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The Wide World of Lingonberries
Stalking the Elusive Berry in Europe

Ross Penhallegon, Horticulture Extension Agent, OSU

In  1 999 , I tra vel ed  th e easte rn Un ite d Sta te s a nd  Ca na da to  ob se rve  a nd assess Nor th 
Am er ica n lin go nbe rr y p ro ducti on. This two- we ek jo urn ey (“ Stalkin g the  Wi ld  [a nd  No t- So- 
Wi ld ] L in gon be rry,”  AENe ws Issu e N o. 16 5, Ja nu ary 2 000 ) too k me to  ever y n ur ser y
an d/or gr owe r of li ngo nb err ie s i n Wisco nsi n, Mi ch iga n, Ma in e, No va Scoti a, an d
Ne wfoun dl and . I l ea rne d tha t the re  we re  on ly th re e N or th Am eri ca n n ur ser ie s a nd  si x
gr ow ers p rod ucing  l ing on ber ri es ou tsi de  of Oreg on  an d Washi ngton . H aving  seen 
ph otogr ap hs of va st li ng onb er ry pa tch es, I w as se archi ng fo r o ne . But gi an t l in gon be rry
fi el ds pr ove d elu si ve; the bi gge st fi el d I foun d in tw o w ee ks of se ar chi ng  wa s less tha n one 
acre , a nd  wi ld  pr od uctio n w as sp ar se as we ll .

As l ing on ber ri es ar e a lso g ro wn in  Eu ro pe, the ne xt ph ase  o f thi s r esear ch  ne ce ssi ta ted 
lo oking  a t the  wo rl d p ro ducti on of li ng onb er rie s. Th is wo ul d o f cou rse i nvolve fie ld  wo rk.
So me one  h ad to  tr avel to  Eu ro pe an d take a  l ook a t p ro ducti on an d r esear ch  th er e. I
vo lu nte er ed to  pe rform  this g rave task.

But…What Is a Lingonberry?
Th e lin go nbe rr y i s a sma ll, r ed fr uit g row n on bu she s less tha n a foo t tal l. It is a lso  know n
as cowb er ry, p artri dge  b err y, mo un tai n cra nb err y, ro ck cr an ber ry, d ry-gr ou nd cr anb er ry,
li ng en, l ing be rry, fox b err y, an d red  b err y. Th e nam e "li ng onb er ry" o rig in ate d in Sw ede n.
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Wi ld  li ng onb er rie s are  foun d acr oss the  No rther n Hem isphe re  in  Alaska , Saskatch ewa n,
No va  Scotia, N ewfou ndl an d, La bra do r, an d the  Scan din avian  coun tr ies. The  w ild  p lan t is
qu ite sho rt, thre e to si x i nches tall , and  p rod uces fr uit o n a  sing le  bl oo m. Do mesti c
li ng onb er rie s, ma ny of w hich ori gi nated  in  Euro pe , a re  pl an ts th at ha ve be en cr oss-b red  to
gr ow  to  e igh t to tw elve inche s tal l. Th ey ha ve tw o b lo oms a nd pr odu ce  mo re  fr ui t tha n the 
wi ld  va ri ety.

Li ng onb er rie s are  u sed  i n j am s, je lli es, p re ser ve s, co nce ntrates, a nd  li qu ors; the  b err ie s
ar e also sol d fre sh . In the  m id- 19 90s, the  l ing on ber ry ma de  co mm ercia l i nr oad s in
nu rseri es in  Oreg on , Wiscon si n, an d M ichig an , p ri mar il y a s an "e dib le  or na men ta l" pl ant.

The Adventure Begins
On  Augu st 2, 2 001 , my wi fe Ka te an d I took o ff fo r Ger man y and  Scan di navia  fo r twe nty-
ei gh t d ays o f incre dib le  ad ve ntu re  an d infor matio n g ather in g. Ou r fir st stop wa s H an ove r,
Ge rm any, to lo ok at th e onl y kno wn  me ch ani ze d l in gon be rry p icker . U nfortun ate ly, w e
ar ri ved  o n a  Frid ay, a nd  no  o ne wa s a va ila bl e a t the  u niver sity to he lp us du ri ng th e
we ekend .

