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Propagation 101

Jeanine Davis and Eric Burkhart
Photos all by Jeanine Davis or her staff unless noted otherwise

What is propagation?

• It is the process of creating new 
plants.

• Increasing the number of plants.

Two methods of propagation
• Sexual:  by seeds. Made by combination of genes 

from both parents, so could be different from 
parents.

• Vegetative (or asexual): by cuttings and 
divisions. Produces identical clones to the 
original plant.

• These are pictures of bloodroot seeds and 
rhizomes.

Ginseng seeds and a 
ginseng seedling

Let’s start with seed propagation

Where do you get seed from?

• If you buy it, choose proven, 
reliable, trust worthy sources.

• Positive species ID is critical.
• Know who you are buying from.
• This can be expensive, but is 

usually well worth it.

Ginseng (left) and goldenseal (right)

Some examples:

You can also collect your own

Photo from Catoctin Botanicals
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• Only harvest from 
your own land or land 
you have permission 
to harvest from!

• Only harvest from big, 
vibrant  populations.

• Harvest when the 
seeds are mature.

• Harvest from the 
healthiest, most 
vigorous plants.

Culver’s Root
Photo from PrarieMoon.com

Some seed are handled dry

You need to know how each species must be treated 
to get good germination.

We don’t have them all 
figured out yet!

•Many of  the woodland herb seeds 
can never be allowed to dry out.
•Many have stratification 
requirements that are not well 
understood.
•May take months to years to 
germinate.

Store Dry Seed

• Keep them dry.
• Keep in packaging.
• Glass jars or plastic.
• Refrigerate.
• Keep out of heat.
• Keep out of sunlight.

Photos from Gardenopus.com

Storage of 
Moist Seed

• Moist sand or peat 
moss.

• This may be 
temporary.

Photos from Allthedirtongardenging blog

Techniques needed to get 
some seeds to germinate

• Stratification-exposure to cold, 
sometimes alternating with warm.

Photos from carnivorousplants.org and growhomegardenplants.com
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Seeds needing a 
warm/cold/warm 

cycle

• Sow in late 
summer or early 
fall for 1st warm.

• Cold obtained 
over winter.

• 2nd warm 
obtained next 
spring.

Photo of Black Cohosh from Tryon Life Community Farm

Late fall sown seed
• Seeds will get exposure 

to cold first.
• Might need a second 

season to get another 
warm exposure.

Wild geranium, photo from Brueckner Rhododendron Gardens
Goldenseal

Scarification

Photos from powellgardens.blogspot.com, blogsmonroe.com and goldenhourglass.com

For hard coated seeds; 
damaging the seed coat.

General seed collection, 
extraction, and handling

Following basic method described is appropriate for:

• Ginseng
• Goldenseal
• Bethroot
• Black cohosh
• Bloodroot
• Blue cohosh

Photo of bloodroot seeds from White Oak Nursery

Bloodroot

Stages of 
ginseng fruit 
development

.

Ginseng

Collect ripe 
fruit.
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Goldenseal Mash the 
fruit.

Goldenseal (top)

Ginseng (bottom)

Add a little water, cover lightly, and ferment the 
seed and fruit mash until the pulp is easily 

separated from the seed (a day or two).

Rinse and decant to get rid of the pulp.  

Fresh clean 
seed

Ginseng (top)

Goldenseal
(bottom)

Bloodroot Seed Capturing
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Mix seed with moist sand and 
put in stratification box.

Make little 
screen 

pouches.

Add moist sand.

Add the fresh, moist seed.  Seal.

Green, unstratified ginseng seed.

Bury in a shaded area with 
good moisture.  Mark well!

We have also made these stratification boxes that we 
hold in the refrigerator.
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One year later, the seed will be 
stratified.  Dig it in the fall or early the 
next spring and sow it.  Ginseng seed.

Some herbs might take another 
year or two to germinate!

When goldenseal is handled this way, you may get 
0%-90% germination that first spring after sowing.

HOWEVER, for most of 
these plants, except 
ginseng, the best 
germination occurs 
when seeds are sown as 
soon after harvest as 
possible.

Seeds that should be stored dried
• Ramps
• Black cohosh (can be done moist, too)
• False unicorn

Photos by fs.fed.us/wildflowes, Lencil and Leaf blog, Wildmanstevebrill.com

Ramps

Black cohoshFalse unicorn

Ramps seeds can be 
stored dry, but emerge 
fastest if planted right 
after harvest.

Seed handling methods that are not 
well established

• Wild indigo-scarify 
& stratify

• Pinkroot
• Mayapple
• Spikenard
• Wild ginger

Wild indigo seed pod
Photo from Prairie Watch
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Goldenseal

• Goldenseal produces a large volume of 
seed.

• This should be the least expensive way to 
propagate the plant.

• Unfortunately, many people experience 
very poor germination.

Goldenseal seed are shiny, black, and hard.  They 
require a warm period followed by a cold period 
before they will germinate. 

Seeds can be unpredictable and provide great 
germination one time and almost none the next. 
Consider planting transplants to provide more 

uniformity in your beds.

These plants were all grown from 
seed sown at the same time.

These seeds can be carefully sown by hand.
Or the process can be mechanized 
by using a small hand-push seeder.
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Cover seed with about 1/2 inch of soil.

Cover with several inches of mulch.

This was the protective screen covering we had to use to 
keep slugs and other critters from eating our seedlings.

In the next year or so you should have beautiful 
seedlings like these one year old ginseng babies.

Photo from Emerald Castle Farms

Vegetative Propagation

• Cuttings 
• Divisions

Planting Stock
• Obtain high quality planting stock.
• This can be difficult and expensive.
• Search out reputable companies that obtain 

their seeds and rootstock legally and ethically.
• You can collect your own from your own land or 

with landowner permission.
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Division is a common way 
to propagate many of the 
herbaceous perennials.

Root cuttings can also 
be used for many of 

these.

I’ve been used these graphics forever; don’t know where they originally came from

Rhizome Cuttings
• Popular, fastest to harvest.
• Planting stock is expensive.
• What is the most economical way to 

cut the rhizomes?

Picture of  goldenseal
rhizomes.

•

Many of these roots have chilling 
requirements that must be met before 
the buds will break dormancy and 
sprout. It will vary from species to 
species. Handling of each species also 
varies.

Cut goldenseal rhizomes into pieces one-half 
inch or larger.  Try to have an obvious bud 
present, but on goldenseal in particular, it is 
more important to have a healthy mass of 
fibrous roots.

Propagating 
bloodroot

Having a healthy bud is most 
important.

Black Cohosh

• Definitely need a bud.  
• Stay away from old, 

blackened end.
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• Most of these plants can be planted in late 
fall or early spring.

• Dig shallow trenches and cover with soil.

Cover with several inches of mulch.

For more information:

Ncherb.org

Books

• Growing At-Risk Medicinal Herbs-Cultivation, 
Conservation and Ecology by Richo Cech.

• Growing and Marketing Ginseng, Goldenseal, 
and Other Woodland Medicinals by Jeanine 
Davis and W. Scott Persons.


