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GOLDENSEAL
(Hydrastis canadensis L)

by Robert Eidus
Goldenseal (Hydrastis
Canadensis), a member
of the Buttercup
(Ranunculaceae) family,
is a perennialherb
native to the eastern
United Statesand
southern Canada. Native
Americans have used it
for centuries for a variety
of conditions, and it is
one of the many plants
adopted by the European settlers as a medicinal
herb. The major alkaloids in Goldenseal are
hydrastine, berberine, and canadine.
Since the 18th century, it has been used
around the world for such conditions as liver
deficiencies, jaundice, constipation,hemorrhoids,
eye afflictions, skin ulcers, and respiratory
infections of the mucous membranes such as
occur in the common cold and flu.
A weak infusion has also been used for
conjunctivitis and as an antiseptic mouthwash.
The herb contains anti-fungal, anti-bacterial, and
anti-viral properties.
One of the most popular herbs on the
market today, in North America and Europe,
Goldenseal’s popularity has unfortunately led

it to become nearly
extinct in many of the
places where it once
flourished. In most
states in its range on
the east coast it is still
an endangered species.
This scarcity has
increased the market
price. Therefore,
providing an organically
cultivated alternative
to the roots gathered from the wild has become
extremely important.

NICKNAMES
Goldenseal has a large number of nicknames.
These include yellow root (in Kentucky, West
Virginia, and Ohio), ground raspberry, eye balm,
yellow paint, and wild turmeric.
There is also another plant called Yellowroot
(Xanthorhiza Simplicissim) that grows in the

Goldenseal is no longer listed
as an endangered species list
in North Carolina.
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South, but it is not Goldenseal. Yellowroot does
have the alkaloid berberine in it, so it can be used
as a substitute for Goldenseal if needed.

TERRITORY
Goldenseal, unlike ginseng, is not
found in Asia.
Goldenseal originally ranged throughout most
of the eastern half of this country, from New York
to Minnesota, and south to Georgia and Missouri.
It also grows in Washington State and Oregon.
Most wild stands today are found only in the
southern Appalachians and the Ozark mountains.
The plant is now quite rare in the wild.

PLANT DESCRIPTION
Goldenseal
grows about a foot
high, containing
one or two deeply
crinkled leaves
with a serrated
margin and five
to seven pointed
lobes. It has hairy
stems, and a thick,
knotted, yellow
rootstalk.
Goldenseal
has a horizontal
rhizome with a
lot of rootlets. Plants emerge in early spring from
buds that overwinter on the perennial rootstock.
A plant with two leaves will produce a
greenish-white solitary flower (without petals)
in the spring. This will be followed by a single,
green raspberry-like fruit, which develops and
turns red, ripening in late June through early

July. The fruit contains between 10-30 seeds.
(The seeds are thin and black and tend to dry
out quickly. They are not commercially viable.)
The first year the plants look more like
emerging jewelweed than the maple leaf which
will appear in the second year when planting
from seeds.
Plants started from mature rhizomes at least
3 years old have 2 leaves, one is smaller than the
other and that smaller leaf is where the flower
and eventually the berry will be located.The root,
when cut, yields a brilliant yellow color.
Plants started from seed usually flower when
3-4 years old, and plants will berry after the
second leaf has appeared.

Goldenseal parts used:
1. Berry – inedible but is saved for seed.
2. Leaf – used for medicinal tea in Europe.
3. Rhizome – used for different types of
medicines; tinctures, capsules, teas, or
topical poultices.
The root is also used for propagation with
planting rhizomes.
Seed germination is very iffy, and most
Goldenseal farmers plant the seed the day
it is harvested.
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HABITAT
When searching for the proper area to grow
Goldenseal, look for 70-80% shade on a Northfacing slope under a full canopy of hardwoods
(dappled light to come through the canopy).
Deciduous trees such as tulip poplar, beech, oak,
hickory, walnut, and basswood are preferable,
with dogwood and spicebush being good
understory trees. This is an ideal site. However,
Goldenseal will also grow on East-facing slopes
if the shade is dense enough. Goldenseal will not
grow in an open field without shade-cloth or
lattice protection – especially from the midday
sun.
Avoid planting beneath spruce, hemlock, red
cedar, and other conifers due to their shallow
root systems, which will compete with the
Goldenseal for nutrients. Avoid rhododendron
and mountain laurel communities. Common
plants you will find in the ideal growing area
include trillium, bloodroot, blue and black
cohosh, jack-in-the-pulpit,maidenhair fern, and
rattlesnake fern. Sometimes there will be wild
yam, wild ginger, and wild hydrangea nearby.

