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by JILL HENDERSON

In the extreme northeastern corner 
of Minnesota lies the quaint harbor 
village of Grand Marais (pronounced 
mar-ray by locals). With picturesque 
and unpredictable Lake Superior on 
one side, the town has an “ocean-
front” vibe complete with a giant 
walleye statue, small family diners, 
clam chowder and seagulls. But if you 
turn your back to the lake you will 
suddenly find yourself at the brink 
of the beautiful Northwoods, one of 
the largest and wildest ancient bo-
real forests in North America — home 
to iconic woodland species such as 
moose, bears and wolves.

Although Grand Marais is best 
known as an idealistic summer para-
dise, its beauty is tempered by subze-

ro winter temperatures, rocky soil and 
a very short growing season. Condi-
tions like these do not make for great 
farming country. Yet, nestled into this 
landscape are farms and farmers who 
have taken on the countenance of 
the original voyageurs and managed to 
make the best of what the region has 
to offer. I connected with one of these 
hardy souls to find out how one goes 
about being self-reliant in a place with 
such stark contrasts.

Erin Blegen was born and raised in 
Grand Marais by parents who were 
passionate about gardening.  

“We have very rocky soil, and I re-
member burying fish heads between 
the mounded garden rows and suffer-
ing through my mom’s pickled beets. 
I used to play with the chickens, and 
I would cry come butchering day. But 
we all helped — holding, plucking — 
the works. As much as I hated it then, 
it was good for me.”

Like many young people, Blegen 
left Grand Marais after high school. 
After eight years, she returned with her 
husband, Josh, and their two, soon-to-

be three children, Wyatt, Gunner and 
Aspen. 

“We moved into a 500-square-foot 
cabin where we lived for two and a 
half years without running water, toi-
let, television, or cell phones, and we 
heated our home with a woodstove.”

Three years ago the couple decid-
ed to buy a piece of property where 
they could begin growing a garden 
and become more self-sufficient.  

“We came upon our property by 
chance. It was not for sale, but we 
took a four-wheeler ride in just far 
enough to fall in love. We found out 
that we knew who owned it, made a 
call and worked out a deal.” 

That deal included a modest wood-
sided home and 8 and a half acres with 
running water and indoor plumbing. 

“Although we’ve been here for 
three years, I still have a deep appre-
ciation for the water that springs forth 
from the faucet. I hope that apprecia-
tion never leaves me.”

When asked if her husband, Josh, 
grew up in a farming family, Blegen 
replied, “He did not grow up with 
animals, gardening, or the woods, but 
he has taken this life and truly made 
it his own. I will never forget the day 
he told me he wanted to raise pigs. 
It was that moment when I realized 
that somewhere along the way, my 
husband had become a farmer. That 
it wasn’t just my thing anymore. … 
Hearing him in conversation with oth-
ers defending our lifestyle makes me 
so proud. What’s even better is we’re 
raising three incredible children who 
know exactly where their food comes 
from and who know a life where you 
must work for the things you have.”

Because I am always curious as 
to when and how people make the 
switch from a conventional way of 
life to one that encompasses holistic 
principles, I asked Blegen how they 
came to the decision to become self-
sufficient and what impact that had on 
her and her family’s lives.  

“Living those first two and a half 
years the way we did really had an 
impact on the way we live now. Al-
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Erin Blegen’s kitchen in Grand Marais, Minnesota.
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though it wasn’t the first time in my 
life living in such a way, it was my first 
as a married adult with the responsi-
bility of children.  It doesn’t take long 
before no running water just becomes 
normal — that using a sun shower be-
comes a luxury. Thankfully, my fam-
ily is resilient. Self-sufficiency fits us.”

It fits them so well that Blegen chose 
the term “Self-Reliant Homesteading” 
as the subtitle of her thoughtful and 
informative blog, Yellow Birch Hobby 
Farm. When asked what being self-re-
liant means to her, Blegen replied, “It 
means not only being able to provide 
for yourselves, but having the desire 
to do so — the insistence to do so. If I 
can do it myself, I will. If we can raise 
it or grow it ourselves, we will. If it 
requires hard work: even better.” 

She goes on to explain why she 
chose to grow organically, using the 
principles of permaculture as her base.  

“I’m a reader and a researcher. I 
love to learn. And the more I read 

about the chemicals in our food and 
the impact that exposure could have 
on my family and the environment, 
the more I wanted no part of it. That 
is when I really started studying per-
maculture and how we can work with 
nature instead of against it — that my 
method of feeding my family could 
benefit the environment, instead of 
harm it. This simple understanding 
really made me more sensitive to the 
decisions I make in all areas of my 
life, not just food production.”

So how much does one need to 
produce to be self-reliant? Blegen 
estimates that her family produces ap-
proximately 85 percent of their own 
food on their small farm.  

“We buy staples such as flour and 
sugar. We also buy a lot of fruit, as ap-
ples are pretty much all we can grow 
in our climate. And since we don’t 
yet have our own milk cow, we are 
blessed to have a local dairy that sup-
plies us with raw milk. But we raise 

or hunt 100 percent of our own meat, 
and the garden produces everything 
we need for a whole year.”

Indeed, Blegen and her family not 
only hunt and gather wild edibles, but 
they raise all manner of livestock in-
cluding ducks, chickens, meat rabbits, 
pigs and turkeys. And this spring, they 
added sheep to their farm. “Because 
our red meat is dependent on hunting, 
we really wanted to fill that need with 
something more reliable. Our animals 
are a huge part of our self-sufficient 
lifestyle. Raising something from start 
to finish takes the appreciation for 
what we eat to a whole new level. It’s 
emotional. It makes you want to do 
it better and teach others so that they 
can do it too.”

I asked Blegen if she and her hus-
band have a farm-based business or if 
they sell some of what they produce 
on their farm for income.  

“With our lifestyle and the needs of 
our animals, there’s definitely a need 
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for my remaining close to home, and 
I’m so grateful that we can make that 
work. But other than selling chicken 
and duck eggs and homemade bread, 
with the ability to sell produce at the 
local farmers’ market, I have found 
myself resistant to taking it to the 
next level. I’ve always been one who 
would rather share than sell, making 
me a terrible businessperson. I would 
rather have someone come over and 
let me fry up some of our dry-cured 
bacon before tossing in some beauti-
ful homegrown, self-harvested pork 
chops to show others what real food 
tastes like.  I want to share that mo-
ment with them. And because selling 
our meat would mean having to send 
our animals off to a facility to be 
processed, I would lose out on that 
experience, too.”

When I visited Blegen’s blog, the 
first thing I noticed was her deep pas-
sion for food in all its forms. Among 
the gardening and animal husbandry 
wisdom is a tab titled “Homestead 
Cookery” where one can find won-
derful recipes for wholesome, home-
made food. It was immediately obvi-

ous that one of her favorite pastimes 
is canning.  

“Oh my goodness … canning. I 
love canning. I canned nearly 500 jars 
of food this year. We eat canned goods 
every day. It feels like going to your 
own grocery store, and I can’t think 
of anything more satisfying than that.”

That’s a lot of food to produce and 
preserve on only 8 and a half acres, 
but the Blegens’ self-reliance theme 

doesn’t stop there. In addition to 
hunting and meat animals, Erin and 
her family have built a large garden 
in just a few short years.  Naturally, I 
wondered how they managed to pro-
duce so much food in an area where 
winters seem to last six months and 
temperatures regularly hit the sub-
zero mark.  

“Gardening here can be tricky. Our 
frost-free growing season last year 
was June 1 through September 11, so 
we have to grow varieties suitable for 
short growing seasons. I grow only 
heirloom varieties so that I can save 
seeds from the best plants to be used 
the following year. We raise a hoard 
of tomatoes, onions, peppers, herbs 
and garlic. We also grow potatoes, 
green beans, peas, carrots, sweet meat 
squash, watermelon, corn, cucumbers, 
lettuce and much more.  Because ap-
ples grow well here, we plant two new 
apple trees every year. We also grow 
perennials like strawberries, rhubarb 
and asparagus. And although we have 
an abundance of wild raspberries and 
blueberries, we are adding tame ber-
ries to our food forest project.”

“I love to learn. And the 
more I read about the 
chemicals in our food 
and the impact that 
exposure could have 
on my family and the 
environment, the more I 
wanted no part of it.”



