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History

This ancient plant, dating back 3000 years, has served as an 
aphrodisiac, a remedy for rheumatism, a traditional Passover 
seder bitter herb, and a flavorful companion to beef, chicken, and 
seafood. The history of horseradish is rich and enigmatic, but 
one fact remains constant: horseradish has been highly valued 
for its medicinal and culinary properties throughout history. The 
Egyptians were familiar with horseradish as far back as 1500 B.C. 
Early Greeks utilized it as a remedy for lower back pain and as an 
aphrodisiac. Even today, Jews incorporate it into Passover seders 
as one of the bitter herbs. Some cultures used horseradish syrup 
as a cough expectorant, while others believed it could cure a range 
of ailments from rheumatism to tuberculosis. Legend has it that 
the Delphic oracle informed Apollo, “The radish is worth its weight 
in lead, the beet its weight in silver, the horseradish its weight in 
gold.” The modern appreciation for horseradish is thought to have 
originated in Central Europe, the same region associated with the 
most prevalent theory regarding the naming of horseradish. In 
German, it’s known as “meerrettich” (sea radish) because it grows  

 
near the sea. Many believe that the English mispronounced the 
German word “meer” and began calling it “mareradish,” eventually 
evolving into “horseradish.” The term “horse” in “horseradish” 
likely denotes its large size and coarseness, while “radish” is 
derived from the Latin word “radix,” meaning root.

During the Renaissance, the consumption of horseradish 
spread from Central Europe northward to Scandinavia and 
westward to England. However, it wasn’t until 1640 that the British 
began consuming horseradish, initially limited to rural dwellers 
and laborers. By the late 1600s, horseradish had become a staple 
accompaniment to beef and oysters among all Englishmen. In fact, 
the English cultivated the pungent root at inns and coach stations 
to create cordials for revitalizing weary travelers. Early settlers 
introduced horseradish to North America and began cultivating it 
in the colonies. By 1806, it was commonplace in the northeastern 
United States, and by 1840, it was growing wild near Boston. 
Commercial cultivation in America commenced in the mid-1850s 
when immigrants established horseradish farms in the Midwest. 
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Abstract

Horseradish (Armoracia rusticana) is a versatile plant with a long history of culinary and medicinal use. This paper offers a comprehensive review 
of both the ecological and gastronomical aspects of horseradish, with a particular emphasis on its significance in Hungary. The review delves 
into the botanical characteristics, historical uses, and cultivation practices of horseradish, highlighting its adaptability to diverse environmental 
conditions. It explores the plant’s ecological role as a cover crop, companion plant, and contributor to soil health and biodiversity. Additionally, 
the paper examines the gastronomical importance of horseradish in Hungarian cuisine, where it holds a revered place in traditional dishes and 
cultural practices. The synthesis of ecological and gastronomical perspectives provides a holistic understanding of horseradish, showcasing its 
potential contributions to sustainable agriculture and culinary traditions, with implications for both research and practical applications.
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By the late 1890s, a thriving horseradish industry had emerged in 
a region of fertile soil on the Illinois side of the Mississippi River. 
Subsequently, smaller hubs of horseradish farming emerged in 
Eau Claire, Wisconsin. Following World War II, settlers in the 
Tulelake region of Northern California began cultivating the 
root in the western United States, with other regions across the 
country following suit. Presently, the United States produces 
approximately 22713 hectolitres of prepared horseradish 
annually [1] .

Literature Review

Horseradish, a member of the Brassicaceae family, is 
renowned for its pungent flavor and wide array of applications 
in cuisine and traditional medicine. Historically, horseradish has 
been cultivated and utilized by various cultures worldwide, with 
records dating back to ancient Greece and Egypt [2]. The plant’s 
distinct aroma and taste stem from glucosinolates, particularly 
sinigrin, which upon tissue damage, release volatile compounds 
such as allyl isothiocyanate responsible for its characteristic 
spiciness. In culinary practices, horseradish serves as a versatile 
condiment, adding zest to dishes ranging from roast beef to 
seafood [3]. Additionally, it is a key ingredient in cocktail sauces 
and salad dressings, contributing both flavor and health benefits. 
Beyond its culinary role, horseradish has been treasured for its 
medicinal properties, with historical uses including treatment 
for respiratory ailments, digestive disorders, and rheumatic 
conditions [4].

General overview

Botanical Characteristics: Horseradish is a hardy perennial 
plant characterized by its large, coarse leaves and deep, fleshy 
roots. It thrives in temperate climates and is propagated primarily 
through root cuttings due to its limited seed viability. The plant’s 
robust root system enables it to absorb nutrients and water 
efficiently, making it resilient to various environmental conditions.

Culinary Applications

The pungent flavor of horseradish root makes it a popular 
addition to savory dishes, sauces, and condiments. Grated 
horseradish root is often combined with vinegar or cream to 
create the familiar condiment enjoyed with roast beef and other 
meats. Its sharp taste provides a zesty contrast to rich and fatty 
foods, enhancing overall flavor profiles. Additionally, horseradish 
leaves can be utilized in salads or cooked as greens, offering a 
nutritious alternative to traditional vegetables.

