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Introduction  

 

Weõve lived a non-traditional life. I, Ron, thank my parents, family and friends who offered encouragement 

and acceptance to my chosen path. I am grateful to Johanna, my wife, who willingly embarked with me on 

the road to self-sufficiency early in my young off-grid homesteading career. Johanna thanks her parents for 

passing on the basic skills necessary to be successful with the alternative lifestyle. 

 

My sincere thanks to local beekeeper Mario Swinkels who is a member of the Canadian Honey Council for 

taking time to read my bee chapter and making sure I covered the basics of bee keeping accurately. 

  

Iõd also like to thank a man Iõve spoken to via phone and email many times over the last 3 years but have 

not had the pleasure to meet in person. Rob Beckers is an electrical engineer and owner of Solacity who 

supplied much of our new off-grid electrical system. He happily read my off grid power chapter and offered 

a few tweaks and suggestions.  

 

Many thanks to a local couple, Margaret and Kenny Booth, who allowed us to use several of their container 

garden pictures. 

 

And finally, it has been a privilege to work with two professionals in the publishing business, Anne and Jason 

of S.C. Global Brother SRL. Their faith and trust in us was greatly appreciated. We couldnõt have asked for 

two easier people to work with and together, we made a wonderful team. Both Anne and Jason made 

excellent suggestions to improve the overall book and we are thankful for their contributions. 

 

Ron and Johanna Melchiore 
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Chapter 1 - 40  Years Homesteading  

Where it all Began 

 

Forty Years! Thatõs how long Iõve been an off-grid homesteader. Sure, sounds like a long time but itõs gone 

by in the blink of an eye. Iõve learned a lot over that span of years while at the same time racking up a pile 

of mistakes along the way. I overcame those errors and when I tally my homesteading successes and failures, 

the win column far exceeds the losses. Iõd like to share my long journey towards self-sufficiency with you so 

if you embark on your own path to freedom, you too will wonder òWhere in the world did the time go?ó  

 

My journey began with me spending 20 years in the forest of northern Maine. The first 5 of those years I 

was alone before I met my wife Johanna. Fortunately, she has been with me for much of this time and she 

shares the fervor for self-reliant living. Johanna has a great deal of experience and knowledge in many of the 

subjects and she will collaborate with me to add information from a womanõs perspective. Our collective 

homesteading experience stems from living in cold climates so we write this book as 2 people who have 

dealt with harsh winters. Lots of snow and bitter cold. But just about everything we write will be of value 

regardless of which climate zone you live in.  

 

There are many good books written on the subjects of homesteading, off-grid, prepping and the like. My 

intent with this book is not to reinvent the wheel. Rather I will pass on techniques and knowledge that have 

worked for us. But just as important to me, by the end of this book, Iõd like to see my dear reader not only 

savvy but brimming with confidence that they too can accomplish whatever they set out to do.  

 

Back during the last ice age, the 1970õs, the back to the land movement was in full swing. In 1974, I graduated 

high school with a diploma in Industrial Electronics. I was mentally focused on becoming part of the 9 to 5 

Maine Homestead 
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rat race. I still remember the first job I got as an electronics technician. I worked on a line utilizing 

microscopes to look at micro circuits while I tested them with an array of test equipment. What sticks in my 

mind to this day is no idle chatting with anybody else on the line was allowed and lunch was 12:00 on the 

dot with a 12:30 return. Not a minute later.  

 

As you continue reading, you will discover I have a streak of renegade in me so that didnõt go over well. But 

I lasted there for close to 2 years before moving on to my next electronics job. I liked electronics but these 

experiences were an eye opener for me. Surely thereõs more to life than simply working it away I thought to 

myself. The fact that you are reading this book with an interest in self-sufficiency tells me you can relate to 

that sentiment.  

 

Iõm a firm believer in the notion that events we experience growing up shape the future path we take through 

life. Yet I was born in the city of Philadelphia and grew up in the suburbs. So how the deuce did a city kid 

end up in the woods of northern Maine? Thatõs a puzzler. Obviously, I zigged somewhere along the line 

when I might have zagged.  

 

A supervisor in one of my electronics jobs suggested homesteading during one of our many conversations. 

Thatõs really the first I had heard the term. As a young guy, I was physically active in local sports and played 

drums in a band with my friends, neither of which had anything to remotely do with homesteading. Iõd have 

to do some research on this òhomesteading.ó 

 

Turns out homesteading is basically 

providing for yourself. Striving to be 

self-reliant for food, energy, shelter, 

medical care and all basic needs. With 

hopefully time left over to have some 

fun and enjoy life. My goal was to rely 

on myself as much as possible, 

regardless of what circumstance the 

world threw at me. To grow, raise and 

preserve my own food, provide my own 

source of power as well as heat and fuel 

for cooking (firewood), were all skills I 

put in my self-reliant tool kit. My 

mindset was one of being prepared for 

any calamity that might come along 

whether man made or natural.  

 

There are any number of reasons why a person might explore this homesteading lifestyle: independence, 

pursuit of freedom, a new adventure, a change in lifeõs direction, a desire to live more frugally, to ditch the 

9 to 5 rat race, to live in a more environmentally friendly way, or perhaps a concern about how the world is 

taking shape. All valid reasons. For us, itõs all of the above. Especially when I contrast the freedom I have 

now with the confinement and strict regimen of my first electronics job.  

 

 

Not Too Bad for a Newbie 
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The Beginning - The First Homestead 

My early years in Maine were my first foray into this 

alternative lifestyle. I went from the hustle and bustle 

of suburbia where I was surrounded by humanity to 

the slower pace of country living with a much lower 

population density. Those were exciting times and a 

real education for me. In 1979, I purchased 120 acres 

of forest. There was a 4-acre overgrown potato field 

that would become my home for 20 years. I had no 

knowledge of carpentry but with the help of common 

sense, book research and manpower from a couple of 

friends one weekend, I built a 2 X 6 framed house that 

was generally pretty warm even on the coldest winter 

night. I say generally because it was a bit drafty if the 

wind blew hard.  

 

I lived spartan. Spruce boards for my floor which shrunk so I had gaps that collected dirt daily, wood 

countertop with wooden shelves in the kitchen, no working refrigerator or freezer, an outdoor outhouse and 

hand pump outside for water. I modified an old 

refrigerator by installing a pipe that extended 

through the house roof into the freezer/refrigerator 

compartment which drew in cold air in the winter. 

In summer, my intent was to use ice I had made 

and stored in an ice house from the winter to chill 

my food. My off-grid electrical system was maxed 

out trying to run a car radio and tiny TV. Kerosene 

lamps provided light at night. I did laundry in dual 

tubs using a wash board for my òagitatoró and I 

heated water on a wood stove for bathing in an old 

cast iron tub. Things changed a little years later 

when Johanna arrived on the scene. Eventually we 

had kitchen cabinets, vinyl and carpet for flooring 

and a small RV propane refrigerator. We moved 

up in the off-grid world!  

 

If you are experienced in homesteading and such, you know the lifestyle requires some effort. And if you 

are new to the idea of living a self-reliant lifeé well now you know. Some energy will need to be expended. 

And yet, you will find those hours of toil will bring some of the greatest joys and satisfaction one can 

experience in life. Youõll be tired at the end of the day but youõll be brimming with pride over all the 

wonderful stuff you accomplished for the day. The return you get from your efforts will be commensurate 

with how involved you want to be. We all have our limitations and this book will be dedicated to suggesting 

methods and techniques that anybody can use regardless of oneõs financial resources or physical capacity.  

 

You might be questioning whether you have the skills and knowledge necessary to be a homesteader. I hope 

I donõt burst your bubble but I am nothing special. I have no great powers, super strength, superior intellect 

or amazing qualities. If you are looking for me to pull a rabbit out of my hat, you will be waiting for a long 

time. But I do have persistence and I have a penchant for giving everything I do my level best. Those two 
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traits have served me well. As long as you have the desire, you do not need any special skills or knowledge. 

You will learn as you go, making your mistakes along the way. As you have success, you will build upon that 

success. Just as I did years ago. 

 

If by chance you have some of those amazing qualities I mentioned in the last paragraph, then please know 

you have an advantage I didnõt have when I started out. In addition to not possessing any of the 

aforementioned qualities, I knew nothing about homesteading, living off grid, self-sufficiency or self-reliance. 

I was a city/suburbs kid contemplating a completely foreign lifestyle compared to my upbringing. I was not 

born with a hoe in my hands.  

 

Iõve immersed myself in this lifestyle to the point it is 

now second nature. Even though I started out with a 

bare bone, spartan homestead set in the modern era, 

I utilized many of the old-time skills and techniques 

from yesteryear. Over time, Iõve incorporated some 

of the newer methods for doing things. But make no 

mistake, even though Iõve picked and chosen some of 

the modern ways of doing tasks, I still retain the 

practical knowledge of the old ways. Who knows 

when they might come in handy? 

 

Before Johanna came along, I was quite capable of 

cooking a full turkey dinner, butchering, gardening, canning and preserving my food plus a myriad of other 

skills. There are multiple ways of accomplishing a task and I/weõve tried many of them. We will sort this 

stuff out for you and tell you what works best for us. The information we provide may work well for you 

directly or you may have to adapt and modify to suit your particular situation. My advice is to try different 

methods and see what works for you. Take in all the information you can. Hone your skills. Everything will 

go in your òtool kitó for future use. 

Time for a Change - A Move to the Wilderness 

The Maine experience was a confidence booster and a 

nice change of pace but eventually there came a time 

when we were ready for a new adventure. Weõre not 

antisocial by any means but we enjoy the peace and 

quiet and donõt feel the need to be constantly 

surrounded by people. 

 

So, the obvious next stop was to go where there were 

no people. Northern Saskatchewan beckoned. Can 

you imagine living on a remote lake surrounded by 

virgin forest accessible only by float plane? We did 

that. We became modern pioneers much like those 

that traveled by wagon trains heading to the western 

United States and Canada to clear and settle a new land. What an honor and privilege it was to call the 

wilderness home for 17 years. When we lived there, we wouldnõt see another human for 6 months at a time. 

Every 6 months, we came out for supplies, shopping, our mail and took care of any appointments.  

Ron in Maine Kitchen 
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I did a much better job constructing our home 

in the bush. I came up with a design Iõve never 

seen before. My design eliminated most of the 

thermal bridges from studs and with a fully 

taped vapor barrier, created a 10 inch thick 

wall that was super insulated. That house had 

no problem dealing with -57° F which was the 

coldest temperature we ever had to deal with. 

Not only that, but we had hot and cold running 

water with a shower, real kitchen with wall and 

base cabinets and countertop, color TV with 

satellite, Internet, 2 chest freezers, an electric 

refrigerator/freezer, lights like a normal house, 

and a moderate sized solar array with a wind turbine. We had come a long way from the spartan living of 

the Maine days! 

Living 100 miles from civilization sure gives new 

meaning to relying on oneõs self. I respectfully suggest 

that the overall goal and encompassing prize for all of 

us is to simply become as self-reliant as possible. In 

my mind, we then automatically cover all the possible 

scenarios without having the need for a separate plan 

for every conceivable situation. A large part of being 

self-reliant is having the confidence, knowledge and 

skills to assess and adapt to situations as they develop. 

If you have the knowledge and confidence to rely on 

yourself regardless of what the world throws your way, 

you have upped your chances of coming out of it in 

reasonable shape.  

 

Another word we might throw into the mix is self-sufficiency. As homesteaders, off gridders and preppers, 

itõs important to understand, total self-sufficiency is unattainable. Mission impossible. There is no such thing. 

Knowing that complete self-sufficiency is impossible, we strive to be as self-sufficient as practical. Big 

difference. I wanted to be right up front 

with you. I want every reader who is 

dreaming of living a simpler life to be 

successful. And part of the success plan is 

to set realistic goals.  

 

Part of being realistic is knowing you canõt 

raise 100 head of cattle on a ¼ acre 

homestead for example. The amount of 

land you have available will dictate how 

much you can do towards the goal of self-

sufficiency. But donõt despair. Whether 

you have a ¼ acre or 100 acres, we will 

throw many ideas your way and you can 

decide what makes sense for your own scenario.  

Garden, House and Outbuildings 
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Another important point Iõd like to make. Life is short. Donõt be afraid to zig in life. Take advantage of the 

opportunities presented and follow your dream. Ponder it, research it and do your homework. Then if 

convinced the chosen path is right for you, give it everything you have. 

The Final Frontier - The Last Homestead 

We are currently building our third and final 

homestead before we hit the checkout counter. 

Weõve taken all the things weõve learned in the 

previous 40 years and are re-establishing ourselves 

from scratch again. Itõs another daunting task 

especially given our ages. But we have the health, 

energy and knowledge to make it happen.  

 

We are using a new building concept, at least itõs new 

for us. We used ICF which is short for Insulated 

Concrete Forms. Because we live close to the ocean, 

we felt a concrete house will withstand anything 

mother nature cares to throw our way. We have the 

same modern conveniences as we had in the bush, 

but our off-grid electrical system is far bigger than 

weõve ever had before. Each rung of the ladder weõve climbed has been a big improvement from the previous 

rung. I kind of like the view from up here at the upper rung. What a change from when I first started.   

 

It is our fervent hope you will find this book a source of inspiration and be thought provoking. Weõll cover 

subjects in depth such as water, food preservation, off grid power and of course gardening. For those who 

own their property, you will be able to 

jump right in and start implementing 

some of the ideas. We also wrote a few 

special chapters for those dreaming of 

one day having their own homesteads. 

We cover what to look for when 

shopping for a new property and points 

to consider when designing your first 

home. Whether complete beginner or 

advanced gardener, we are happy to share 

our experiences with you. But first, we 

need to think this all through, start at 

square one and come up with a game 

plan.  

  

Only Contractor We Could Afford 
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Chapter 2 - The Homestead Plan  

 

You may be an apartment dweller or someone living in the city who is dreaming of one day breaking free to 

try your hand at a more self-reliant lifestyle. You have no land now but someday, some way you are 

passionate about making it happen. We want you to share in the good life. Not only will we encourage you, 

but the following few pages were written just for you to help give you a head start. 

 

For those who own their own property and are ready to make the most of it, feel free to skip directly to the 

sub chapter titled The Sketch.  
 

Ask yourself a few questions. Why am I considering homesteading? What do I want to accomplish? How 

self-sufficient do I want to try to be? Do I want to live off-grid? These questions will form the basis of your 

overall game plan and once you have the answers to those questions, you can formulate the next steps. 

Personally, we canõt imagine any other lifestyle, but we realize that many of the aspects and concepts of off-

grid living are foreign to the general population.  

 

Living off the grid presents some challenges as well as rewards. Itõs just one of the many facets of becoming 

self-sufficient. You can strive to be self-sufficient and still remain tied to the grid though. In fact, there are 

situations where you can be tied to the electrical grid but you still have your own solar and/or wind power 

system for your needs. Any excess power you produce is sold back to the utility company whereas when itõs 

cloudy or night time, the grid supplies your power needs. Kind of the best of both worlds. Iõll have much 

more to say about this in the off-grid electrical chapter. But for now, this is a critical element that needs to 

be thought about in your planning because your location may preclude you from being able to set up a 

system like this.  

More Questions 

Letõs do some more pondering together. The following questions are in no particular order. Answering 

them will further define exactly what you hope to accomplish with a property and how best to set everything 

up.  

 

If your homestead is to be off-grid, will it be solar, wind, 

water powered or a combination of them? In essence - a 

hybrid system. Each of these avenues of energy 

production have certain requirements to be viable. For 

example, solar panels need a southern exposure without 

any obstructions that would shade them. Bear in mind 

these considerations when selecting your property. 

 

Do you want animals? What kinds? Just a few hens or do 

you want a Noahõs ark with two of everything including 

dairy and beef critters? 

 

How big of a garden do you envision? Just a small salad 

patch, one big enough for fresh summer time eating or 

one big enough to provide you with food for a year? Any 

My First Garden in Maine 
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plans to grow extra to sell at farmers markets for supplemental income? What about an orchard. Do you 

want one?  

 

What is your preference for a climate? A great deal can be accomplished regardless of what the climate is 

so this is more a comfort issue. If you head to the snow belt and regret that decision with the first heavy 

snow, that will take some of the joy out of the lifestyle.  

 

How close to civilization do you want to be? Close to malls and shopping centers, out in the boonies or 

somewhere in between? Will you miss family if you make a move away from them? 

 

You will be investing a great deal of time, effort and expense in your homestead so it needs to be in the right 

location. Do you want to be immersed in the mountains, desert, forests, coastline or near a lake? Do you 

want a stream or pond?  

 

What Iõve tried to do with all these questions is to have you frame in your mind the ideal site that appeals 

to you. This is perhaps a lifetime investment for you. I know back in the 70õs and 80õs many a homesteader 

gave up their dreams by becoming disillusioned with the area they chose.  

 

In a roundabout way, you now have a shopping list of suitable traits you are seeking when you go shopping 

for the perfect homestead spot. Based on the above answers, you can better define the size, location, function 

and attributes of the perfect property you are looking for.  

 

Let me interject my thoughts on the one State or Province you should really consider. One of the great 

things about this lifestyle is the freedom it affords. I was blessed early in my younger days of homesteading 

to have winter thru hiked all 2100+ miles of the Appalachian Trail which led through 14 States. Then a few 

years later I bicycled across the northern tier of the United States from Washington State to Maine. And 

many times, we made the long drive across Canada from Saskatchewan to the East coast of the US. So, I've 

seen quite a bit of North America. I've formed a strong opinion on the perfect State/Province where you 

just have to consider settling and begin pursuing your homestead dream. And that State is: The State or 

Province that best fits your goals, dreams and sets your heart aglow. It's the place where you feel at peace. 

It's the place where watching a sunrise or sunset from your property makes your heart skip a beat and brings 

a smile along with complete contentment. For us, there came a time during every search when we 

instinctively knew we had found "home" and we are certain you will instinctively know too. 

 

Sorry for the copout but I could not be so self-

righteous as to declare one State or Province 

superior to another. Within each State there's such 

a variety of climate, geography and subtle 

characteristics that it would be foolhardy and unfair 

of me to ever suggest where you should settle. But 

Johanna and I are happy to give you pointers and 

things to consider.  

 

We all have our reasons for considering a change of 

direction with our lives. I know I did! I wanted more 

out of life. The concept of being self-reliant and self-

sufficient had great appeal. I wanted the satisfaction 

Ron Cutting Firewood with Proper Safety Gear 
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of raising my own food as well as heating and cooking with wood I cut myself. I sought the security of 

knowing that I was free from rising food costs or threats to the food supply. The prospect of independence 

from the power companies by generating energy from the wind, sun or both was empowering. I was a young, 

naive guy out for an adventure and what an adventure it has turned out to be. Once I made up my mind to 

make the change, I did it and never looked back. One of the best decisions of my life. I love the freedom 

of waking in the morning and deciding how I will spend my day.  

 

To that end, I write this chapter as a reality check. It is a gentle prod for you to think everything through 

completely. It is so nice to fantasize about the simple little cabin in the woods surrounded by a lush garden 

with no cares in the world when you are stuck in a traffic jam or seated behind your desk at work. However, 

when it comes time to make your dream a reality, the path to success is often strewn with unanticipated 

pitfalls, any of which may seem insurmountable at the time unless youõve thought ahead and have at least 

the seed of an alternative strategy in your mind.  

 

When I first started out, I bought books on many homesteading topics and for years they were my reference 

library. It is our hope this book will become one of your go to resources. As humans, we can cram a lot of 

info into our craniums but itõs impossible to store it all. Johanna and I still occasionally refer to a book or 

the Internet to look up some tidbit. Although the Internet is convenient for research, if for some reason 

technology breaks down, having a printed book to browse is still vital. Also, donõt be afraid to talk to others 

who have lived the life. There are many people like us who are happy to chat and answer questions. Take 

advantage of that resource. 

 

Understand that the lifestyle is not utopia but it is extremely satisfying to pursue self-reliance. Realize that 

you donõt have to make an all or nothing clean break from your conventional life. Becoming a bit more self-

sufficient can be done in stages. Thereõs nothing wrong with living in suburbia and growing a small garden 

to help with your food needs. By the same token, thereõs nothing wrong with living so far remote that you 

only shop twice a year and need to grow the majority of your food as we did. And then thereõs everything in 

between.  

 

Regardless of whether you own property currently or are dreaming of the day when you do, the plot sketch 

and accompanying chapters will get you well on your way.  

The Sketch 

So, you too have that yearning to try something different in your life. Letõs assume you are a landowner who 

desires to be more self-sufficient but might be uncertain about how to proceed. As a template, Johanna and 

I will use a sketch of an imaginary ¼ acre rectangular piece of property.  

 

This sketch can be your guide. By using it you will get the benefit of our many years of doing this stuff which 

includes lots of blunders we made along the way. We thought we would arrange all the elements we feel are 

necessary on this plot plan in a configuration that we consider ideal. Consider it a layout weõd implement if 

given a cleared, perfectly oriented ¼ acre parcel of land. Our goal is to have maximum food production 

from the space we have available.  
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I need to make 2 caveats here. It is highly unlikely any of us will have a perfectly oriented, bare piece of 

prime gardening land, so most will have to adapt the layout and modify to suit their needs. When I say 

perfectly oriented, I am referring to the location of the parcel of land as it relates to southern exposure. Not 

only from a food growing perspective but from a solar energy perspective as well. Therefore, view this sketch 

as a good starting point for ideas as opposed to something written in stone.  

 

Secondly, everyone will have their own ideas of what is the perfect layout. Developing a homestead layout 

is much like coming up with a house floor plan. Does the kitchen go here or is it better in this corner? Do 

we put the herb garden here or would it be better over there? To a degree, the overall arrangement is an 

individual choice. Thereõs no right or wrong answer. As such thereõs a great deal of flexibility in the example 

plan. But after all our years of experience, we feel we can suggest things to do, how to do them and weõll give 

you our reasoning on why we laid things out the way we did. 

 

Obviously, this is only a template for you since we canõt know the exact shape and size of your property, 

where the house sits in relation to your property lines, what your climate is or how much you wish to grow. 

But this plan lets you take full advantage of whatever you have to work with. If you have anywhere near ¼ 

acre of land at your disposal, you should easily be able to grow a yearõs worth of vegetables, fruit and some 

meat for a family of 4. You may be asking òso how much can I grow on my plot of land?ó I could go through 

an exercise to spell out in pounds what you can expect to grow, but it would be simply a guestimate with no 

real value.  

 

For instance, if you donõt like Cole crops, what is the point 

of me telling you that you can grow a gazillion pounds of 

cabbages and enough broccoli to sink a battleship? Most 

likely you will plant more of something else instead of Cole 

crops and maybe itõs something we would have no desire to 

eat. Or letõs say you raise chickens for meat. They can be 

raised and slaughtered in multiple cycles throughout the year 

or you may decide to just do one batch of no more than 6 

birds. Obviously, anyone who raises multiple batches will be 

producing more meat. What you decide to do is purely your 

choice. If you live in a favorable climate, you can have 

succession plantings which allow you to double or triple 

yields from any given piece of land over the course of a 

growing season. However, maybe you decide not to do 

succession plantings of vegetables and instead opt for a 

planting of green manure. This will affect the amount of 

vegetables you harvest, but youõre building up the soil. So, 

the point is Iõd simply be winging it by trying to guess yields. 

But hereõs a fun stat. Johanna and I grow our yearsõ worth of 

vegetables on roughly 2,040 square feet. Thatõs less than 20% of our entire Į acre imaginary parcel. And we 

were able to accomplish that when we grew a garden in one of the harshest climates that can be had. In zone 

0 of northern Saskatchewan, where we could have had a frost any month of the summer.  

 

So, letõs re-frame the question. The proper question is how much would you like to grow of each vegetable? 

Or how much chicken would you like to have in the freezer? Now we can tackle that question with more 

concrete information. You will have a starting point and then you can modify as needed for next yearõs 
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garden. Our philosophy is we overdo whatever needs to be done. We over engineer the house or other 

structures we build, and we over do it when it comes to growing our food. Weõd much rather grow more 

than we can use rather than come up short just as weõd much rather have a house that has excess structural 

integrity or insulation rather than not enough of either. 

 

In the ensuing chapters, we will explain quantities we grow and what results we expect out of each item. 

Weõll discuss how many eggs you can expect from each laying hen and then you can determine how many 

layers are appropriate for your needs. The bottom line is there is no question you can grow the desired 

quantities of vegetables, fruits and chicken for your family. We will also discuss things you can do to 

supplement and keep food costs down.  

Sketch Details 

Letõs breakdown the plan sketch and Iõll give you the reasoning for the location of each element. Refer to 

the related chapter for more detail. We put the basic house structure on the map and worked the rest of the 

elements around it.  

