
School of Environment and Natural Resources, 2021 Coffey Road, Columbus, Ohio 43210
F-64-13

Growing American Ginseng in Ohio: 
Harvesting, Washing, and Drying

 Chip Carroll Dave Apsley 
 Rural Action Sustainable Forestry Natural Resources Specialist 
  Ohio State University Extension 

Harvesting your crop of American ginseng will 
undoubtedly be the most labor-intensive and 

time-consuming part of your ginseng enterprise. For-
tunately, it will also be the most financially rewarding 
and can also be the most fun. If your planned harvest 
is large, you will need to prepare ahead and solicit help 
or begin harvesting earlier in the year in order to en-
sure enough time to get your crop out of the ground 
before the tops die back for the year. In Ohio, this is 
usually in September and October. If you wait until 
later in the season, finding your plants to harvest is a 
difficult challenge at best. 

Before harvesting, it is always a good idea to check 
state and federal laws affecting ginseng harvests to 
make sure there are no recent changes that could affect 
the harvest. Also, if you are planning to sell your har-
vested ginseng, research your marketing options prior 
to the harvest, and develop a plan to maximize your 
profits. Finally, consider leaving a portion of your crop 

in the ground to further mature and to produce seed. 
This can result in increased value and provide added 
enjoyment. In addition to the financial rewards, har-
vesting can be an excellent opportunity to spend time 
in the woods with friends and family.

Laws
State and federal laws are constantly evolving to re-

flect trends in ginseng production and to protect wild 
ginseng from overharvesting. A June 2006 finding by 
the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service supports the legal 
export of wild and wild-simulated American ginseng 
roots harvested in the 2006–2008 growing seasons 
that are at least five years old (i.e. a minimum of four 
bud scale scars on the root). Again, it is crucial that 
you check the current state and federal laws regarding 
ginseng harvest and exportation before you perform a 
harvest of your own.

Currently, Ohio’s legal harvest season runs from 
September 1 through December 31. Federal and state 
laws do not distinguish wild-simulated ginseng from 
truly wild ginseng. The rules and regulations that gov-
ern ginseng in Ohio can be found at http://www.dnr.
state.oh.us/Portals/9/pdf/pub007.pdf or in the Ohio 
Revised Code sections 1533.86–1533.99. The feder-
al regulations that pertain to ginseng can be found at 
http://international.fws.gov/animals/ginindx.html 
(Note: federal regulations are updated each year. Check 
regularly to ensure you are in compliance). 

Harvesting
Typically, growers allow ginseng to reach a mini-

mum age of 9 to 10 years before harvesting. Assuming 
that the market price does not decrease significantly, 

Figure 1. Freshly harvested, large ginseng root. (Photo 
courtesy of Bob Beyfuss, Cornell Cooperative Extension)
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the value of ginseng should increase significantly each 
year it is allowed to mature. However, the threat of 
loss to disease, theft, and a variety of other problems 
must be considered when determining the optimum 
time to harvest.

Harvesting will likely be the most rewarding aspect 
of working with American ginseng. Harvesting ginseng 
can be compared to a treasure hunt, since each root 
you dig is worth about $1. Individual roots or “prize 
roots” with specific characteristics can be worth far 
more if you successfully locate niche markets for them.

There are a variety of tools that can be used to 
harvest ginseng roots including hand trowels, picks, 
mattocks, and soil knives. Many growers fashion their 
own digging tools out of hoes, picks, or even screw-
drivers. The only limitation to personal preference is 
that the harvesting tool must allow the roots to be re-
moved from the soil intact.

If you’re growing ginseng in the wild-simulated 
fashion, harvesting the crop will be much like hunting 
and digging wild ginseng. It is likely that between the 
time you planted seed and the time you harvest roots, 
your plants will have produced offspring from seed. 
Therefore, you will likely find yourself working in an 
environment that has many mixed-aged plants, and 
you will need to select only the mature plants for har-
vest, allowing the younger ones to continue to grow.

Wild-simulated plantings most often allow you 
room to move among plants, since the plantings tend 
to be much thinner than more intensive methods of 
producing ginseng in the forest. In essence, harvesting 
involves working through the planted area, digging 
the mature roots one at a time. Some growers also 
save the “tops” or the vegetative, leafy portion of the 
plant to dry and market as well. It takes approximate-
ly 300 fresh wild-simulated roots to equal one pound 

of dried ginseng, and it takes several hours to harvest 
each pound. 

Washing
Once the roots are harvested, the next step is to 

wash them. Since ginseng roots should always be 
washed when they are fresh, it is preferable to wash 
roots as soon as possible after harvest. There are as 
many ways to wash ginseng roots as there are tools to 
dig them. The most important thing to keep in mind is 
not to overwash the roots. Too vigorous washing will 
damage the fragile “skin” of the root.

The simplest root washing method is to fill a 
5-gallon bucket with water and wash the roots 
by hand, swishing them in the bucket and gently 
rubbing (not scrubbing) to remove any loose soil. A 
little dirt in the grooves of the roots is preferable to 
a completely clean, white root, which can be far less 
valuable, particularly if it is damaged.

While many people simply hand wash their roots, 
others spread them on a screen and spray them with 
a hose. There are commercially available pieces of 
equipment specifically designed to wash ginseng 
roots, which typically consist of a barrel that is 
mechanically rotated as water jets spray the roots. 
Some mechanically inclined growers have even 
modified old wringer washers for washing roots.

After you have washed the roots, it is a good idea 
to lay them out on a screen to air dry for a couple of 
hours. Do not expose the roots to direct sunlight for 
a prolonged period of time at any point during the 
washing and drying process.

