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Berries can be an important part of the product mix for a small diversified farm in 

Western North Carolina. Several types of berries and other small fruits seem to thrive in our 

climate and in our mountain soil. The harvest from a variety of berry patches and orchards can 

stretch the market time out for most of the growing season, attracting people to your farm 

booth which leads them to buying other things as well.  Customers like produce at the market 

but they really like fruit.  Berries are among our most popular items. This article will focus on 

the 3 types of berry crops that we grow on our farm, strawberries, blueberries, and 

blackberries, and how we incorporate them into our product mix. I will follow the seasons and 

discuss them in the order that they ripen on the farm. 

 Strawberries are the first major berry crop to pick and sell from our farm in the spring. 

They are a welcome sight at the market and help diversify the table by adding color and a 

delicious smell to the mix. Strawberries can bring in good money early in the season, which is 

welcome after the long early spring that usually has an unbalanced cash flow. The picking 

season for annual June bearing strawberries is usually mid-May through mid-June. 

 Blueberries follow the strawberries, usually ripening early June through early July. We 

grow high bush varieties that come in early summer when there is not a lot of competition. 

These are also a highly valued berry by consumers as they are super high in antioxidants, very 

flavorful, and only available locally for a brief time. They are higher off the ground than the 

strawberries and a welcome picking activity after the full bend to the ground required for 

picking strawberries. 

 The final berry crop that we grow is thornless blackberries. They ripen around the end of 

July and can bear until September. They are trellised high up off the ground, with wires at knee, 

waist, and shoulder level. Blackberries are a welcome addition to the product mix in the fall and 

sell reliably. 

 There are many other crops that grow well in Western North Carolina, like raspberries 

and apples. I will not go into any detail in growing these, as I have no experience on our farm. 

The market for small fruit is wide open as there are many people interested in purchasing 

them. They can be sold directly to the consumer either through CSA shares, at tailgate markets, 

to restaurants, or having folks pick the fruit themselves. 

 

 



Strawberries 

Varieties: There are 3 main varieties of strawberries June bearing, everbearing, and day 

neutral.  

June bearing strawberries are generally transplanted in the fall and harvested the following 

spring. This is the variety that we grow and the primary type used for commercial production in 

this area. 

Everbearing strawberries produce a spring crop and a late summer crop of berries. The 

combined harvest usually equals the harvest of the June bearing types. 

Day neutral varieties initiate fruit buds throughout the season and produce a smaller number of 

berries through the summer and fall. 

Planting/growing system – For an annual plasticulture 

strawberry planting system, strawberry plants are 

transplanted in the fall, usually before mid-September. 

The plants must be ordered before mid-July to give 

growers a chance to grow the transplants. It may be 

possible to grow your own on farm with a misting 

system in the greenhouse. We find that buying 

transplants is worth the expense.   As weed pressure 

is a big concern when growing strawberries, usually 

either plastic or landscaping fabric with drip tape 

underneath is used in commercial strawberry ventures. 

As organic growers, we do not fumigate under the 

plastic, and with the plants prone to various diseases, it 

works best to rotate through the fields so that they do 

not grow in the same place for 10 years. We plan to have the strawberry patch in a summer 

cover crop of buckwheat that can be easily incorporated into the soil in mid-August. The plastic 

is laid a week or so before we expect to be transplanting, weather dependent, of course. We 

plant two rows in each four foot wide bed with the plants one foot apart and the rows 2 feet 

apart. After the plants are in the ground, we seed with white clover in between the beds so that 

we can manage the patch by mowing the clover and keeping it low. 

Land Requirements – Strawberries prefer a moist, well drained soil with high organic matter 

content. They will be most productive with at least 8-10 hours of direct sunlight daily and a pH 

of around 6.0. They can easily be damaged by spring frosts, so avoid low-lying areas and choose 

a site with sufficient air drainage and elevation. Strawberry plants never outgrow weed 
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pressure, so choose a site that has minimal perennial weeds and plan to deal with the weeds 

that do come by hand weeding. 

