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I n all but the wildest spaces, brambles are 
usually regarded as weeds to be pulled out at 
the first opportunity. However, some superb 

cultivated blackberries are eminently suitable 
for gardens or allotments. They can remain 
productive for around 15 years and are a good 
investment of time and money. You can plant 
them from now until April.

Selection and planting
Be sure to buy certified, disease-free stock. 
Blackberries prefer a sunny site, but can 
tolerate partial shade. A moisture-retentive but 
free-draining soil provides the ideal ground 
conditions. Dig the area over before planting, 
adding organic matter if the earth is chalky, 
sandy or heavy clay. Ensure there is enough 
depth to bury the rootball 8cm under the 
surface. Remember to mulch but avoid placing 
this material in contact with the crown and 
new canes to prevent rotting. This helps retain 
moisture and reduces weeds around the crop as 
hoeing can damage new shoots. Cut the canes 
down to a healthy bud to allow your brambles 
to produce new growth in spring. If you have 

room, choose several cultivars for fruit from July 
through to autumn. Spacing distances between 
plants vary depending on the variety, ranging 
from 2.5m to 4.5m.

Blackberries also require support – use 
horizontal wires, either against a wall or fence, 
1.5 to 2m high or free-standing posts and 
wires. The first wire should be 23cm from the 
ground and subsequent ones spaced 45cm 
apart. It is a good idea to install this at the same 
time as planting. 

Maintenance and 
cultivation
Water well when the plant is growing, 
especially during warm, dry periods before the 
berries ripen. Apply a top-dressing of general-
purpose fertiliser in March (at 100g per metre 
squared) and mulch annually. Blackberries 
produce yields in their second year and over the 
summer, new canes should be tied together 
to keep them out of the way. This can be in a 
bundle up the centre of the plant. Cut down 
this season’s productive growth to ground level 
in mid-autumn after fruiting has finished. Then 
tie the new canes in a fan shape along the 
wires. Do this to branches of pencil thickness or 
larger but cut out thinner ones and those that 
don’t reach the first wire. 

Birds love berries, so it’s a good idea to 
cover brambles with a net before they ripen. 
Blackberry cane spot (characterised by grey 
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spotting) may cause canes to enlarge, split and 
die, so be sure to prune affected growth to the 
ground to avoid further spread. 

Cultivars to grow
Top choices include early cropping ‘Silvan’ 
AGM, which fruits from mid-July onward and 
has good disease resistance, and mid-season 
’Loch Ness’ AGM, a thornless variety (handy 
when tying in) with semi-erect canes requiring 
minimum support. In our recent RHS blackberry 
trial, promising cultivars included ‘Loch Tay’ and 
‘Ouachita’ which are both mid-season types.

Harvesting and storage
Pick the berries when plump and nicely ripe. 
Eat the same day or freeze for later use, not 
washing until they’re ready to consume.

RHS horticulturist Ian Tocher runs through his top  
tips for growing this delicious, popular fruit

BLACKBERRIES
Grow like a pro:




