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Gooseberries 

 
Gooseberries are one of those unusual fruits not grown by many home gardeners. But they certainly are 
worth consideration for home fruit production, especially if you’re creating an edible landscape and need 
plants with good ornamental appearance as well as food production. Gooseberry plants can be used as a 
foundation shrub or hedge, having nice green foliage.  
  
Quick Facts 

 Gooseberries bloom very early in spring, so choose a location that warms up slowly to avoid 
flower damage from late season frost.  A north exposure, or north-facing slope works well.  

 Gooseberries are self-fertile.  However, larger fruits and greater production occur if more than 
one cultivar is used for cross-pollination. 

 Both American and European gooseberry cultivated varieties (cultivars) are available, but 
American types are usually more disease resistant, productive, and adaptable to a wider range of 
environmental conditions.  

 Many gooseberry cultivars have needle-like thorns; look for thornless types to make pruning and 
harvesting easier.  

 Gooseberry fruits are about the size of a small grape or large pea. Green and unripe they taste 
sour, but as they ripen in late June and July fruit color changes to pink blush or red and they 
soften, developing a sweet, tangy flavor. Ripe gooseberries flavor is often compared to grapes or 
apples.  

 A vigorous, mature plant should produce about 4-5 quarts of fruit each year.  

Growing Gooseberries 

For the best fruit production, choose a full sun location. Plants prefer soil pH between 6.0-6.8. Amend 
heavy clay soil with organic matter, such as compost, for best growth. Cultivars used for fruit production 
have fine, fibrous root systems and don't do their best on very dry sites.  Plan to provide supplement 
irrigation and mulch for good fruit production. 
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Gooseberry plants can be difficult to find locally, but can be ordered from mail-order fruit companies 
such as Stark Bro's, http://www.starkbros.com/, or Krieger's Nursery, http://www.kriegersnursery.com/. 
Plants are shipped in early spring, bare root 

It's a good idea to prepare the planting site in fall, ready for April when the plants arrive. Remove any 
existing vegetation, including perennials weeds, and incorporate compost or aged manure for additional 
organic matter. 

Good fruit producing gooseberry cultivars: 

 'Pixwell' – American cultivar, developed in North Dakota in 1932.  Low, 3' bushes are hardy and 
productive. Medium-sized fruits start out green and ripen to purple. Nearly thornless.  

 'Hinnonmaki Red' and 'Hinnonmaki Yellow' - American cultivars, medium-sized red and green 
fruit. 

 'Captivator' - A cross of American and European cultivars, has red, tear-drop-shaped fruit. Nearly 
thornless and mildew-resistant.  

 'Invicta' – European cultivar. Considered by some to be the best gooseberry available in North 
America. Resistant to mildew, but susceptible to leaf spot. Very large fruit with sweet mild flavor. 

Plant gooseberries as early as possible in spring, as soon as the soil is workable.  Even plants that are 
beginning to leaf out can tolerate temperatures as cold as 19°F and it’s important to give them as much 
time for root develop as possible before hot weather arrives. Handle the bare-root plants carefully, 
keeping the roots cool and moist.   

Gooseberries should be planted at least 1 inch deeper than they were at the nursery.  It's best if the 
lower canes are covered with soil, so that 2-3 buds are in the soil, to encourage development of a larger 
root system.  After planting, pruning the stems back so that each has only 4-6 above ground buds; this 
encourages growth of additional stems from the crown. Mulch plants with 3-4 inches of organic mulch 
and keep the plants well-watered during the establishment year.  

Fertilize gooseberries in spring, before new growth starts, with 0.25-0.5 lb. of fertilizer per plant, 
depending on the plant's vigor the previous season.  Choose a balanced fertilizer, such as 10-10-10, and 
sprinkle it around each plant, lightly working it into the soil. Composted manure is also an excellent 
nutrient source in place of commercial fertilizers.  

Pruning 

On vigorous plants, new canes originate from the crown each season. Gooseberries produce fruit on 2-
year, 3-year and older canes. Younger canes produce more fruits, so it is desirable to remove the older, 
weaker canes by cutting them out at the soil line. This leaves a majority of younger, more vigorous canes 
and encourages continuous replacement of new canes. Regular pruning also increases fruit production by 
improving sun penetration and reducing disease problems.  
Young plants require little pruning for the first three or four years after planting. During the first three 
years, allow 4-5 new canes to develop each year and remove any weak or spindly canes.   
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By the fourth summer begin removing the oldest stems each year by cutting them down close to the 
plant's crown. Do this in early spring before new growth starts. A well-developed mature plant should 
have 9-12 canes. 
  
After harvesting your berries, refrigerate them in a covered container or sealed bag. They will keep for 
several weeks or can be frozen for longer storage.  

Your Suggestions are Welcome! 
Is there a lawn and gardening topic you would like to learn more about? Sarah Browning is an Extension 
Educator with Nebraska Extension and can be contacted by phone 402 441-7180, by mail at 444 
Cherrycreek Road, Lincoln, NE 68528: or by e-mail sarah.browning@unl.edu.  
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