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Authentic, old-fashioned
and online

Three TikTok herbalists on how they've built large
audiences for their small brands

By Rick Polito

melia South was mowing her lawn

m western Connecticut when a

r turned mte a video, The

viddeo was short, a quick herbalism lesson

on the difference berween dandelion and

the cat’s ear Sypochasris radicate shed seen

in the grass. Like all the videos she deploys

for her Black Sun Farm herbs company,

South shot it herself, on her phone, no

microphone, no professional hrheing. She
edaved it om her phone, too

Thar dsdn’t keep it from being a hit.

“It's gor, hke, 500,000 views or some-
thing, rght? Thousands of thousands of
comments and shares, people sayving, *Oh
my God, 1 dide't know this. Thank you so
much. Thank you for teaching me,” says
South, who now boasts 114,000 followers
and 1.6 million likes on TikTok.

South's story and her Black Sun Farm
herbal microbrand are typacal of an herb-
alist movemnent on the video-sharing plar-
form, where stories of people who becorme
passaonate about herbs, make Hnctures in

NB] Takeaways

= TikTok provides a platform that
helps microbrand herbalists
leapfrog the farmers mar

whao present tP'-E'nlSJ-'Iw-u
im an authentic way that might be
impossible for large brands

= TikTok is home to a large
community of herbalists of color

thexr katchen and go online to proselytize
and create a community might be as much
a ¢all back 1o the oots of herbalism as 1 1=
a sigm of technology's reach.

For Sean Emery, the videcs he uses
to promote s Big Springs Apothecary
products demand 100% of his antention for
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5% of his day. “When the kids asleep and
the wife 15 taking a bath, [ have o 0-minute
window where | can creare videos, and
that's usually it. So, sometimes [ can fire off
10, and sometimes it's one.”

Shay Keoloff found TikTok when
she was looking for ways to promote her
Broom Circle Holistic Healing and Tea
Room in Colorado Sprngs and discov-
ered a way to not only get people mnto the
store but also connect with a deep network
of other Black herbalists. °1 think my big-
gest draw, my biggrest posative, 15 thar | ger
to cater to that small percentage of people
who dent really get a lot of advice from
people who look like them.”

Many of those connections, she says,
wiould likely be impossible without Tik Tek.
*1 don't think | would have had as muoch
reach just deing it the old-fashioned way,
when you go out and hand oue fyvers or
vou ust have events,” Koloff savs, deserib-
ing TikTok as a unique opportunity, even
in the age of ubigquitous soctal media. “This
platform gives you that immediate reach o
people thar could genuinely have the same
interest as vou.”

Fn.n-wing the herbs

The constellation of herbalists on TikTok
is wvast, with hundreds of people alking
about the power of herbs, sharing recipes
and reviews, discusging the finer poines of
the craft, and railing against the sorry state
of Americans’ health, Mot all of them sell
products, but the ones thar do each have
their own story of what brought them o
herbalism and then o TikTok.

Emery knows has story s very dafferent
from the expected herbalists arc. Emery
graduated from the Naval Academy and
spent eaght vears aboard submarines in a life

s diagramed as it was, Lterally, confining.
He lefr the Navy in 2011 and “worked 0 a
cubicle for about three seconds™ before going
on to teach CrossFat and run swimeming and
jiugitsu schools. Those teching roles tuggred
hirn tevward wellness, and it was in pussuing
a masters degree in chnical nutrnnon that he
diseovered herbalisen. °] was blown away,” he
recalls. *1 went from herbal denter o herbal
proselyizzer in, lterally, one lectuse.”

Koloff discovered herbs at a comemu-
nity garden and built a practice o boost
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“I don’t have a large company behind me. |

don‘t have some cool investor. | don‘t have any

awesome, big, giant warehouse or anything like

that. I'm just a reqular person who worked really
hard to get everything that I've got. And | think

that a lot of people also can relate to that.”
- Shay Koloff, Zenith Moon Co.

her own helth that later blossomed mto a
community. It started with teas from my
dried herbs in my garden, and then it juse
grew,” she recalls.

South turned o herbalism when con-
ventional medicine came up shore. “] had a
colicky 2- or 3-week-old infant in my arms
all day long,"she recalls. *1 had no idea whar
o des, and 1 looked up some rermedses.”

Mesther of the three knew that their firse
exposure to herbs was going to change their
lives. Meither of them knew abour TikTok,
either, bue it didnt ke long for them w
sense the power the medium held.

Apprenticng and working on organic
farms in Connecticut werent providing a
stable income for South, something thar
inspared the transition from herbalism asa
pasion to herbalism as a profession. Shed
done some farmers market sales, but it was
a sadeline at best, and when a job search in
2022 produced little maore than frustraton,
she decided wo lean inm herbalism as a
career. TikTok made that passion-to-pro-
fession transition easier. "l stasted making
TikTok videos ke, "Hey, this 15 whar this
plant is. This ix what I do with this plant.
This is how I work with this plant.” Some-
thing went viral, and all of a sudden, I gor
a crapload of followers. It rurned inta, *Oh,
hey, people actually want to listen to me.™

Selling her knowledge as an herbakist
and a forager in books and online classes,
as well as a small selection of Bnctures
and salves, South has turmed herbalism
from something that was grossing her

“maybe a couple thousand a yvear” into a
masdest income, the vast majoriey of tha
comming via TikTobk *1 would say ar least
80%," she says.