Mo nd ay we  we re  off to Ma lmo , Swe de n, wh ere  w e m et up  w ith  a  co nsultan t n am ed Pa t
Ca rr oll  w ho dr ove  u s a ro und  h alf o f Swe den  l ookin g a t gro we r fie lds a nd vi sitin g
pr ocessor s. We  to ur ed an  eco ag ce nte r tha t was tryi ng  to  g row  l ing on ber ri es. We sto ppe d
at the wo rld  l ing on ber ry ge rm  re po sitor y i n Bal sg ard  a nd di sco ve red  that the pr ogr am  ha d
be en  di scontin ued . Thi s mea ns th ose o f us in  th e lin go nbe rr y i nd ustry mu st fi nd  an d save
as m uch  o f thi s p la nt ma ter ia l a s possi ble .
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We  foun d tha t man y of th e g ro wer s who  w ere  tryi ng  to  g row  l ing on ber ri es al ong  w ith  o the r
cr op s d id  no t have sma ll  fr ui t e xp eri en ce. Thei r lin go nbe rr ies w ere  n ot th e top  pr io rity,
th er efo re  pr od uctio n o ften su ffe re d. A succe ssful  pa ir  of g row er s n am ed Bo  an d So lveig 
Ni lsson  o f Mo he da we re ve ry excited  to  find  o ut th at th e l in gon be rry trad e is al ive  a nd we ll
in  the Un ite d Sta te s. Th ey ha ve be en gr owi ng  li ng onb er rie s for  a bou t fou r yea rs an d have
de ve lop ed  a ve ry ni ce li ne of li ng onb er ry an d r aspbe rr y j am s a nd  je ll ies.

We  stop pe d i n eve ry ma jo r tow n o n our  tran s- Swe de n j ou rne y, lo oking  for li ngo nb err y
pr od ucts in th e g ro cer y sto re s. We  fo un d j am s, je lli es, a nd  co ncentra tes; in no rth er n
Sw ed en, w e e ve n fou nd a lin go nbe rr y w in ema ke r. (Inte re ste d?  He  h as 40 ,00 0 liter s to
se ll !)

From Sweden to Finland
Ne xt we  w ere  o ff to  He lsinki, Fi nl and , whe re  we  m et up  wi th  Me er i Sa ar io, the on ly active
li ng onb er ry re sea rcher  i n Fin lan d. Sh e sho we d u s aro un d h er  te st pl ots a nd  expl ain ed  he r
re se arch, in cl udi ng  re su lts from  u sin g diffe ren t mul ch ing  m ate ri als. She  h as al so
un co ver ed  ne w ind icati on s tha t l in gon be rri es ma y have som e wee d- sup pr essin g
pr op ertie s.

We  w ere  o rig in all y goi ng  to  g et a car  a nd dr ive  a rou nd  He lsinki, bu t Mee ri  su rp rised  us b y
offe rin g to sh ow us ar ou nd. H er exper ti se an d l ocal pe rsp ective mad e our  visi t eve n mor e
pr od uctive. We  we re  ab le  to  take  seve ra l w al ks in  th e Fin ni sh fo rests, w he re we  sa w
ab un dan t wil d pop ul ati on s o f lin go nbe rr ies a nd bi lbe rr ies ( Eur op ean  b lue be rri es). In 
He lsinki, we  visi te d a  g rea t far me rs ma rke t, bu t it wa s a  b it to o e ar ly fo r fre sh wi ld
li ng onb er rie s.

Th ro ugh ou t o ur  tr avels, we ob ser ve d fie lds o f g ra in, corn , and  p ota to es. Euro pe an an d
Scan din avian  farm er s a pp ear  to g ro w a bo ut th e sam e r an ge of cr op s tha t i s gro wn  in  the
Wi ll ame tte Val ley. If yo u i gn ore d the  r ed ti le ro ofs a nd th e d iffer en t l an gua ge s, yo u w ou ld
th in k you  we re  in  w ester n Ore gon . The  clim ate, we ath er , m ou nta in s, la kes, cro ps, a nd 
ga rd ens w ere  a ll si mil ar  to  those at ho me, a s w er e the  no xi ous w eed s. In  fact, hog we ed,
th e new est n oxiou s wee d in Or ego n, is g row in g w il d a ll  over  Eu ro pe an d Sca ndi na via !

On to Estonia
Fr om  Fi nl and , we hydro fo ile d to Eston ia , w he re we  ro de  a bu s fro m the  ca pi tal , Tal li nn,
do wn  to  the so uth er n Estoni an  ci ty of Tartu. Th er e w e met Taim i Pa al  an d Dr. Kass, who 
ha ve  be en  co nd uctin g l in gon be rry r ese ar ch fo r ten  ye ar s. Th eir  test p lots com pr ise  a bou t
tw o acr es or  o ne he cta re , o n whi ch  th ey te st di ffere nt be rr y var ietie s a nd  pr od uctio n
me th ods.
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We  then  d rove to th e sou the rn most par t of Eston ia  to  l ook a t the  wi ld  be rr ies, an ar ea th at
ju st ha pp ene d to be  ne xt to  the La tvi an  an d Russi an bo rde r. We  w ere  i nstru cte d to br ing 
ou r passp orts, “j ust i n case.” We asked  wh at th at me an t a nd  we re  to ld  th at th e Russi ans
stil l com e a cr oss the bo rde r una nn oun ce d. (That m ade  u s fee l r ea l safe.)  But in  th e
in te rest of scien ce  an d the  g rea te r g oa l o f coo pe rative e xtensio n, we  tr ud ged  o ut in to th e
mi dd le of a ye llo w pin e for est, th irty kil om ete rs fr om  th e nea re st sm all  town , and  l ooked  at
wi ld  li ng onb er ry stand s.

Afte r w e picke d a bo ut te n l iters o f the  wi ld  be rr ies, our  d river  sa id  he  knew  the Ru ssi an 
bo rd er gu ard s and  w oul d dri ve  us r igh t up ne ar th e b or der . He tu rne d befor e w e actua lly
cr ossed  the bo rde r, bu t it wa s clo se en oug h for  m e.

On e of th e m ost m em ora bl e p ar ts of th e tri p was a  stop  at Taim i Pa al ’s fa rm, w hich had 
be en  in  the fa mil y for  3 00 ye ars. The y sti ll  fa rm ed wi th ho rse s, te nd ed a hug e gar de n, an d
ha d bar ns ma de  of concre te an d r ocks. Old mo rta r she ll s l eft o ve r fro m the  la st Ru ssian 
occu patio n l ie  ru sting  a way b y o ne  of the ba rns.

Finally, Germany
Fr om  Esto nia  w e fle w to Mun ich, Ge rma ny. H er e w e spe nt ti me  lo oking  for mo re
li ng onb er ry pr odu cts a s wel l as ha zel nu t p ro ducts. Ger man y is a hug e con su mer  o f
pr ocessed  li ng onb er rie s and  o f h azeln ut bu tter an d con fecti ons, whi ch , o f cou rse, an y
go od  fi el d r esear ch er wo uld  n eed  to sam ple .

On  a  si de  tr ip  to  Fussen , Ger man y, we  took a  ca bl e car  up  a  12 ,0 00- fo ot mo untai n n ea r
th e Austr ian  b ord er . We enj oyed so me si ghtse ein g at th e top , b ut a co ope ra tive exten sio n
ag en t n ever re sts. On th e w ay ba ck do wn  th e mou ntain , I spo tte d wil d lin go nbe rr ies
gr ow ing  a lon gside  the ca ble  car ro ute ! Our  i nfo rm ati on  sa id  th at no  w ild  l ing on ber ri es we re
gr ow n i n Ger ma ny, so w e’ ll ha ve to  go  b ack a nd in vesti gate thi s fur th er.

Th e last day i n M un ich  b efo re  he ad ing  o ut, w e a ttend ed  th e city’ s h ug e far mer s mar ke t.
We  foun d seven  di ffere nt ma rket stand s sel li ng fr esh  l ing on ber ri es. In tal kin g to th e
ve nd ors, we le arn ed  th at th e sou rce for  mo st of these was the Bl ack Fore st--a no the r pla ce 
we  w ill  h ave  to r evisi t in ou r q ue st fo r the  el usive  l ing on ber ry.

Conclusions
Th e most sig ni fican t thi ng I lea rn ed on  my European lingonberry expedition is that
Oregon and Washington are now the world leaders in commercial production of
lingonberries. That is kind of a scary thought, since our industry is still in its infancy. But
this news should be very exciting for Pacific Northwest lingonberry growers. I also
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discovered that very little research is being conducted on lingonberries elsewhere in the
world, which makes our work here even more important. Re se arch is ne ede d to
de te rmi ne  wh ich var ietie s a re  be st to  g row , inclu din g whi ch  ha ve  th e best yie ld . M ar ket
re se arch is ne ede d to di sco ve r the  po te nti al  fo r sal es an d eco no mic viab il ity. The  m arket is
stro ng in  Eu ro pe, e spe ci all y in Ge rma ny an d the  Scan di navia n cou ntr ie s, wh ich  h ave  a 
tr ad iti on  of u sin g lin go nbe rr y p ro ducts.

Th e next inter natio nal  l ing on ber ry co nfere nce w il l b e hel d Mar ch  7, 2 002 , at th e N or th
Wi ll ame tte R esear ch  an d Exten sio n Cen te r i n Aur or a, Or ego n. (For  up da ted  i nfo rm ati on ,
go  to Intern et UR L http ://ww w.o rst.e du /de pt/in fo net/ , then  click on "N ews," th en 
"U pcomi ng  Even ts." Scr ol l to Mar ch .) No rth  Amer ican gr owe rs ar e excited ab out the
po te nti al  of this smal l, re d fru it. We hop e to pu rsu e app ro pri ate r esear ch  an d lau nch
ve hi cle s such as a Web  site  a nd ne wsl etter  so tha t e me rgi ng  li ng onb er ry in for ma tio n can 
be  shar ed  wo rl dwi de .

Ross Penhallegon is a Tri-County Extension Horticulture Agent with Oregon State
University. When he is not trotting the globe in search of the elusive lingonberry, he can
be found in Eugene, Oregon, at (54 1)  68 2- 424 3 or ross.penhallegon@orst.edu.

Se e Ros s Penha lle gon’s  prev ious AENe ws ar ticle :
“Sta lking the Wild (and Not -So-Wild) Lingonberr y” on t he Inter ne t a t
http://aenews.wsu.edu/Jan00AENews/Jan00AENews.htm#anchor5301120
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