 

First a word about trellises. Trellising is an 

important growing method as it maximizes the 

return for the least amount of space. In other 

words, trellises make the most efficient use of 

space when growing garden crops that can be 

trained to grow vertically such as peas, pole 

beans, winter squash, melons etc. Many 

materials can be used to fashion trellises: 

chicken wire, mesh netting, wooden lattice 

work, wood fencing or a solid wall of some 

sort. Trellises made of a solid structure create 

a little micro climate for plants set in front of 

them. Painting a solid structure white or lining 

with a reflective surface will help utilize any 

available light for better growth too. Any material used for the trellis needs to be compatible with what is 

being grown in front of it. By that I mean anything that climbs or that you will train to climb upwards needs 

to have a trellis with latticework or holes through which the vines can intertwine. Additionally, I positioned 

a couple of trellises to act as an edible landscape structure that create a delineation between adjoining 

sections, much like a fence.  

 

Trellises (T1, T2) are located so the shading they create should not be an issue to other plants. Both T1 and 

T2 are permanent latticework fixtures remaining in place year-round.  

 

Partial Shade Trellis (T3) is a solid wall type of trellis that is being used to not only define the property line, 

but to also create a microclimate for permanent plants more suitable to partial shade such as rhubarb, 

horseradish and mint. I would paint the wall white so it reflects light on to the plantings. Together with the 

orchard, grapes, raised beds and berry patches, the partial shade permanent trellis creates an edible barrier 

or fence as well as partial windbreak around the homestead perimeter.  

 

The Grape Trellis (T4) is a dedicated area for growing some grape vines vertically; part of an edible 

landscape barrier/fence.  

Garden Trellises 
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You will note the Greenhouse (GH) is 

attached to the south side of the house. 

That arrangement is the best utilization of 

available space. Because the greenhouse is 

attached to the house, it is well anchored, 

protected from north winds, can be used 

as a passive heating system to supplement 

home heat in winter if house windows are 

inside the greenhouse, and because one 

side, the north wall, is attached to the 

house, itõs already insulated. The 

arrangement makes for easy access in 

winter and summer and the greenhouse 

becomes a more versatile season extender 

which allows potential growing in winter.  

 

I chose to locate the Strawberry Bed (SB) directly in front of the greenhouse abutting the greenhouse wall 

(south side). They will benefit from the microclimate created there which enables them to get an early start 

in spring. They grow low to the ground and can take being buried in snow without damage. This is important 

since all snow will slide off the greenhouse which would damage normal shrubs and plants. 

 

The Chicken Coop and Chicken Run (CC and CR) are conveniently located close to the home for easy 

monitoring, feeding and egg collection. The 8 X 12 foot was sized for a starter flock with room to expand 

or to temporarily house meat birds; the 10 X 15 run is enough room for a starter or expanded flock. The 

attached shed is for Tool Storage (TS) and is centrally located to the homestead, accessible along the main 

walkway. 

 

There are 3 Main Walkways just wide enough for ease of travel when pushing a wheelbarrow; side shoots 

off main travel paths are narrower. Iõd suggest 3 feet for main corridors out of the house and 2 feet for 

secondary paths. 

 

The dual Compost Bins (CB) are located by the chickens. Itõs a convenient location for kitchen scrap 

disposal as well as chicken coop cleaning; centrally located to the garden area means the compost can be 

efficiently utilized throughout the homesteadõs gardens while at the same time making addition of fresh 

materials from anywhere on the homestead easy and convenient. 

 

The Culinary Herbs (CH) is a 3 X 9 foot plot on the south side of the chicken house to take advantage of 

the microclimate created there. Itõs also handy to the house so the cook can easily run out and fetch fresh 

culinary herbs. 

 

The Asparagus Section (AS) is a dedicated area that will always harbor these roots as they are perennials 

meaning they are a permanent planting that comes up each year. However, if asparagus is unwanted, that 

area can be used as a standard vegetable bed for other crops.  

 

Water Storage Tank/s (WS) are positioned so they can utilize the roof area to catch and contain roof 

rainwater for irrigation. The tanks are located on the cooler, shaded north side of the house to deter the 

growth of algae. They are set up so either a bucket can be put under their faucet for filling or a hose can be 
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attached to run water to various vegetable 

beds. If using buckets, you would 

manually lug the water to wherever itõs 

needed.  

 

The north side of the house is also the 

perfect place for a Barrel Root Cellar 

(BRC), if one is desired. Itõs a shaded, 

cool location thatõs conveniently close to 

the house for easy access. 

 

The Raised Containers section (RC1), 

which is located close to the house, has 

flexible use. The area can harbor standard 

raised beds but it could also 

accommodate platforms with containers 

situated on top for an elevated container garden. The containers or raised beds would be a perfect solution 

for the elderly or disabled as they are easily accessible from the home and to water storage for irrigation. Or 

it can be an area dedicated to hay/straw bale gardening. All of these are good solutions for those not wishing 

or unable to stoop low to garden.  

 

To squeak a little more growing space out of the plot, one could terminate 2 of the designated Raised 

Container (RC1) rows into 2 Keyhole Gardens (KH). In addition to this whole section being well suited for 

those less mobile, these beds are another way to recycle and compost the kitchen and garden waste as well 

as any excess gray water. This makes it a nice setup for our arid climate friends.  

 

The Traditionally Tilled (TT) plot is broken into 3 sections; a large area for the growing and rotation of 

corn/potatoes/legumes. Each year the crops are rotated on a 3-year cycle. Corn does best when grown in 

blocks and does well after a planting of potatoes. There are certain vegetables such as corn and potatoes we 

would not consider growing in anything but a traditional tilled plot. 

 

Horseshoe Beds (HSB) along the south property border are flexible and can be made into either raised 

beds, hay/straw bales or platforms with containers. In my opinion, a horseshoe configuration is the most 

efficient use of space, yet is easily accessible for working. By my calculations, at least 33% more space is 

available for planting than if raised beds with long access rows were built.  

 

The Orchard (OR) is set on the NW corner of the homestead to act as a natural wind break and edible 

border. Ideally, the orchard should be behind a windbreak, but this sample sketch is for a bare piece of 

open land so the orchard trees in this example become the windbreak. Erecting a permanent solid fence on 

the property line around the orchard would be beneficial and effectively create that windbreak for the fruit 

trees. The trees are set in a group for best pollination.  

 

Speaking of pollination, the Bee Hives (BH) were placed in the orchard so they would be near blossoming 

trees where the bees can do their thing. They are set in an area that will have the least amount of disturbance 

for the bees, be shaded in summer yet exposed to the sun in winter. The hives are also the furthest away 

from the house and people. The hive entrance faces south so the beeõs natural flight pattern is away from 

Patio Deck Container Gardening 



The Self-Sufficient Backyard 
 

20 

 

the house and not towards the neighboring property. Any permanent border fence around the orchard 

would help protect the bees as well. 

 

Berry Patches (BP1, BP2) are a mostly sunny/partially shaded area that would be suitable for any of the 

following: raspberries, blackberries, gooseberries, red and black currants, cherry trees, elderberry, 

huckleberry, kiwi, serviceberry, pawpaw, and strawberries all of which are partial shade tolerant plants. Berry 

Patch Trellis (T6) would be a good place to train black raspberries. The (T6) and (T7) trellises also provide 

privacy from passerby on the road. Since the berry patches are in the front yard visual to all, it makes sense 

to keep it neat, orderly and visually pleasing to neighbors and anybody passing. To that end, I would suggest 

setting all plants in neat rows with a strip of grass that would be mowed in between each row. The rows of 

fruiting plants should all be nicely mulched. I would make the front yard plants essentially permanent to 

avoid yearly tilling in the front yard. Yearly tilling draws attention to your gardening endeavors, makes the 

front yard less visually appealing as well as susceptible to erosion in a downpour. In regards to the neighbors, 

offering an occasional homemade fruit pie from your spare fruit canõt hurt the cause either. Regarding 

spacing for the kinds of berries you choose to grow, check for the appropriate row spacing, but a reasonable 

distance would be 4õ between rows. Less distance between rows of strawberries. Three feet would be good 

for them.  

 

Human Manure Compost bins (HMC) are kept far from home; kept far from the well or homestead water 

source and kept as far as practical from the majority of edible plants. It is close to the orchard where its end 

product will be used to fertilize fruit trees.  

 

Raised Containers (RC2) are located near the human compost bins. I did not want to waste the space but 

because safety was paramount, I situated raised containers here to minimize food contamination due to 

close proximity to human waste. Additionally, they are an efficient use of the small area. 

 

Shade Tolerant beds (SH) on east side of house are good for fruits such as red and black currants, 

gooseberry, lingonberry or leafy vegetables such as lettuce and spinach. We realize that depending on the 

orientation of your house, these beds may be considered Partial Shade beds. But we wanted to include 

Shade Tolerant information in the event you have shaded areas on your property you wish to utilize. 

 

Partial Shade beds (PS) can be used for more herbs, leafy vegetables or more fruiting plants.  

 

Raised Beds (RB) are traditional raised beds perfectly suited for growing most vegetables but they are great 

for root crops such as beets, carrots, parsnips etc. These beds are also the beds that are properly oriented 

to take full advantage of the sun when covered with hoop houses in early spring. With the hoop houses, you 

can get an early jump on spring planting.  

 

Medicinal Garden (MG) is located in the horseshoe bed directly next to Trellis T7. It's a square block on 

the sketch only to make labeling easier. This horseshoe bed can be a conventional bed, raised bed, raised 

containers or keyhole. The important thing is the path in the middle to give access to the entire bed.
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Chapter 3 - Site Selection  

 

When I first had the notion, I was going to be a homesteader, I was absolutely clueless! I was starting at 

ground zero, confused and inexperienced. I had no one I knew who could advise me and set me straight. 

All I knew when I started looking for a homestead site was I wanted to have some trees and the property 

needed to be a sizable chunk of land off by itself somewhere. How basic was that? 

 

For someone just starting out with an existing bare property or for those who are still contemplating a self-

reliant homesteading lifestyle, the transition can seem daunting. How do I get started and what do I tackle 

first? Where do I even start to search? This chapter is written primarily for those who one day hope to own 

a homestead of their own. It could be a small plot in the suburbs of a 1/4 acre or it could be several hundred 

acres. I've tried to cover all scenarios to help as many people as possible make their dream come true.  

 

We are building our third homestead from scratch and we've had to go through the process of deciding 

where we would like to park ourselves three times. Technology has made things easier since we can go on 

the Internet and visit real estate sites, municipality websites, research climate statistics and the like. But in 

the late 1970's, phone books and the library were the tools I used. West Virginia and Maine were the 2 

states I perused. I eventually settled on northern Maine. My property was located in unorganized territory 

on the border of a small town. This is where my education began. What an exciting time it was for a young 

guy! 

 

Hopefully in your case, you now have your goals defined. You have a general idea of what the perfect 

homestead site will be with a diagram sketch of an optimal plot plan so let's go shopping for land. For those 

who own the land already and are ready to take their first steps towards independence, you will find a lot of 

the information that follows invaluable as well. 

 

One Step at a Time 

 

Letõs start logically and take it one step at a time. One of the first questions to address is, in what geographic 

region do you want to live off-grid or start becoming self-sufficient? Contacting multiple real estate agents in 

the area will be a good place to start to see what land is on the market. The MLS (multiple listing service) 

will be another great resource. We've also visited potential localities and inquired of the locals if they know 

of any property someone might be willing to sell. The last option we used was to study the land maps, pick 

actual properties that had appeal which were not for sale and with the help of municipal data bases, we wrote 

the owners via mail to inquire if they had an interest in selling. We had some good results from that so trying 

that avenue is worth a shot. When someone responded favorably to our request, we went to look at the 

property in person to see if it was what we wanted. Please don't buy something sight unseen. This is an 

important decision. Much like a foundation to a house is the most critical part of any structure, your land 

purchase will be the foundation on which you build your self-sufficient world.   

 

Once you have a few places picked out in your area of choice, you need to ask a few more questions before 

you're ready to plunk your money down and sign a sales agreement. They are in no particular order. 
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Access to employment. Will you need to be close to an existing job or will you need to find a new source of 

income? Do you have a job skill that fits in with what industry is in the area? Donõt laugh at me now, but 

when I initially went to live and build my first homestead, I figured Iõd need very little money for the rest of 

my life and Iõd live happily ever after on my little homestead. What a crazy notion. Granted, I lived a spartan 

life and needed much less money than the average person, but I still needed more money than anticipated. 

