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PROFILE

BY JANET WALLACE

ungle Farm — sounds like a kid’s dream of 
monkeys cavorting with horses, and hayrides 
through rainforests. The Jungle Farm in central 
Alberta is a great place for kids to visit and also 

a working farm producing strawberries, mixed vegetables 
and grain. The fourth generation farm is thriving, thanks 
to a mix of hard work, creativity and a great sense of fun.
Blaine and Leona Staples farm the land that Leona’s great-
grandfather bought in 1897. At that time, it was covered 
with trees and bush, and inhabited by moose, bears, 
wolves and foxes. To Jacob Daniel Quantz, a pioneer from 
Germany, it was “a jungle.” The land has been farmed for 
more than a century. 

Twenty years ago, the future of the Jungle Farm was 
up in the air. Leona’s parents were aging and the children 
had grown up and left. Leona was working as the District 
Home Economist in Medicine Hat when she met Blaine 
Staples, who had a Master’s degree in agriculture and a 
strong desire to farm. 

In 1996, Leona, now married to Blaine, returned. She 
said her father, “who had dirt in his blood,” was thrilled to 
hear she was coming home to farm. He wanted the chance 
to still “drive the tractor but not have to market grain.” 
Blaine and Leona now have three boys, ranging in age 
from 8 to 17.

The Staples farm five quarter sections (each 160 
acres) with four in grain and hay. According to Blaine, 
“The home quarter is devoted to fruit, vegetables 
and entertainment.” They have sixteen acres in 
strawberries, six in vegetables and three in other berries. 

Couple adds a modern 

mix of market garden 

& entertainment to 

traditional Alberta farm

Reinventing 

Jungle 
Farm
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The remainder is in lawns, hay and green manure crops.
Blaine and Leona started by planting 3000 strawberry 

plants. Now, they grow 50,000 strawberry plants, as well as 
mixed vegetables. 
“We made a lot of mistakes,” Leona says, “but one thing we 
did right was starting off small.”

They started selling berries from the farm and its U-pick, 
but sales were limited largely because of their location on a 
remote gravel road near the town of Innisfail but more than 
an hour and a half drive from either Calgary or Edmonton. 
They needed to attract people to the farm and, in doing so, 
created an excellent marketing strategy for their produce 
and a complementary income stream. For example, in the 
fall, visitors pay admission for a day at the farm where 
families can make scarecrows and kids can play and shoot 
the pumpkin slingshot. In the summer, visitors pay for 
workshops and buy meals and other value-added products.

Leona loves working in her profession of home 
economics “from the ground up.” She is passionate about 
teaching domestic arts—skills lost as food production has 
become industrialized.  For example, she offers “Field to Jar” 
workshops where participants pick and process strawberries. 
At the end of a fun day, they end up with jars of jam, a 
healthy dose of fresh air, the skills to preserve food and a 
greater understanding of the challenges of farming. The 
workshops take place in the farm store, where the Leona also 
sells sandwiches, salads, cookies, beef they smoke themselves 
and of course, strawberry shortcake.

The growing season is short and snow can come at any 
month of the year. Leona says, summer begins in July and 
ends the third week of August. The first killing frost is often 

in mid-September but can be much earlier.
“We have a beautiful, glorious fall,” she adds.
Blaine is responsible for most of the farm work, along 

with the assistance of Mexican farm labourers. Leona leads 
the tours and workshops, and provides the face of the farm. 
“I don’t get dirty,” she says, wearing striped overalls and 
smiling from under her straw hat.

In 3000-square feet of greenhouses, the Staples grow 
bedding plants to sell in the spring and transplants for their 
own fields. Only the spinach is direct-seeded; all other crops 
are started in the greenhouse and transplanted out.

Making the most of their cool climate, the Staples grow 
spinach and lettuce in succession. After strawberries, spinach 
is the second most important crop at the farm. Harvesting 
begins on the long weekend in May and can continue until 
the end of October.

All crops are planted in beds created by the tractor-pulled 
bed shaper. The seedlings are planted using a waterwheel 
transplanter and four workers. While the tractor moves 
slowly ahead, the transplanter pokes holes in the plastic 
mulch and rotates the plants so workers can place them in 
the ground.

A mile-long pipe brings water from a creek to their dug-
out. From there, water is pumped for drip irrigation. All 
berries and vegetables are irrigated except for the first crop 
of spinach. Many crops are mulched with plastic to retain 
moisture and control weeds.

The most problematic weed is common groundsel, 
which, Leona says, “We hate with a passion.” Weeds are 
hoed by the crew of Mexican farm labourers, or cultivated 
using the tractor-mounted ‘eco weeder’ produced by 

Leona Staples leads the tours and 
workshops, and provides the face of the 

farm. “I don’t get dirty,” she says.
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Univerco. The eco weeder is used to remove the weeds 
between crops in a row. From a seat in the cultivator, a 
worker uses handles to control the PTO-driven tines.

To increase the heat the crops receive, the Staples use UV 
transmissible plastic row covers over early greens, long day 
onions (e.g. Walla Walla) and heat-loving crops, including 
artichokes, watermelons, melons and squash.

The Jungle Farm is in Alberta’s hail belt. The lettuce, 
spinach and strawberries are particularly sensitive to hail 
damage and are sometimes covered. The cover, says Blaine, 
is “insect netting imported from Korea that is somewhat 
heavier than shade cloth. It is very limp and has enough 
weight that it doesn’t f lap or blow easily in the wind.” The 
netting spreads the impact of the hailstones and (ideally) 
does not let the stones penetrate the plants. He adds that the 
material has protected the plants from marble-sized hail but 
he doesn’t know how effective it will be against the golfball-
sized hail that sometimes hits the region.

