Elderberry Common Questions

ELDERBERRY

Common Questions

with references

THE BASICS

Q1. What is elderberry?

Elderberry is the small dark fruit of the elder plant, a shrubby native plant that grows across most of
North America. The American elderberry (Sambucus nigra subsp. canadensis) is the species native to the
eastern and central United States. Its ripe fruit is one of the darkest, most pigment-dense berries in

cultivation.

Q2. What does elderberry taste like?

Tart, slightly earthy, with a deep dark-fruit flavor that sits somewhere between blackcurrant and concord
grape.

Q3. Is elderberry the same as elderflower?

Same plant, different parts. The flowers bloom in early summer as flat clusters of cream-colored

blossoms. The berries ripen later in summer from those same clusters. Each part has its own chemistry.

Q4. What's the difference between American and European elderberry?

Two close cousins, not the same plant. European elderberry (Sambucus nigra) is a taller small tree native
to Europe. American elderberry (Sambucus nigra subsp. canadensis) is native across the eastern and
central United States and grows as a thicket-style shrub. Their chemistry overlaps but the American berry

runs noticeably higher in cyanidin-3-sambubioside and in rutin.

Lee J, Finn CE. Anthocyanins and other polyphenolics in American elderberry (Sambucus canadensis) and European
elderberry (S. nigra) cultivars. J Sci Food Agric. 2007;87(14):2665-2675.

Q5. Why is American elderberry the better choice?

It's the species native to the U.S. heartland, adapted to the climate and the soils where it grows. Its
cyanogenic glycoside content in the ripe fruit and seed is very low, far lower than European elderberry.

The cyanide warnings that get repeated about 'elderberry' largely belong to European elderberry, to
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green leaves and stems, and to unripe fruit. And the leading-edge research on metabolic and

microbiome benefits is being done specifically on American elderberry.

Senica M, Stampar F, Veberic R, Mikulic-Petkovsek M. The higher the better? Differences in phenolics and cyanogenic
glycosides in Sambucus nigra leaves, flowers and berries from different altitudes. J Sci Food Agric. 2017;97(8):2623—2632.

Teets C, Ghanem N, Ma G, et al. A one-week elderberry juice intervention augments the fecal microbiota and suggests
improvement in glucose tolerance and fat oxidation in a randomized controlled trial. Nutrients. 2024;16(20):3555.

Q6. What's red elderberry, and is it the same?

No. Red elderberry (Sambucus racemosa) is a different species with bright red fruit in cone-shaped
clusters rather than the flat-topped clusters of American elderberry. Its chemistry is different and it's not
used as a food crop. When people talk about elderberry as food or medicine, they mean the American or

European black-fruited species, not red elderberry.

Q7. Why is elderberry purple?

Anthocyanins. They're a family of plant pigments that turn fruit blue, purple, red, and black. Elderberry

happens to carry more of them than nearly any other cultivated fruit. The deep color is the chemistry.

Q8. What is an anthocyanin?

Anthocyanins are water-soluble plant pigments in the flavonoid family. They give dark-skinned fruits
their color and they're responsible for most of the metabolic, antioxidant, and gut-microbiome activity

that shows up in the elderberry research.

Q9. Where does elderberry grow wild?

Stream corridors, fence lines, woodland edges, old pastures, ditches, and disturbed open ground from
southern Canada through the eastern and central United States down to the Gulf. If you've driven a

county road in Missouri, Kansas, lowa, or Arkansas in late summer, you've passed wild elderberry.

Q10. How long have people grown elderberry?

Centuries in Europe, where the plant shows up in written records going back to the Roman period.
American elderberry has its own long history with Indigenous nations across what is now the eastern
and central United States. Modern commercial cultivation in the U.S. has expanded substantially in the

last twenty years, led by University of Missouri Center for Agroforestry research and Midwest growers.

GROWING IT YOURSELF
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Q11. Can | grow elderberry in my backyard?

Yes. American elderberry is one of the easier fruiting plants to grow. It tolerates a wide range of soils,

doesn't need spraying, ignores most pests, and produces a usable crop the second year.

Q12. When should I plant?

Early spring, after the last hard frost, while the plants are still dormant or just breaking dormancy. Fall

planting also works in milder zones, but spring is the safer bet across the Midwest.

Q13. How do | plant elderberry?

Space plants 4 to 6 feet apart in row. Dig the hole twice the width of the root ball, set the plant slightly
deeper than nursery depth, water hard the first week, and mulch heavy. A new planting wants an inch of

water a week through its first summer.

Q14. Should I buy sticks or potted plants?
Both work.

e Sticks (dormant hardwood cuttings) are the cheapest, ship easily, and are the standard for any
serious-sized planting. Expect most of them to take with reasonable care, and to catch up to
potted plants by year two.

e Potted plants cost more but establish faster and can flower the year you plant them. Better for a
single backyard row or a small demonstration plot.

