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  The Wild Bunch
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  She was a New Yorker on her first trip to Maine, and I couldn’t help but eavesdrop as she perused the produce at a midcoast farm stand. In her hands she cradled a green quart box brimming with dusky blueberries. “Ooooo, look at these baby berries!” she cooed, gently nudging the fruit. “Look how tiny they are! Aren’t they sweet?”




  Sweet they are, I wanted to tell her, and tart, too, but they are not, as she presumed, “baby,” or immature, versions of the familiar marble-sized blueberries grown in New Jersey, Michigan, and other places around the world. They are wild blueberries, an ancient species (Vaccinium angustifolium) that took root in North America as the glaciers receded ten thousand years ago and thrived in the sandy, acidic soils that other plants found inhospitable. Naturally growing stands of wild, or lowbush, blueberries are commercially harvested only in Maine and eastern Canada, and fresh ones are almost impossible to find in markets south of New England.




  Grazing on them in roadside patches and on granite hilltops is a mid-summer rite in these parts. Each berry bursts with its own flavor. The first may be sweet, the second tart. One may be grapey, another citrusy. Some are intense. Others are subtle. As you pluck your way through a mass of the low-growing shrubs, you begin to associate tastes with colors: maybe the indigo ones are sugary, the black ones piquant, the turquoise ones tangy. Pop a handful into your mouth and you get a jammy fusion of flavors (purple lips and purple teeth, too). Pour a couple of cups of them into a piecrust, and the filling bakes and oozes into something deep, intricate, and just plain wonderful.
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  There’s a reason wild blueberries from one bush taste different from those of its neighbor: they are different. One acre of wild blueberries typically contains well over one hundred varieties of the berry, each one as genetically distinct from the other as a McIntosh apple is from a Delicious. The shin-high plants mingle as they grow, spreading underground by way of a shallow rhizome root system that sprouts new shrubs, which are clones of the original bush (some very old clones sprawl over areas as large as football fields). “That rich genetic diversity is what gives wild blueberries their unique flavor,” says David Yarborough, a wild blueberry specialist with the University of Maine Cooperative Extension. “You also get a mix of overripe and underripe fruit along with fruit that’s perfectly mature, which adds to the complexity of their taste.” He estimates that there are 6.5 million distinct wild blueberry clones in Maine alone. And since the bushes cross-pollinate, there always is potential for new clones to be created.
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    Why Do They Call Them “Wild”?




    Lowbush blueberries are called “wild” because, unlike domesticated highbush blueberry bushes, they are not planted from seeds or cuttings and their millions of varieties were created by bees transferring pollen, not by researchers wielding tweezers. Commercially-owned naturally-growing stands of wild blueberries get plenty of cultivation though, coaxed as they are to maximum production from the releasing of those bees in spring to the mowing or burning of fields to prune shrubs in fall.


  




  By contrast, there are just slightly more than one hundred varieties of the cultivated, or highbush, blueberry species, and since a grower is likely to plant only one or two of them, his field yields berries that are uniform in size, color, and flavor. Larger, sturdier, and easier to pick than wild blueberries, highbush berries are the variety you’re most likely to find in the supermarket produce section. But if you relish fruit for its flavor, not ease of harvest, you’ll find the cultivated globes, while tasty, can’t compete with the tart, distinctive flavor of wild blueberries.
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  Cultivated Blueberries




  Cultivated, or highbush, blueberries are in the same genus—Vaccinium—as wild, or lowbush, blueberries, but they are different species. The three most common types of highbush blueberries are:




  Northern Highbush Blueberry (Vaccinium corymbosum) Domesticated from native North American plants in the 1920s, the northern highbush blueberry is a youngster compared to wild blueberries, which are early colonizers dating to the end of the last ice age. Plants typically grow four to seven feet tall depending on the cultivar.




  Rabbiteye Blueberry (Vaccinium ashei or Vaccinium virgatum). Native to the southeastern United States, these berries are pink (like a rabbit’s eyes) before they turn blue. They are sweeter than northern highbush blueberries, but their skin is a little tougher after freezing. They grow taller, too – as much as twenty feet if not pruned.




  Southern Highbush Blueberry (Vaccinium corymbosum hybrid). This blueberry is a relatively new heat-tolerant cross between the northern highbush blueberry and native southern species.
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  From Wild Blueberry Association of North America.




  2 large or 3 medium shallots




  2 tablespoons olive oil




  1½ cups frozen wild blueberries




  3 ounces water




  3 tablespoons Grey Poupon mustard




  1 tablespoon peach or apricot preserves




  1 tablespoon cornstarch




  ½ teaspoon salt




  2 endives




  1 radicchio




  2 yellow peppers




  2 tablespoons white wine vinegar




  ¼ teaspoon salt




  ⅛ teaspoon pepper or more to taste




  1 pinch sugar




  3 tablespoons olive oil




  ½ teaspoon ground coriander




  Six 2-inch rounds of goat cheese ½-inch thick (about 6 ounces)




  2 tablespoons powdered sugar




  Sauce: Peel and dice shallots. Sauté in 2 tablespoons of olive oil until softened about 3 to 5 minutes. Stir in berries, 3 ounces of water, mustard, and preserves. Simmer 3 to 5 minutes. Mix cornstarch with a little cold water until the mixture is smooth. Add to the blueberry mixture, stirring well. Bring to a boil, cook for 2 to 3 minutes. Add salt. Let cool slightly.




  Salad: Clean and wash endive, radicchio, and peppers. Cut endive into bite-size cubes. Slice yellow peppers into thin strips. Cut radicchio into bite-sized pieces. Mix vinegar, salt, pepper, sugar, and olive oil in big bowl. Add salad ingredients and toss well.




  Cheese: Dredge top of goat cheese rounds in powdered sugar. Place goat cheese on baking tray covered with foil. Brown slightly under preheated grill, 1 to 2 minutes. Remove and sprinkle with coriander. Preparation time: approximately 35 minutes.




  Did You Know?


  

  




  [image: image] The blueberry is part of the Ericaceae family of plants, which includes heaths, heathers, rhododendrons, azaleas, and Indian pipes.




  [image: image] Each wild blueberry contains about 50 seeds.




  [image: image] The blueberry rake was invented by a Down East man, Abijah Tabbut, in 1822.




  [image: image] Maine produces about 38 percent of the world’s wild blueberries and 15 percent of all blueberries, wild and domesticated, in North America.
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    Blueberries by the numbers...
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          number of domesticated blueberries in 1 cup.
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          number of wild blueberries in 1 cup.
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