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GREEN 
GOLD
Looking for buried treasure 

in the West Virginia dirt.
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M
arc Grigsby vividly 
remembers the first day of 
2014’s ginseng season. He 
wasn’t out in the woods, 
searching for the elusive 
root. He was working a desk 
at the U.S. Forest Service’s 
office in downtown Elkins, 

staring down a long line of people. 
“There were people lined up out the door from 8 o’clock 

in the morning,” Grigsby says. And they were all there for 
the same thing—to buy a $20 permit to dig ginseng in the 
Monongahela National Forest. 

It’s not unusual for the office to sell lots of permits 
during ginseng season, which runs from September 1 to 
November 30 in West Virginia. The national forest is the 
only public land in the state where it’s legal to harvest 
ginseng. Over the years, Grigsby has sold permits to 
people from as far away as Korea and China. But this 
opening day crowd was unprecedented, and there was 
only one explanation for it. 

Earlier that year, the cable TV series Appalachian 
Outlaws introduced viewers across the country to a 
world of warring diggers who scavenge the hollows 
of West Virginia for a medicinal root that sometimes 
sells for $1,000 a pound. It didn’t matter the show, 
like most reality television programs, was more fiction 
than fact. Would-be treasure hunters looked to the 
mountains and saw dollar signs.

The greenhorns quickly learned that hunting 
ginseng is more than just a walk in the woods. A permit 
from the U.S. Forest Service allows diggers to harvest 
95 roots, but it takes 300 dried roots to make a pound. 
While it is possible to buy more than one permit, 
Grisby says many of the treasure seekers he sees don’t 
even find enough to meet their initial bag limit. “A lot 
of people think they can go out on a forest service road 
and it’ll be right there,” he says. “It’s like anything else. 
You have to know what you’re looking for.”

Striking it rich off ginseng, it turns out, is more 
difficult than the History channel led many to believe. 
But they were not the first group of prospectors to be 
taken by the strange root’s spell.

Before the Gold Rush
While Eastern cultures have been taking advantage 
of ginseng’s curative and restorative powers for more 
than 5,000 years, it grew for millennia in North 
America without much fanfare. Native Americans 
knew of its medicinal properties, but ginseng went 
mostly unnoticed even as Europeans began making 
fortunes on other New World resources like furs, 
timber, and tobacco. 

That all changed in the early 1700s when Joseph-
Francois Lafitau, a French-born Jesuit missionary 
working among the Mohawk people in what is now 
Quebec, came across an item in a church newsletter 
describing a miracle plant used by the Chinese to 
treat a host of maladies including fatigue, headache, 

vertigo, impotence, and arthritis. The author of the 
article, a fellow missionary in Mongolia, described 
the root’s botany and habitat, and wondered, due to 
the environment’s similarity to Asian forests, whether 
the plant might also be found in North America.

Although Lafitau had no reason to suspect the 
article’s notions were correct, he began an obsessive 
search for ginseng in the Canadian wilderness. He 
scoured the woods and quizzed his Mohawk sources 
for clues about it existence. Three months later, 
Lafitau unearthed a root near a house he was having 
built. It looked nearly identical to the one featured 

Wild-grown 
ginseng roots—
with their spindly, 
often stick figure-
like appearance—
command a 
higher price than 
cultivated roots, 
which grow 
straighter.
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in the newsletter. After carefully comparing his find 
to the description and illustrations in the article, he 
realized he had made a match. 

Around the same time, a Siamese ambassador 
gave French King Louis XIV a few ounces of the 
storied root, putting it instantly en vogue with the 
royal court. So when Lafitau published a small 
booklet describing his findings, he set off a gold rush. 

Under Lafitau’s direction, the Mohawk people 
began digging all the ginseng they could find, 
selling it to French merchants who shipped it to 
China. It didn’t take long before this new industry 
began to make its mark on the forest floor. 

Preserving a Plant and a Tradition
By the turn of the 19th century, ginseng was 
noticeably more difficult to find in the woods.  
Demand did not wane, though, so the price 
skyrocketed—which led to even more digging of the 
threatened plant. Some expected the plant would 
disappear completely, over-harvested out of existence.

State governments eventually started stepping 
in to protect what ginseng remained in the wild. 
West Virginia is now one of only 19 states that allow 
wild ginseng digging, and strict rules govern the 
enterprise. The plants can only be harvested during 

the months of September, October, and November and, 
according to state law, only plants more than 5 years old 
can be dug up. The easiest way to judge a plant’s age is 
by its stem—if the stem has three forks, or “prongs,” it is 
at least 5 years old. Once harvested, the number of bud 
scars on the root also reveal the plant’s age.

Ginseng digging has been forbidden in all state 
parks and state forests since 2006. Diggers are still 
allowed in the Monongahela National Forest, since 
that’s federal land. Those hunting for ginseng on private 
land must have written permission from the owner. 