The main employment in the area was potato farming and logging. So, this electronics technician turned 

homesteader chose to become a logger. I adapted.  

  

What dangers does the local area have? Deer with prevalent Lyme Disease, mosquito borne Zika or other? 

Be aware, every area has some issue or issues specific to that location. Forest fires, hurricanes, flooding, 

tornadoes and other potential natural disasters should be taken into account. No place is utopia so delve 

into what traits the local area has that might be of concern. 

 

Are there dangerous animals in the area? You donõt necessarily have to be afraid of them but you should 

be respectful of them. Bear? Cougar? Poisonous snakes? For us, bear have been the biggest problem. In 

Maine, bears were around but not often seen and they caused us no problem. The wilderness of northern 

Saskatchewan was different. Our greenhouse was trashed and we had a bear òmechanicó show up to 

rearrange our snowmobile and òworkó on our Yamaha boat motor. The nice foam seat of the snowmobile 

was completely shredded. And donõt get me started on the time a bear was bound and determined to climb 

through the bedroom window. No amount of banging and yelling deterred him. Suffice it to say, weõve had 

some interesting animal experiences. Yet the chances of you encountering a similar experience are pretty 

slim. But one still needs to factor them into the decision-making process.  

 

What is the proximity to shopping, resupply and medical care? In northern Maine, we lived within 20-40 

minutes of shopping and medical care. In Saskatchewan, we shopped twice a year, once in the spring and 

once in the fall. Depending on the distance to supplies and shopping, meticulous list making might be 

required. Not necessarily a big deal though. In Saskatchewan, where our ability to shop was so infrequent, 

when we ran out of an item, it immediately went on a shopping list. Nothing was left to memory. If we missed 

buying something, the next shopping trip was half a year away. So, it was best not to forget a single item.  

 

When we lived in the bush, medical care was always a dicey proposition. Float planes only fly in daylight 

with reasonable visibility. Plus, for about 6 weeks in the fall during freeze up and 6 weeks in the spring during 

break up, the lake wasnõt safe for landing a plane. The only way in or out was by helicopter, an expensive 

mode of transportation. Distance to medical care may determine what your medical library looks like and 

whether to take a basic first aide course, first responders course, or something more comprehensive such as 

an EMT course. I took them all. Recently I took a wilderness first aide course too. Johanna has basic first 

aid. The more knowledge the better. Additionally, you might consider beefing up the medical kit if you are 

any distance to a doctor.  

 

Does the property have clear title with warranty deed? You want to enjoy your homesteading experience. 

Wrangling in court over title or legal mumbo jumbo is the last thing you want to be doing.  

 

Does the property face south to capture energy for your solar electric array or solar passive heating? I am 

always thinking in terms of future expansion. Any property needs to at least have the potential for an 

unobstructed view of the south. The best way to ascertain direction is with a compass. It need not be a fancy 

compass. Hold your compass level in front of you and rotate your body until the needle points north. Usually 
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a red painted end will be the north end of the needle. Directly behind you is south. You can now reorient 

your body so that you are facing south. Double check the needle on the compass that behind you, the needle 

still points north. This method gets you in the ball park and will usually be within plus/minus 20 degrees in 

North America. Good enough for land shopping. When it comes time to orient your house, garden or solar 

array, youõll need to be more precise. Declination will need to be factored in at that time.  

 

Your compass is actually pointing to a drifting target caused by 

the interaction of earthõs solid iron core and a molten outer 

layer of iron moving at a different speed. That creates a 

magnetic field that is in a constant state of flux. If you 

remember the globes at school that rotate, true north is the 

top pivot point, the imaginary axis on which the world rotates. 

Depending on where you are on the earthõs surface, magnetic 

north and true north will be different. That drifting magnetic 

field and the axis pivot point at the north pole are in different 

places. The difference between the two is referred to as 

declination. No need to bog down on the concept. There are 

many good books that can help you, perhaps a friend is good 

with a compass or as a last resort, a GPS with compass should 

take care of the declination automatically when it comes time 

to be more precise.   

 

Does the area have òBarkyó the neighborhood dog that constantly barks at his shadow or is there industrial 

equipment running morning, noon and night within ear shot? Several times during our land shopping 

process we asked the land ownerõs permission to camp for a night or two on a prospective property. 

Spending a night at a property you are considering buying gives you a whole different perspective.  

 

If you can swing it, viewing a property during 

different seasons is valuable too. Is the ground 

prone to run off from winter storms or spring 

thaw? Is there standing water anywhere? Boggy 

ground at certain times of the year? Walking the 

land prior to purchase is strongly advised. If you 

can do this at different times of the year so much 

the better but if not at least do it once before 

buying. As you tramp around look for wet 

ground/low lying areas, high areas, rocky outcrops, 

drop offs/cliffs, pleasant views or unpleasant views 

as the case may be and try to envision the best 

place for everything: the house, barn, gardens, 

orchard and whatever else you plan on having. In 

other words, try to determine all the positives and 

negatives of the property. 

 

Is the property surveyed? Lines well marked? It is inadvisable to build on or clear land unless youõre 

absolutely certain you are working on your own property. 

Compass Pointing North  

 

Well Marked Properly Line 

 

Well-Marked Property Line 
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If considering wind power, is there a high spot or the potential to clear an area where a turbine and tower 

can be installed that gives unimpeded wind flow? 

 

Is there enough soil for a garden? If not, this isnõt a deal breaker because soil can be scavenged from other 

areas but if the area is a boulder field or ledge rock, establishing a garden of any size will be difficult. There 

are techniques we will discuss for this situation but itõs not an optimal site. 

 

What is the size of the property and is it large enough for everything you want to do? How about for future 

expansion? For example, do you want to plant an orchard? If you plan to raise animals, youõll need space 

to build a barn. If you plan to raise goats, sheep or a cow at the very least youõll need enough area for pasture, 

possibly a hay field for winter feed. Will the local zoning support having animals at your home? Any special 

ordinances you should be aware of? How about close neighbors who might object? Do you desire to grow 

your own grains for yourself or for animal feed? Speaking of animal feed, do you intend to establish pasture 

and hay fields? Will you buy all the feed? How will you deal with the waste stream generated by the animals? 

You will be amazed at the amount of manure generated by even a few animals. What predator animals are 

in your area that want to make a meal of your livestock and how will you deal with them? 

 

Are there local ordinances that prohibit wind turbines, off-grid set ups, water catchment, beekeeping or 

other items you wish to incorporate in your homestead? Here in Nova Scotia, I downloaded and browsed 

the municipal bylaws. Then we went to the County office and chatted with the planning officer and building 

inspector. Doing so might ease your mind and you will get a better feel for how rigid your County 

Government is. 

 

Whatõs the local mill rate and what are the property taxes? How have taxes risen in the area historically? 

Are they going up 10%/year? 20% /year? 

 

How close are you to a fire station? If you plan to have some type of homeowners insurance, be aware some 

(maybe all?) insurance companies will base their insurance premium on how near you live to the fire station. 

 

Does the property have a good supply of firewood? Certainly, important if you plan to heat and cook with 

wood stoves.  

 

Does the property have legal right of way? You definitely want to make sure you have full control of how 

you get to your home site. Also is there a right of way through the property you are looking at to another 

property beyond thatõs owned by someone else? If there is I would keep looking. 

 

Does the property have a water source? If you are contemplating water power, is there adequate head and 

flow? Water is obviously a top priority for a homestead. We had no water worries living on a lake in 

Saskatchewan. We were confident we had water on our property in Nova Scotia too but we did not begin 

building and investing any more money until we confirmed we had a reliable water well. We also talked with 

some of the neighboring property owners in the area to find out what they were doing for water and what 

the quality of the water was.  

 

Does the property have a spring that flows year-round that might be a water source or be used to make a 

spring house to keep items refrigerated? 
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Is there potential to dig an in-ground root cellar if desired? 

 

Depending on whether a driveway exists or not, you 

may need to build one. What costs are involved in 

road building to get into your property? Road 

building is an expensive proposition so make sure 

costs to build a driveway or road into your plot are 

factored in. Is access from a public road to your 

home site going to be a problem during the winter 

or mud season? Either way, being able to get to your 

homestead regardless of season will need to be 

considered. Keep in mind, large vehicles with 

construction supplies and concrete will need to be 

delivered. Even a water well drilling rig might need 

to utilize the road in to your property. Donõt forget easy access for emergency vehicles such as fire trucks. I 

forgot that little detail when I moved to Maine. I had a driveway that was 4/10 of a mile long. When it got 

plugged with feet of snow neither an ambulance, fire truck, nor my vehicle could have reached my house 

site. Every winter when the snow came, I changed into a pack mule in order to lug in groceries and supplies. 

That got pretty old in a hurry. But it kept me in shape.  

 

If you donõt plan to be off grid, where are your power and utilities going to come from? What is a practical 

distance utilities can be run from the road? Do you need high speed, high bandwidth Internet service 

provided by a cable company? How about phone service? Is there potential for a land line? Is there a good 

cell phone signal? The reason I ask these questions is because we are building our off-grid home a long way 

from the power line. There is no option to run power lines or cable here. As well, this area is in a dead zone 

where cell service is completely unreliable.  

 

These obstacles are not a big deal though. There are alternatives. And Iõm not talking about tin cans and 

string for communication. One of those alternatives is an Internet satellite connection. Weõve relied on 

satellite for close to 19 years. In the beginning, it was absurdly slow. We were lucky to have 1 Mbps as a 

download speed. Over time, the speeds and bandwidth have increased and now we can do everything we 

need with our service. For phone, we rely on VOIP which is voice over Internet protocol.  

 

No need to fret the technical jargon. Just know we 

have a real phone on the nearby desk which makes 

a connection to the Internet. There are phone 

companies that act as a transmission hub and our 

voice goes to the receiving party just as with a 

normal land line phone. We do have an added 

step because of the satellite connection. So our 

voice is bounced up to and back down from the 

satellite before ending up at the desired 

destination. The only drawback to the satellite part 

is a slight 1 second time delay. It takes time for a 

signal to move through the network, get beamed to 

a satellite, received and passed on. Because of this 

Still Too Much Snow in Maine for Access 

 

Voice Over Internet Phone 

 

Voice Over Internet Phone 
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we sometimes talk over the person weõre calling unless we remember to take the delay into account. We 

had this system when we lived in the bush and we have it at our new location too. Bottom line is we have 

had phone service at both of our remote locations and you can too regardless of where you live. 

 

Iõm not trying to bury you in minutia and I surely donõt want to discourage you. Thereõs lots to think about 

but itõs pretty straight forward. Best to have all the information to make a good informed decision. This is a 

big step. I wish you the best in your shopping.                

 

After you have purchased your property, itõs time to set it up. The previous chapter has a sketch we created 

that can be used as a template which will be a great guide to help you. The rest of this book will revolve 

around that template but you can adapt as needed. You may have more than ¼ acre to work with so using 

the template as a guide, here are some more thoughts to ponder. 

 

Homestead Layout 

The layout of your homestead will to a large extent, depend on the answers to the above questions as well 

as the assets your property has to offer. If it is purely a chunk of land with no driveway or old buildings, Iõd 

suggest walking it thoroughly to get a good idea of the lay of the land. Hopefully you did that to some extent 

before buying it, but now is the time to really assess your purchase and determine how best to convert the 

land into the garden of your dreams.  

 

In your head, make mental notes or better yet, draw a map showing where the property lines are. It doesnõt 

need to be to scale. Zoning regulations will require certain elements be set back from any property lines so 

youõll need to know where your lines are. Itõs imperative that you are browsing your own property and 

marked property lines will confirm that. If the lines are not well marked, a surveyor can delineate the 

property for you.  

 

Surveyors are very costly. In the past, Iõve made deals with them to save money. I am comfortable with a 

chainsaw and ax. As a suggestion, you might be able to save a pile of money by having the surveyor put in 

corner pins and simply flag the lines for you. Then it would be your responsibility to clear and blaze them 

with an ax and paint. Ask the surveyor to show you the proper way to blaze and mark trees since there is a 

definite method. Leave the surveyors flagging up since that is proof of their work.  

 

Indicate on your map where water in the form of ponds, streams and/or bog are located.  Where are the 

low spots that might be prone to flooding? Are there any knolls and high ground? Where is it practical to 

clear the ground of trees and stumps for an orchard and garden? Or maybe thereõs already a nice clearing 

or relatively open spot for these areas as well as the house? If thereõs no existing driveway, donõt forget to 

draw its proposed route on your map. In essence, you are trying to mentally map out where all the elements 

of your new homestead will go. Your rough map will simply show where the proposed house and driveway 

will go in relation to the property lines. It should indicate the likely spot for the garden and orchard, if you 

plan on having one.   