SOIL
Good drainage is critical. Standing
water should be eliminated.
Goldenseal likes rich, well-drained soil high
in organic matter and will respond well to
organic fertilizers. A deep, loose, friable soil high
in organic matter is best. Whole and/or shredded
leaves, bark chips, or a bark and sawdust mix
may be used as mulch. Do not mulch with straw.
A composted soil mixture of 75% fungal
matter and 25% bacterial matter is ideal. The
mixture will look like the consistency of black
coffee grounds and – added together provides an

Soil for Growing Goldenseal
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Loamy soil
High in organic matter
Good drainage
Easy to work
Use only organic fertilizers
A pH between 6.0 and 7.0
Have good air circulation
Mulch with leaves, bark, or sawdust
Plant on a slight slope

excellent growing medium.
Plants grow best in a slightly acid soil (5.8 to
7.0) but will die if the pH level drops below 5.5.
Heavy or clay soils should be amended with
plenty of sand, compost, or leaves to lighten the
soil and improve drainage. The proper soil is
important, and if proper soil cannot be found,
the first summer can be spent preparing the soil
for a fall planting.

FIELD CULTIVATION
Goldenseal can be grown as a row crop under
artificial shade, though this is a costly alternative.
Some disease problems can occur under shade
cloth that does not appear in the wild.

PLANTING
Goldenseal is best planted in the
fall if starting from rhizomes.
Goldenseal is best planted in the fall if
planting rhizomes, but needs to be in the ground
and mulched before the first frost. Do not plant
after the ground is frozen. A secondary planting
time is the spring. The plants will appear the next
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spring after planting in the fall. Late September
through October, until the first frost when the
plant goes dormant, are optimum for digging
and collecting the roots for cultivation purposes.
The rhizome grows along horizontally a few
inches underground.
If you have properly prepared your planting
bed, you should not have trouble with weeds.
However, should they appear, remove them
manually, not with tools. Do not use any
chemicals on your plants, not even to fertilize.
Organic mulch is best for this plant. A very small
amount of potash every few years will prove
effective.

PLANTING THEORIES
There are basically three theories of how to
plant Goldenseal. All work.

Terrace theory
When the slope is around 40% place logs
horizontally behind existing trees, creating a
terrace. Plant behind each terrace, allowing
for walking spaces below the downed timber.
Spaces between terraces should be five to ten feet
minimum. Beds should be no more than 3 – 4
feet deep. Leaves can be used on the down side of
the slope to create a level bed.

Planting Guide
If your plants will be in the ground
3 Seasons
		
4 Seasons
		
More than 4 Seasons
		

In-between theory
Ginseng and Goldenseal have some beneficial
effects of being close to each other as far as soil
rejuvenation and therefore can be planted as
companion plants in clusters or individually.

Well dug beds
From research done in Ohio, aeration of the
Goldenseal bed will produce up to 4 times the
amount of plant stock.
Plants started from rhizomes usually flower
when 3 - 4 years old.

PREPARING THE SITE

Rake all leaves to the side of the bed. Plant
two to three inches deep into proper amended
soil, spacing 6 to 8 inches apart,
with a minimum of rows, which
are 8 to 10 inches apart. The
longer you plan to leave the
Then plant them
plants in the ground, the farther
6 inches apart
apart you should plant them.
in rows 8 inches apart
The soil can be enriched with
leaf mulch and compost. No
8 inches apart
in rows 8 inches apart
sand, cottonseed meal, or bone
meal, as they will attract animals.
8 inches apart
The soil should feel moist and
in rows 10 inches apart
light.
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After planting, apply 1 to 2 inches of mulch.
The leaves can be raked back on top and used as
mulch. Mulch should be removed in the spring
before the plants emerge.
NOTE: Proper placement of the roots in the bed at planting
time is extremely important for maintaining optimum
growth. Refer to the planting guide chart.

PESTS
Goldenseal has few pests. Slugs can
sometimes be a problem, controlled by clearing
mulch from around the plants, or luring them
into pans of beer, or sprinkling diatomaceous
earth around affected areas.

Goldenseal has few pests.
Root knot nematodes are harmful to
Goldenseal and the soil should always be
tested for their presence before planting.
Phytophthoracactorum, which causes Ginseng
root rot, does not seem to affect Goldenseal. In
fact, Goldenseal has been grown successfully
in old Ginseng beds, even those infested with
diseases that would seriously damage Ginseng.
The biggest problem the plant faces may be
theft.

SEED COLLECTION AND STORAGE

A common method for storing the seed until
planting is to stratify it. The more traditional way
of stratification is by mixing the seed or layering
it, with fine, clean, damp sand in a screen pouch
or a wooden box. The box should have a fine
mesh screen top and bottom. Bury the box in a
shaded, well-drained area exposed to natural rain.
The box should remain in the ground from June
to September.
Although there is a better return from
planting rootlets, seeds if used should be
stratified* from June to September.
*Stratification is the horticultural practice of placing
seeds between layers of moist sand or soil in boxes (or in
the ground) and exposing them to chilling temperatures,
either out-of-doors or in refrigerators. This pre-chilling aids
germination.

Disclaimer: Most Goldenseal growers do not
stratify their seeds, they plant them the day they
are harvested.

HARVESTING
If you started with planting rhizomes or root
bulb, it will take the plants four to five years to
reach harvestable maturity. By the eighth year
you should harvest the rhizome to take advantage
of the quick growth in the first eight years, then
dividing it so the quick growth can start again.

The seeds are small, black,
and hard. Never allow the
seeds to dry out.
To collect seed, harvest the berry when fully
ripe and soft, when the seed goes from green to
red. Mash the fruit by kneading, being careful
not to damage the seed. Add water, decant, and
rinse until the water runs clear, or spray the seeds
with water over a fine mesh screen. The seeds are
small, black, and hard. Like Ginseng seed, they
should never be allowed to dry out – NEVER!
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The medicinal root is best harvested in the
fall, after the plant has died back, some even
say after a hard frost. This is when the roots
will weigh the most and are the strongest for
medicinal uses. If a frost has killed the tops,
harvest the plant
immediately. In the
fall Goldenseal can
be divided. The size
of the new planting
rhizomes should
be larger than one
inch.
Having the rootlets on the planting rhizome
is important for reestablishing growth. If some
are long you can trim them and make medicine
from the very long rootlets.
Do not dig if the weather has been very dry.
This will cause many of the rootlets to break off.
If you have to, water the plants to make the soil
capable of being dug.
Use a digging fork to dig the roots, shaking
off excess dirt as you go. If you plan to replant
some of your harvest, replant as you dig, or as
soon after digging as possible. Never let the dug
roots dry out if you are planning on replanting
any of them.
If your plot ever
becomes too crowded
after 8 years, go ahead
and harvest them by
thinning. Transplant
them further away from
each other. If you don’t
harvest crowded plants
their growth potential
will be stunted. In
the seventh or eighth
year the rate of growth
diminishes so it is best
to harvest at that time.

A typical scenario is to harvest the whole bed,
use half for medicine or sales, and replant the
other half. You could replant your entire harvest,
of course, which will produce quicker growth
and the net result will be still more plants and
roots.

CLEANING THE ROOTS
For small batches after harvesting put the
plants into a pail of water and let them stay a
few hours or overnight. Remove the remaining
dirt with your hands or spray vigorously with
a pressurized garden hose over a pile of gravel.
(By spraying over gravel, you eliminate putting
the dirt into your septic systems.) For larger
batches, some people use
tumblers.
Get your roots
as clean as possible.
However, DO NOT
USE A BRUSH to clean
the roots as many minerals are in the skin of the
root. If you need to, you can break the larger
roots apart to clean dirt between crevices. This
will not decrease the market value. Cleanliness of
the roots affects their market value more than the
size of the root.

~ A Growers Guide to Goldenseal, Page 6 ~

Allow the roots to drain before starting the
drying process.

