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Disclaimer: 

• I am not a historian. I referenced what I 

perceived to be reputable sources and 

some of  this is from my own 28+ year 

history with the industry. 

• If  you find any errors, please contact 

me so we can correct the presentation. 

 Thanks.  Jeanine Davis 11/27/2015 



The forests in our region are 

home to a wide diversity of  

medicinal plants 

• The bounty in these forests has been used by the 

Native Americans for thousands of  years. 

• Mountain settlers depended on the forests as 

important sources of  food, medicine, fuel, and 

shelter materials. 



In 1715, a Jesuit priest in Canada 

learned that American ginseng could 

be a substitute for Asian ginseng. 

Photo on right from http://www.herballegacy.com/Holland_History.html  



Soon thereafter European 

merchants hired Native Americans 

and colonists to gather ginseng 

• The trade to China started  in Canada and quickly 

spread to New England. 

• In 1784, George Washington noted that 60,000 

pounds of  wild ginseng were exported to China. 

• Some of  this was traded for tea that Americans had 

had little of  since the early 1770s. 

 
The Empress of China picture from http://www.newenglandhistoricalsociety.com/boatload-ginseng-launched-china-trade/ 



By the late 1800s, ginseng was 

already seriously depleted up north 

• A cultivated ginseng industry started in New York 

and thrived for a number of  years until blight 

destroyed many of  the crops in  the early 1900s. 

• So the ginseng trade started moving south through 

the Appalachian mountain range. 

 Photo of Michigan ginseng garden from http://glenarborsun.com/empire%E2%80%99s-gnarly-old-man/ 



1850 statistics from Buncombe Co. 

NC list ginseng among the chief  

products exported from the county.  

• Traders took the roots to Philadelphia for 
shipment to China. 

• E.B. Olmsted, a rather shady character 
according to most accounts,  came to 
western NC in 1870 to make his fortune on 
Southern ginseng. 

Photo fromhttp://thesouthernhighlander.org/2014/05/05/e-b-olmsted-and-the-post-civil-war-ginseng-boom/   



Collecting and selling ginseng and 

other forest botanicals has provided 

supplemental income to mountain 

families since the mid-18th century. 

 

• After the Civil War (1865), many mountain families were 

dependent on ginseng for income. 

• They knew where to find it and understood the markets. 

Photo from https://www.marathonginseng.com/History/folkloreamerican.php  



The southern 

mountains were soon 

populated with ginseng 

agents representing 

firms from the big cities 

up north. 

• There was intense competition for the increasingly 

rare root and in 1870, the diggers had the upper 

hand. They set the price. 

• Olmsted said “astute diggers were able to use their 

skill at finding ginseng to manipulate the trade for 

their own benefit.” 

Photo from https://www.marathonginseng.com/History/folkloreamerican.php  



Early in the Southern ginseng trade 

• Diggers sold their roots to middle men, such as 

country store owners, who then sold it to agents of  

large firms up north who exported the ginseng. 

• As competition increased, many agents began 

purchasing directly from the diggers. 

• They rode the mountains on horseback to meet the 

diggers. 

Photo from drinkmrpink.com 



Wild ginseng exports  

peaked in the 1880s 

• James Mooney, who lived with the Eastern Band of  

Cherokee, said that most of  the Cherokee in 

western NC were engaged in the ginseng economy. 

• By the 1890s, exports were a third of  what they 

were a decade before and prices quadrupled. 
Photo from 1929 in West Virginia, fromhttp://www.wildginsengconservation.com/1A%20Gallery/Pile%20of%20Roots.html  



As wild ginseng became harder to find 

people tried to cultivate it 

• Many mountain diggers began to raise their own 

ginseng patches to supplement their farm income. 

• In 1877, the USDA started encouraging cultivation. 

• Disease prevented widespread adoption of  

cultivation. 

Photo of ginseng cultivation in Minnesota in mid-1800s. From http://lakeminnetonkamag.com/wayzatas-historical-ginseng-harvest  



Other forest botanicals in trade followed 

a similar trend 

• Goldenseal was a popular root exported to Europe 

in the 1700 and 1800s. 

• By 1884, John Uri Lloyd noted dramatic declines in 

wild populations of  goldenseal.  

• Cultivation was initiated in the western US, but 

disease and low prices took that industry out, too. 



Through most of  the 1900s 

• There was a steady trade in wild-harvested 

medicinal herbs in our region. 

• Ginseng and other roots were collected by diggers 

and sold to local middlemen, often in gas stations, 

campgrounds, and country stores.  

• They, in turn, sold to the raw botanical dealers, who 

exported the herbs primarily to China and  Europe. 



In the 1980s 

• At least 175 species of  plants native to North 

America were being sold in the medicinal herb 

market in the United States. 

• Approximately half  of  those species occur within 

the Southern Appalachians. 
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The boom years in 1990s 

• Medicinal herbs were hot in the early 1990s. 

• Buyers were popping up all over. 

• Companies couldn’t get enough herbs so they 

started their own farms or contracted with growers. 

• The future looked bright and it seemed like 

everyone was getting into the business. 



Island Organics/ 
Quality Botanical Ingredients 

• I worked closely with this company. 
• They set up managers and contracted with farmers 

in NC, NJ, and MO. 
• They funded research at NC State University, 

Purdue, and Rutgers. 



The crash 

• The growth was too much, too fast. 

• There were a few major news releases about some 

popular herbs being harmful or not being effective. 

• The economy weakened. 

• Everything came crashing down. 