The state also licenses all ginseng dealers, who act 
as the middleman between diggers and companies 
who want the root. Dealers file monthly reports with 
the Division of Forestry, detailing how much ginseng 
they have bought and sold. Foresters also certify all 
ginseng before it leaves the state, inspecting a quarter-
pound sample of each outgoing shipment to make sure 
all the roots are of adequate age. 

But even with increased restrictions, “ginsenging” 
has remained a favorite hobby in rural Appalachia. It’s 
a good excuse to spend a cool fall Saturday morning in 
the woods, and an alternate activity for hunters when 
squirrel, turkey, or deer aren’t showing up. And it’s 
still a way to put food on the table—or presents under 
the Christmas tree—when work is scarce. 

Ginseng can only 
be harvested in 
West Virginia from 
September 1 to 
November 30, and 
roots must be at 
least 5 years old 
before they are 
dug up.
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Robin Black, ginseng coordinator for the West 
Virginia Division of Forestry, has been tracking ginseng 
harvest numbers for nearly 30 years. And she’s spotted a 
trend. “I noticed a lot of our large years were coal strikes. 
Whenever money was needed in the southern coalfields, 
there’d be a lot of ginseng harvested.”

For most mountain people, ginseng is a way of making 
ends meet, rather than a get-rich-quick scheme. Not that 
some haven’t tried.

Ginseng Under Threat
In September 2014, journalists gathered in a conference 
room at the West Virginia Division of Natural Resources’ 
headquarters in South Charleston to see the largest seizure 
of illegal ginseng in state history. They trained their 
camera lenses on 190 pounds of ginseng roots, worth an 
estimated $180,000, taken from 11 people in four southern 

In 2014, West Virginia Division of Natural Resources Law 
Enforcement seized 190 pounds of illegally harvested 
ginseng.

 BOTTOM  Ginseng has been used for thousands of years 
to treat a host of medical maladies and is still a popular 
supplement.

West Virginia counties. DNR officers also seized 
a few illegal handguns and $30,000 in cash.

Officer Josh Toner was part of the team that 
brought the rogue “ginsengers” to justice. He says 
the illegal ginseng trade is often tied up with 
the illegal drug trade. Addicts, desperate for 
money, dig the plant out of season and sell it to 
unauthorized dealers for much lower than market 
value. These unauthorized dealers then sell the 
roots once the season begins, hoping for a big 
return on their investment.

Toner and company busted one illegal buyer 
who’d spent $20,000 on ginseng. “You figure he’s 
buying it for half of what it’s actually going to sell 
for. He stood to make that much on the other side.”

The punishments prescribed by law for ginseng 
poaching are relatively light—fines of $100 to 
$500 for first-time offenders and fines of $500 
to $1,000 and up to six months in jail for repeat 
offenders. But Toner says the thing that hurts 
poachers the most is seizing their ill-gotten gains. 
One repeat offender has been caught with more 
than 100 pounds through the years—a small 
fortune, if he’d been able to sell it. 

While digging ginseng illegally may seem 
like a victimless crime, Toner says poachers are 
ultimately stealing from all of us. Ginsenging 
out of season means there’s less in the woods to 
grow and reproduce for everyone else. He worries 
that, if the plant gets too scarce, the state or 
federal government might decide to crack down 
on all digging. “If it goes on to being considered 
‘endangered,’ nobody’s going to be able to do it,” 
he says.

Stricter rules might help ginseng to flourish, 
but a vital piece of Appalachian history and 
tradition would be lost. Toner says DNR law 
enforcement mostly relies on tips from the public 
to crack down on illegal ginsengers, so anyone 
who suspects criminal activity in their community 
should contact the agency as soon as possible. w
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Looking for Ginseng
Want to set out on your own backwoods 
treasure hunt? Try these tips.

GET PERMISSION. Ginseng digging is 
forbidden on all state-owned land. If you’re 
digging on private land, you must have 
written permission from the owner.

FIND A GOOD SPOT. Ginseng tends 
to grow on the north and east sides of 
mountains. “They like cooler, moist sites,” 
says forester Charles Copeland. “The areas 
where yellow poplar or maples grow.”

LOOK FOR THE LEAVES. Experienced 
ginseng hunters say the plants’ leaves are a 
different shade of green than the rest of the 
woods. “It seems to be brighter,” Copeland 
says. But be sure it’s ginseng before you dig. 
Virginia creeper, spikenard, and even young 
hickory seedlings are sometimes mistaken 
for ginseng.

CHECK THE AGE. State law requires that 
ginseng plants are at least 5 years old before 
they’re dug up. The stem is the best way to 
check a plant’s age—it should have three 
separate prongs.
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