
Establishing and Cultivating Fruit and Nut Plants in the Backyard 
 
Why grow fruits and nuts in your backyard? 
 

Cultivating your own fruit and nut plants will bring you joy and provide a connection to 
the natural world. 
 
It will give you an opportunity to experience the beauty of plant growth and observe 
natural ecosystems. 
 

 The experience of producing even a portion of your own food is valuable. 
  

Perennial fruit and nut plantings can provide food and gardening pleasure for decades. 
 
Edible landscapes are more functional than purely aesthetic landscapes 

   
 
Choose the appropriate location to grow your plants. 

 
Understand the soil fertility and pH requirements of your crops.  Assess your backyard 
soil and make intelligent planting decisions. 

     
Understand light requirements of your crops and choose appropriate locations to grow.  
 
Understand moisture requirement of your crops and choose appropriate locations.  Ensure 
sufficient drainage  exists. 

 
Skillfully establish your crop. 
 

You only get one chance to do this - and perennial crops may last for decades - so take 
the time to correctly establish crops. 
 
Plant out at the appropriate time of year, usually spring and before buds break. 
 
Buy plants from a reputable supplier and ensure you have chosen varieties that will 
pollinate each other. 
 
Plant as soon as you receive plants in the mail.  If necessary, cold-store plants prior to 
planting.  Soak tree roots in water for a few hours to hydrate.  Never let the roots dry out! 
 
Dig an appropriately sized hole -don’t skimp.  Spread the roots naturally in the hole.  
Prune off any damaged roots.  Refill hole with the native soil – not compost. 

  
Prune the shoot at planting to bring in balance with root system.  Often most of the shoot 
is pruned off at planting! 
 



Provide sufficient water during establishment - critical to success. 
  
Manage water and nutrients to promote vigorous plant growth. 
 

Learn about your native soil fertility.  Look at the soil and organic matter content.  
Observe how other plants grow to assess soil fertility.  Soil nutrient tests are informative. 
 
Many fruit and nut plants do not require high fertility levels. 
 
Amend poor soils with compost and organic fertilizers such as manures ideally prior to 
planting.  If possible, dig in the amendments. 
 
Keep a thick mulch layer around your fruit and nut trees.  The mulch will help hold 
water, keep soil cool during heat of summer and release nutrients as it degrades.  
 
Provide irrigation for water-loving crops.  Water with the hose or build a drip system.  
Soaker hoses work great and use water efficiently.   Collect rainwater and gravity feed 
through drip tape.  Assess your watering by digging down to check penetration.  

 
Plan to deal with plant pests. 
     

Expect pests - they are the rule and not the exception.  Some damage is acceptable.  You 
are going to have to share. 
 
Scout your crops regularly for the presence of pests.  Know what pests to expect on your 
specific crop, learn their habits, signs and symptoms. 

      
Exclude large pests like birds, bunnies, deer, groundhogs, and dogs with fences and 
netting.  Use motion detectors hooked up to sprinklers to deter deer.  Send the dogs after 
them. 
 
Animals like to chew on tree trunks and woody stems especially during winter.  Protect 
stems with wire mesh or plastic guards. 
 
Lots of insects and mites want to eat your plants.  Learn to differentiate the good from the 
bad.  Bad guys include aphids, spider mites, beetles, cutworms, catapillars and bag 
worms, slugs. 
 
Deter insects and mites with organic sprays such as insecticidal soap, dormant oil, neem, 
spinosins, BT.  Squirt them off with the hose -a time honored and effective method of 
insect pest control. 

          
Selectively remove weeds that compete with your crops. Don’t remove non-competing 
weeds – they provide shelter for beneficial insects, stabilize and cool soil – but don’t let 
them cast seed! 

      



Control disease organisms to the extent that you can.  Without toxic pesticides your 
option are limited.  Select disease resistant varieties.  Practice good sanitation -prune 
away infected wood or tissue and burn.  Trellis, train, and prune plants to facilitate air 
circulation to limit fungal infections. 
 
Common diseases of fruit and nut trees include wilts, cankers, leaf spots, and fruit rots.   
 
Recognize and encourage natural pest enemies. Provide companion plants and habitat 
that harbor beneficial bugs.  Good guys include parasitoid wasps and flies, ladybugs, 
mantis, spiders, and lacewings. 

 
Choose the right fruit and nut crops for you. 
 

Decide how much time you want to spend working on your plantings and choose crops 
accordingly.  Apple trees require a lot more care than currants.  
 
Are you interested in quick returns on investment, such as grapes and strawberries or 
long term crops like walnut? 

      
Select hardy cultivars that are appropriate for your region and microclimate.  Choose 
disease resistant cultivars.   Ensure you have cultivars which will pollinate each other.  
Do you need a male for pollination?  
 
Select appropriately sized trees for your space.  Dwarf fruit trees are great for small 
spaces.   

 
There are many fruit trees options for your backyard. 
 

If you want apple or pear trees, select varieties with disease resistance – these trees have 
lots of disease issues and require extensive pruning. 
 
Don’t try to grow most sweet cherry cultivars.  Stick with sour cherry – the cultivar 
‘Montmorency’ is a good one.  Or grow bush cherries! 
 
Consider Italian style plum trees.  They are hardier and easier to grow than Asian plums.  
The cultivar ‘Stanley’ is a good one.   
 
Consider non-traditional fruit trees.  Juneberries, shipova, American persimmon, and 
pawpaw are unique, easy to grow, delicious, and have few pest issues.   

 
If you have space and patience, nut trees are excellent in the backyard.   
 

Chinese chestnut is fast growing and yields nuts after a few years.  Filberts are easy to 
grow as a hedge and improved, disease resistant cultivars are available.   
 



Carpathian walnuts are hardy here and black walnut grows like a weed but both take 
years to come into bearing – plant them for your grandkids.   

 
There is a stunning variety of small fruits that flourish in backyard gardens. 
 

Strawberries are very easy to grow, yield the first year, and are hard to beat for flavor.  
Spring and ever-bearing varieties exist. 
 
Blueberries take a few years to establish but will produce fruit for decades.  New 
cultivars are very high yielding.  Plants are beautiful and hardy once established.  Require 
acidic soils. 
 
Consider currants and gooseberries.  Many different types are available.  Gooseberry 
fruits can get to chicken egg size!  Can be pruned and trellised creatively. 
 
Grapes are very easy to grow and yields can be stunning.  They require a sturdy trellis 
and some pruning skill.  American varieties like ‘Concord’ and ‘Niagara’ are very hardy 
and have few disease and pest issues.  American/European hybrids for wine are a bit 
more challenging. 
 
Red and Black raspberries should be in every garden.  Can be trellised or not.  They get 
some diseases but just prune out bad canes.  Reds come in summer and fall bearing types. 
‘Heritage’ is a time tested red raspberry.  ‘Jewel’ and ‘Bristol’ are great black raspberries. 
 
Other unique backyard fruits include, Autumn olive and goumi, beach plum, cranberries, 
lignonberry, hardy kiwi. 

           
      
           
     
 
 


