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Blueberry, A Favorite Son

One of my favorite fruits is the blueberry.  It is tasty, sweet and easy to grow.  That is, if you start them right.  In fact they are like children.  Proper care when they are small will avoid many problems later on.  Let me tell you how to start right with baby blueberry plants.

Blueberries come in two types for Georgia - rabbiteye blueberries and the highbush blueberries.  Rabbiteyes are the easiest to grow.  The highbush blueberries require much more soil preparation and irrigation.  Call for details before you start with the highbush blueberries.  For most people I recommend rabbiteye blueberries.

First, pick a good neighborhood to place your blueberry child in.  You won’t have to worry about school districts, but look for good soils, plenty of sun and a source of water.

Blueberries like six to eight hours of sun a day.  However, they appear to me to have the ability to survive on less sun than most fruits.  They will do best and grow sweeter fruits with this much sun.

Blueberries like moist soils but like most plants cannot stand wet roots.  They like water but not all the time.  I reckon this is like the children who love to swim but object to regular baths.

Blueberries grow best on sandier soils, but will survive on clays if the soils are well tilled.  Till the area well, adding two to three inches or more of organic matter.  You can use compost, ground pine bark or wet peat moss.  Do not add lime to the soil.  Blueberries grow best in areas that are slightly acidic (lower pH).  You might want to get a soil sample and have that sample tested to check the pH and other soil nutrient levels.  Bring your soil sample to our office (Dade County Extension Office – located in front of Dade Middle School) for testing.  We will send the sample to the University of Georgia Soil Testing Lab and you should get a complete result back within 7 to 10 days.
Both children and blueberries need room to grow.  Blueberries grow well in a row.  Plant them four feet apart, if you want them to grow together into a hedge.  Plant them eight to ten feet apart if you want to be able to walk between them.

A plant’s roots need room, too.  Dig planting holes at least two to five times the width of the root ball.  Carefully break up the root ball before planting.  Plant them no deeper than they originally grew in the pot.  Cover the root ball slightly with dirt so it does not dry out.  Do not plant the blueberry deeper than it was growing in the pot.

Unlike children, we can pick the kind of blueberry we like.  You need to plant more than one variety, so they can pollinate each other.  Select an early, mid-season and a late variety to extend the harvest.  Here are a few recommended varieties: 

Early - Austin, Brightwell, Climax, Premier and Woodard

Mid-season - Bluebelle, Brite blue, Chaucer, Powder blue and Tif blue

Late - Baldwin, Centurion, Choice and Delite


Climax, Chaucer, Choice, and Woodard are not suggested for mountain areas because they bloom early.  Brightwell, Centurion, Tifblue, and Powderblue are generally the most spring freeze resistant.  


Remember the most important thing about starting rabbiteye blueberries is to plant more than one variety for cross-pollination.  Cross-pollination is necessary for fruit set.
Remove one-third of the branches at planting.  Do not fertilize at planting.  Apply one ounce of 12-4-8 or 16-4-8 after growth begins in March.  In succeeding years, apply one ounce per foot of height of the plant, but never more than eight ounces.  Apply this in March after growth begins and again in June.  Never over fertilize.  You can damage the plant.

Under good management, blueberry bushes will produce some fruit the second or third year after transplanting.  By the sixth year they will yield as much as 2 gallons each.  The yield will continue to increase for several years as the plants get larger.

Blueberries will reward your hard work with berries and a beautiful plant.  They can even be planted as ornamental plants.  

