
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Surprise...Horseradish is an Herb! 
by Harley Roberts, Master Gardener 
 

Not only is horseradish an herb, it is 2011’s herb of the year.  After reading this in an article in 

Herb Companion, I verified it at the International Herb Association web site.  In addition, the 

Horseradish Information Council proclaimed July as National Horseradish Month.  

 

I have used horseradish for years and recently began raising it.  I never thought of it as an herb.  

However, I’ve since learned that an herb is defined as “any plant used in small amounts to provide 

flavor rather than substance to food.”  Since horseradish is harvested in the fall around the first 

frost, this seems a good time to explore it.  

 

Horseradish's Latin name is Armoracia rusticana and has the folk name of “Sting Nose.”  It is full 

of nutrients like: vitamin C, iron, calcium, magnesium, phosphorus, potassium, and zinc.  Its use dates 

back to the Egyptians (about 1500 BC) and later to the Greeks. According to legend, the Delphic 

Oracle spoke to Apollo, saying, “The Horseradish is worth its weight in gold”.  

 

Culinary use, as we know it, was believed to have originated in Germany where horseradish got its 

name.  In German it was called “meerettich” (sea radish) because they grew it by the sea.  It is 

believed that English speakers mispronounced the German word “meer” and began calling it 

“mareradish.”  Eventually it became known as horseradish.  The word “horse” is believed to denote 

large size and coarseness.  “Radish” comes from the Latin radix meaning root.  

 

Later, as immigrants came to America, they brought horseradish with 

them and began cultivating it, primarily in Illinois.  After World War II 

homesteaders in the Tulelake region of Northern California began 

raising it.  Sales of bottled horseradish began in 1860 and it was one of 

the first “convenience foods”.  

 

I began raising it about five years ago.  I purchased four pathetic 

looking root sections about six inches long from a mail order nursery. I 

was rewarded with four beautiful green plants.  While doing my 

research I came across a warning that horseradish is invasive.  Well I 

scoffed at that remark until I looked over my three foot by ten foot 

plot of lovely green horseradish plants and realized I hadn't planted all 

of them. I guess it is invasive.  

 

A great pleasure of gardening is harvesting your crop.  I harvest the horseradish in the fall when all 

the leaves are brown.  I dig around the plant with a pitch fork and pull up as much of the root as I 
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can.  I've noticed that often the smaller roots break off as I am pulling the main root.  These small 

roots are probably how it spreads.  Normally, when you pull up the plant there is one or two large 

roots and several smaller ones.  The smaller ones can be saved in a cool place till spring and planted.  

 

For me the prepared horseradish we buy is never as hot as I like it.  Growing and grinding my own 

lets me determine how hot it will be.  I always wear plastic gloves and run the exhaust fan on the 

stove when processing my horseradish.  I peel a portion of the root and cut it into small pieces.  

These are put into a food processor with a small amount of water.  How much water is determined 

by how soupy you want the final product to be.  I had read about being cautious about the fumes.  

The first time I ground some I didn't smell anything so I leaned over the food processor with the 

lid off.  I hadn't even reached the top of the food processor when the fumes literally hit me.  It 

was like two lightning bolts.  I learned my lesson be careful of the fumes.  

 

After grinding the horseradish you need to let it sit for a short time.  Normally, I let it sit for 5 to 

10 minutes.  Exactly how long will take some experimenting on your part, the longer it sets the 

hotter it gets.  At this point adding a little vinegar will stop the enzymatic action and stabilize the 

degree of hotness.  The final product can be stored in the refrigerator for several months.  The 

remaining portion of unground root also can be stored in the refrigerator until you want to grind it.  

 

Over the years I have used the horseradish for making a sauce for seafood and for eating with 

prime rib.  Recently, I was introduced to using it in Bloody Marys.  Then, in researching for this 

article I found there are many unusual recipes using it.  So look for new recipes to use as you enjoy 

this Herb of the Year and join the most widely known horseradish fan in the world – Dagwood 

Bumstead. 
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