
The title of this article may initially 
throw you off. Afterall, aren’t bilberries 

(Vaccinium myrtillus L.), well, blue? My goal 
was to catch your attention with this seemingly 
oxymoron of a title and to encourage you to 
keep reading! 

A small, autumnal berry, bilberry (Vaccinium 
myrtillus L.) is packed full of antioxidant good-
ness and heart-friendly benefits—and the inside 
of a traditional bilberry (Vaccinium myrtillus 
L.) is indeed red. It has so much goodness pack-
aged within it that it should, in my opinion, be 
part of every phyto-therapist’s toolbox!

However, the bilberry (Vaccinium myrtillus 
L.) is most commonly overlooked in herbal 
medicine, often in favor of its more star-stud-
ded cousin the elderberry (Sambucus nigra) 
even though it has been used for centuries in 
traditional medicine. In aromatherapy, it has 
no value with regard to its (lack of) aroma, but 
it does produce a top-grade carrier oil from its 
seed. I hope that this article will inspire you to 
add bilberry (Vaccinium myrtillus L.) to your 
wellness routine.
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Bilberry Botanically Translated

Vaccinium myrtillus L.

Vaccinium (vak-SIN-ee-um): From Medieval 
Latin for bilberry.1

myrtillus (mir-til-OH-tus): myrtus meaning 
myrtle in Greek, and -illus, the diminutive 
suffix.1,2 In summary, like myrtle but smaller.

Ericaceae (Eh-ri-kuh-YA-see-see): The Greek 
word ereiko means to break, and the word 
ericifolius means with leaves like heather.1 

The Ericaceae plant family is commonly 
known as the heath plant family.3

L.: An abbreviation of Linnaeus, referring to 
Carl Linnaeus (synonym, Carl von Linné). 
Botanical names require the name of the 
original author of a plant species, hence the 
abbreviation L. after Vaccinium myrtillus.4

Bilberry  
(Vaccinium myrtillus L.)

Botanical Profile

Botanical Name: Vaccinium myrtillus L.

Synonyms: Blueberry (but see information 
box),5 huckleberry, whortleberry, whinberry,6 

European blueberry.

Botanical Family: Ericaceae: Also known as 
the heath3 plant family.

Plant Zones: 3-8.7,11

Plant Profile 

Bilberry (Vaccinium myrtillus L..) as described 
here in botanical terms is a description of 
Vaccinium myrtillus L., but I will note the 
differences with the American highbush 
blueberry (Vaccinium corymbosum L.) as well 
in the chart which follows on page 11.
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Bilberry or Blueberry?

There is some confusion, and debate, as to 
whether blueberry is bilberry, and bilberry is 
blueberry, or are they in fact two very different 
species?

When I was young, I remember eating the 
most delicious bilberry pie, served up by 
my grandma from the local bakery. I still 
remember that fruity, tarty goodness, even 
as a child, and searched for that same flavor 
when I moved to the United States. So, I dug 
deep in the research for this article to establish 
if that long ago memory was blueberry by 
another name. 

Vaccinium myrtillus is often referred to as 
bilberry in older texts,6 and the common 
name may sometimes refer to other species 
of the genus Vaccinium, especially in Europe. 
A couple of sources state something like this: 
Bilberry is “a low-growing, erect, Eurasian 
shrub (Vaccinium myrtillus L.) having blue or 
bluish-black fruits that resemble blueberries 
but are borne singly rather than in clusters.”8 
Blaeberry is another (Scottish) term often 
used for Vaccinium myrtillus.9 Chevallier refers 
to Vaccinium myrtillus L. as both bilberry and 
blueberry.5 Spengler states that bilberries are 

wild and blueberries are cultivated.11 I also 
imagine that over time the colloquial name 
morphed and interchanged between bilberry 
and blueberry with the movement of people 
from Europe to the United States.

