deer), and depth (gophers), and to do that you’ll need to understand your natural environment as best you can prior to growing any food.

If you are growing and harvesting berries and other aboveground crops that birds will eat, then you will need bird netting or other types of aerial fencing as well. You can also suspend netting on cables across the top of the garden, which allows you to pull the netting to the side and protect it from the elements until you need it.


Step 3: Establish a watering system.

Without water, it is not possible to grow food. It is much easier to set up your water supply and delivery system in advance, even if you are not ready to plant yet. You may live in an area with high rainfall, where you need to consider channeling, swales, and erosion, or you may live in a region that experiences drought during at least part of your growing season. Having good drainage and/or a level area you can irrigate is critical. Drip irrigation is one of the more efficient means of watering, and it can be automated. Rainwater collection is a simple concept that should go hand-in-hand with any plan to grow food sustainably.


Step 4: Gather tools and supplies.

Stocking up on gardening tools and supplies for growing your own food is a pretty basic process. What are some of the most useful tools that are relatively inexpensive and easy to acquire right away?


	Shovel, preferably with a steel blade (with a short handle for raised beds or a long handle for working in the ground)


	Rake, steel tined


	Pitchfork (helpful for turning compost)


	Pruners and shears


	Hoe


	Wheelbarrow


	Garden cart


	Hand trowel, hand hoe, and hand fork


	Garden hoses


	Garden hose nozzles


	Hose splitters


	Extra hose washers


	Automatic water timers


	Basic tool kit (pliers, screwdrivers, wrenches, etc.)


	Seed-starting trays, seeds, and sprouting equipment


	Masking tape and permanent markers


	Small marking stakes (e.g., ice-pop sticks)


	Bamboo stakes


	Nylon kite string


	1×2 lumber for building trellises, or premade trellises for vines


	Work gloves


	Garden mulch and/or straw


	Game camera
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Step 5: Practice your gardening skills.

Each season, plant new seeds and try new techniques. The more you diversify and practice your skills, the better you will be at coping with the inevitable problems, from droughts to pests to soil conditions. This also forces you to work through your seed stores so that you are constantly refreshing old stock with new seeds.


Step 6: Rotate crops every season.

This way, you can learn what grows best in different conditions and what kinds of issues to watch for. And perhaps most importantly, you can avoid depleting your soil of necessary nutrients and minimize pressure from pests and pathogens.





The Survival Garden


Here is an example of a survival garden layout that not only keeps food and resources close and convenient but also allows for resources to be moved between areas and for areas to be expanded.



	House. It’s important to situate gardens and hutches close enough to the house that they are quickly and conveniently accessible.


	Rain barrel. This collects water from the house roof. After being filtered, the water is used to irrigate the garden. Additional rain barrels can be placed along any roof, such as the roof of a rabbit hutch or chicken coop.


	Irrigated garden. A solar-powered drip irrigation system provides a reliable and consistent source of water with minimal ongoing work.


	Rabbit hutch. Rabbits provide meat for us and fertilizer for the garden. Place the hutch close to the house to make harvests convenient and close enough to the gardens and greenhouses that you can easily move rabbit compost directly to any areas that need it.


	Chicken coop. Laying hens provide a good source of protein in the form of eggs, and chicken manure provides good fertilizer for the garden. Make sure the coop has its own fencing.


	Black soldier fly larvae system. Black soldier fly larvae rapidly break down organic matter, including meat scraps, to produce high-quality castings that contain nitrogen, phosphorus, and potassium. Place the system next to the chicken coop, greenhouse, or compost area(s) to provide chicken food as well as compost.


	Greenhouse. A way to extend the growing season, greenhouses provide a place to start seedlings, grow perennials, make cuttings, and more. Place them near the garden for easy access.


	Outhouse. Human waste turned into compost, called humanure, is a rich source of nutrients for the garden. Composting with humanure can be a stand-alone system or it can be integrated with your compost.


	Compost. One of the most important concepts in survival gardening, composting turns vegetable waste into “black gold” that is full of nutrients for garden soil.
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