Q15. What's the best cultivar for the Midwest?

Bob Gordon is the workhorse Midwest cultivar. It ripens evenly, holds its fruit on the cyme, and produces
consistently across Missouri, Kansas, lowa, Arkansas, and Oklahoma. Wyldewood is a strong second

choice and a useful pollination partner. Ranch is a solid third.
University of Missouri Center for Agroforestry. Elderberry cultivar performance resources.
Q16. How much sun does it need?
Full sun for real fruit production. Anthocyanin biosynthesis is light-driven, so the more sun, the deeper
the color and the higher the chemistry. Shade dilutes everything that matters.
Q17. What kind of soil?

Moist, well-drained, organic-matter-rich, pH around 5.5 to 7.5. Elderberry tolerates a wider range than
most fruit crops, which is part of why it works on marginal ground that wouldn't carry a more demanding

crop.
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Q18. How much water?

About an inch a week during fruit fill. Drought through flowering and early fruit set will cut yield

substantially.

Q19. Do | need two plants for pollination?

American elderberry is largely self-fertile, but yields rise meaningfully with cross-pollination. Plant at

least two different cultivars with overlapping bloom times for the best fruit set.

Q20. How long until I get fruit?

Often a small crop the first year, a real crop the second year, peak production from year three onward.

That's faster than almost any other perennial fruit.

Q21. How tall does it get?

Left alone, American elderberry reaches 6 to 10 feet, sometimes taller. Under annual coppice (cutting it

down each winter), it grows back as a head-high thicket each season.

Q22. How many pounds per acre?

A mature American elderberry planting under annual coppice typically produces 6,000 to 12,000 pounds

of fresh fruit per acre, depending on cultivar, climate, soil, and management.

University of Missouri Center for Agroforestry. Elderberry yield and economics resources.

Q23. What is annual coppice?

Cutting the entire plant back to short stubs in the dormant winter season. The plant regrows from the
base each spring and produces fruit on the new wood. It synchronizes the planting, makes harvest
predictable, opens the canopy, and reduces disease pressure. Most American elderberry production runs

on annual coppice.

Q24. Do | need to prune?

Under the annual coppice system, that's all the pruning you do: cut everything to short stubs in late
winter, let it grow back, repeat. If you're not coppicing, occasional removal of old or weak canes keeps
the plant productive.

Q25. Do deer eat elderberry?

They browse young plants hard. Fencing matters in deer-pressure areas for the first two years. Mature

plants are large enough that browse stops mattering.
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Q26. What pests and diseases hit elderberry?

Fewer than most fruit crops. The ones worth knowing: elder borer (a long-horned beetle), spotted wing
drosophila during ripening, eriophyid mites, and a handful of fungal leaf and cane diseases. Annual

coppice removes most disease inoculum each winter.

Q27. Can | grow it organically?

Yes, and most American elderberry growers run at or near organic standards even when not formally

certified. The crop just doesn't need much spraying.

Q28. Is elderberry good for pollinators?

Outstanding. The flat-topped corymbs of cream-colored flowers feed native bees, hoverflies, and

beneficial wasps in big numbers. A row of elderberry along a field edge is pollinator infrastructure.

Q29. Does elderberry spread?

It will sucker from the root crown and slowly widen the planting, especially on moist ground. That's an

asset for hedgerow and conservation use and a thing to manage in a tidy backyard row.

Q30. Is it hardy in cold winters?

Very. American elderberry is hardy through USDA zones 3 to 9, which covers nearly the entire continental

United States. Winter cold isn't the limiting factor anywhere it's grown commercially.

Q31. Where can | buy elderberry plants?

Specialty native-plant nurseries, regional small-fruit nurseries, the University of Missouri Center for
Agroforestry's grower network, and members of regional grower cooperatives across Kansas, Missouri,
lowa, and Arkansas. Look for a named cultivar (Bob Gordon, Wyldewood, Ranch) and a clearly identified

subspecies.

Q32. When is elderberry ripe?

Late July through early September across most of the Midwest. The whole cyme turns from green
through red to deep purple-black, and the berries droop downward instead of pointing up. Anthocyanin

content peaks at full ripeness.

Q33. How long does a planting last?

Commercial American elderberry plantings under good management typically produce well for 15 to 20
years, with the strongest yields in years 3 through 12. Backyard plantings managed less intensively can

go longer.
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THE SCIENCE

Q34. Does elderberry really help with colds and flu?

The clinical literature points consistently in one direction: shorter symptom duration and milder severity,
especially when use starts early in the illness. The Hawkins 2019 meta-analysis pooled multiple

randomized controlled trials and found a substantial effect on upper-respiratory symptom duration.

— Hawkins J, Baker C, Cherry L, Dunne E. Black elderberry (Sambucus nigra) supplementation effectively treats upper
respiratory symptoms: A meta-analysis of randomized, controlled clinical trials. Complement Ther Med. 2019;42:361-365.

— Tiralongo E, Wee SS, Lea RA. Elderberry supplementation reduces cold duration and symptoms in air-travellers: a
randomized, double-blind placebo-controlled clinical trial. Nutrients. 2016;8(4):182.

Q35. Does elderberry help with blood sugar?

Yes. The 2024 randomized controlled trial from Washington State University demonstrated significant
improvements in glucose tolerance and fat oxidation after one week of American elderberry juice in
overweight adults. The finding is statistically significant and the mechanism is well-characterized through

anthocyanin biology.

— Teets C, Ghanem N, Ma G, Minj J, Perkins-Veazie P, Johnson SA, Etter AJ, Carbonero FG, Solverson PM. A one-week
elderberry juice intervention augments the fecal microbiota and suggests improvement in glucose tolerance and fat oxidation
in a randomized controlled trial. Nutrients. 2024;16(20):3555.

Q36. What's the elderberry-GLP-1 connection?

Anthocyanins, the same pigments that make elderberry purple, directly stimulate the L-cells in the gut to
release the body's own GLP-1... the incretin hormone behind glucose control, satiety, and the GLP-1
medications that have reshaped diabetes and weight care. Cyanidin glycosides (American elderberry's
dominant anthocyanin family) drive GLP-1 release through several signaling pathways. American

elderberry carries more cyanidin than nearly any other cultivated fruit.

— Kato M, Tani T, Terahara N, Tsuda T. The anthocyanin delphinidin 3-rutinoside stimulates glucagon-like peptide-1 secretion
in murine GLUTag cell line via the Ca? /calmodulin-dependent kinase Il pathway. PLoS One. 2015;10(5):e0126157.

— Cremonini E, Daveri E, Mastaloudis A, et al. (-)-Epicatechin and anthocyanins modulate GLP-1 metabolism: Evidence from
C57BL/6J mice and GLUTag cells. J Nutr. 2021;151(6):1497-1506.

— Cyanidin-3-0O-glucoside enhances GLP-1 secretion via PPARB/0—[3-catenin—TCF-4 pathway in type 2 diabetes mellitus. npj
Sci Food. 2025; doi:10.1038/541538-025-00445-4.

Q37. Does elderberry help with weight management?

Yes. The 2024 WSU trial showed increased fat oxidation alongside the blood sugar improvements. A
companion study from the same group showed American elderberry juice powder prevented

diet-induced obesity in a rodent model.

— Teets C, et al. Nutrients. 2024;16(20):3555.
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Minj J, Riordan J, Teets C, et al. Diet-induced rodent obesity is prevented and the fecal microbiome is improved with
elderberry (Sambucus nigra ssp. canadensis) juice powder. J Agric Food Chem. 2024;72(23):12555-12565.

Q38. Does elderberry help my gut microbiome?

Yes. The 2024 WSU trial showed significant increases in beneficial Firmicutes and Actinobacteria and
decreases in Bacteroidetes after one week of elderberry juice. Anthocyanins act as prebiotic substrates
and as community selectors, and the microbial metabolites those bacteria produce from anthocyanins

are themselves biologically active.

Teets C, et al. Nutrients. 2024,;16(20):3555.

Q39. Why is American elderberry such a strong antioxidant?

Polyphenol density. American elderberry sits near the top of the antioxidant ranking among cultivated
fruits by every standard measure. The interesting story is what those antioxidants do downstream:
modulate inflammation, support gut barrier function, feed the microbiome, and stimulate the body's

own metabolic hormones.

Q40. Why is American elderberry higher in anthocyanins than other berries?

Plant chemistry built around songbirds and pollinators. The deep purple-black color is a billboard. The
Washington State University team noted that matching the anthocyanin dose from 6 ounces of

elderberry juice would require roughly four cups of blackberries.

Teets C, et al. Nutrients. 2024;16(20):3555.

Q41. What makes a quality elderberry product?
A few things to look for:

e American elderberry specified, not just 'elderberry’
¢ Named cultivar and named grower or grower cooperative

¢ Minimal processing... the more heat a product sees, the more anthocyanin chemistry is lost

Q42. Why does where it's grown matter?

The polyphenol density that drives elderberry's bioactivity responds to soil, climate, sunlight, ripeness at
harvest, and how fast the fruit moves from the bush into processing. Regeneratively grown American
elderberry from Midwestern farms, harvested at full ripeness and processed nearby, holds its chemistry

in a way that long-shipped or industrial supply chains can't match.

Q43. Why elderberry now?

The science finally caught up with the tradition. American elderberry, the species native to the heartland

and adapted to the heartland, is the species the breakthrough metabolic and microbiome research is
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being built on. Farmers across Kansas, Missouri, lowa, and Arkansas are producing it at the scale and

quality the moment is asking for.
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