 

A well laid out homestead is one that is practical and matches what is being envisioned. A good game plan 

will also allow for future, inevitable expansion such as when you are having so much fun you wish to make 

the garden or orchard bigger.  
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Animals are no different than people 

in that they like to be outdoors. Map 

out where the barn and appropriate 

sized pens or pasture might be placed. 

Pasture and hay fields can be farther 

away from the house since these areas 

arenõt usually visited daily. 

 

Map out the route that a farm tractor, 

4-wheeler or other conveyance will 

take to access all parts of the property. 

Note where fences would likely be 

placed as well as the best placement 

for gates. 

 

So, you've come up with a long-term 

game plan for your perfect homestead; you've made the big purchase of property, the site has been mapped 

and now it's time for the nitty gritty. Here are some generalities for your consideration: 

 

If at all possible, I would situate the house so that the living areas face south. Why? Admitting natural light 

to the living room, dining area and kitchen makes for a brighter home, helps combat SAD (seasonal affective 

disorder) and may mean needing artificial light for fewer hours in the day, a plus for any off-grid home. 

Having large picture windows that face south guarantee all of the above. Two other positives, in winter you 

will gain a great deal of heat from solar radiation on sunny days and come spring, you will have full sunny 

window sills for your garden seedlings. At the Maine homestead, the living room picture window faced west. 

A major mistake. The house was rather dark even on sunny days and our garden seedlings werenõt the best. 

At our wilderness home in Saskatchewan, the house window sills were wide enough to put plant trays on. 

Two of those windows were large, south facing picture windows. The difference in the brightness of the 

living spaces was dramatic as was the quality of our seedlings. 

 

Once youõve determined the location of your house, placement of other items becomes a little easier. If 

either garden or orchard are far removed from the house, they are out of sight and out of mind, and you 

will likely not take care of them as well as you need to for good results. Therefore, I would definitely try to 

locate both of these, but especially the garden as close to the house as possible since you should be visiting 

it daily. 

 

Any garden, orchard, hay field or field in which crops will be planted will need to have a sunny, well drained 

site with good soil. I would suggest keeping the best soil site for the garden since that will provide the bulk 

of the familyõs food. 

 

With the orchard relatively close to the house, you can keep an eye out for bug infestations and spray 

accordingly. Ideally the orchard site should be protected from winds on the north and west sides, avoid frost 

pockets (remember cold air sinks) and most importantly be well drained. I learned that the hard way. My 

Maine orchard was in a wet spot and in spring, was often flooded. Shallow rooted berry plants didnõt suffer 

much but my trees did. I suspect many of them died from drowning. 

 

Ron Clearing the Homestead Site in Nova Scotia 
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Solar panels will require a south facing, shade free area throughout the day. You would be amazed how 

much a tree or other shadow adversely affects solar charging.  

 

Likewise, a greenhouse (GH) should be south facing. As with the garden and orchard (OR), try to place this 

near the house for convenience. Proximity to a water source is a consideration too since you will have to 

water the plantings periodically.  

 

If you are going to rely on a spring house for refrigeration, youõll want to have that somewhat handy to the 

house. If you plan to store food in a root cellar (BRC), will it be under the house or will it be a separate 

entity outside? If you have a hill to burrow into, that would be a good spot for an outside cellar. A cellar 

under the house is more convenient than one outside, but only if the ground is suitable to put a cellar under 

the house. If your water table is high, an under the house basement type cellar may not be the best choice 

due to flooding. 

 

Depending on your desire for animals, give consideration to the location of the barn or chicken coop (CC) 

in relation to the house. You will be making many daily trips to the barn so you want it located close enough 

for easy access. You will be collecting eggs, feeding the animals and hauling water to them not just on fair 

weather days but through the snow and rain too.  

 

Animals make copious quantities of waste byproducts that will need to be shoveled out and occasionally 

dealt with. I would want any outhouse, leach field or animal waste compost bins (CB) situated a safe distance 

from my well. I would defer to the local building codes for your area on what that distance needs to be but 

100 feet is a good starting point. Safe drinking water is the priority here.  

 

Bear in mind, a narrow, barely flowing meandering stream near the proposed home site can become a raging 

threat during spring runoff or an abnormal rain event. Site the buildings accordingly and have an escape 

plan if waters rise to dangerous levels. 

 

By the same token, the opposite 

extreme can occur. That peaceful, 

wooded setting can become a raging 

forest fire during dry conditions so 

having a buffer between the 

buildings and the forest is a must as 

is an escape plan. Distance from the 

house to any outbuildings should be 

a safe span so that in the event either 

the house or an outbuilding was to 

catch fire, the whole homestead 

does not burn down.  

 

Any woodshed should face south if 

possible so it can get sun and 

summer breezes to dry the wood in preparation for the heating season. Try to situate it close to the entrance 

most likely to be used for bringing in the wood. No point lugging firewood any further than necessary. 

 

South Facing Woodshed in Saskatchewan 

 

South Facing Woodshed in Saskatchewan 
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Finally, let me tell you about another mistake I made early on in my homesteading career. At my first 

homestead in Maine, I hired a bulldozer to reclaim an old woods road and overgrown potato field. The 

field was 4 acres in size and was destined to be my home site. This old potato field was a jungle of alder, 

young poplar, spruce and fir. The bulldozer dropped its blade and set to work dozing all the growth into 

one humongous pile in the center of the field. That seemed like a good idea at the time. But what actually 

occurred was that along with all the tree and root material, the dozer blade skimmed off the best top soil 

and put it in the pile too. Oops! My plan was to burn the woody material and quickly recover my field. What 

really happened is the woody mass was so full of dirt, it could never burn. It took me years to cut the debris 

into firewood and slowly work my way through the pile. Then it took more years to rebuild the soil into 

something I could work with. 

 

What a colossal mistake! Instead of using the blade, a grubbing attachment called a root rake would have 

been more appropriate for the job. That implement would have been able to root out the trees while leaving 

most of the top soil behind. It would also have been able to roll the pile along as it pushed it into the center 

of my field thereby giving the soil a chance to drop off. 

 

Here in Nova Scotia, an excavator 

with a "thumb" was used to recover 

the road and help with orchard 

and garden clearing. The thumb is 

a mechanical clamp that can be 

used to grasp a rock or tree and rip 

it out by the roots. So, the majority 

of soil is left where it belongs. The 

excavator with thumb is the best 

way I know to root around in the 

garden for boulders, break thick 

mats of sod, pull tree stumps and 

clear ground while leaving top soil 

behind. I hope our hard-learned 

lessons will prove of value to you.  

 

Whether you live in a city apartment, have a small backyard or have 200 acres available to play with, Johanna 

and I will try to make relevant suggestions throughout our book to address as many situations as possible.

Excavator Breaking Up Thick Mats of Sod, Roots and Boulders 
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Chapter 4 - Road Building  

 

Our Maine and Nova Scotia home sites 

had long roads which were viable years 

ago but were abandoned and had become 

overgrown with young forest. In many 

spots, there was no discernible path other 

than an animal trail through the forest. 

But if you know what to look for, itõs 

pretty obvious there was an old road. One 

trick I use is to focus my gaze higher up in 

the forest canopy. The difference in tree 

height of the older growth forest versus 

newer growth in the abandoned road  is 

usually pretty obvious. You will likely see 

a corridor through the forest that is 

delineated by taller, older trees that 

border the old road.  

 

This trick also works well when I am searching for old property lines. First I look for a surveyorõs marker 

and perhaps an old blaze or two which gives me a good sense of which way the property line is running. 

Then if I look a little higher, I can get a sense of where the line was cleared long ago. Even though thereõs 

lots of young growth Iõm thrashing through, I can see the faint trace of an old corridor. If Iõm lucky, as I 

follow that corridor, Iõm finding an old blaze which is confirmation Iõve found an old line. 

 

On the Maine homestead, I had 

roughly a 2100 foot (4/10 mile) long 

driveway. It was a woods road that led 

to a small 4-acre potato field. That 

field was the perfect place to put my 

new home nestled among the 

surrounding forest. I hired a local guy 

with a bulldozer to open the old road. 

The alder, spruce and fir trees, which 

I would eventually recover as 

firewood, were bull dozed off into the 

woods on either side of the road. 

Unfortunately, I also had to deal with 

a few sections of wet ground, each 

about 100 feet in length. It took 

dump truck load after dump truck 

load of gravel to fill in these short 

sections.  

Overgrown Driveway in Nova Scotia 

 

Maine Driveway 
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I bought òbank run graveló from the local contractor. 

Bank run gravel is unprocessed, right out of the 

ground material containing small boulders, gravel 

and sand. In wet ground, you want some big material 

(boulders and rock) to form a good solid base. Then 

gravel on top to create a relatively smooth, drivable 

surface.  

 

Here in Nova Scotia, we have roughly a mile long 

road of which the majority was overgrown with alder. 

In order to get to the proposed house site, I had to 

use a compass and GPS to flag out a new portion of 

road, about 600 feet, that continues from the end of 

the existing road to the homestead. This time, the 

contractor brought an excavator with the thumb 

attachment on the bucket to rip the alder and young spruce/fir out by the roots. Itõs time consuming pulling 

out trees but it does a good job without disturbing much of the road base. The excavator also has a blade 

which can push debris and dirt around.  

 

An excavator can also dig a few test holes to look for 

gravel which is what the operator did here. We were 

very lucky in that we had a high section of ground 

right along our driveway. When the contractor dug 

down 3 feet, he hit good quality bank run gravel. He 

was able to dig and fill a dump truck quickly and 

unload the material a short distance away. That saved 

us a lot of money for loads of gravel. Itõs always a 

good feeling when the property supplies the raw 

materials needed to solve a problem.  

 

I would suggest flagging out the route of your drive 

from the town road to your homestead and then 

getting a number of written estimates for exactly how 

much cost is involved. You can pace it off to get a 

sense of the distance youõre faced with. The land itself will dictate to a large extent how much road work will 

be needed and where the road will be located. Although a straight line from point A to point B (highway to 

house for example) is the easiest and cheapest, I like a gentle sweep in the road. It increases the length of 

the road which is a negative but that is outweighed in my mind by the fact it offers privacy and more security. 

Anybody driving down the highway canõt get a straight-line view of your home. They cannot ascertain easily 

whether there is a car in the driveway signifying you may or may not be at home. Someone would have to 

drive most of the way in before making that determination. A gentle sweep also makes it easy for large 

delivery trucks to get in. Try to avoid sharp bends or gullies. We have a short, deep gully on our driveway 

here and delivery trucks sometimes bottom out with their bumper when they come in as well as when they 

go out.  

 

Dumping a Load of Bank Run Gravel in Maine 

Making a Road to the Nova Scotia Homestead 
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Busting a brand-new road through the woods is an expensive proposition. You may have to cut trees down 

or pay a logger to do it for you. You may have to hire a bulldozer to clear the roadway. Then you will need 

to pay for load after load of gravel that will be hauled by a dump truck. If you are trying to convert a boggy 

area to a road, you will be astounded at how much gravel the area sucks up before you have a passable road. 

For spots with high spring run off or year-round flows, you may even need to purchase culverts. All these 

expenses need to be factored in when figuring the cost of homestead road building. 

 

This is a good place to talk about money. Cost is a consideration in anything we do and I figure it might be 

for you as well. We are thrifty people and our philosophy is to live within our means. In 40 years, rarely 

have we taken out a bank loan. Staying out of debt and owning all our stuff has been our mantra. The few 

times that we have been indebted, we made it top priority to pay the loan off long before its term. We 

worked 7 days a week and paid extra on our monthly payments. Why make the bank any richer off our 

interest payments? Not only that but this is supposed to be a lifestyle that is based on freedom. Debt is anti-

freedom. As long as we owed money to the bank, we werenõt truly free. Thereõs nothing like making the last 

payment long before itõs due.  

 

Because cost was paramount back in Maine when I was a young guy, when dealing with wet areas in my 4/10 

mile long driveway, I opted to build a culvert on the cheap. With the help of a local guy, I dug a wide trench 

across the road. We dropped several cedar trees across the road at right angles to the road and positioned 

them parallel to each other in the trench. The trees in the trench didnõt touch each other. Iõm guessing the 

distance between trees was a gap of 12 inches. Depending on the diameter of the trees and the depth of my 

dug channel, I could have put another set of tree stems on top of the ones already in position to build up 

the height of the culvert if need be. Next we drove some stakes into the ground on the insides of the trench 

to hold those logs in position. That prevents the logs from rolling into the homemade culvert. We chose 

cedar because it is a great, rot resistant wood and the wet area the road passed through was conveniently 

located in a cedar stand. You may have other tree species available on your homestead and a little research 

will tell you if any of them have rot resistance.  

