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When discussing cultivation, there are two major groups of herbs, those grown in the sun and those grown 
in the shade. Commercially, many of the sun-loving herbs are grown on a large-scale and planted and 
harvested mechanically.  In contrast, many of the shade-loving herbs sold commercially are still wild-
harvested or grown on a very small scale.  A few shade-loving herbs, mostly notably ginseng and 
goldenseal, are also grown on a large-scale under artificial shade cloth structures.  Some of the most 
commonly grown sun-loving herbs are dandelion, feverfew, stinging nettle, milk thistle, Echinacea, 
burdock, valerian, and St. John’s wort.  Some of the most popular shade-loving botanicals are goldenseal, 
ginseng, black cohosh, bloodroot, and false unicorn root.   
 
There are many similarities between growing medicinal herbs and growing fruits and vegetables. The 
same basic horticultural principles apply, many pest problems are similar, and most of the same 
equipment can be used.  To start, site selection is critical. Whether growing in an open field or in the 
woods, choose a well drained site with good soil, and access to water.  Weed control can be a big problem 
when growing herbs, so pick a site with few weeds or try to get weeds under control before sowing a 
crop.  Have the soil tested and amend it to suit general vegetable production for sun-loving herbs and for 
native ornamentals for shade-loving herbs.  If the soil is low in organic matter, start early to build up the 
soil by growing cover crops or adding composted material. In most areas, it is beneficial to build raised 
beds for the improved water drainage and soil warming benefits. 
 
Obtaining high-quality seeds or planting stock is also very important.  Find a reputable company that 
specializes in medicinal herbs and has developed a good reputation for their products and customer 
service.  Ask other growers about their experiences with various companies.  If purchasing root material 
for planting stock, ask if it is cultivated or wild-harvested and inspect carefully upon delivery. 
 
If growing from seed, producing transplants is recommended.  These can be grown just like vegetable 
transplants in the greenhouse.  Check the germination rates on the seed packages.  Keep in mind that for 
most of these herbs, there are no varieties.   The seed you buy may, in fact, have been collected from wild 
populations.  So, germination percentages can be very low or erratic.  Many of the sun-loving herbs are 
planted in the spring whereas most of the shade-requiring herbs are fall planted.  If planting large 
numbers, consider using mechanical seeders, even hand-push types, to speed the task and save the back.   
 
All of the shade-loving herbs should be mulched with an organic mulch.  In many northern states, wheat 
or oat straw is commonly used.  In the southern states, better success has been obtained with hardwood 
bark, bark/sawdust mixes, or leaf litter.  If slugs are a problem, avoid using straw.  In the open field, some 
growers have used black plastic mulch with drip-irrigation. This has been quite effective for weed control 
but in many cases is not cost effective.  Some success has been obtained with a strip-till system for many 
of the herbs listed above. 
 



Many growers are under the impression that herbs don’t have disease or insect problems.  Nothing could 
be further from the truth.  It is common for there to be few if any problems the first year or two of 
production when the planted area is small.  But when medicinal herbs are grown in a large, monoculture 
system, sooner or later insect and disease problems will arise.  Keep in mind that there are few, if any, 
agricultural chemicals cleared for use on medicinal herbs.  In addition, there is a strong market for 
organically grown herbs.  Prevention is the best approach to pest management.  One approach is to plant a 
diversity of species, not plant large fields to a single species, and to rotate crops.  Strip-cropping of 
multiple crops or just planting smaller fields of different species near each other can often prevent the 
problems that arise from a monoculture situation. 

  
Good water and air drainage will also go a long way towards preventing many problems.  Maintaining a 
healthy soil, not over watering or over fertilizing, and scouting frequently are necessary to keep pest 
problems low. Diseases that are frequently encountered include Rhizoctonia, Pythium, Alternaria, 
Phytophthora, and Fusarium.  Insects commonly found include aphids, mites, whiteflies, cutworms, 
earworms, flea beetles, and Japanese beetles.   
 
Many of the sun-loving herbs are harvested the same season they are sown.  Examples of these include 
burdock, dandelion, and milk thistle.  Some are perennials which can be cut and allowed to re-grow 
several times, e.g., Echinacea, St. John’s wort, and stinging nettle.  For dandelion and Echinacea, several 
cuttings of the plant tops can be made before harvesting the roots.  Most of the shade-loving herbs are 
root crops and must be grown for three years or more before harvesting.  In the meantime, seeds can be 
harvested and sold. 
 
