Journal of the American Pomological Society 58(3):126-128 2004

The ‘Early Black’ Cranberry

CAROLYN J. DEMORANVILLE!

The American cranberry, Vaccinium
macrocarpon Ait., is a low-growing,
stoloniferous, semi-evergreen perennial
plant native to eastern portions of the United
States and Canada. Its native range extends
from Newfoundland, south to the higher
elevations of North Carolina, and west to
Minnesota. Early European settlers found
the cranberry already well known to the
native population who used the fruit
medicinally, as a food flavoring, and as a
dye. However, it was not until the 19% century
that commercial cultivation of cranberries
began on Cape Cod, Massachusetts. Circa
1816, Henry Hall of North Dennis noticed
that wild cranberry plants covered by
blowing sand produced better crops. Hall
transplanted cranberry sods into the first
cranberry “yards”, cultivating the crop by
periodically adding sand to the planting.
Others observed Hall’s success and also
planted cranberries into areas receiving sand
drift. By 1854, the industry had gained
enough importance to be recognized in an
official census conducted by the
Massachusetts Department of Agriculture.
At that time, there were 197 acres of
cultivated cranberry in Barnstable County
(Cape Cod). By 1865, the cranberry acreage
had increased to 1074 (2).

Early cranberry cultivars were selections
from the wild — the first hybrid cultivars
were not released until 1950 (3). Many of
the early cultivars were named for the men
who selected them and brought them under
cultivation. ‘Early Black’ was an exception.
In the 1840s, Captain Cyrus Cahoon acquired
vines from Nathaniel Robbins of Harwich
and planted them at the site of Black Pond.
Cahoon’s wife, Lettice, observed that the
berries were different from others grown
locally, ripening early and having a deep red,

almost black color. She named the cultivar
Early Black in recognition of its location
(Black Pond), color, and early ripening (2, 5).
‘Early Black’ became a favorite with early
growers including Abel D. Makepeace, who
became the largest cranberry cultivator in
the country. The cranberry company he later
established was one of the founding
members of the Ocean Spray Cooperative.
By the late 1850s, New Jersey farmers were
importing ‘Early Black’ vines from
Massachusetts as the cranberry industry
expanded in that state (2). ‘Early Black’
became the predominant cranberry cultivar
in both Massachusetts and New Jersey and
remains so to the present (Figure 1). By 1958,
four cultivars, one of which was ‘Early Black’,
comprised more than 90% of the United
States cranberry acreage (5).

Cultivar description (5): ‘Early Black’
vines are fine-textured, with few runners,
short upright vertical shoots (the fruit
bearing stems), and small light green leaves.
The fruit ripens early, usually during the first
two weeks of September. The fruit are
pyriform — the stem end is somewhat
pointed with a small stem pit and the calyx
end is broadly rounded, with the calyx lobes
open and moderate in size. The fruit are
blackish red when fully ripe and glossy with
little or no waxy bloom. The average seed
number per fruit is 12, with a range of 8-14
(9). Fruit mass is average for native
selections (about 1 g). The fruit color well in
storage and keeping quality is good to very
good.

Table 1 shows a list of cultivar
characteristics for ‘Early Black’ and a
comparison to characteristics of ‘Stevens’,
the industry standard hybrid cultivar (11).
While flowering is similar for the two
cultivars, fruit mass is approximately double
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in ‘Stevens’ (8). The modest fruit mass of
‘Early Black’, along with the small stature of
the plant and its lower leaf nitrogen content,
account for its moderate requirement for
nitrogen fertilizer and poor tolerance of high
nitrogen applications in comparison to those
of ‘Stevens’ (6, 7, 8).

Cranberries, particularly the native
selections, have a tendency to be biennial
bearers. Flowers arise from a terminal mixed
bud on the upright shoots. For all cranberry
cultivars, the chance of an upright bearing
fruit decreases if that upright flowered in the
previous year (compared to one that had not)
(13). A comparison of return flowering in
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‘Early Black’ and ‘Stevens’, showed that
return bloom was lower by roughly half in
the native ‘Early Black’ (14).

The advantage of the consumption of fruit,
particularly that high in antioxidants, as part
of a healthy diet has become widely
recognized. Anthocyanin, the primary
pigment in cranberry fruit, is a recognized
antioxidant compound. ‘Early Black’ fruit
are high in anthocyanin, having almost
double the extractable pigment of ‘Stevens’
fruit (1). ‘Early Black’ is high in cyanidin,
the blue anthocyanin pigment established
as the most effective antioxidant among
cranberry anthocyanins (15).
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Figure 1. Acreage planted to ‘Early Black’ cranberry (percent). Data from Chan-
dler and Demoranville (5) and Roper (12), and personal communication).

Due to its excellent color, early ripening,
keeping quality and resistance to false
blossom and rose bloom diseases, ‘Early
Black’ has been favored as a parent in
cranberry breeding programs (3,15). Of the
six cultivars named and released from the
original 1929-1930 crosses of the USDA
cranberry breeding program, three -
‘Beckwith’, ‘Bergman’, and ‘Franklin® —
have ‘Early Black’ as one parent (3, 4). ‘Early
Black’ remains a good germplasm source
today. However, there is some confusion
regarding what constitutes the exact ‘Early
Black’ genotype. Of eight purported ‘Early
Black’ examples from MA, NJ, and W1, only

three were genetically identical in silver-
stained RAPDs analysis (10). It was noted
that since cranberry is generally clonally
propagated, a cultivar may not consist of a
single genotype (10).

Despite its poorer yield in comparison to
improved cultivars, ‘Early Black’ remains
popular in the east coast cranberry regions
(Figure 1). Some ‘Early Black’ acreage was
converted to ‘Stevens’ during the 1980s and
1990s in order to achieve greater yields and
genetic diversity. Nonetheless, this cultivar
remains popular in the fresh market,
advertised locally in Massachusetts as an
‘heirloom’ variety. Its deep color and keeping
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qualities make ‘Early Black’ attractive to
consumers. Ripening earlier than many of
the other popular cultivars, ‘Early Black’ can
be harvested by mid-September, allowing
growers to spread their harvest over a longer
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period. With the current emphasis on the
health benefits of cranberry consumption, a
cultivar rich in antioxidant anthocyanins is
likely to remain a significant part of cranberry
cultivation and cranberry germplasm in the
future.

Table 1. Characteristics of ‘Early Black’ cranberry and comparison to the

hybrid ‘Stevens’.

Characteristic ‘Early Black’ ‘Stevens’ Reference
Avg. berry mass (g) 0.85 1.77 8
Flowers/upright 4.26 4.03 8
Percent repeat bloom 21 43 14
Ideal fertilizer N (kg/ha) 22-34 34+ 6,7,8
Percent N in leaf tissue 0.96 1.09 8
Anthocyanin (mg/100g) 65 32 1
Percent cyanidin 57.8 49.5 15
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