That modest income, however, has not
come exsily. Part of how South built her
following was with daly “live™ sessions,
talking on camera and responding to com-
ments and questions from viewers. [t was
rewarding and alss exhansting. *1 baseally
went live almose every single day for 18
solid months,” she says, sharing thar she is
now taking a break.

Mysteries of the algorithm

South recalk days when “the algorithm
blessed me,” and, like all creavors on Tik-
Tok, she is counting that blessing every
tme she turns on her phones camera
Emery found it ence and 12 confident he
can erack the code again,

Emery’s viral breakthrough carme when
he brought some of his topical birter oil 1o
his mother and posted a video of her reac-
tion. The sentimental and authentic con-
nection scored thousands of views and the
best ome-day sales he'd ever seen. "1 posted
that, and = ||:r.||:r.|=:|.1.:.té|‘r was 10 sales. And
s0 1 thought, "Oh, ler me boost this a lide
bir" And | gor aboue B0 sales from that ane
videa,” he recalls.

Hes on the hunt o do that again and
maore regularly.  Bight new, with what he
deseribes as a “wort of unintentional | sort
of sporadsc investment” of time and effor,
he's gamering $2,000 to §3,000 n sles
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each month. With a more organized strar-
egy, he is convineed TikTok can give him a
breakthrough moment for his birter topical
anti=aging concept. “If T can nail that story
down and get that story out there to more
and more people, then I think the $1,000
days could become the norm instead of the

exception,” Emery says.

Authenticity matters

For Koloff, TikTok has been as much
abour making connections as making
sales, though she does steer viewers to her
Zenith Moon Co. site, where they can buy
herbal teas, tonics and potions or sign up
for the classes she reaches. Bur whether it's
making sales or creating communiry, Koloff
is convinced that showing up as a real per-
som, and not 3 marketing pitch, is the most
essential component in the TikTok oolkit.

“I don't have a large company behind
me. I don't have some cool investor. I don't
hawe any awesome, big, giant warchouse or
anything like that. I'm just a regular person
who worked really hard to get everything
that I've got. And I think thar a lot of peo-
ple also can relate to that,” she says.

Koloff will somerimes shoot TikTok
videos in her garden, where she grows the
ingredients that might go into a tea or a
tonic. That ultimate transparency—the pro-
ducer making the product on camera from
ingredients she grew in her backvard=—is
essential not just to making the connection
with her followers but also to opening up
herbalism to people who might otherwise
be put off by its counter=culture trappings.
It’s honest_ It's real. It's more accessible, she
says, than “someone who just kind of shows
these really pretty, nicely wrapped bottles,
and you don't really know what's in them,
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“I'm not running hundreds of thousands

of dollars of ads. It's just me. I've got

the relationship. That's all | have.”
— Sean Emery;, Big Springs Apothecary

and you don't really know what they do, but
they just say they're good.”

The unpolished authenticity and
immediacy that defines TikTok might be
the takeaway for large brands, say Koloff,
Emery and South. No large brand leader is
showing up live on TikTok every day for
18 months the way South did. No supple-
ments CEQ is waiting till their kids are in
bed to make videos like Emery does.

Prople are hungry for that real connec-
tion, South insists, and they’re not getting
it from the supplement industry. “T think
people are desperately secking some kind
of community and someone that’s actually
going to hear them, because I've been the
person who goes into the health food store,
or maybe Whole Foods or some kind of
co=op, and even if there is somebody there
that knows what they're talking abour thar
could maybe point you in the right direc=
tion, they don’t fmew you™

Her followers, she says, do “know™
her “I'm a real person, having real situa-
tions. This is my real experience, and T get
straight to the point. So that's why they like

watching me.”

“I'm a real person, having real situations. This

is my real experience. And | get straight to the

point. So that's why they like watching me.”
— Amelia South, Black Sun Farm
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Emery also believes people respond to
his frank and honest demeanor. He doesn't
speak of herbalism as a mystical or mys=
terious practice but, instead, as something
practical. “The value that I bring to the
table, and why I have whatever following 1
hawe, is because I help people cut through
the bullshit,” he says. “You post a comment.
You ask me a question. I can reply to you. 1
can help you. I can serve you.”

Koloff says her followers respond to
her from=the=heart teachings, bur she also
appreciates that people of color can find
on TikTok=—from her and other minoricy
herbalists=—something they are not going
to find in the average health food store.
“Most holistic fields are pretry white=
washed,” Koloff says. “You're going to see
a ton of people in those fields, and most of
them are not Brown.™

The videos produced by Koloff, Sourh
or Emery would never be described as pol-
ished. But polish is rarely a plus on TikTok,
they all agree. Emery contends thar TikTok
communities don’t like polish. They don't
like slick. *T don't have a million-dollar
budget. My kabel is absolute trash. My
Shopify page isnt spectacular. I'm not run=
ning hundreds of thowsands of dollars of
ads. It’s just me. I've got the relationship.
Thats all T have.”

South’s appraisal is much the same. She
has the relationships and the reality. Some=-
times she has spontancity

That’s how a flower in the grass mumed
into a video

And 500,000 views. H
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