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I. What are they and how do they grow?
A. Blueberries grow on a shrub, they are part of the Heath family and are related to cranberries, bilberries, azaleas, mountain laurels, and rhododendrons
B. Blueberries grow in clusters and may range in size from a small pea to a marble

C. Colors may range from blue to maroon to almost black

D. The waxy white color you see on blueberries is referred to as “bloom” or “wax bloom” and protects the fruits from the elements

E. Blueberry season is May through October
F. There are three main types of blueberries

1. Highbush: type most often found at the grocery store. These bushes usually grow 4-7 feet high, but may even grow as tall as 12 feet. Many of these shrubs have been hybridized to produce larger berries, which consumers prefer.
2. Lowbush: These are often referred to as “wild blueberries”. These shrubs usually grow no higher than 2 feet. These berries are smaller than Highbush blueberries and are not often found at the grocery store.
3. Rabbiteye: This species is native to the Southern United States and may grow up to 20 feet in height. These are cultivated less frequently than Highbush shrubs.
II. History of blueberries
A. Blueberries are one of the few fruits native to North America
B. Cultivation of blueberries was widespread in Native American Tribes. Europeans brought these back to Europe, but were not cultivated until recently

C. Native American tribes used blueberries for food, medicine, and dye for baskets and cloth

D. When Lewis and Clark explored the Northwest Territory, they found the Native Americans smoked blueberries to dry and preserve them for the winter. They also made a jerky with dried blueberries and meat.
E. Highbush berries were cultivated almost exclusively in North America until the 20th and 21st centuries

F. Consumption of blueberries within the US doubled from 1997 to 2007
III. Health benefits of blueberries
A. Blueberries have one of the highest antioxidant contents of all fruits and vegetables, spices, and seasonings.

1. The antioxidants in blueberries are beneficial for nervous system and brain health

2. New research suggests antioxidants in blueberries may improve memory

3. Antioxidants are anti-inflammatory

4. Antioxidants improve cardiovascular health

B. Berries, including blueberries, are a good choice for diabetics!

1. Berries are so low in sugar that a whole cup is only 15 grams of carbohydrate, or one carb choice.
C. Blueberries are rich in vitamins C and K, fiber, copper, and manganese
1. Vitamin C supports skin and immune system; vitamin K supports bone health

a. Note the vitamin K content of blueberries is not enough to interfere with blood thinning medications, so feel free to enjoy these if you are taking these types of meds.

2. Fiber content lowers LDL cholesterol

IV. Storage/Cooking
A. Choose blueberries that are firm, have uniform color, and possess a whitish bloom. 

B. Shake the blue berry container to see if berries move freely. If they do not, this may indicate the berries are soft, damaged, or moldy

C. Before storing, remove crushed or moldy berries to prevent spoiling of the rest of the berries

D. Do not wash berries until right before eating as water promotes mold

E. Store unwashed berries in covered container in refrigerator for up to 3 days
F. Freezing blueberries does not damage their nutrient stores, so freeze these or buy frozen if this is more convenient or affordable for you.
G. If you are freezing fresh berries, wash, drain, and removed damaged berries before freezing

H. Blueberries retain their maximum amount of nutrients in their fresh and frozen state. Antioxidants are destroyed in temperatures exceeding 350⁰F, so try to eat fresh and frozen berries whenever possible.

I. Preparation ideas:

a. Add fresh or frozen blueberries to smoothies

b. Add to cold or hot breakfast cereals

c. Put into yogurt

d. Include in fruit or lettuce salads
V. Fun Facts
A. Blueberries are the second most popular berry in the US diet behind strawberries

B. The anthocyanins (a variety of antioxidants found in blueberries) are what give blueberries their vibrant color
C. 95% of the world’s blueberry crop is grown in North America

D. Maine produces more blueberries than anywhere else in the world

E. Blueberries do not ripen after they have been picked
F. Blueberries are extremely perishable—They can grow mold in 12 hours after being picked if they are not stored in a dry, cool place