The strawberries are planted in black plastic mulch 
which conserves moisture and controls weeds. Although it 
seems counterintuitive, the black plastic keeps the roots cool.

The plants take a year to become established, are 
harvested for three years and then replaced. In their cool 
climate, so-called June-bearing varieties mature in mid-
July. Winterkill is a constant threat. The farm is in Zone 
3 and subject to warm Chinook winds that can remove an 
insulating snow cover overnight.

The Staples focus on the Kent variety of strawberry, 
but also grow Cabot and Wendy. They trial more than a 
dozen cultivars each year. Eastern varieties of day neutral 
or fall bearing strawberries are grown in Solo Haygrove 
high tunnels with a single layer of poly. In 2010, after a cool 
spring, the berries in the tunnels matured three weeks before 
the ones outside.

“The tunnels,” says Blaine, “allow us to increase the heat 
to the plants and extend our season enough to get a crop 
with these varieties. These varieties have large fruit that 
ships very well.  The fact that the fruit is ripening under very 
cool conditions in the fall helps to contribute to its ability to 
stand up under shipping.”

The main pest is the Lygus bug in the strawberries, 
which leads to deformed berries. The one year the Staples 
didn’t spray pesticides, they lost 95% of their crop. They feel 
that pesticides are their only option largely because their 
farm is surrounded by fields of canola, the alternate host for 
the Lygus bug.

The Staples grow two acres of raspberries. Caroline, 
Polana and Anne cultivars are grown in high tunnels and 
many other varieties, including Boyne and Red Mammoth, 
are grown in the fields. As well, they grow an acre of 
Saskatoon berries.

About half of their produce is sold at the farm; the other 

half is sold at farmers’ markets throughout Alberta via the 
Innisfail Growers. The cooperative is made up of five farms, 
each with a different focus, that pool their products. Each 
farm helps sell the co-op’s produce, and 35% of sales are 
retained by the co-op. At the end of the year, any surplus is 
divided among the growers. The co-op enables its members 
to sell their produce in many markets. Because the co-op 
sells at markets almost every day of the week, the Staples 
can harvest more than once a week,  a great advantage when 
growing greens and berries.

The Staples focus on producing food but recognize 
some customers place a greater value on aesthetics and 
entertainment than on good, healthy food. Leona points out 
that they can get $5 for an artichoke f lower, but only $2 for 
a ripe artichoke. Consequently, they sell the f lowers at the 
market. This makes financial sense and attracts people to 
their stall. They continue, however, to sell some artichokes 
to restaurants.

Colourful patches of f lowers border the fields and 
gardens. The Staples focus on food, not ornamental, crops, 
but Leona says that visitors expect to see f lowers on a farm 
– it is part of the pastoral image. She adds that the farm is 
now being booked for weddings, where the fresh f lowers 
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Strawberries are planted in black plastic mulch which conserves 
moisture and controls weeds. Although it seems counterintuitive, 
the black plastic keeps the roots cool.

“We made a lot of mistakes,” 

Leona says, “but one thing we  

did right was starting off small”
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are valued. The farm is also ‘rented’ for birthday parties and 
corporate picnics. And other visitors pay to pick their own 
bouquets when they come to buy strawberries or attend a 
workshop.

One investment that has helped the farm is the construction 
of a bathroom by the farm store/kitchen, in addition to the 
porta potties. According to Leona, the new bathroom “makes 
people stay way longer. Instead of a one or two hour stop, they’ll 
stay for four hours, or all day.” A longer stay often translates 
into greater sales.

The Staples take value adding to a fun level. For example, 
they maximize the revenue from pumpkins by charging kids to 
shoot them using the pumpkin slingshot, and shooting them 
out of the pumpkinator cannon. 
At the petting zoo, goats, sheep, cats and chickens can be 
patted and/or fed. Children can wander through the corn and 
bale mazes, or go on a wagon ride. Admission is charged for 
these events, and while the kids are playing the parents can buy 
lunch and their weekly supply of fruit and vegetables. It’s a great 
arrangement for all. More revenue comes into the farm with 
greater visibility of the farm’s products. Families from the city 
have a great day out, and children have a positive outdoor rural 
experience. Leona, who also takes grade one and two students 
on farm tours, feels it’s important to introduce kids to the farm.

Almost all of their annual income is generated in six months 
of intense work. During this period, the work is non-stop. But 
Leona says the key is their long days. At summer solstice, they 
have about 17 hours of daylight. She says she is energized by the 
light.

“That’s the beauty of Alberta,” she says. “Long days with 
lots of energy.”

Janet Wallace gardens near the Bay of Fundy in New Brunswick. 
She is also the editor of The Canadian Organic Grower.

To increase the heat the crops receive, the Staples use UV transmissible 
plastic row covers over early greens, long day onions (e.g. Walla Walla) 
and heat-loving crops, including artichokes, watermelon, melons and 
(pictured) pumpkins.

Blaine Staples is responsible for most of the farm work, 
along with the assistance of Mexican farm labourers.

Insure your farm with a company founded by farmers.

Our company was started 65 years ago by a group of Saskatchewan 
wheat farmers who wanted to protect their families and their hard work. 
Today, The Co-operators is a leading Canadian-owned multi-product 
insurance company, protecting thousands of farms across 
the country.

To find a Co-operators agent near you, visit www.cooperators.ca.
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