DIVISION OF ROOTS
The way that humans can help Goldenseal,
along with other rhizomes like bloodroot, black
cohosh, and Solomon seal, is by dividing the root
from the main rhizome. The divisions occur in
the fall and the new planting rhizome should be
bigger than one inch, preferably with a bud.
By using your hands, you can apply pressure
to two parts of the rhizome and the place where
it is the weakest will snap. You can also use a
knife.

DRYING THE ROOTS
For small batches, you can place them on a
screen or in a cardboard box with a paper towel.
It takes fifteen to thirty days for the plants to
become thoroughly dry. The roots will lose about
70% to 75% of their weight during drying.
Be certain the longest portion of each root is
completely dry before storing.
Dampness could cause the entire batch to
mold. If this happens to you, one way to cure the
mold is to put it into a solution of bleach, one
capful in a gallon of water. Do not leave it more
than 30 minutes in the bleach solution, then
rinse in cool water.
Dried roots should be packed loosely into
cardboard boxes and stored in a cool, dry area
(attics are better than basements). Totally dried
roots can be stored in a zippered bag.

MARKETING
After harvesting, you have many choices. You
can either sell it undried (called “green”) roots,
dried, powdered, or in capsules.

Green Roots
To sell your green roots, pack them in peat
moss or sphagnum moss. To keep them fresh,
store in a refrigerator at 40 degrees Fahrenheit.
Shipping should be done one-day ground on a
Monday or a Tuesday or overnight to keep them
from sitting in a post office over the weekend.
If you are going to hand deliver to your buyer,
packing your roots carefully in a paper bag
should be sufficient. Green roots will fetch onefourth the price that dried roots will bring.

Dried Roots
To ship dried roots, carefully pack your dry
roots for transporting to market. If you are
shipping them, line a box with crumpled or
shredded paper or peanuts, place your roots in
a plastic bag, making sure all sides are protected
from crushing. However, it the roots are not
totally dry they will mold in the plastic.

Powder
Use a gristmill to grind the roots. Do not use
other products in the mill. Some people will chop
up the roots into small pieces and use a coffee
grinder. Powders are a necessary step for making
capsules. Many people use powders for salves.

Capsules
Having a product line with capsules requires
either small or large batches. Small batches
can be made with a manual capsule machine.
Large batches can be made with an automated
machine.
Goldenseal is listed under Appendix II of
CITES, the Convention in Trade in Endangered
Species.This designation means that dealers are
required to obtain permits from the U.S. Fish
and Wildlife Service to export Goldenseal roots
or rhizomes. United Plant Savers has it listed as
“At Risk.”
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Contact Us
The North Carolina Ginseng and
Goldenseal Company will buy
your organically grown Goldenseal
and Ginseng roots, as well as other
organically grown medicinal plants.
We pay top dollar at
the current market price
for organically grown
Ginseng. Please call us at
828-649-3536 for pricing.
Call, write, or E-mail
us for our small farms
brochure containing
information about
purchasing and planting
Ginseng, Goldenseal, and
other medicinal seeds and plants.
North Carolina Ginseng and Goldenseal
Company, located at Eagle Feather Organic
Farm, is a state-licensed Ginseng dealer and
a propagator of Goldenseal. It was formed in
1993, and is located in Madison County, North
Carolina.
Our company has active reseeding programs
for Ginseng and Goldenseal, both “companion”
plants often found in the same growing area. We
also help others with site visits, farm tours, and
planting programs.
We will assist individuals who come into any
of our programs with growing information.
North Carolina Ginseng and Goldenseal
Company is dedicated to the preservation and
propagation of Ginseng and Goldenseal in
our natural environment. If you would like to
participate in a plant rescue, as part of ongoing
efforts by Eagle Feather Organic Farm and United
Plant Savers*, or learn other plant preservation
methods, call us.
© 2021 Robert Eidus
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We wish you success in your endeavors.
If you need additional advice or assistance,
please call, write, or E-mail us.

The North Carolina Ginseng
and Goldenseal Company
300 Indigo Bunting Lane
Marshall, NC 28753

828-649-3536
E-mail: robert@ncgoldenseal.com

www.ncgoldenseal.com