 

I built a top over the logs to box in the 

culvert using slabs that were generated by a 

portable sawmill which had cut the lumber 

for my home. By laying the slabs in a thick 

layer that was perpendicular to the logs, I 

created a surface that could be covered by 

loads of gravel thus creating a corridor 

from one side of the road to the other that 

allowed water to flow. That worked for a 

long time but ultimately, the wood started 

to rot. The slabs I used were spruce/fir 

which is a poor choice for a long term 

solution. A better option would have been 

to cut short cedar logs that spanned my 

culvert much like a corduroy road. Once 

the wood started to rot, my homemade, 

makeshift culvert started to collapse and I 

had to dig up the area again but this time I installed a steel culvert. But the homemade version is a trick to 

In Need of a Culvert on Road to Nova Scotia Homestead 
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consider as a temporary solution if you are really low on funds. Although that wooden culvert lasted for 

many years, I would opt to do it right the very first time with a proper culvert if you can.  

 

For those of you who live in snowy climes, snow plowing will need to be factored in when laying out your 

driveway. A gentle sweeping turn is much better than a short, abrupt change in direction. At the Maine 

homestead, I plowed snow with a large blade on a skidder and had the power and maneuverability to deal 

with any road condition. But for someone using a pickup truck or farm tractor to move snow, youõll be 

better off if you have direction changes that will allow you to keep your forward momentum going. 

 

Donõt forget to create pockets along the roadside where you can push accumulated snow well off the road 

and into the woods or field. Additionally, the width of the road should be wider for those in snowy areas. It 

is amazing how the snow bank will build on either side of the road from plowing over the course of a winter. 

Over time, it will be like driving down a tunnel. A wide road with some pockets for pushing snow off to the 

sides will be a godsend. Remember that once those banks freeze solid, it will be a real chore to break them 

up to wing them back, so itõs best to wing the snow back as far as possible starting with the first snowstorm.  

 

The last point of consideration is shade over your roadway. Our homestead in Maine had a long road that 

essentially wound its way through a forest and many large trees formed a shaded canopy in summer. Many 

sections never saw sunlight including the section of road that wound through the wet cedar stand. Conditions 

were always damp and the road surface was always wet. Over time, I thinned out the overstory of trees 

including the cedar trees which allowed sunlight in to dry the road bed. That made a huge difference in the 

roadõs ability to dry out especially in the spring or after rains.  

 

Every day, I took a walk down my woods road to fetch the mail. The lengthy drive had a number of turns 

and it was a lovely walk, one I treasured. On a warm summer day, with a sprinkling of sunlight on my 

shoulders as I strode down the drive, I knew Iõd made the right decision to thin out and create an opening 

in the canopy to let the sun shine in. The bonus was it didnõt take long for the driveway to dry out and rarely 

did I come home with mud caked footwear.  

 

Iõm parched! Letõs search for our water supply. 
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Chapter 5 - Homestead Water  

 

Drilled Wells and Hand Pumps 

The life blood of any homestead is a reliable water source. It is vital for your homestead's success. Not only 

will your survival depend on a safe, adequate supply of water, but if you are considering animals, they too 

will rely on their daily drink. I personally would not do any construction until I was assured, I had a 

dependable water source.  

There are any number of water sources a homestead could 

utilize. A spring, a drilled or dug well, even a river, lake or 

stream could be your source. Perhaps a cistern system that 

captures rain water or a holding tank system for water that is 

delivered to you by truck are other possibilities.  

 

We are all striving to be self-reliant, so I would think long and 

hard about having a homestead that relies on a water delivery. 

Being dependent on someone to deliver water for my 

existence seems like a bad idea to me. Personally, I have 

experience with drilled wells, hand dug wells, machine dug 

wells and sucking water directly out of a lake. Each has 

advantages and disadvantages. 

  

I would locate my well relatively close to the home, especially 

if you will be hand pumping and lugging buckets of water into 

the house. If you plan on a barn, a compromise might be in order. Locate the well within easy reach of both 

house and barn. Not only will it make bucketing water easier but if you ever plan to install a pump, your 

pipe and electrical runs from the well to your house will be shorter.  

 

A drilled well relies on a heavy piece of equipment to bore a 

hole in the ground. There are different methods of drilling, 

rotary and percussion, and since I'm no expert, relying on the 

local well drilling company who has the expertise is best. They 

will have the experience to give you a good idea of how deep 

the well needs to go for a particular location as well as the water 

quality that can be expected. The important thing is that they 

drill deep enough so you have adequate water even in the 

driest season. The best time to dig or search for water is during 

a dry spell. The water table will have dropped and when you 

hit water, you will have increased your chances of having that 

precious liquid even in a drought.  

 

My first water source was a drilled well back in my early homesteading years in Maine. I believe it went down 

several hundred feet but the water table was quite high with water generally being within 10 feet of the surface. 

To pump out water, I chose a new, deep well hand pump to install over the well casing. The casing is simply 

a piece of steel pipe that goes down a distance into the ground to protect the well from infiltration of surface 

contaminants. It keeps unclean surface water out of the potable water supply.  

Maine Water Well Drilling 

 

Maine Water Hand Pump 
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As long as you have access to the well casing, you can get access to water regardless of whether you have 

electric service or not. Thatõs something to keep in mind if the power grid goes down. If you donõt have a 

hand pump, thereõs another option in that event. There are slim catchment tubes called well buckets. 

Theyõre made to be lowered down into the well casing via a rope. They open, fill with water and then when 

the rope is pulled to raise it, the bucket closes keeping the water trapped until released on the surface into 

your bucket. Of course, if you have well crocks and a dug well, a bucket tied to a rope that is tossed down 

the well will work in a pinch too. Lugging heavy buckets up by hand would get old in a hurry so if that process 

needed to be done for any duration, Iõd build a small framework with a handle and windlass.  

 

The hand pump I installed in Maine was the type often seen on old farmsteads. It was a reliable method of 

pumping water which worked perfectly right up to our move 20 years later. For many years, I hand pumped 

and then lugged buckets of water into the house as needed. Not that big a deal unless it was pouring rain or 

there was a raging snowstorm and -20ÁF temperatures. Ahhh, the good olõ days back in Maine. 

 

A quick word about pumps. A myriad of different pumps exist for water systems. And they come in manual, 

mechanical or electric operation. A pump can either push water or lift water. A deep water hand pump 

pushes water whereas a shallow well pump lifts water. Weõve had both types. Each type has its application 

and use. Theoretically, you can only suck and lift water 33.9 feet high (vertical distance). Realistically, around 

21 feet of lift is a more practical number. A pitcher pump (shallow well type of pump) relies on your water 

source being within that dimension. Your pump and situation might be able to improve somewhat on that 

lift number depending on how much suction the pump can generate and your elevation. Elevation refers to 

how high above sea level you are. Sometimes the only way to tell is to install the pump and see how it 

performs. There are other variables to calculate the lift but as far as Iõm concerned, thatõs better left for 

scientists.  

 

When our deep well pump was initially installed, 

there was a small hole drilled in my suction line to 

allow water to drain out of the pump. If that hole 

hadnõt been there, the water line would have 

remained filled with water right up to and including 

the pump head, and that water would have quickly 

frozen in the winter. That small hole allowed the 

water to drain back into the well. Then it was a 

simple matter of pumping a half dozen pump strokes 

to get the water flowing out again. Even with that 

hole, if I got too aggressive in my pumping and water 

slopped out the top and froze, I'd have to take a pot 

of warm water and pour it over the top of my pump 

to thaw it out so I could pump again. Warm water 

was sufficient. With very hot water, I risked cracking 

the cast iron pump housing from thermal shock.  

 

Our hand pump required no power other than 

person power to pump the handle. The flow our 

hand pump produced was surprising. It didn't take 

long to fill a bucket. What a treat it was on a hot 
Ice Cold Drink of Water in Maine 
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summer's day to pump ice cold drinking water from the depths of our well.  

 

This setup was a simple, reliable way to get water to my homestead. But it sure would have been great if I 

could somehow have had water available in the house without having to run outside every time to pump a 

bucket. Even after I got married, we used that outside hand pump for our water. But there came a time 

when we decided to get really modern and have "runningó water and I donõt mean the kind I had to run 

outside to fetch either. I decided to install a manually operated hand pitcher pump by the kitchen sink. 

   

The trick was how to run the pipe from the sink and tap into the well. It was a bit of work but this is how I 

did it. I dug a trench from the well casing and then under the house to where the kitchen sink was situated 

overhead. This water line would need to be properly insulated and buried. I dug about three feet down 

along the well casing to expose the casing. I needed to install an adapter below the frost line so I dug down 

to the appropriate depth. I needed enough room to get a drill with a hole cutter in there. There is a device 

called a Pitless adapter. The Pitless adapter makes it possible to tap into the side of an existing well casing 

in order to run another suction line down into the well. There are a couple readily available sizes, 1ó and 1 

Įó. Since my piston water pump had a 1 Įó port and I already had 1 Įó PVC pipe, I bought the Pitless 

adapter for this sized line. The advantage was I didnõt need to use a reducer down to 1ó and the bigger line 

has a little less flow restriction. Flow restriction would only be an issue on very long runs of pipe. Think of 

it as trying to suck soda out of a glass with a straw. The bigger the diameter of the straw, the easier it is to 

draw the soda out of the glass.  

 

I bored my hole the required diameter for my adapter. This adapter has 2 pieces to it. One piece slides onto 

the other piece. It can only go together one way. One piece has a large threaded port with a big nut and at 

least one rubber seal. The trick is to lower the whole adapter down into the well casing and slip the threaded 

end through the drilled hole so the big nut can go on to attach the adapter. This was an operation that 

needed to be done right, lest I drop the assembly and it fall to the bottom of the well.  

 

Youõll note the back half of the adapter 

has 2 smaller threaded ports.  One end is 

closed off and the other is an opening that 

will allow water to flow through the 

adapter. The end that is blocked is for 

installation only. I needed a long enough 

piece of threaded pipe (galvanized or 

PVC, doesnõt matter) that I could screw 

into that end. A piece of pipe threaded on 

both ends 6-8 feet in length was sufficient. 

If I had to do this over again, I would add 

fittings to make a òTó handle in case l lost 

my grip on the pipe and everything 

headed down to the bottom of the well. 

With the òTó handle wider than the well 

casing diameter, if I lost my grip, it would 

have stopped at the top of the well and I 

could avoid a disaster. Another good 

reason for making a òTó handle dedicated 

installer is if I ever need to access the Pitless adapter in the future, I can use the òTó pipe by reversing the 
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installation procedure to separate the adapter again. The òTó handle can be made easy enough with a Tee 

fitting and a couple of threaded 6ó nipples, one on each side of the Tee.  

 

I slid the assembly down into the well casing. When I had the adapter aligned with the new hole Iõd drilled 

through my well casing, I gingerly pushed it through the hole from the inside of the casing and then I was 

able to put the rubber washer and nut on from the outside to lock it in place. If there are 2 rubber washers, 

one should go on the inside and one should go on the outside of the casing essentially sandwiching the 

casing. I now had a sealed adapter going through the side of my well casing. I pulled up on the pipe, and the 

back part of the adapter slid up and off leaving the attached front part in place. I brought that to the surface 

and then connected my drop-down suction tube which went into the well water. I made sure the suction line 

was long enough to remain in water regardless of seasonal fluctuations or draw down. I also made sure I had 

a foot valve attached to the end of my suction line. 

 

One very important point here, the suction line on a shallow well hand pump must have a foot valve attached 

to its end. That foot valve will remain submerged in the well water. A foot valve is simply a device that will 

allow water to flow one way only. You want to be able to draw water up into your suction line but prevent it 

from draining back out. If you lose suction and/or water doesn't seem to be staying in your water line, it's 

likely due to a leaking foot valve that is not sealing properly, probably due to a little dirt on the seal. I've 

taken foot valves apart and cleaned them so it's not always necessary to replace it. Having a spare foot valve 

is always handy though. That will be a recurring theme as we go along. Spare parts! They have come in 

handy over the years.   

 

Continuing on, I slid the suction line/back half of the Pitless adapter back down the well using the installation 

pipe and repositioned the adapter back onto the first half. I could visually make sure they were mated and 

seated properly. After I was assured the 2 pieces of the Pitless adapter were seated properly, I unscrewed 

my pipe and removed it from the well.  

 

Once my water line was connected at the well 

casing to the Pitless adapter and the run was 

made up into the house and connected to the 

pitcher pump, it was a matter of priming the 

pump and pumping vigorously until enough 

suction could be generated to lift the water 

from the well, fill the water line and pitcher 

pump chamber and voila... running wateré 

sort of. Its sure beat having to go outside to 

fetch buckets of water for cooking, cleaning 

and laundry. We became a two-water pump 

family. Progress!  

 

Many times a pump needs to be primed. Every pump Iõve ever used for water had leather cups. The leather 

cups are what creates the vacuum to suck water. They are located in the pump chamber. Depending on the 

pump type and manufacturer, it should be pretty easy to disassemble the pump to access the leathers. Part 

of preparing a new pump or a pump that has not been used for a long time is to soak the leathers in water 

so that they swell and become soft and supple. The wet leather conforms to the pump chamber to make a 

tighter seal, hence better suction. I always inventory spare leathers and a pump rebuild kit.  

Remodeled Maine Kitchen ð Hand Pump at Sink 
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Hand Dug Wells and Piston Pumps 

Nineteen years ago, we made the big move 

to a remote off-grid location in the 

wilderness of northern Saskatchewan where 

we had a pristine lake from which to draw 

water. I utilized an electric pump to draw 

water out of the lake. The question I had to 

answer was: what system and pump do I 

incorporate to supply the new home with 

water. After a great deal of research, I chose 

a cast iron piston pump which ran off of 

24VDC.  

 

I was very satisfied with this pump. It was a 

great choice. The documentation stated that 

it has a vertical lift capacity of 25 feet but again, depending on the elevation, tubing size and joints, it will 

likely be somewhat less. I figured 21 feet was well within limits and as it turned out, our sand knoll where 

the house was built sat less than 20 vertical feet above the lake surface. The horizontal distance from the 

house to the lake was 200 feet which was of no consequence to the pump. 

 

This pump can be rebuilt and I highly recommend buying a rebuild kit with multiple spare sets of leather 

cups. With proper care and maintenance, it should run a lifetime. After 17 years of use, I only had to change 

the leather suction cups once.  

 

The following describes how I set up our 

system. Before we built the house, we dug a 

root cellar underneath of where the 

structure would be located. The intent was 

not only to have a safe place to store our root 

crops and staples, but also to install the water 

pump and pressure tank there. We dug a 

trench from the house to the lake. This 

trench extended under the south knee wall 

of the house and intersected the root cellar. 

The trench was approximately 30 inches 

deep X 14 inches wide and 200 feet long. All 

dug by hand. Thank goodness we had sandy 

soil as it made for relatively easy digging. 

What was frustrating and brutal was 

extending this trench out into the lake so that we could draw water even if the winter ice thickness was 30 

inches or more.  

 

Preventing our water line from freezing in winter temperatures that can exceed -45°F was of paramount 

concern. To address this, on the ground surface, parallel to the trench, I connected multiple sections of 4-

inch diameter PVC sewer pipe so that it was long enough to go from the house to the lake. Although I 

ordered insulating foam collars, the hardware store dropped the ball and didnõt order the collars so I was 

forced to improvise. I wrapped the suction pipe in fiberglass insulation and then taped the insulation to keep 

Piston Water Pump Used in Saskatchewan and Nova Scotia 
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it in place. I slid the insulated 1 ¼ inch PVC pipe into the 4-inch sewer pipe. Think of it as insulated tubing 

inside a larger protective pipe. 

 

Next, I cut a strip of 1-inch Styrofoam blue board insulation the width of the trench and laid it on the trench 

bottom. Then the whole pipe assembly was gently laid in the trench. Prior to doing this, I made sure the 

grade was sloping all the way to the lake without any humps or rises in the bottom of the trench that might 

create a problem. Humps might be a place where an air bubble could occur or if trying to drain the line, a 

hump might not allow the pipe to drain completely. This entire assembly extended out into the lake. The 

other end was connected to the water pump under the house.  

 

As with the case of the Maine water system, a critical component of this system was a foot valve. I connected 

the foot valve to the end of the pipe that lay in the lake. The purpose was to make sure the water line and 

thus the water pump were always filled with water and primed for use. Without the foot valve any water in 

the line would have drained right back into the lake. 

 

Donõt make the same mistake I made when I installed the foot valve. It was October and water temperature 

was already in the low 40õsÁF as was the air temperature that day. I had chest waders on as I wrestled with 

the foot valve while standing in the lake. For some reason, I had to take the valve apart while I was out in 

the lake and I dropped a retaining screw to the valve screen. Kerplunk! In order to retrieve the screw, I got 

out of the waders, stripped down and went frolicking in the surf. That was a miserable experience and was 

the closest Iõve ever come to hypothermia. I was a popsicle. Lesson learned the hard way. 

 

To complete the installation of the pipe, I cut more Styrofoam blue board pieces, putting a vertical piece on 

each side of the line and a horizontal piece on top of it, essentially boxing in the 4ó PVC pipe. I partially 

back filled the trench with the dirt. Next, I laid a piece of 2-inch-thick Styrofoam blue board 24 inches in 

width on top of the partially filled trench and then finished backfilling.  

 

So, at this stage, I had my suction line with 

foot valve out in the lake. To finish the 

connections to the suction side of the 

pump located in the root cellar, I installed 

a coupler in the line. This was an easy way 

to disconnect the suction line if I ever 

wanted to take the pump out for 

maintenance. Then I put a Tee in the line 

so that I could insert a funnel and fill the 

water line with water for priming. Once 

the water line was filled, the Tee was 

capped with a plug. There was also a plug 

on the top of the water pump which I 

removed so I could pour water into the 

pump chamber to prime it.  

 

Now that my water line was connected from the pump to the lake, I had to finish plumbing the output side 

of the pump. Hereõs how I did that. On the output of the pump, I put another coupler. Then I installed a 

check valve (the check valve is another one-way valve), another Tee with a pressure gauge and then a shut 

off ball valve. The line out of the ball valve went to a pressure tank. Anywhere in the line to the pressure 
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tank, preferably close to or on the pump, a heavy-duty pressure switch needs to be plumbed and wired in. 

The purpose of the pressure switch is to turn the pump off once the system is filled with water thus achieving 

adequate pressure. Then when water is used in the house and the pressure drops, the switch is activated, 

turning the pump on once again. The purpose of the ball valve was to isolate the pump from the rest of the 

house. If for some reason I needed to take the pump off to do maintenance, I could shut the valve and any 

water in the pressure tank or house wouldnõt leak out meaning there was no need to drain the water from 

the house. The check valve will do the same thing but I felt safer having a ball valve to shut off.  

 

Assuming the rest of the house is plumbed properly, once the pump motor is energized, the pump will 

come to life and you will love the steady rhythm of the piston pump as the system becomes filled with water.  

 

Despite all the insulating I did, can you believe our water line still froze our first winter there? What misery 

that created. We had many feet of ice covering the lake that I had to bore through with an ice auger to access 

water. Then using a pot as a ladle, we filled many 5-gallon buckets with water. We utilized our snowmobile 

and tote sled to transport all the buckets filled with ice water to the house and then manually lugged each 

bucket inside. We did the bucket brigade routine for most of the winter whenever we needed water. We 

were sure glad to see spring and have an ice-free water line again. 

 

In the ensuing years, we mulched the 

water line with a thick blanket of 

chipped branches from the forest 

that we shredded with our chipper 

and we installed an in-line water 

heating cable. There are heating 

products specially made to keep 

water lines ice free. They can either 

go on the inside of the pipe (inline) 

or be attached to the outside of the 

pipe. Either way, at 200 feet in length, 

it took considerable power to run the 

heater cable. But with some 

experimentation, we determined this 

cable did not need to be plugged in 

all the time. A few minutes in the morning and a few minutes at night did the trick. Additionally, we made 

sure the pump ran a few times during the day to keep the water in the line on the move. 

 

A couple of final notes. The power going to the pump was on a circuit breaker of its own. I also made sure 

I plumbed a small bypass line out of the pumpõs pressure relief valve to the outside. If by accident the pump 

started running while a shutoff valve was closed, it would have shot water out the pressure relief valve filling 

our root cellar with water, hence the need for the pressure relief bypass line. The pressure relief valve is a 

safety feature.  

 

Although we thoroughly filtered our water from the lake before we ever drank it, we knew we would have 

more peace of mind if we could eliminate the possibility of any waterborne disease or bug. So we decided 

to hand dig a well. This meant we would have a safer water supply. As an additional advantage, since the 

well would be closer to the house, we could save considerable power because the heater cable would be 
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shorter. For the well location, I selected a flat site 100 feet closer to the house which eliminated half the 

distance of our suction line.  

 

 
 

That dug well was in pure sand. If youõve ever been to the beach and dug a hole in the sand, you know itõs 

not long before the hole fills with water and the sides collapse. I came up with a way to deal with that problem 

though.  

 

We purchased and flew in a plastic PVC culvert 30 inches in diameter and a little over 6 feet in length. The 

culvert would be our well casing. We would ultimately stand that 6-foot culvert on its end and sink it in the 

ground. To do that required a hole in the sand at least 6 feet deep and 4 feet wide. With a shovel, I dug 

what I could until I hit water, about 3 feet down. Now the walls started caving in, so we stood the culvert on 

its end and set it in the hole. Then I got inside the 30-inch culvert and bucketed out sand and water for 

hours. Iõd hand Johanna a bucket full of water and sand; sheõd dump it out and return the empty bucket. 

We were a true bucket brigade. We kept this up until I was exhausted and my hands were numb from the 

cold water. Slowly but surely though, the culvert sank lower into the earth as I removed material from within 

the culvert.  

 

After several rounds of the bucket detail, I eventually couldnõt dig down any further. At this point, I tied a 

rope around the top of the culvert and hung heavy sand bags from the rope around the perimeter. We had 

a gas-powered water pump we used for our fire suppression sprinklers. I attached a hose and pressure nozzle 

to the pump and fired it up. By running a high-pressure jet of water around the inside base of my pipe, I 

was able, with the aid of all the attached weight, to slowly sink the culvert into place. Essentially, I used 

pressurized water to blast material from around the base of the culvert. The weight of the sand bags did all 

the hard work for me.  

 

Hand Dug Well in the Wilderness 
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Two additional points to make. We did not want to 

contaminate our well by pumping the high pressure jet of 

water from the lake since we would then be filling our well 

with lake water. Although itõs a cold, clear lake, there were 

always bacteria and parasites lurking. So, we drew from the 

well itself. Second, I insulated the outside of the well casing 

with Styrofoam blue board. The well casing itself had a lid. 

On top of the lid I put a thick layer of blue board, covered 

this with plastic and then a layer of chipper mulch. Each 

fall, I piled on a thick blanket of cut evergreen brush which 

acted as a trap for snow. The snow provided additional 

insulation. We never had our well freeze thanks to these 

protective measures. 

 

The water line from the hand dug well to the house needed 

to be well insulated and buried in the trench. This time I 

made sure our supplier sent the proper foam insulating 

collars made for the size pipe I was using. The insulating 

foam comes in various sizes and thicknesses. I opted for ĭó 

thick. I figured it was better to over-insulate than skimp. I 

insulated the entire run from the well right up to where the pipe entered into the root cellar. Then I put the 

entire insulated assembly into the 4-inch PVC solid sewer pipe. I laid that whole assembly in the trench and 

backfilled. So, in essence, I had an insulated piece of tubing inside of and protected by a larger 4-inch PVC 

pipe; the same setup as when it ran all the way to the lake. Now we had a safer water supply since we werenõt 

drawing from the lake, and we had the freezing problem essentially solved. We were without running water 

for 11 days during the well digging/pipe installation ordeal, but it was worth it. 

Machine Dug Wells 

So far, Iõve discussed the experiences of our drilled well, sucking water directly from a lake and a hand dug 

well. Last up is our experience with a machine dug well here in Nova Scotia. We are both pretty skeptical 

people so when the excavator contractor asked if I could dowse for water, I said nah, not me. Back 40 years 

ago, when I was building the Maine homestead, a local older gentleman offered to witch for water on the 

Maine property and based on his recommendation, we drilled in the spot he indicated and had all kinds of 

water. I've always felt we could have bored anywhere on that property and hit water. But nonetheless, we 

had a high quality water source for our Maine homestead. 

