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One of a dwindling number of 
horseradish growers in North 
America describes the back-
breaking work and ponders the 
crop’s future.

S TO R Y  B Y  LY N N  C O U LT E R  &  A M Y  B I C K E R S

P H OTO S  B Y  K AT I E  A L A I M O

Horseradish thrives in deep, 
sandy soil, the kind you �nd in America’s 
bo�omlands, including third-generation farmer Barry 
McMillin’s 1,200 acres near Caseyville, Ill. 

“German immigrants lived in this area,” 
McMillin says, “so it’s a tradition to grow 
horseradish here.” Today, he’s one of about a dozen 
larger-scale growers le� in North America, because 
the pungent roots, which belong to the cabbage 
family, are so labor-intensive.

“It’s backbreaking work,” he says of growing the 
plants on his land, Blu� View Farm. “You almost have 
to be born into it, because not everybody has the tools 
or the wherewithal to a�ack a crop like this. It’s not 
like corn or soybeans, and there’s not a lot of technical 
data or research on ‘how-to.’”

Planting and Growing

For McMillin, planting typically starts in March 
and April, but wet weather hampered e�orts last year 
and planting wasn’t concluded until the �rst of June. 
“We like to have them in the ground by May 1, ideally, 
to have your best yield. Horseradish is similar to 
corn in that respect. You don’t want to plant too late 
because it starts taking o� yield right away,” he says. 

Planting is done with broken lateral roots and 
branch roots from selected stock. McMillin plants the 
roots in 36-inch rows, 18 to 24 inches apart, and hills 
them up like potatoes. 

For tips on growing, storing and processing your own 

horseradish, and for recipes using the pungent root, visit 

myFarmLife.com/horseradish.
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