I concluded that the (European) blueberry 
(Vaccinium myrtillus L.) is indeed a relative 
of the North American blueberry, in the same 
genus, but not the exact same species.9 The 
term American blueberry usually refers to the 
highbush blueberry (Vaccinium corymbosum 
L.) or the lowbush blueberry (Vaccinium 
angustifolium Ait.) which are commercially 
grown in the United States.10 However, see 
the Historical Profile of this article to discover 
how Native Americans were using low bush 
blueberry (Vaccinium angustifolium) long 
before the highbush blueberry (Vaccinium 
corymbosum L.) emerged onto the market, 
and indeed it was very similar to bilberry 
Vaccinium myrtillus L..

For the purposes of this article, I am writing 
about Vaccinium myrtillus, the plant which was 
traditionally used in (European) medicine, but 
no doubt can be used interchangeably, to some 
extent, with the American blueberry  
(Vaccinium spp.).

Overall Appearance: A small, deciduous 
shrub,12 growing in clumps (in the wild),13 with 
an edible, blue-colored fruit.

Leaves: Oval-shaped, serrated, alternate,14 
bright green.13 Leaves turn red in the 
autumn.6,13

Stems: Highly branched and crooked.13

Flowers: Pink in color. Wax like.6 Shaped like 
“an upside-down urn.”13

Fruit: Small and purple blue in color, yet the 
inside of it is red.14 There is a raised crown-like 
circle at the base of the fruit.13 One berry per 
stalk vs clusters on the American highbush 
blueberry (Vaccinium corymbosum L.).
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Differences Between Bilberry and Blueberry

Characteristics Vaccinium myrtillus L. Vaccinium corymbosum L.
Height Short (up to one foot)13,14 Tall (up to 13 feet)10

Fruit Purple-blue, red inside14

On solitary stem8
Indigo to black color15

Grow in clusters8

Growing Practices Traditionally wild grown Cultivated, often hybrid
Flavor Stronger than Vaccinium 

corymbosum L. and tart16

Less flavorful than Vaccinium 
myrtillus L.16

Plant Distribution

Bilberry (Vaccinium myrtillus L.) is 
indigenous to the damp moors and hillsides 
particularly in the northern parts of the United 
Kingdom (hence my childhood memories), 
Europe, and other temperate places in the 
world such as North America and Asia.5 
However, you will now find cultivations 
of it around the world. Just remember the 
distinction between bilberry (Vaccinium 
myrtillus L.) and American blueberry 
(Vaccinium corymbosum L.). Surprisingly, it 
can even be found growing wild in northern 
Arizona, where I now live17 (including 
Vaccinium myrtillus var. oreophilum (Ryd.) 
Dorn),18 although typically at elevations 
higher than 7,000 feet. You will find it in the 
undergrowth of Douglas fir (Pseudotsuga 
menziesii), and other fir species (Abies spp.), 
as well as other parts of coniferous forests.17

Garden Profile 

How to Grow Bilberry: Bilberry 
(Vaccinium myrtillus L.), given its native 
geographical distribution, is not a lover of 
warm climates. If it gets hot in the area in 
which you wish to grow it, make sure that it 

has plenty of shade. Several bushes are needed 
for cross-pollination.19 Bilberry (Vaccinium 
myrtillus L.) loves “damp, acidic, well-draining 
soil”19 and should be planted in the spring after 
first frost. Raised beds are an ideal growing 
environment for them,19 perfect for the 
conditions and accessibility found in my zone 
8 Arizona garden.

Garden Wildlife: Bilberry (Vaccinium 
myrtillus L.) attracts a variety of birds and 
mammals to your garden, usually in search 
of the same juicy berries that you want to 
harvest.13,17 However, the flowers do provide an 
excellent source of nectar for pollinators in the 
summer.13 Birds and smaller animals may also 
find refuge and cover in the undergrowth that 
bilberry (Vaccinium myrtillus L.) provides.

Ecological Benefits: Bilberry (Vaccinium 
myrtillus L.) has a large underground network 
of rhizomes. Once established, these rhizomes 
can help to contribute to the prevention of 
soil erosion.17 The rhizomes also contribute 
successfully to regeneration of the plant after 
fire, even when the above ground parts have 
been decimated.

