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“
Composting, which generates high temperatures, is the safest way to use animal manure in your garden.       see page 29 >>

”

farmstead

Bull Strong, Hog Tight

illustrations: ray E. Watkins, Jr.

For our ancestors, it wasn’t uncommon to use 

materials found on their land to fence in their livestock. Some 

made their own fences from Mother Nature’s bounty, while 

others grew them in the form of hedgerows. Te later method 

may have taken longer, but since most folks tended to setle their 

homesteads early in life with the notion of staying there for the 

rest of their days, such a living fence made sense.  

Such a fence is, however, just as viable an option today. See 

below for tips on how to create one yourself, and, as a bonus, 

we’ve included information on growing shelterbelts—a sort of 

cousin to hedgerows—to help reduce heating bills and protect 

your home and other structures from winter’s wicked winds. 

the Hedge
In its most modern iteration, a living fence is a fairly thick 

hedge of trees and shrubs to which barbed wire is atached, or 

even ingrown through the tree trunks. While this structure 

serves its purpose, a living livestock fence that is free of wire or 

any other metal will allow for trimming and harvesting fence 

posts or firewood as the hedgerow matures.

 Establishing an animal-tight hedge will take a few years and 

you’ll need to devise a plan to keep your grazing animals away 

from it until it becomes well established. When constructed 

carefully with appropriate 

tree and/or shrub species, 

the hedge will be physically 

impervious to most classes 

of livestock for years to 

come. If at least one of 

the species in the hedge 

is thorny, animals that 

lean on the hedge will get 

pricked and thus learn to avoid it. As with any fence, however, 

such containment only works if the animals are not starved or 

frightened into needing an escape. 

Planning and Planting the Hedge
In the fall, lay out your hedge and mow down the grass where 

it will be planted. Turn a furrow or otherwise till the area; the 

turned soil will mellow over the winter. If weeds or grass begin to 

sprout, turn down with a disc, tiller or hoe. 

 When choosing the main structural wood for your hedge, 

consider easy-suckering hardwood trees like Osage orange, black 

locust, holly, honey locust, elm or oak. Many of these plants 

produce viable seeds, so use whatever you have readily available, 

but avoid the use of plants such as the noxious multiflora rose 

Grown to survive 
decades, living 
hedge fences contain 
livestock and provide 
shelter fom the 
elements.  B y  k a r e n  k e B
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