Equipment – As with any row crop, you will need some sort of equipment for bed preparation. 

We use a tractor, disc, chisel plow, and sometimes a rotovator to prepare the soil. The plastic 

and drip tape are laid with a simple plastic mulch layer. The plants are transplanted using a 

water wheel transplanter. Floating row cover is usually essential in this climate as there is 

almost always a late frost after the strawberries are blooming. They need to be covered at 

night, and uncovered during the day so that the flowers can be pollinated to make berries. We 

use rakes to manage the weeds in the aisles and a riding lawn mower to keep the clover down 

so that we can see the strawberries to pick them. The berries are picked by hand into pints and 

picked up into flats to take to market.  

Time and Labor  

This section is divided between three major activities; planting, weeding, and harvesting. 

Planting - It is always a big project to get the strawberry plants into the ground. We plant an 

acre, about 12,000 plants into black plastic mulch with drip tape underneath. The soil is 

prepared by one person and a tractor working up to 6 hours, depending on the weather and 

condition of the field. The plastic and drip tape are laid by 1 tractor driver and 2 helpers who 

cut and bury the ends as the tractor goes back and forth; this usually takes 4 hours. The water 

wheel transplanter has changed our lives as far as getting the plants into the ground and 

watered in an efficient and timely manner. It takes 1 person to operate the tractor, 4 people to 

ride the transplanter and stick the plants into the ground, and 1 person to follow behind, 

picking up empty flats and filling in any holes that are missed. The transplanting operation takes 

about 5-6 hours to complete. Altogether that is about 55 person hours. 

Irrigation – After the plants are in the ground, the drip irrigation must be connected and 

checked for leaks. Drip irrigation is enough if we get some rain as well during the first couple of 

weeks that the plants are in the ground. If it is really dry, we do set up overhead irrigation as 

well just until the planting is established. 

Weeding - The plants do most of their growing in the winter, so the weed pressure at that time 

of year can be minimal. However, as our climate warms up, chickweed is becoming a 

tremendous pressure by late winter/early spring. We usually have to spend a full day or two 

with a few people to get the weeds out of the holes, and raked back from the plastic so that 

they can be mowed and managed. We use leaf rakes to pull the chickweed and clover back 

from the plastic mulch and follow with 2 passes of the riding mowers between each row. Once 

we have it under control, we mow as often as is needed depending on rain and how fast things 

are growing. 



Harvesting – Picking an acre of strawberries several times a 

week takes a lot of people. We gather our 4 full time 

apprentices, ourselves, and any other volunteers or family 

members available and plan to pick for a couple of hours. We 

carry a stack of pints with us, pick and fill them, and place 

them between the rows to pick up into flats when we are 

finished. As this is a back breaking task, we usually only pick 

for 2 hours maximum and leave the rest for the next day. We 

generally pick strawberries every other day, depending on 

the abundance of the berries and our market schedule. 

 

 

Blueberries 

Varieties: There are 3 main varieties of blueberries - low bush, high bush, and rabbit-eye.  

Low bush blueberries are grown primarily in extreme northern areas but can be successful in 

zones 7-3. They are harvested by raking and adapted from native species that grow in cold 

northern climates. A deep snow that fully covers the bushes is necessary to help them survive 

the winter in northern climates. 

High bush blueberries are grown commonly in Western 

North Carolina. They grow to be 4-6 feet high and wide 

and generally produce their crop in early summer. They 

need to be pruned every winter to allow for big juicy 

berries. 

Rabbit-eye blueberries are more tolerant of high pH soils 

and higher temperatures than the other varieties. They 

are sensitive to cold temperatures and are not grown 

north of the Carolinas. In fact they used to be 

recommended only for the piedmont, but they are now being recommended by NC extension 

for the mountains as well. They can grow taller than high bush, anywhere from 5 to 20 feet and 

generally ripen later. The fruit tends to be seedier and smaller than the high bush berries. 

