
        By Sue Gwise, Horticulture Educator 

A staple of our holiday meals is the cranberry.  Whether you have that special recipe for cranberry sauce, or 

you add the berries to stuffing and breads, or if you just slide it out of a can, most people will not go without 

this truly American fruit. 

If you speak to a botanist about cranberries, you’ll have to use the Latin name, for there are two types of 

plants that have the common name of ‘cranberry’:  the lowbush cranberry (Vaccinium macrocarpon) and the 

highbush cranberry (Viburnum tribolum or V. opulus ‘Americana’).  The lowbush cranberry is the one that 

adorns our holiday table. 

A member of the Heath Family, the lowbush 

cranberry is a true cranberry and is related to 

blueberries, azaleas and rhododendrons.  It is an 

evergreen, perennial groundcover that is native 

to the swamps and bogs of North America.  

Lowbush cranberries can be found wild from the 

Canadian Maritimes south to Georgia and west to 

Minnesota.  The horizontal stems of the plant 

root along the soil surface forming a dense mat.  

Flowers appear in May and June and the fruit 

ripen from September to October. 

The lowbush cranberry is the one that is seen in 

TV commercials featuring the two people 

standing in a flooded field.  Commercial lowbush 

cranberries are grown in fields that are flooded to facilitate harvest.  The ripe berries float and are easily 

‘raked’ up.  Flooding also controls insects and prevents frost damage, but it is not necessary.  You can grow 

your own cranberries and just pick them by hand, which is not feasible for large producers. 

Lowbush cranberries are readily available and can be planted in the spring or fall.  The plants prefer a soil 

that is acidic and high in organic matter.  That is why you don’t see many wild cranberries in Jefferson 

County—our soils are too alkaline.  They don’t do well in clay soils either, but in a raised bed where you can 

control the acidity and add lots or organic matter, low bush cranberries will grow very well.  Just remember 

that cranberries have a fine, shallow root system- most of the roots are in the top 4 to 6 inches of soil.  So be 

careful when weeding the first couple of years. Once the plants develop into a mat, heavy weeding shouldn’t 

be necessary. 
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The highbush cranberry is also native to North America, but it is in the Honeysuckle Family and is related  to 

the elderberry.  These cranberries taste and look just like the lowbush, or commercial cranberry, but they are 

produced on a bush that grows about 15 feet tall.  With their formal, rounded shape, highbush cranberries 

have been used primarily as ornamental.  In the landscape, they work well as a hedge or screen.  The red 

berries persist into the winter and contrast nicely against snow. 

White flower clusters, or cymes, are 3 to 4 inches across and develop in late May.  The plants are hardy to 

zone 4 and are less fussy of soil conditions than lowbush cranberries.  Just don’t plant them in dry areas—

water stress will cause the plants to decline.  They 

transplant easily and will tolerate partial shade. 

The berries are edible only if you purchase the 

correct species and/or variety.  If you intend to 

eat the fruit, make sure you get Viburnum 

tribolum (American cranberrybush viburnum) or 

Viburnum opulus variety ‘Americana’.  If you get 

just Viburnum opulus, you will end up with the 

European cranberrybush. This species, without 

the American variety, has very astringent fruit; 

plus it is not native, so it doesn’t really contribute 

anything to our native ecosystem.  Producers have 

recently been looking into using the tasty 

viburnums in commercial farms—referred to as 

‘upland’ or ‘dry’ cranberry production. 

Native Americans used cranberries in foods and as a dye and as medicine.  Dutch and German settlers coined 

the name ‘craneberry’ because the flowers of the Vaccinium species apparently resemble the head of a 

crane.  The first Thanksgiving probably did not include cranberries.  Colonists learned of cranberries from 

Native Americans most likely at a later time.  Native Americans also introduced colonists to pennicum, a high 

energy food that was also used by explorers and fur traders.  Dried bison, moose, elk or deer meat was 

pounded into flour and combined with dried cranberries. Sort of like a granola bar for the 17th century! 
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Thanks to CCE’s nutrition department, here are a couple of cranberry recipes to try this holiday season: 

Apple-Cranberry Stuffed Winter Squash 

5 acorn squash 

1 12-ounce bag of cranberries, washed 

4 large apples 

1/2 to 3/4 cup finely chopped walnuts 

3/4 cup quick cooking oatmeal 

1 teaspoon cinnamon 

1/2 stick butter 

3/4 cup brown sugar 

1/2 to 3/4 cup orange juice, apple cider or apple juice 

Directions: 

Wash squash.  Cut 1/2 (lengthwise).  Scoop out seeds and discard.  If you want you can keep the seeds to 
rinse, drain and toast later. Microwave squash for 15 to 20 minutes.  Take out and set aside. 

Meanwhile, wash, peel, slice and chop apples.  Melt butter in large skillet.  Add apples and cranberries to skil-
let.  Sauté on low until apples just start to soften and cranberries start to burst; add juice, walnut and cinna-
mon.  Heat one minute more and stir in oatmeal and brown sugar.  Remove from heat and fill squash with 
mixture.  Bake in baking pan in oven at 350° for 25 minutes more or until squash is tender and mixture is 
lightly browned. 

Cranberry Sauce 

1 12-ounce package (2 cups) whole cranberries 

1/2 cup sugar 

1 apple, chopped 

1 cup water 

Dash of salt 

Directions: 

Wash berries and lift from water into a large saucepan. Add 
sugar, water, chopped apple and salt. 

Stir to mix ingredients. 

Cover sauce pan and set on heat. Cook only until berries start to pop. 

Remove lid and lightly stir, using care not to crush berries. 