It is very important to plan for harvest long before the harvest is to take place, especially if it is a 
commercial planting.  Consider that plants harvested for the herb (leaves and stems) must be kept clean, 
flowers must be handled gently, and root crops are often fibrous and matted together.  We have 
successfully harvested Echinacea tops and stinging nettle tops with a sickle bar on a BCS two-wheel 
tractor and simply undercut goldenseal with the same blade we use for strawberry plants.  In the garden, 
or on a very small commercial scale, garden forks and mattocks can be used. 
 
Once harvested, the herb must be handled carefully and packaged according to buyer specifications.  
Fresh herb must be cooled and quickly extracted or transported to the processor.  Herb to be dried must be 
put into the driers shortly after harvest to maintain color and quality.  Roots must be carefully washed 
before drying. Root washers are often constructed of a metal drum, mounted on an incline, which turns 
slowly while clean water runs over the roots.  Root and herb must be very clean.  Too much dirt will 
make the product difficult to use, and could cause the product to be rejected or purchased at a greatly 
reduced price. Buyers may also test the product for chemical constituency and bacterial contamination.  
The new federal guidelines for good manufacturing practices (GMPs) for food supplements require 
manufacturers to know their raw material source and species identity.  Growers who can provide voucher 
specimens, positive identification of their herbs, and documentation that their herbs are clean will have an 
advantage in the marketplace over growers who don’t. 
 
Drying of both roots and herb should be done very carefully to maintain quality.  The key is to keep 
temperatures low and air flow high.  In areas with low humidity, drier temperatures should not exceed 
100° F, but where heat and humidity are high, drier temperatures may have to be raised to 125° to 135° F 
to adequately dry the material.  Modified tobacco barns have worked well and many simple driers have 
been constructed. 

 
Package the dried herb or root so that it will be kept cool, dry, and free from rodents and insects.  Most 
buyers now require that herbs be packaged in polypropylene sacks, cardboard barrels, or boxes.   
 



The hardest part of growing medicinal herbs is selling them.  To overcome this obstacle, many growers 
produce their own value added products and sell direct to consumers at shows and festivals and over the 
Internet.  Others supply products to local alternative health care practitioners, health food stores, and 
small manufacturers of herb extracts, herb soaps, and aromatherapy products.  But many farmers want to 
sell large volumes of raw material on the wholesale market.  Although there are thousands of product 
labels and manufacturers, there are a very small number of raw material buyers.  Farmers interested in 
producing medicinal herbs for that market need to invest time in finding buyers by reading trade 
magazines, searching the Internet, visiting other growers, and attending natural products conventions and 
conferences.  It is then critical to develop a trusting relationship with the buyer.  Buyers are looking for 
growers they can count on to supply a consistent supply of high quality herbs. 

 
There is not a shortage of medicinal herbs on the market.  Competition from other countries is fierce for 
most herbs. To be successful, U.S. farmers need to provide a unique product.  High quality products, 
dependable deliveries, special packaging, unusual herbs, and organic certification are examples of 
offerings growers might make to be competitive in the market. 
 
Examples of popular medicinal herbs that can be grown in the U.S.: 

Sun-loving herbs: 
• Arnica (Arnica Montana)  
• Echinacea (E. purpurea, pallida, angustifolia)  
• Calendula (Calendula officinalis)  
• Skullcap (Scutellaria lateriflora)  
• Stinging nettle (Urtica dioica) 
• Valerian (Valeriana officinalis)  
 
Shade-loving herbs: 
• Bethroot (Trillium erectum) 
• Boneset (Eupatorium perfoliatum) 
• Black cohosh (Actaea racemosa) 
• False unicorn (Chamaelirium luteum)  
• Ginseng (Panax quinquefolium)  
• Goldenseal (Hydrastis canadensis)  

 
For more information on how to grow medicinal herbs: 

• North Carolina State University:  http://ncherb.org and http://ncspecialtycrops.org/medherbs 
• Persons, W.S. and J.M. Davis.  2005.  Growing and Marketing Ginseng, Goldenseal, and Other 

Woodland Medicinals.  Bright Mountain Books, Fairview, NC 
• Cech, R.  2002.  Growing At-Risk Medicinal Herbs.  Cultivation, Conservation, and Ecology.  

Horizon Herbs, Williams, OR. 
• Sturdivant, L. and T. Blakley.  1999. Medicinal Herbs in the Garden, Field, and Marketplace. San 

Juan Naturals, Friday Harbor, WA. 
 
For information on the federal good manufacturing practices: for dietary supplements: 

• U.S Food and Drug Administration:  http://www.cfsan.fda.gov/~dms/supplmnt.html 
 
This is an edited version of an article that was written for the Southeastern Women’s’ Herbal Conference 
in September 2007. 