Medicinal Uses

Traditional medicine systems have long recognized the 
therapeutic potential of horseradish. Rich in vitamins, minerals, 
and phytochemicals, horseradish exhibits anti-inflammatory, 
antimicrobial, and expectorant properties [5]. In folk medicine, 
horseradish preparations have been used to alleviate symptoms 
of respiratory infections, sinus congestion, and indigestion. 

Recent scientific studies have supported some of these traditional 
uses, highlighting horseradish’s potential as a natural remedy for 
various ailments.

Recent Scientific Advancements

Modern research has delved into the bioactive compounds 
present in horseradish and their pharmacological effects. Studies 
have identified specific glucosinolates and their breakdown 
products, such as isothiocyanates, as potent antioxidants and anti-
cancer agents [6]. Furthermore, investigations into horseradish 
extracts have revealed promising antibacterial and antifungal 
properties, suggesting potential applications in food preservation 
and pharmaceuticals.

Horseradish in Hungary

Hungarian horseradish is highly sought after abroad, with 
production primarily concentrated in a specific region. In 2022, 
Hungary cultivated horseradish across approximately 1194 
hectares, with harvesting occurring from October until March, 
marking the onset of the new planting season. Recent data 
indicates that the previous season yielded over 10,000 tonnes 
of horseradish, representing nearly half of the European Union’s 
total annual production. Through staggered harvesting and 
advanced storage techniques, Hungary’s harvest can adequately 
supply both domestic and over half of the European market until 
the next horseradish crop is ready. Notably, 80-90% of Hungary’s 
horseradish production is exported, predominantly in fresh, 
succulent form, to nations including Germany, Poland, the UK, and 
the Czech Republic. Apart from the popular grated form, which 
experiences high demand during Easter, horseradish serves 
as a flavor enhancer for pickled and vinegar-based preserves 
(such as cucumbers, cabbage, beetroot, mixed cuts, peppers, 
and nettle jam). The distinctive pungency of horseradish derives 
from compounds like butyl thiocyanate and allyl isothiocyanate 
found in its roots. These compounds, akin to mustard oil’s active 
ingredient, stimulate mucous membranes and lacrimal glands, 
inducing tear production and nasal irritation. Freshly grated 
horseradish is rich in vitamin C and possesses antibacterial and 
antiviral properties.

Historically a native plant in Hungary, horseradish was 
traditionally cultivated in regions like Hajdú-Bihar County, 
around Kiskunfélegyháza, and Budapest, but today, cultivation 
is primarily concentrated in one area. Hajdúsági Horseradish 
attained protected designation of origin status in 2008 and was 
designated as a Hungaricum in 2021, owing to its cultivation in 
Hajdúság, situated at the crossroads of the loess plateau of the 
Ore Mountains and the Nyírség region. The unique bakhátas 
production technology, employed on sandy molding and marshy 
meadow soils, distinguishes horseradish grown in Hajdúság. This 
planting method, characteristic of Hungary, can only be applied 
where both climatic and soil conditions are suitable, encompassing 
96% of Hungary’s arable land and providing sustenance for 
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numerous families. Additionally, farmers independently produce 
propagating material for the following year. Varieties include 
landscape types like the Bagaméri varieties (e.g., Bagaméri magyar, 
Bagaméri 93/1, Bagaméri delikat), developed through selective 
breeding from the ‘Debrecen sweetbread’ population, along with 
substantial acreage dedicated to Danavit Danish varieties.

Hungary boasts a rich culinary tradition where horseradish 
plays a significant role. In Hungarian cuisine, horseradish is 
commonly used as a condiment alongside traditional dishes such 
as fish and various meat dishes. Hungarian horseradish sauce, 
known as torma, often consists of grated horseradish mixed with 
vinegar, salt, and sometimes sugar, providing a sharp and tangy 
flavor that complements hearty meals. Additionally, horseradish is 
also integrated into Hungarian folk medicine, where it is believed 
to aid digestion and alleviate respiratory symptoms [7].

Discussion

While horseradish continues to be valued for its culinary and 
medicinal attributes, several challenges and opportunities exist in 
its cultivation and utilization. Sustainable agricultural practices, 
including crop rotation and pest management, are essential for 
maintaining healthy horseradish crops and preserving soil fertility. 
Additionally, efforts to explore innovative culinary uses and value-
added products could expand horseradish’s market potential 
and promote its consumption among diverse demographics. In 
the realm of medicine, further research is needed to elucidate 
the mechanisms of action underlying horseradish’s therapeutic 
effects and optimize its formulation for clinical applications. 
Collaborative initiatives between traditional healers and scientific 
communities may facilitate the integration of horseradish-based 

remedies into mainstream healthcare systems, particularly in 
regions where access to conventional medicine is limited [8].

Conclusion

Horseradish stands as a testament to the enduring relationship 
between humans and plants, embodying a rich tapestry of cultural 
heritage and scientific inquiry. From its humble origins as a wild 
herb to its modern-day status as a beloved culinary ingredient and 
natural remedy, horseradish continues to captivate and inspire. 
By embracing its versatility and harnessing its potential, we can 
unlock new dimensions of flavor, health, and sustainability in our 
lives and communities.
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