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A PRAIRIE ORCHARD
IN YOUR OWN BACKYARD

PHILIP RONALD, PH.D.
RIVERBEND ORCHARDS

RIVERBEND ORCHARDS

20 acres of fruit  
production

South side of  
Por tage la 

Prair ie

Fruit  production
“Ever y th ing but  
s t rawberr ies !”

Fruit  plant 
propagation

MARKETS

Focus on 
Manitoba market

U-pick

Pre-pick

Fresh

Frozen

Value-added 
processing:

Saskatoon pie

Jams

Apple cider

SASKATOON

6 acres

A prair ie niche 
market

Pick by hand & 
machine

Best margin on 
fresh picked 

fruit

Chal lenges:

Disease

Bird control

HASKAP

4 acres

A new berry crop 
for  the prair ies

Blueberry - l ike 
fruit  in mid to 

late June

Too early?

Hand picking is  
tedious

Plan for 
mechanical  

harvest

TREE FRUIT

2 acres

Focus on apples,  
plums

Grow in sod to 
assist  with fal l  

shutdown 

Market local ,   
no-spray fruit

Pursue 
processing 

options - c ider
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TART CHERRY

1 acre

An outstanding 
species for  the 

prair ies

Very precocious

Hand picking is  
relat ively s imple

Fence for  deer

High demand for 
f ruit ,  but pitt ing 

required

OTHER FRUITS

ARONIA

CRANBERRY

GOOSEBERRY

RHUBARB

Small  acreage, 
tr ial  plantings

Primari ly for 
processing

Easy, no spray 
fruit  crops for 

growers

Aronia - chokeberry

Gooseberry

Highbush cranberry

OBJECTIVES

Ideas for the 
backyard fruit  

grower

What should I  
plant?

How do I  tend 
to my orchard?

What can I  do 
with the fruit?

OPTIMIZING SOIL & 
CLIMATE

NATIVE

SOILS

Manitoba soi l :
Lake  Agass iz

High c lay  content

Alka l ine  pH

Best soi ls  are 
deep,  l ight to 

medium textured 
and high in 

organic matter

Alkal ine soi ls :
Ample  

macronutr ients

(N,  P,  K)  

L imi ted 
micronutr ients

(Fe ,  Mn)

SOIL 
ENRICHMENT

Nutrit ion

Texture

Microbiome

Harvestable 
plants require 

nutr ient 
replenishment

Compost
Recyc le  nutr ients

Slow re lease

Fer t i l izer
Organic/synthet ic

Choose low 
Ni t rogen b lend
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CLIMATE

A major force

Lack of  
precipitat ion can 

be overcome

Focus on 
temperature

Winter  co ld  

Heat  un i ts

Spr ing /  fa l l  f rost

Value of  shelter,  
snow capture

MB advantage:
Sunshine

Low humid ity

WINTER 
HARDINESS

Work with 
proven cult ivars

Consult  
hardiness zone 

maps

Spring / fal l  cold 
– damage new 

growth and 
vascular t issue

e.g .  Romeo

Winter 
temperatures 

ki l l  f lower buds
e.g .  Mount  Royal  

P lum

Romeo Tart Cherry

FROST 
DAMAGE

The ult imate 
fruit -stopper!

Only one 
flowering 

period per 
calendar year

Temperatures 
of -2 C or

combination of 
wind & cold

Early bloomers 
e.g.  apricot,

saskatoon,  

cherry

SUNSCALD

Southwest injury

Late winter  
sunshine 

tr iggers sap 
movement

Rapid cool  down 
at sunset = 
contraction,  

cracks,  bl isters

Protect south 
side of  tree:

Whi te  la tex  pa int

Tree  guard

Shade f rom 
af ternoon sun

REQUIREMENTS FOR 
FRUIT PRODUCTION

POLLINATORS

Usually  insects

Honey bee –
2,000 f lowers

Mason bee 
Bumble bee

Vectors for  
pol len

Nectar reward

Temperature 
dependent

Plant early 
f lowering bulbs 

& perennials
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POLLINIZERS

Plants which 
provide 

appropriate
pol len to others

Self -compatible 
e .g .  saskatoon

Self -
incompatible

e .g .  app le ,  p lum

Ornamental  
crabapple

Ef fectiveness:
Qual i ty  po l len

Bloom t ime

Placement

PEST 
CONTROL

Fruit  plants 
face many 

abiotic 
challenges

BUT

The greatest 
threats are 

l iv ing

General vs
specific pests

Aphids vs. 
fi rebl ight

SANITATION

Homeowner:  
no chemical 

control

Pick fruit  
before fal l

Clean up any 
fal len fruit  
soon af ter

Best option for 
breaking pest 

l i fe cycles

X

X

FIREBLIGHT

Af fects apples & 
pears

Bacterial  
disease –

spreads l ike f i re

Remove 
diseased twigs

15 cm below 
infection

Disinfect af ter  
each cut

Burn or bag 
wood

APPLE 
MAGGOT

Tunnel damage 
within the fruit

Lifecycle:
Adul t  f l y  emerges  
f rom underground 

in  June/Ju ly

TRAP
Lays  eggs  on 

en larg ing f ru i t  

Lar vae  feeds  
ins ide the  f ru i t  

unt i l  autumn

CLEAN UP
Fru i t  fa l l  - la r vae  

bur row into  so i l  to  
over -winter

Red sphere traps
Late spring or early summer

Trap egg-laying adults

Female lays eggs

Larval damage

SPOTTED WING 
DROSOPHYLLA

Invasive al ien 
species

Appears to blow 
in every spring 

from USA

Targets sof t  
f ruits that 

mature af ter  
July 20

Watch out for 
larval  fruit  

damage on:

Tar t  cherry

Raspberry

Cherry plum
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ANIMAL 
CONTROL

Mouse,  vole,  
rabbit

Of ten winter  
damage – on or

under  snow

Deer
Browsing in  
summer  and 

winter

Solutions
Fenc ing

Tree  guards

Remove habi tat

Poison ba i t  packs

Cages  on young 
t rees

Rabbit on apple

Mouse on cherry

Vole on raspberry BIRD 

CONTROL

Waxwing

Robin

Catbird

More noticeable 
in backyard 

orchards

NETTING:
Helpful  for  cher r y,  
saskatoon,  grape

Essent ial  for  
haskap

Water-sprinkler 
may reduce 
piercing by 

thirsty birds

PRUNING

Dormant pruning 
– early spring

Create a scaf fold 
of  wide angle 

branches
60-90 degrees

Promote interior  
air  c irculat ion 
and sunl ight

Promote spurs

Remove 
diseased & dead 

wood

IDEAS FOR BACKYARD 
ORCHARDS

USE OF SPACE

A diverse 
backyard 

orchard requires 
careful  planning

Apple,  pear,  
apricot – may be 

too large for  
some yards

Focus on species 
that f i t :

dwar f  app les  

p lums

tar t  cher r ies

assor tment  of  
smal l  f ru i t  p lants

Ussurian Pear

Manchurian Apricot

HIGH DENSITY 
PLANTINGS

Group trees in 
pol l inizing 

groves

Rows with t ight 
spacing

Pruning 
required for 
aeration and 

solar 
penetration

Small  statured 
trees

e.g.  plum
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DWARF APPLE

Stay of f the 
ladder!

The power of 
rootstock

Mature at half  
the size of 

regular

Fruit  is the 
same size

Produce fruit  
earl ier

ESPALIER

Espalier 
pruning along 

fences

A two-
dimensional,  

dwar f fruit  tree

Train branches 
with cross wire

Focus on spur 
formation

A labour of 
love

HAT-TRICK 
APPLE

Multiple apple 
varieties on a 

single tree

Eliminates 
need for 

separate trees

Provides a 
selection of 

fruit  –
dif ferent uses

Do it  yourself 
option -
graf t ing

LANDSCAPE 
INTEGRATION

“Edible 
ornamentals”

Combine 
aesthetic and 

nutrit ional 
value

Dense, 
compact plants 

with flowers, 
fal l  colour

Non-suckering

Aronia flowers

Aronia - form

Haskap

HEDGES & 
FENCES

Placing fruit  
plants in low 

priority places

Plant Hedges 
Make a l iv ing 

“fence”

Aronia – 6’

Haskap – 5’

Gooseberry – 4’

Cover Fences
Obscure a non-

l iv ing fence

Grape

Kiwi

Aronia - fall

Louise Swenson Grape

CONTAINER 
GARDENING

Container 
gardening for 

small  fruit  
plants

Blueber r y

Raspberr y

St rawberr y

Large pots

Suitable soi l  
media for  water 

retention

6-8 hours of  sun

Overwinter 
above -10 C
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CULTIVAR SELECTION

APPLE

Most popular 
f ruit  tree in MB

Flowers rarely 
frosted

Large fruit  & 
easy picking

Store wel l

Early/mid/late 
season cvs

Cult ivars:

‘Gemini ’

‘Goodland’

‘Odyssey’

‘Prair ie Magic’

KERR

APPLECRAB

Resistant to f i re 
bl ight

Intensely 
f lavoured fruit  –

great juice

Matures in late 
September to 
early  October 

Frost promotes 
f lavour

Excel lent 
storage - 27 wks

RescueDolgo Trail

PLUM

Cold hardy,  pest 
free

Early bloomer = 
few pol l inators

Complex 
pol l ination

Ripe fruits drop 
quickly

Cult ivars:

‘Pembina’

‘Tecumseh’

‘Toka’

‘Tecumseh’

‘Toka’

Plum curculio

PEAR

Tallest  of  al l  
prair ie fruit  

trees

Very cold hardy,  
soi l  adaptable

Fruit  over-r ipen 
on tree,  drop 

quickly

Pick early,  r ipen 
of f  the tree 

Cult ivars:
‘Ear ly  Gold ’

‘Pra i r ie  Welcome’

‘Ure ’

‘Ure’

‘Early Gold’

APRICOT

Most chal lenging 
of  prair ie f ruit  

trees

Winter  damage to  
f lower buds

Bloom ear ly  –
spr ing f ros t

Choose a spot 
that is  slow to 
warm in spring

East  s ide  of  house

Cult ivars:

‘Casino’

‘Bakers Gold’

‘Debbies Gold’

‘Westcot’
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TART CHERRY

Large shrubs

H:  8’  W:  6’

Self -pol l inated,  
own-rooted

Red f leshy fruit ,  
picks clean

10-15 kg

Must be pitted!

Cult ivars:

‘Carmine Jewel ’

‘Jul iet ’

‘Romeo’

SASKATOON

Proven native 
fruit  species

Tasty purple fruit  
in mid-July

Grow to be large,  
leggy shrubs

Suckering issue

Cult ivars:

‘Nor thl ine’

‘Smoky’

Small  stature:

‘Parkhi l l ’

HONEYBERRY 
(HASKAP)

Compact plants

H:  4’  W:  4’

Frost -tolerant in 
bloom ( - 7 C)

Very unique,  
healthy fruit

Breeding:  
increasing yield 

and fruit  s ize

Cult ivars:

‘Aurora’

‘Honey Bee’

Boreal  ser ies:

‘Bl izzard’

‘Beast’‘Boreal Blizzard’ = 2.8 g‘Tundra’ = 1.5 g ‘Aurora’ = 2.2 g

RASPBERRY

Easi ly  grown

Late bloomer –
avoids spring 

frost

Flower and fruit  
on 2 year old 

canes

Manage suckers 
to promote 
f lor icanes

Cult ivars:

‘Boyne’

‘Souris’

‘Red Mammoth’

CURRANT / 
GOOSEBERRY

Small ,  compact 
plants

Easy to grow,  
self -pol l inating

Few pest 
problems

Gooseberry 
Cult ivars:

‘Pixwel l ’

‘Poorman’

Currant 
Cult ivars:

‘Red Lake’

Ben ser ies

Pixwell Gooseberry

Captivator Gooseberry Ben Nevis Black Currant

Red Lake Currant

PRAIRIE FRUIT PRODUCTS
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THE 
CHALLENGE

To process 
avai lable fruit  

into stable food 
products

Ideas:

Diversi fy orchard 
to r ipen over 

several  months

Two-stage 
processing

Fruit  Share
2010 to  2016  shar ed  
over  63 , 000  p o u nds  

o f  f r u i t !

TREE FRUITS

APPLE

PEAR
PLUM

TART CHERRY

Large volume of  
fruit  f rom single 

tree

Addit ional  
preparation 

required

Skinning,  
pitt ing,  coring

Consider the 
cider option

Burwalde Juice - Winkler, Manitoba

BERRIES

A growing 
industry

SASKATOON

HASKAP

ARONIA

RASPBERRY

STRAWBERRY

Pick clean in 
season

Freeze in 
shal low trays,  
then bag with 

label

Smoothies or
processing later

SUPERFRUIT

A fruit  with high 
anti -oxidant 
proper ties

Blue,  purple,  
black berr ies

Promote as more 
than food –

natural  medicine

Free-radical  
scavengers
ant i -cancer  

ant i -ag ing

ant i -hear t  d isease

Process careful ly  
– fresh is  best

THANKS FOR LISTENING