• QBI went into bankruptcy and was bought up by 

Health Sciences in 2002. 

 



Wilcox Drug Co., 

Boone, NC 

• Wilcox Drug was established in 1900 in Boone by 

Grant Wilcox. 

• By 1976, it was the largest purchaser of  botanicals 

in the US.  

• In 1982, Wilcox Drug merged with Appalachian 

Evergreen and became Wilcox Natural Products 

when the Swiss firm Zuellig Group North America 

purchased them.  

• The company merged with Hauser, Inc. in 1999.   

• After 100 years in the industry, Wilcox shut its doors 

in the year 2000.  
Photo from highcountrymagazine.com 



Wilcox Drug Co. 

Many diggers in the region relied on the Wilcox Co. to 

buy their harvested roots and herbs.  The company put 

out a annual product price list with the botanicals and 

estimated amounts needed for the upcoming year.  

Harvesters used this list to plan what to harvest in the 

coming season.  When Wilcox closed its doors, many 

wild-harvesters were left without a market for their 

roots and herbs. 

 



The industry changed dramatically

  

• Consolidation on the buying end left the wild-

harvesters and growers with fewer markets. 

• Prices for raw materials dropped. 

• We needed options. 



ANALYSIS OF THE ECONOMIC VIABILITY  

OF CULTIVATING SELECTED BOTANICALS IN NORTH 

CAROLINA 

 

American ginseng 

Black cohosh 

Bloodroot 

False unicorn 

Ginkgo 

Goldenseal 

Narrow-leaf  purple coneflower 

Pale purple coneflower 

Purple coneflower 

Skullcap 

Wild indigo 

Wild yam 
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 Here’s what we learned about 

goldenseal 

• In 2001, approximately 265,000 pounds of  
goldenseal were sold on world markets. This 
represented a 27% increase from the year before.  

• The goldenseal sold in 2001 was worth roughly $7.5 
million, making it 6% higher than in 2000.  

 



• There was adequate wild-harvested product 

available to meet demand.  

• Restrictions on wild-harvesting and demand for 

material with higher levels of  bioactives drove 

demand for more cultivated material.  

• Cultivated material represented about 25% of  the 

overall supply in 2001. 

 



• Over the next 3 to 5 years, the market for goldenseal 

would grow at a rate of  5% to 10% percent annually.  

• The demand for cultivated material would grow at a 

faster rate, approaching 10% to 15% annually. 



• Small-scale collectors in the southern Appalachians 

and Missouri supplied almost all of  the wild 

harvested material.  

• Cultivated sources were located mainly in Canada, 

Wisconsin, and the Pacific Northwest. 

• Many growers were members of  co-ops or vertically 

integrated into large processors. 



• Distribution channels were specialized and relied on 

experienced brokers and professionals to bring 

small growers, collectors, and buyers together.  

• Wild-harvested material was handled through 

established general brokers that warehoused 

goldenseal and sent it to large European 

processors. 

 



If  you weren’t part of  those 

established channels, it was hard to 

make money from goldenseal, wild-

harvested or cultivated. 



So we tried some new strategies for 

growers of  a large number of  herbs 



We started the  

N.C. Natural Products Association 

The whole purpose was to 

help commercial growers, 

wild-harvesters, buyers, and 

manufacturers network and 

help each other be 

successful. 

 



We developed a NC Medicinal Herb 

Buyers and Growers Directory to 

facilitate buying and selling. 



We led a three year project in which we worked closely 

with  nearly 50 NC farmers to help them diversify 

into medicinal herb production.  



• We brought in buyers. 

• We built dryers. 

• We created a website. 

• We wrote budgets. 

• We offered training. 



We offered a personalized service 

to match growers and buyers 



We taught growers how to market 

herbs in new ways 

Sell direct to small 

manufacturers, local 

soap makers, herb 

schools, and local 

practitioners. 

Photo on top from Red Moon Herbs and on 

bottom from Lands End Cooperative 



• Agritourism on the 

farm 

• Sell at farmers 

markets and festivals 

Photos: top from Mountain Farm 



• Nursery sales 

• Make your own value-

added products 

• Internet sales 



These efforts have helped 

• But we still don’t have hundreds of  people in the region 
making a good business income on forest herbs. 

• There are still many people who want to grow or wild-
harvest herbs and don’t have a reliable market. 

• Or they do have markets but aren’t making any money 
selling through them, i.e., just because you can sell it 
doesn’t mean it is profitable. 



So where are we now? 

• There are fewer large buyers out there to sell to.  

• They have very specific requirements so their 

customers can meet current GMPs. 

• They want larger volumes and a more consistent 

supply than many wild-harvesters and growers can 

provide. 

• They often don’t pay enough per pound to make it 

worthwhile for a small producer. 
Photo of Daniel Vickers with Herbal Ingenuity from journalpatriot.com 



GACPs and GMPs 

• We offer training, videos, and publications  on GACPs and GMPs for 
medicinal herbs. 

• http://ncalternativecropsandorganics.blogspot.com 

• https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCvsfDm-6ItU7gwOtXyQGO5A 

 



Herb Connection 

We try to facilitate buying 

and selling through a 

simple on-line platform. 



Workshops 

We offer hands-on training 

to help growers and wild-

harvesters produce a 

quality product. 



On-line and direct marketing is 

working GREAT for some 

But most of  the 

growers and wild-

harvesters we work 

with do not have the 

skills, interest, or time 

to do it well. 



Branding 

• Make your product stand 

out with a brand or 

certification.  

• This label promises 

quality and place of  

origin. 



Discussion 