Historical Profile

Bilberry (Vaccinium myrtillus L.) was used 
historically by the ancients. The ancient 
Greeks utilized this small berry for conditions 
such as dysentery and diarrhea.20 It was used 
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It is not recommended or advocated to dig up 
wild bilberry (Vaccinium myrtillus L.) bushes 
for replanting in your own garden. Source from 
reputable suppliers.



medicinally in Medieval times (as mentioned 
by St. Hildegard of Bingen21) and through the 
16th, 17th, and 18th centuries.20-22 Historically, 
bilberry (Vaccinium myrtillus L.) has been 
used “in the treatment of hemorrhoids, 
vaginal discharges, scurvy, biliary disorders, 
coughs, lung tuberculosis, and urinary 
complaints (including infection and stones). 
Decoctions of bilberry leaf have been used 
to lower blood sugar in the treatment of 
diabetes, and as a local application to ulcers, 
and in ulceration of the mouth and throat.”20 

In World War II (1939-1945), bilberry 
(Vaccinium myrtillus L.) was accredited with 
improving the night vision of pilots.5

If you’re wondering about the history of the 
American highbush blueberry (Vaccinium co-
rymbosum L.), in comparison to its European 
cousin, you might be interested to learn that 
Native Americans were utilizing the Vaccinium 
spp. thousands of years before the first Amer-
ican highbush blueberry (Vaccinium corym-
bosum L.) was cultivated on these shores. They 
used all parts of the plant medicinally.23,24 It is 
believed that the low bush blueberry (Vaccin-
ium angustifolium), also known colloquially 
as “bill berries,” as recorded by John Josselyn, 
a colonist of the 17th century, is the blueber-
ry species consumed by Native Americans.25 
Josselyn wrote that blueberries were “very 
good to allay the burning heat of Feavers and 
hot Agues, either in Syrup or Conserve. A most 
excellent Summer Dish.”26

It wasn’t until the early 1900’s that the first 
cultivated American highbush blueberry 
(Vaccinium corymbosum L.) was born from 
the partnership of Frank Colville (a USDA 
botanist who laid the groundwork) and 
Elizabeth White (who offered up her farm 
acreage for research and development work).23

Chemistry Profile

Plant: Chevallier lists the main chemical 
components of bilberry (Vaccinium myrtillus 
L.) as “tannins (approximately 7%), proantho-
cyanins, flavonoids, fruit acids, phenolic acids, 
pectin, vitamin B2, C, and carotene.”5 The late 

Dr. James Duke goes ultimately further in his 
breakdown on all the components in bilberry 
(Vaccinium myrtillus L.) on the USDA Phyto-
chemical and Ethnobotanical Database and 
lists a total of 294 chemicals, 171 of which have 
activities associated with them.27

Carrier Oil: Parker writes that blueberry 
seed carrier oil, which she lists as “Vaccinium 
corymbosum or V. myrtillis”28 contains a high 
percentage of essential fatty acids (EFAs) of 
linoleic acid (40%) and α-linolenic (25%). 
Other constituents of the carrier oil include 
phytosterols, carotenoids, and vitamin E. 
Florihana’s fatty acid profile for bilberry 
(Vaccinium myrtillus L.) carrier oil is as 
follows: Linoleic acid 36%, alpha-linolenic 
acid 35%, oleic acid 5%, palmitic acid 5%, and 
stearic acid 1%.29

Therapeutic Profile

Plant: Although the berries of bilberry 
(Vaccinium myrtillus L.) are usually known 
for their therapeutic effects, you might be 
surprised to learn that the leaves of this plant 
also have therapeutic uses. Chevalier states 
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that the astringent and antiseptic leaves 
are often used for cystitis and urinary tract 
infections. He also adds that the berries are 
extremely healing for “the micro-circulation 
within the eye” and other capillaries.5 Other 
therapeutic actions for bilberry (Vaccinium 
myrtillus L.) include circulation tonic, 
antioxidant, and anti-inflammatory. 