Land requirements: Blueberries favor acid soil, with a pH of 4.5-4.8 being optimal. They also 

need soil that is high in organic matter. Green manure cover crops, such as buckwheat or oats 

are good to grow as a soil amendment before planting the berry plants. Good soil drainage is 
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also important in choosing a growing site as blueberries have shallow, fibrous roots that can be 

starved for oxygen in anaerobic soil. 

Blueberry plants: When purchasing blueberry plants, choose healthy 2-3 year old plants. Bare 

root stock will be less expensive, but will take several years longer to produce fruit. In fact, if 

bare root stock is purchased it may be more effective to grow them in pots for the first year or 

2 to get a healthy plant that will be able to out compete the weeds. 

Planting: Blueberries are a perennial crop, so it is important to prepare the soil well and plant 

them correctly as the berry patch could be there for 40 or more years. Planting can be done in 

the spring or the fall in this area. I recommend the fall as they have time to get established, 

usually benefit from winter snow and rains, and have a chance to grow before they have to 

compete with weeds. High bush blueberries are generally planted 4 to 5 feet apart with rows 8 

to 12 feet apart depending on the equipment that will be used for mowing. Rabbit eye 

blueberries are planted farther apart and low bush plants are planted closer together.  

 They should receive full sun. At least 2 varieties, preferably more, need to be planted 

together so that they can cross pollinate as this insures larger fruits that ripen earlier. A wide 

planting hole is more important than a deep one. The bushes should be planted into a hole 

prepared with thoroughly wet peat at the same level that they were growing in the pot. Spread 

the roots out fully, adjust the plant to the proper height and fill the hole back in with soil. Water 

well and tamp down the dirt. 

General care after planting: It is a good idea to keep an 

area 3 feet around the bush weed free. Mulching with 

well composted wood chip mulch 4-6 inches will help 

with weed suppression and to retain soil moisture. It is 

important to use mulch that has been well composted 

as green mulch can rob the soil of nitrogen and slow 

growth. An organic fertilizer can be applied around the 

drip line of each bush in late winter early spring better 

with N to avoid breaking dormancy and to encourage 

berry production and insure that the balance of 

nitrogen and carbon is not out of balance with the 

mulch applications. About an inch of water per week is 

ideal for blueberry bushes. During their first year of growth they should be checked often as the 

shallow roots are not very good at absorbing water from deep in the soil. Blossoms should be 

removed the first year or 2 to prevent the bushes from making fruit so that the growing energy 

can go into creating roots and a big healthy plant for many years to come. It is very difficult for 

a farmer to do this, but well worth it in the long run. 
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Pruning: Mature blueberry bushes, older than 5 years of age, should be pruned annually. 

Opening up the bush to light has several advantages for the bush such as providing more air 

circulation with reduces the growth of fungus diseases, and encouraging flower bud and fruit 

development. A bush that is pruned well is easier to pick and has larger fruit. Both major cuts 

and detailed cuts are used to open up the plant for optimal fruit production. A mature bush 

should have between 10 and 20 healthy canes of various ages. 

Harvest: We harvest into gallon milk jugs, or berry containers carried around our waists with a 

belt so that we can pick with both hands. Blueberries are much smaller than strawberries and it 

takes quite a few to fill up a pint. We sell them in ½ pint pulp containers to our customers. We 

do not do much you-pick as they are such a valuable crop and well worth our time to pick them. 

Our field is right beside a very busy road, so we often time our picking so that it does not fall 

during the morning or evening rush. There is definitely more demand than available blueberries 

in our community, especially in the years when we have a late frost and lose the whole crop. 

When we have very warm winters followed by a few freezing nights while the bushes are in full 

bloom, it is a very gloomy situation for the farmer. This has happened twice during the past 10 

years of having mature bushes.  

Blackberries 

Varieties: Erect-growing blackberries have sturdy, thorny canes that do not need to be trellised. 

These are winter hardy to -10 F and commonly grown in northern regions where winter snow 

cover is reliable. 

Trailing blackberries are usually genetically thornless, have larger and sweeter fruit than erect 

growing varieties, and are winter hardy to 0° F. They need to be trellised and pruned annually.   

Land Requirements: Blackberries prefer a well drained 

loam soil with a pH of 6.0-7.0. They cannot tolerate 

standing water or heavy, poorly drained soils. It is 

beneficial to prepare the soil at least a year in advance 

and plant in cover crops to help the blackberry plants 

with weed competition in future years. 

Planting: Bare root or “nursery mature” plants, plants 

that have been grown in an outdoor setting for a couple 

of years, can be planted in the fall or the early spring. It 

is best to plant on an overcast wind-still day as bramble 

roots are sensitive to drying out and direct sunlight. Blackberry roots, in particular, are sensitive 

to sunlight and should be kept in the dark until planting. The roots of bare root plants should be 
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soaked in water for up to a day before planting. Thornless blackberries should be planted 4 feet 

apart with rows 8-12 feet apart. The plants have wide shallow roots which should be spread out 

in the hole before being covered with dirt and tamped down.  Plan on the canes spreading into 

the aisles so plan wider aisles than the width of any machines that you plan to use.  

General care after planting: Brambles should receive an inch of water to get established as well 

as in the weeks preceding harvest to produce abundant fruit. A drip irrigation system works 

well and should be used where natural rainfall is less than 1 inch per week. Mulching can help 

to retain soil moisture. Blackberries benefit from receiving an annual side dressing of nitrogen 

around the plants in a 2 foot wide circle, either from animal manure or organic fertilizers. 

Pruning and Trellising: Thornless blackberries require a sturdy trellis as the plants grow into 

huge amounts of plant material. We use posts set into concrete at either end of our 150 foot 

rows with 4 t-posts in between. Three high tensile wires with tightening mechanisms installed 

are attached to the posts. As the plants mature, up to 6 primocanes are selected and tied to the 

wires with zip ties, strings, or tomato clips. These canes will produce fruit the following season, 

and then be removed and 6 new canes will be selected and attached to the wires. They should 

be topped to comfortable picking height, and the side branches trimmed to 12” to produce the 

most berries.   

Harvest: We harvest blackberries into gallon jugs or berry picking buckets attached to our 

waists with belts so that we can use both hands. We then transfer them to ½ pint containers 

quickly so that they will not be squished. Blackberries need to be sold quickly after harvesting 

as they are very perishable. It is always important to look out for yellow jacket nests in the 

ground as they tend to build those in the late summer during blackberry picking season.  

Marketing: We harvest and sell our berries directly to our 

customers at a premium price. Local berries are a highly 

valued commodity and people are willing to pay a fair price 

for them. In 2012 the going price seemed to be $2 per half 

pint. If we have more than we can sell directly, we freeze 

them and plan to process them into jam when we have 

accumulated a significant quantity. We rent the Blue Ridge 

Food Ventures kitchen 2-3 times a year to process our 

frozen berries into jam. This gives us a valued added 

product to sell at market and effectively extends our berry 

harvest for a few more months. 
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Some Sources for berry plants–  

Aaron’s Creek Farm in Buffalo Junction Virginia 

434-374-2055 

Cottle Strawberry Nursery, Inc. 

2488 West NC Hwy 403  

Faison, NC 28341  

Phone: 910-267-4531 or 910-267-1836 Blue Book: #152781  

Fax: 910-267-0156  

DeGrandchamp’s  

http://degrandchamps.com/ 

Madison County Extension 

They do a berry/fruit tree order once a year at a great price for local farms. 

http://madison.ces.ncsu.edu/ 

Nourse Farms 

http://www.noursefarms.com/category/strawberries 

Walker Brothers/Jersey Asparagus 

Walkerplants.com 

Useful Plants at Earth Haven 

Usefulplants.org 

 

 

 

 