Drying
Numerous successful drying techniques have been 

employed to dry ginseng roots, ranging from dehumid-
ifiers and heaters to wood stoves and fans. Drying in an 
oven, microwave, or in a car window is definitely not 
advisable. No matter what drying method is used, it is 
critical that the roots not be dried too quickly, as that 
will lower the overall quality of the finished product.

It is important to maintain a consistent air tempera-
ture and adequate airflow around the roots while they 
are drying. Most growers construct racks with screens 
to dry their roots, thereby ensuring that the entire root 
is exposed to adequate airflow. Roots should be spread 
out so they are not in contact with each other, and 
should be rotated occasionally to make certain that air 
and heat is getting to all sides of the root. Variables 
such as temperature, weather, humidity, and type of 
heat will all affect how long roots take to dry. Safe tem-

Figure 2. Typical “sang hoe” tool used for 
digging ginseng. 
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perature ranges for dry-
ing ginseng are between 
70°F and 100°F. De-
pending on conditions 
and technique, it may 
take from 1 to 2 weeks 
for roots to completely 
dry with an air tempera-
ture around 70°F.

It is important to 
regularly inspect roots 
throughout the drying 
process. Any discolor-
ation or mold on the 
roots indicates a prob-
lem, suggesting the need 
for adjustments in the 
temperature, humidity, or airflow. As ginseng roots 
dry, they will begin to shrink, but often will remain 
spongy at least partway through the drying process. 
To determine if roots are completely dried, sample a 
few roots by breaking them. Properly dried roots snap 
easily into two pieces. Carefully inspect the inside of 
the root for any discoloration; a properly dried root 
should be entirely white inside. Drying too quickly 
will often create a brown ring inside the root, while 
drying too slowly will create moldy sections. 

There are a variety of commercially available herb 
dryers on the market, which are adequate for drying 
small quantities of ginseng. However, dryers capable 
of handling large quantities of ginseng can be quite ex-
pensive. Depending on the size of the anticipated an-
nual harvest, you may need to consider modifying a 
room, shed, or other space into a drying facility. Before 
initiating such a project, visit other growers to deter-
mine what size and design will best satisfy your needs. 

Summary
Wild-simulated ginseng production can be an en-

joyable and financially rewarding experience. Har-
vesting, washing, and drying are critical steps in the 

process. When properly employed, these steps can help 
to ensure a considerable return on the investment of 
time and money required to produce this unique and 
valuable crop. 

Rural Action Contact Information
9030 Hocking Hills Drive
The Plains, OH 45780
(740) 677-4047
http://ruralaction.org/programs/forestry/

References
Apsley, D., & Carroll, C. (2013). Growing American 

Ginseng in Ohio: Selecting a Site. Ohio State Univer-
sity Extension Fact Sheet F-58-13. Columbus: The 
Ohio State University.

Carroll, C., & Apsley, D. (2013). Growing American 
Ginseng in Ohio: An Introduction. Ohio State Uni-
versity Extension Fact Sheet F-56-13. Columbus: 
The Ohio State University.

Carroll, C., & Apsley, D. (2013). Growing American 
Ginseng in Ohio: Site Preparation and Planting Using 
the Wild-Simulated Approach. Ohio State University 
Extension Fact Sheet F-57-13. Columbus: The Ohio 
State University.

Ohio Department of Natural Resources, Division of 
Wildlife. 1-800-WILDLIFE.

Ohio Department of Natural Resources, Division of 
Wildlife. (2013). “Ohio’s Green Gold-American 
Ginseng” [Online]. Available: http://www.dnr.state.
oh.us/Portals/9/pdf/pub007.pdf

Persons, W. S. (1994). American Ginseng: Green Gold. 
Asheville, NC: Bright Mountain Books Inc. 

Persons, W. S. (2002). Tuckasegee Valley Ginseng 
Newsletter. P. O. Box 236, Tuckasegee, NC 28783. 
(828) 293-5189.

Persons, W. S., & Davis, J. (2005). Growing and Market-
ing Ginseng, Goldenseal and Other Woodland Me-
dicinals. Asheville, NC: Bright Mountain Books Inc.

Growing American Ginseng in Ohio: Harvesting, Washing, and Drying—page 3

Figure 3. Homemade ginseng 
drying rack. 

Ohio State University Extension embraces human diversity and is committed to ensuring that all research and related educational programs 
are available to clientele on a nondiscriminatory basis without regard to age, ancestry, color, disability, gender identity or expression, genetic 
information, HIV/AIDS status, military status, national origin, race, religion, sex, sexual orientation, or veteran status. This statement is in 
accordance with United States Civil Rights Laws and the USDA.
Keith L. Smith, Associate Vice President for Agricultural Administration; Associate Dean, College of Food, Agricultural, and Environmental 
Sciences; Director, Ohio State University Extension; and Gist Chair in Extension Education and Leadership.
For Deaf and Hard of Hearing, please contact Ohio State University Extension using your preferred communication (e-mail, relay services, or 
video relay services). Phone 1-800-750-0750 between 8 a.m. and 5 p.m. EST Monday through Friday. Inform the operator to dial 614-292-6181.

Visit Ohio State University Extension’s web site “Ohioline” at: http://ohioline.osu.edu

Copyright © 2013, The Ohio State University

http://ruralaction.org/programs/forestry/
http://www.dnr.state.oh.us/Portals/9/pdf/pub007.pdf
http://www.dnr.state.oh.us/Portals/9/pdf/pub007.pdf