Carrier Oil: Parker states that blueberry 
seed carrier oil (Vaccinium corymbosum or V. 
myrtillis) can protect and repair skin damage, 
scar tissue, regenerate skin tissue, smooth fine 
lines, and improve skin elasticity. In addition, 
because blueberry seed carrier oil (Vaccinium 
corymbosum or V. myrtillis) contains a high 
percentage of antioxidants, it can fight against 
free radical damage of the skin.28

Bilberry (Vaccinium myrtillus L.) carrier oil 
is rich in antioxidants as well, in addition to 
being able to moisturize, tone, and protect the 
skin. It is recommended for use with mature 
skin, and to brighten skin.29

Safety Profile: Cautions for Use

Carrier Oil: None noted in literature 
reviewed.

Herb: Do not use bilberry (Vaccinium 
myrtillus L.) if you have a bleeding disorder 
or take anticoagulants.5 The Botanical 
Safety Handbook breaks down safety 
information more deeply. It lists no known 
contraindications for bilberry (Vaccinium 
myrtillus L.) but states that studies have 
shown that the fruit reduced bleeding during 
surgery and it may reduce blood coagulation.30 
In addition, this same resource lists low 
bush blueberry (Vaccinium angustifolium 
L.) as a separate listing with no known 
contraindications or adverse effects noted (in 
limited studies available).31

Chart of a Clinical Review of Bilberry and Blueberry

Extract Bilberry (Vaccinium myrtillus) Blueberry (Vaccinium spp.)
Herb Antioxidant,34 improved (night) 

vision,38 diabetic retinopathy,38 

inflammatory bowel disease,39 
antidiarrheal,39 anti-inflammatory.39

Improves memory in older adults (wild 
juice—botanical name not listed),32 protection 
against heart disease (botanical name not 
listed),33antioxidant (lowbush blueberry, 
although botanical name not listed)35

Carrier Oil Rich in polyunsaturated fatty acids37 Antioxidant (botanical name not listed)36

Bilberry in Full Profile

Bilberry (Vaccinium myrtillus L.) packs a 
large-sized fruit punch from a small pack-
age. With red-rich, heart-friendly properties 
to fighting free radicals, bilberry (Vaccinium 
myrtillus L.) in its various extracts is a handy 
tool to have in your therapeutic box.

If you have the space, and the climate, I recom-
mend growing one of these Vaccinium spp. in 
your garden. I know that I’ll be making space 
for some berry goodness in my near future!

There is some confusion, even in clinical reviews and summaries, between the colloquial terms of blueberry 
and bilberry, so I have recorded (and made note of) the information, subject to my own interpretation. 
Each review is referenced and listed in the end list of references in this article for further research.
Editor’s Note: Remember that clinical studies need to be read in context with many factors including 
size of study, control methodology, number of participants and location. The studies above are extracts 
or summaries of studies and their stated perceived outcomes. Research each study fully and correctly 
to learn more.
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With notes of autumn, and the warmth 
of winter, this Berry Spice syrup 

incorporates the fruity goodness of not just 
bilberry (Vaccinium myrtillus L.) and American 
highbush blueberry (Vaccinium corymbosum), 
but elderberry (Sambucus nigra) too, with 
a side kick of cinnamon spice (Cinnamonum 
zeylanicum).  It involves combining three 
individual products: Tincture, honey, and tea. 

You’ll need to plan at least four weeks in 
advance to make the tincture. 

This recipe includes alcohol in it. This recipe 

makes approximately 22-oz. of product. 

Equipment:

Yoghurt maker

Glass jars and bottles

Pestle and mortar

Ingredients:

2-oz. organic, frozen blueberries  
   (Vaccinium corymbosum) by weight

4-oz. organic, dried bilberries  
   (Vaccinium myrtillus L.) by weight

8-oz. organic dried, elderberries  
   (Sambucus nigra) by weight

0.1-oz. organic cinnamon  
   (Cinnamomum zeylanicum) sticks (crushed)

5-oz. organic raw, wildflower honey for 
   bilberries (Vaccinium myrtillus L.) by volume

12-oz. organic raw, wildflower honey for 
   elderberries (Sambucus nigra) by volume

4-oz. 95% alcohol (Everclear) by volume

6-oz. water by volume

Step One: Make the Blueberry Tincture

Make the tincture at least 4 weeks before 
finalizing the syrup.

