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Hi! I’m Farmer Bee.
Welcome to the farm!

From Farm  to School  – 
Crops of North Carolina

Story by  
Heather Barnes and Karen Baltimore 
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Thank you!
This book is dedicated to the farmers of North Carolina who grow blueberries and the  
school nutrition professionals who prepare and serve them to our students.

This project coordinated by:  
Heather Barnes, Marketing Specialist  
North Carolina Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services 
and 
Karen Baltimore, Graphic Designer and Illustrator

		

Design and illustration by Karen Baltimore
For more of her work, please visit www.skypeak.com.

Special thanks to.. .  
Bill Cline, Researcher and Extension Specialist, Entomology  
   and Plant Pathology, North Carolina Cooperative Extension
Cindy Marion, Yadkin County School Nutrition Director
Dexter Hill, Marketing Specialist, North Carolina Department  
   of Agriculture and Consumer Services
Tracey Bates, School Nutrition Specialist, North Carolina  
   Department of Public Instruction
Benny Bloodworth, Research Specialist, Entomology and Plant  
   Pathology, NC State University
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I love eating blueberries at school. Let’s see how they get from 
the farm to my school cafeteria.
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Blueberries are native to North America. Native Americans called 
them “star berries.” They had many uses for the plant and berries  
including food, drink, medicine and dye for cloth.

The blossom end,  
where the flower was,  

is shaped like a  
five-pointed star.
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Many species grow wild. Birds, bears and other animals like to eat 
wild blueberries. They also eat huckleberries, which is another dark 
blue edible berry.
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Blueberries are grown on farms across the state. Most large farms are  
in southeastern North Carolina. Many sell berries to grocery stores,  
restaurants and schools.  
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Smaller farms market berries locally at farmers markets, tailgate markets  
or roadside stands. Some farms let you pick your own. 
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Blueberries grow on woody bushes. These perennial plants can live 
more than 50 years. Most bushes on farms are less than 20 years old.

Roots

Stem

Flowers

Leaf

Fruit
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North Carolina farmers grow three different types of blueberries– 
highbush, southern highbush and rabbiteye. Southern highbush  
blueberries grow in areas where it is not very cold. Farmers in eastern 
North Carolina plant these bushes, which are ready to start picking  
in the middle of May.
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Highbush blueberries grow best in the coldest parts of the state, the 
North Carolina mountains. Their berries start ripening in mid-June  
and July.   
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The fruit of the rabbiteye blueberry looks like a rabbit’s eye. They are 
grown across the state, except for the highest mountains. Berries are 
ready to pick in mid-June in southeast North Carolina and 2–3 weeks 
later in the Piedmont and Mountains.

Many home  
gardeners plant  

Rabbiteye blueberries.
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New fields are planted in late winter. Farmers plant small bushes, not 
seeds, into raised beds. 
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North Carolina soils 
have a pH between 
3.5 to 8 or higher. 

pH is a measure of how acidic or basic a soil is. Blueberries like soils with  
a low pH. Before planting, farmers take soil samples. This will tell if the 
soil pH is just right for blueberries. Blueberries like a pH of 4.5 the best.
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After planting, young bushes put their energy into growing leaves, 
shoots and roots. When the plants are three years old, they are big 
enough to produce berries.
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Farmers prune bushes every winter when the plant is dormant, or not 
actively growing. They use hand pruners to cut off old, weak and crook-
ed stems. 



16

Highbush blueberry plants can grow 6-8 feet tall. Rabbiteye can be even 
taller, reaching 20 feet! Workers can’t reach the berries if the bush is that 
tall. Farmers may use a mower to trim the entire plant at once.
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Blueberries need a certain amount of cold weather or the plant may not 
have many flowers or berries. North Carolina blueberries need from 400 
to over 1,000 total hours of temperatures below 45 degrees Fahrenheit in 
winter, called “chill hours,” to start actively growing.

Highbush blueberries 
need the most  
chill hours.
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Flowers must be pollinated by an insect, or a blueberry will not form. 
Many farmers rent bee hives. Beekeepers keep hives in the field March 
through May while bushes are blooming. 

Bumblebee pollinating blueberry flowers
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If temperatures get colder than 28 degrees Fahrenheit, the flowers can 
die. Farmers spray water over the top of flowers to protect them if it 
gets this cold. The water continually freezes around the flower, releasing 
enough heat to keep it from dying. 
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Every pollinated flower will form a blueberry. The youngest fruit will 
be green. As they ripen, the color changes to a reddish-purple, then 
finally a deep blue.
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Bushes that don’t get enough water will have small, shriveled berries. 
Most farmers water plants during dry weather. They use overhead 
irrigation, a drip line, or combination of both. 

Bumblebees pollinate 
blueberries too!
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Most blueberries in North Carolina are picked by hand. Some  
blueberries are ready to start picking in mid-May!
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How do farmers know a blueberry is ripe? Like strawberries, blueberries 
do not continue to ripen after picking. Ripe berries are fully blue and  
are sweetest when left hanging on the branch for a few days. 
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Blueberries have a natural waxy substance on the surface that gives them  
a pale blue appearance. You can rub this “bloom” off with your finger. 
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It takes 6 to 8 weeks for all the berries on a bush to ripen. Each bush 
is harvested weekly. Green berries are left behind to ripen. Blueberry 
season in North Carolina can last through the middle of August.

June is 
Blueberry Month in 
North Carolina!
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Blueberries are picked and poured into trays. They are taken to packing 
sheds, where large fans cool the berries down. It’s hot in the summer, so  
if berries are not cooled, they will start to decay.
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After cooling, berries are sorted on a packing line. Berries that are  
green, soft or not ripe will be removed. The rest are packed in clear  
plastic clamshell containers. Most North Carolina blueberries are  
sold fresh. 
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At the end of the season all blueberries left in the field can be picked  
with a machine. It drives over the bushes and shakes the berries off.  
These berries are sold for processing. Blueberries can be frozen,  
dehydrated or pureed. 
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Fresh or frozen blueberries are shipped on trucks, airplanes, and boats  
to markets across the United States and other countries.
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You can buy fresh blueberries at grocery stores, farmers markets or 
roadside stands across the state. Some blueberries even end up in your 
school cafeteria.  

Captain America Fruit Cups
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Blueberries are a nutritious fruit! One cup of berries has only 80 calories. 
They are fat free and a good source of fiber and other nutrients. Store fresh 
blueberries in the refrigerator. Wash berries just before eating.
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Blueberries are an ingredient in many foods including cereal, yogurt 
and jam. I love blueberry pancakes and muffins. What about you?

Blueberry Muffins 
Ingredients
1 cup milk
1 egg
½ cup vegetable oil 
2 cups all-purpose flour
2 tsp baking powder
½ cup white sugar
½ cup fresh blueberries
Directions
Preheat oven to 400 degrees F. Line a muffin tin with paper liners. In a large bowl, stir 
together milk, egg, and oil. Add flour, baking powder, sugar, and blueberries; gently mix the 
batter with only a few strokes. Spoon batter into cups. Bake for 20 minutes. Serve hot.



Funding for “From Farm to School:  Crops of NC” was made possible by the  
U.S. Department of Agriculture’s (USDA) Agricultural Marketing Service  

through grant 17-182-2003. Its contents are solely the responsibility of  
the authors and do not necessarily represent the official views of the USDA.
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The North Carolina Farm to School program has  
been supplying school cafeterias with fresh, NC  

grown produce since 1997. The program is  
coordinated by  the North Carolina Department  

of Agriculture and Consumer Services.  
For more information, please visit ncfarmtoschool.com.
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