15Reprinted from                                                     August 2016  • Vol. 46, No. 8

Blegen’s talk of food forests, heir-
loom vegetable varieties and seed-
saving made me wonder what other 
production methods she employs. She 
said although a high tunnel is some-
thing they are hoping to get, they use 
hügelkultur raised beds, which have 
allowed them to extend their grow-
ing season with the heat that they 
produce. 

“We also experimented with a key-
hole hügelkultur bed last year that has 
a compost ring right in the center that 
constantly feeds the plants. I had in-
credible tomatoes from there last year 
and look forward to working with this 
combo in the coming season.”

In fact, one of the things that drew 
me to Blegen’s story was her exten-
sive use of hügelkultur, a very old 
method of cultivation whose roots be-
gan in Germany and Eastern Europe. 
Hügelkultur entails growing food 
crops on a raised earthen mound built 
upon a foundation of fresh or rotting 
logs and branches covered in layers 
of manure, compostable materials and 
soil. Hügelkultur mimics the natural 
process of decomposition found in 
nature, particularly in forestlands. As 
the mounds rot, they teem with ben-
eficial bacteria and mycorrhizal fungi 
that slowly break down the woody 

materials to create deep, rich, well-
drained beds.

“It eliminates the need for tilling, 
which destroys soil structure and ben-
eficial organisms. As the wood breaks 
down and composts it generates heat 
from within, which allows us to plant 
sooner in the spring and keep plants 
going longer in the fall. It also con-
stantly feeds the roots of the plants, 
and the wooded foundation acts like 
a sponge, holding water and valuable 
nutrients. And as long as you build 
your beds so that you can reach across 
to all areas for harvesting, you can 
intensively plant them because you 
don’t need to leave room for as many 
walking paths. This means you can 
plant more in a much smaller space.”

Although many people use ma-
chinery to build hugels, Blegen said 
that is unnecessary and that their beds 
have been built by hand.  

“Start with the largest woody de-
bris on the bottom, and as you build 
up simply fill the holes with smaller 
sticks, branches, or woodchips. Then 
add a 4- to 6-inch layer of rotted ma-
nure and top that off with 3 to 5 inches 
of good quality soil.  Finally, a nice 
layer of mulch will keep the weeds at 
bay. You can build them to whatever 
length and height suits you — ours are 

Erin Blegen butchers one of the family hogs.
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Hügelkultur 101

Hügelkultur (hoogle-culture): Ger-
man for “hill culture.” A horticul-
tural method that utilizes a raised 
hill or mound made up of dense, 
woody debris covered with mul-
tiple layers of organic matter and 
soil. The terms “hugel” and “hugel 
bed” are used here for the sake of 
simplicity.

Hügelkultur Construction
• Hugel beds can be made to any 

length, width, or height desired. 
The average hugelkultur bed is 
typically 3-5 feet tall and can 
be rectangular, square, round or 
horseshoe-shaped (keyhole).

• Beds are typically built on top of 
the ground and sometimes in 12- 
to 15-inch deep trenches.

• Beds are generally free-standing 
without any physical support or 
enclosure, but can be framed at 
the base with blocks, untreated 
lumber, logs or hay bales as 
desired. 

• A mixture of soft (rot faster) and 
hard (last longer) woody base 
materials include freshly dead or 
rotting firewood rounds, stumps, 
branches, brush and twigs. 

• Avoid wood from allelopathic 
trees like black walnut (juglone 
toxicity), high-resin trees like 
pine, spruce, yew, juniper and 
cedar, and hard, rot-resistant 
woods such as black locust, 
Osage orange and redwood. Any 
type of wood with sprouting po-
tential (such as willow) should be 
completely dead before using.

• Small branches, twigs, sawdust 
and coarse woodchips are used 
to fill voids in the woody base 
before construction is complete 
and periodically as the bed 
breaks down.

• A simple hugel is covered with 
3-5 inches of rotted manure or 
compost, followed by another 
3-5 inches of garden or topsoil, 
but this can also include multiple 
layers of various organic materi-
als in the fashion of a “lasagna-
style” garden bed.

• Hugel beds are ready for plant-
ing immediately after construc-
tion.

PROS
• The foundation of a hügelkultur 

bed is built using free and re-
cycled resources that often end 
up in landfills or burn piles.

• As wood breaks down, worms, 
fungi, beneficial bacteria and mi-
croorganisms work to create and 
release nutrients to plant roots 
for up to 20 years, depending 
on the type and density of wood 
used.