• Add the defrosted, previously frozen 
blueberries to a clean, glass jar.

• Combine with 95% alcohol (190 proof). I 
used defrosted, previously frozen blueberries 
so there was so additional water content 
retained in the blueberries.

• Put the lid on the jar and allow to sit for four 
weeks in a cool, dark cupboard.

• After four weeks, strain off the blueberries 
and bottle the remaining tincture. Label if not 
using straightaway.

Photos this page: Top: Cinnamon (Cinnamomum 
zeylanicum) stick and blueberries (Vaccinium 
corymbosum) Bottom: Bilberry (Vaccinium myrtillus L.) 
honey. Both photos © Sharon Falsetto Chapman. 



Passionate about Patchouli continuedRecipe Card:  Berry Spice Syrup
print-out-and-keep

Recipe © Sharon Falsetto Chapman. Permission is 
given to use this recipe for personal use but not 
for commercial reproduction or gain.

Cinnamon (Cinnamomum zeylanicum) tea concoction with 
bilberries (Vaccinium myrtillus L.)   
© Sharon Falsetto Chapman. 

Step Two: Make the Bilberry and 
Elderberry Infused Honey

Make the honey at least two days before you 
intend to finalize the syrup. I used a yoghurt 
maker to infuse the honey as I find it a quick, 
easy, and consistent method. The yoghurt 
maker keeps the temperature consistent, vs. 
heating up on the stovetop. I can also infuse 
two separate types of plants at the same time.

• Fill the jar/s provided with the yoghurt 
maker with the bilberries.

• Cover the bilberries with organic honey until 
the jar is full. Cap.

• Repeat the process with the elderberries.

• Put all the jars in the yoghurt maker and 
heat for 8 hours the first day, and then 
another 6 hours the following day (depending 
on the yoghurt maker).

• Once infused, strain off the bilberries/
elderberries and bottle into separate jars. 
Label if not using straightaway.

Step Three: Make the  
Cinnamon Tea Concoction

Make the tea concoction on the day that you 
intend to finalize the syrup.

• Add the cinnamon to a pestle and mortar 
and grind until crushed.

• Add the crushed cinnamon to a teapot with 
a diffuser.

• Pour 6-oz. boiling water over the cinnamon 
in the teapot.

• Cover and leave to infuse for 45 minutes to 
one hour.

• Strain off the resulting tea which is now 
ready to combine with the tincture and the 
honey.

Step Four: Make the Syrup

• Combine 12-oz. infused honey, 3-oz. 
blueberry tincture, and 6-oz. of cinnamon tea 
in bottles or jars as preferred.

• Cap and label.

• Store in a cool, dark place. I suggest 
refrigerating to prolong shelf life (up to 6 
months).

To Use: Adults: Take 1-2 teaspoons of syrup 
a day twice a day, at the onset of coughs and 
colds, or even at the slightest hint of a sniffle. 
Packed full of antioxidant goodness, this syrup 
has the ingredients to get you through the 
colder seasons and keep your immune system 
in check. Not recommended for use with 
children, due to spice content.

Cautions: Remove the use of cinnamon in the 
syrup and replace with an alternative spice 
such as ginger (Zingiber officinale) if you 
are pregnant. Substitute bilberry (Vaccinium 
myrtillus L.) with blueberry (Vaccinium 
corymbosum) if you have a bleeding disorder 
or take anticoagulants.

Acknowledgements: The basic formulation 
of base products used for this recipe is 
inspired and adapted from the teachings of 
the Chestnut Herbal School of Medicine.  
The ingredient choice and subsequent 
formulation are exclusively formulated by 
Sharon Falsetto Chapman.
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