 

Nineteen years ago we had no worries about fresh water when we began homesteading on a lake in northern 

Saskatchewan. That lake was 4 miles long and 100 feet deep in places. But fast forward to now and we were 

again faced with the prospect of finding fresh water for our home site. The contractor said to take a bent 

coat hanger or a forked willow or alder stick, hold it a certain way which he demonstrated and walk slowly 

back and forth over the area. He seemed quite knowledgeable but then he added that he was never able to 

witch for water. Hmm, not exactly inspirational. 

 

Nevertheless, I headed out to the woods to find a couple of properly forked limbs and began walking around. 

I slowly walked in a methodical grid pattern without registering any hits. It was frustrating. Those sticks are 

now somewhere out in the woods having been given the heave ho by yours truly. 

 

Insulated Water Line and Well 
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A few days later I mentioned my dilemma to a man we had recently made friends with and he said he could 

witch for water and we could too. He cut a coat hanger apart and formed two divining rods. Then we went 

out to his front lawn. As he walked around, his rods were crossing as he passed over various locations, 

indicating water. I took a turn and they seemed to cross a few times for me but I wondered was the process 

really working or was it the breeze moving the rods? I didn't have a lot of faith. Johanna took a turn and she 

had a few indications too. 

 

The next day we returned to our property for more work. I took my coat hanger rods out and gave them a 

try where I hoped we could have a well. After several minutes of walking a grid pattern, I had only one place 

where the rods crossed and I was not very hopeful. I placed a small branch among all the other debris on 

the ground to secretly mark the spot and then Johanna gave it a try. After a few minutes I returned and she 

was getting a cross of the rods in the same area as me. She had placed a marker 2 feet from where I had 

placed mine. Maybe this had promise after all. 

 

We decided to dig a test hole with the big excavator. Three feet down, then five, then seven. Dry gravel and 

sand coming out of the hole by the bucketful. Now 9 feet deep. Still dry as a bone. This was discouraging. 

All I could envision was a dry hole and the homestead with no water. A couple more feet down and the soil 

started to look a little damp but maybe it was wishful thinking. More shovels and still nothing. Then the 

excavator stopped and we saw the operator pointing into the hole. My gawd, water was flowing up and filling 

the hole! What a wonderful sight! He partially filled the hole back in for the night so the walls wouldn't 

collapse. 

The next morning the digging began in earnest. We 

needed to dig a large hole that would easily 

accommodate the well crocks. Well crocks are 

reinforced concrete rings that fit together when 

stacked atop each other in the well. They form the 

well casing and come in a few standard sizes. The 

ones the contractor ordered were 30" high X 36" 

wide. They have an interlocking lip that keeps them 

aligned as a crock is placed on top of the previous 

one. If a tight seal is desired, a sealing putty can be 

placed around the circumference of the crock to 

create a water tight seal. The seal is very important on the last crocks and serves the same purpose as a well 

casing so that surface water doesn't leach into our clean water. Surface water is undesirable because it can 

contain contaminants and bacteria.  

 

The excavator operator dug the hole as deep as he 

could go. That was essentially 17 feet down where 

he encountered bedrock. At that point, we had a 

strong flow of clear, clean water coming in from all 

directions. A dump truckõs worth of clean, roughly 

1-inch stone was brought in and bucketfuls of the 

material were carefully placed in the bottom of the 

hole by the excavator. Then the first crock was 

lowered to the bottom and a level was used to make 

sure the crock was sitting level. He carefully placed 

more stone around the crock. The purpose of the 

Setting a Well Crock in Nova Scotia 
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stone is to act as a course buffer and reservoir to allow water to easily collect and thereby fill the crock 

column. If we were to back fill with the material taken out of the hole we would be sealing off our well from 

the majority of the water source which defeats the purpose. Instead let that water infiltrate and become a 

reservoir around all that loose stone. 

 

The excavator operator repeated the process 

several times, lowering in a crock and then 

placing clean 1-inch stone around the exterior 

of the crock. Once we had 3 crocks in place 

surrounded by clean stone, the dump truck and 

excavator went to our new quarry to fetch a load 

of clean bank run gravel to complete the 

remainder of the well. As each remaining crock 

was lowered into place, bank run gravel was 

used to backfill. We could have used the 

material that came out of the hole to backfill, 

but we were concerned there might be 

contamination from the top layer of forest duff 

and felt it was better to err on the side of caution. This was our drinking water after all. The area around the 

finished well was graded so that surface water would run away from the well.  

 

As a temporary water system, I installed a pitcher pump over the Nova Scotia well until I could get the line 

plumbed to the house. Plumbing from the well to the house was done the same way as in Maine, insulated 

PVC pipe and Pitless adapter.  

 

I have to say I'm a bit shocked at how well the dowsing business worked. Quite magical. Although I am so 

relieved and pleased to see water, I will grow weary of hearing Johanna crow about how she wields great 

powers now that she knows she can witch for water! 

 

Well Disinfection 

The last step of the process was to 

disinfect the well and have the water 

tested before drinking any of it. 

Testing the water was a priority. We 

could filter or boil the water to make 

sure we eliminated bacterial 

contamination but that does nothing if 

there is a chemical problem such as 

arsenic. Hence, we tested before 

drinking.  

 

Although there may be differences in 

regulations between municipalities in 

Canada and the United States, you 

might find the following information 

of value. 

Installing the Hand Pitcher Pump in Nova Scotia 
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The following table is from Nova Scotia 

Environment and Labour titled Disinfection 

of Water Wells by Chlorination. This is what 

we used for guidance. Your area will have a 

similar chart. The bleach used should be 

approximately 5.2% Hypochlorite. What we 

are trying to do is roughly determine how 

many gallons of water are in the well so we 

can add an appropriate amount of bleach. If 

you have a standard diameter well of 6 inches 

and have a good idea of how many feet of 

water are in the column, the chart will tell you 

how much bleach to add to that amount of 

water. Same idea for a dug well. 

 

 
 

We purchased a new shallow well pitcher pump to supply our water needs temporarily. We used it to pump 

the water out, then we bleached the well and pumped it out again. Finally, we sent a sample to the lab for 

evaluation. The first sample came back with bacteria contamination. The test is very sensitive and I should 

have been more careful to disinfect the pump and spout which is what I did for the second sample. The 

second sample was fine and to our delight, no chemicals or mineral problems were detected. We have a 

pure water source. Even a drilled well needs to be treated initially and back at our Maine homestead, our 

well driller used some bleach to do this. I deferred to the well drillers expertise on what quantity to use but 

essentially, once the bleach was in the well, I pumped water until I could no longer smell the bleach in the 

water. At that point, I did some extra pumping for good measure and then the well was considered safe at 

that point.  

 

Regardless of what type of well you have, it needs to be covered to prevent access by rodents and insects that 

want to drop into the nice clean well water for a swim. Wind can also blow in debris so a tight seal is needed. 

For our dug well here, thereõs a concrete cover placed on top of the last crock to keep our well clean. 

 

Boring a Hole in Concrete Well Crock for Water Line 
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We could have opted to drill a well here in Nova Scotia as we did in Maine. The price was pretty comparable 

to the dug well depending on how deep the drilling would need to go. We chose to go with the dug well for 

a couple of reasons. First, the nature of the coastal geology is such that arsenic is a potential problem. It is 

even more prevalent in gold bearing areas which we are in. The deeper the well, the greater the chance of 

arsenic contamination. And second, the deeper we go with a drilled well, the more we take a chance on 

having a problem with salt water intrusion. Your area may have its own chemical concerns and pollutants to 

deal with and the water should be tested accordingly. 

 

Before we move on to water filtration, let me mention another water pump option. Hydraulic rams. I have 

no experience with this type of pump since Iõve never had a situation where I could utilize the principle. 

These pumps can be purchased or built from PVC pipe and some miscellaneous valves and fittings. They 

work by taking a water source that has some elevation and using the weight of the falling water in conjunction 

with a couple of check valves. A pressure differential develops as the check valves cycle, which forces a little 

of that input water to the output side. This would be a good way to push water up to a storage tank for 

example if you had a nearby water source with a bit of an elevation drop. 

Homestead Water Filtration 

The drilled well in Maine was disinfected by the well driller and became a clean, potable water source. There 

was no need to worry about the safety and quality of our well water. In contrast, our Canadian homestead 

in the wilderness, which first used the lake as our water source, definitely needed a filtration system. Although 

the lake water was crystal clear and looked clean, let's face it, fish and birds poo. Animals such as beaver, 

moose and bear swam in the lake. In summer, the lake came to life with all kinds of waterfowl. The water 

was undoubtedly teaming with microbes and there were parasites such as tapeworms that we could actually 

see. Regardless of whether we drew direct from the lake as we did initially, or from our hand dug well as we 

did in subsequent years, we used filters in the system.  

 

Although it's tempting to drink out of a lake 

or stream, especially one far removed from 

society, doing so can prove life threatening 

when medical care is far away. The rule of 

thumb regardless of where one resides or 

what the water looks like is to assume it 

contains microorganisms and that itõs unfit to 

drink without boiling or being properly 

treated. Safety is paramount! 

 

The "local" (100 air miles away) hardware 

store carried a name brand filtration product 

so that's what we purchased. There are other 

brands so shop around for what's recommended locally. Our filtration was done in 2 steps. First I installed 

an overall house filter in the root cellar right after the pressure tank to catch the vast majority of sediment 

and bacteria. With this set up, our water got filtration before ever leaving the cellar and going to the rest of 

the house.  

 

I installed shut off valves just before and after this filter. This allowed me to easily change filters when 

necessary. In our case, every 2-3 months, I'd swap a filter when Johanna complained that it was taking a long 

time to fill up her washer. These filters were washable and reusable, so I'd give the dirty filter a good 
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scrubbing, let it dry and it would be ready for use the next time the filter needed changing. When it was time 

to change a filter, I shut the supply valve off (the valve before the filter) and then opened any tap in the house 

to drain the pressure. Then I closed the valve after the water filter. If that valve wasn't there, as soon as you 

removed the filter housing, all the water in the water lines would drain out of the filter and create a mess. 

This way the filtration unit has no pressure and won't leak when the housing is removed to access the filter. 

 

Even with that overall house filter installed, we weren't comfortable drinking the water. It likely was quite 

safe but why take a chance. Because safety was paramount, I installed a second filter which was located 

under the kitchen sink. As with the whole house filter in the root cellar, I had shut off valves just before and 

after the filter housing. 

 

At the kitchen sink, we had three faucets, hot and cold as well as a dedicated faucet for filtered water. Johanna 

used that for our drinking water as well as rinsing garden salad fixings in summer or any chore that required 

a higher level of clean, pure water. 

 

That kitchen sink filter was ceramic and 

filtered down to 0.3 micron absolute. 

When it became clogged, the water flow 

slowed to a trickle and I knew it was time to 

take it out and give it a cleaning. An 

abrasive screen came with the filter for this 

purpose and inside of a few minutes, it was 

clean and ready to purify water again.  

 

That was the simplest filtration system for 

our needs. Depending on how much water 

is run through the system, filters can be 

scaled in size and you can opt for reverse osmosis filters and ultra violet light filters or a combination. If you 

have water with high minerals, there are treatments for that as well. Everybody's water situation will be 

different but at least this gives you a better idea of choices regarding water quality. 

Homestead Hot Water  

This will be pretty short. If you need hot water, just take a pot of water and set it on a stove to heat. Once it 

is the desired temperature, pour it into your cast iron bath tub, adjust water temperature with a splash of 

cold water from a bucket and voila, hot water for a bath! After all, isnõt that what everyone does? 

 

Of course, I say that with a bit of tongue and cheek. Running hot and cold water are taken for granted in 

this day and age and yet, it wasnõt that long ago that all of our homestead water was hand pumped and 

bucketed into the house. In Maine, we did that for 20 years until we òmodernized.ó Heating kettles of water 

on one of our wood stoves was how we always heated water for bathing and laundry. And when all else fails, 

say for example the power goes down, a pot of water heated on a wood or gas stove will get you some hot 

water too. 

 

There are any number of ways to heat hot water for the home. Typically, a home has either an electric, gas 

or oil hot water tank. For anybody wishing to live off the grid, forget the electric powered water heater. It 

doesnõt make sense from an energy consumption perspective. It takes a lot of electrical power (watts) to raise 

Under Kitchen Sink Filter 






















































































































































































































































































































































































































