• Hügelkultur naturally sequesters 
carbon in the soil.

• Decomposing wood generates 
heat, which is helpful for season 
extension.

• Hugel beds warm up faster in 
the spring, allowing for earlier 
planting.

• Traditional hugel beds have 
more overall planting space and 
require less space in the garden 
because fewer garden paths are 
needed.

• Tall hugel beds are easily tended 
while standing, making them a 
good solution for those with lim-
ited mobility.

• Rotting wood acts like a sponge, 
absorbing and releasing mois-
ture to plant roots as needed for 
many years. May need watering 
in extreme droughts, but water 
is retained longer — a good solu-
tion for areas with periodic or 
chronic drought.

• Hugels are naturally aerated and 
don’t need tilling or turning.

• If covered with straw or wood 
chip mulch, weeds are easily 
kept in check.

CONS
• Hügelkultur beds can be labor-

intensive to build, depending 
on their size and scope. This is 
remedied by building smaller 
beds or by using hügelkultur 
principles (woody base) to build 
classic raised beds.

• The breakdown of the raw 
woody base can rob nitrogen 
for the first year or two. Avoid 
the problem by adding a heavy 
layer of manure to the wood 
base during construction; avoid 
growing nitrogen-hungry plants 
for the first two years; sidedress 
plants with compost or supple-
ment with organic nitrogen-rich 
fertilizer.

• Very steep-sided hugel beds 
might allow mulch and un-
mulched soils to slide or slump. 
Problems related to height will 
naturally resolve as the woody 
base breaks down and the hugel 
shrinks. 

• Tall plants growing on steep-
sided beds may fall over or be 
difficult to tend. Grow shorter, 
sprawling plants until the hugel 
shrinks a little.

• Because of the exposure, plants 
grown on tall hugel beds may 
be more susceptible to wind and 
frost damage.
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roughly 7 feet wide by 14 feet long 
and vary in height from 3 to 6 feet. 
The taller the bed is the more water 
retention you will have. We went from 
3 to 10 hugel beds over the last two 
years.” 

Of course, no gardening method is 
without its flaws.  

“Every fall, you have sunken areas 
in the hugel that need to be filled. But 
you should put your beds ‘to bed’ in 
the fall anyway, so I use that time to 
fill those holes with sticks and then 
top them off with manure, compost 
and mulch. I’ve also found that plant-
ing on a slope has its drawbacks. 
Because the hugel is naturally rich 
in nutrients and water, my plants get 

so big that they sometimes need sup-
port, and trying to use tomato cages is 
tough, since the legs of the cages are 
so long and the manure/soil layer isn’t 
all that deep.” 

Blegen also touched 
upon an aspect of 
hügelkultur that is not 
often discussed.  Appar-
ently, snakes are attracted 
to the warm, moist voids 
inside young hugel beds. 
“They’re great to have in 
the garden, but never fail 
to catch me off guard!” 
she said.

When I ask Blegen 
how her blog plays into 

her self-reliant living experience, her 
enthusiasm for self-reliance shines 
through. 

“I love to share with and meet like-
minded people. There are so many 
amazing individuals out there with 
a wealth of knowledge that they so 
willingly offer. I’ve learned so much 
from others and would like to think 
that I might be able to offer something 
useful to someone else. It doesn’t take 
much more than the desire to live self-
sufficiently and in a more sustainable 
way. From there, it’s learning and do-
ing it better. And I’m always finding 
ways to do things better.”

Jill Henderson is an artist, author and 
organic gardener. She is editor of 
Show Me Oz (showmeoz.wordpress.
com), a weekly blog featuring articles 
on gardening, seed saving, nature 
ecology, wild edible and medicinal 
plants and culinary herbs. She has 
written three books: The Healing 
Power of Kitchen Herbs, A Journey of 
Seasons: A Year in the Ozarks High 
Country and The Garden Seed Saving 
Guide.

“I canned nearly 500 jars of food this year. We eat 
canned goods every day. It feels like going to your 
own grocery store, and I can’t think of anything more 
satisfying than that.”

NEED MORE  
INFORMATION?
You can read 
more about 
Erin’s journey to 
self-reliant living 
on her blog, Yel-
low Birch Hobby 
Farm at yellow 
birchhobbyfarm.
com.
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