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Introduction

Chaga (Inonotus obliquus) is a remarkable fungus that has held a place of
honor in traditional folk medicine, particularly in regions where birch forests
and cold climates dominate. This e-booklet will delve into some of the gifts
of this wonderful fungus!

Identification & Characteristics

Chaga is a parasitic fungus that
primarily grows on birch trees,
extracting nutrients from its host
and combining them with its own
chemistry to create medicinal
compounds. Here's a breakdown
of its name and characteristics:

Inonotus obliquus
o Inonotus is derived from Greek roots: "inos”
Scientific Name (woody or fibrous) and "notos” (southern).
o Obliquus means oblique, irregular, or slanted
in Latin, describing its odd, irregular shape.

o Black, hard, knobby, with a surface
resembling bark.

Appearance o Inside, it has a rusty golden-brown, woody

texture. Sizes can range from a few

centimeters to the size of a volleyball.

o Chaga (from the Russian word "Yara").
Common Names o Clinker Polypore, Cinder Conk, Black Mass,
Birch Mushroom, or True Tinder Fungus.




Chaga thrives in cold climates where winters are severe, such as Siberia,
northern Europe, Canada, and northern parts of the United States. It typically
grows on birch trees (Betula species) but can also be found on ash, elm,
alder, and other trees. However, chaga from birch trees is particularly
valuable due to its unique nutrient profile.

Harvesting Chaga

To ensure both the tree and the
fungus remain healthy, follow these
guidelines:

1.Timing:

o Harvest in the fall, winter, or
early spring when the tree is
dormant. This minimizes
stress on the tree.

2.Amount:

o Remove about 75% of the
chaga and leave the
remaining 25% to avoid
creating a large wound on
the tree.

3.Live Trees Only:

o Never harvest chaga from a
dead tree, as it lacks the
medicinal properties
derived from a living birch.




Chaga: Energetics and the Doctrine of Signatures

In herbalism, energetics refers to the qualities that a plant or mushroom is
believed to impart to the body, mind, and spirit. These energetic qualities
often align with the temperature (hot/cold) and humidity (wet/dry) of the
herb or fungus and can help guide its therapeutic use.

Chaga is generally considered to have a cooling and neutral energy. This
means it can be beneficial for reducing internal heat or inflammation in the
body, which is why it's often used to support the immune system and calm
conditions of excess, such as fever or inflammation.

Doctrine of Signatures

The “Doctrine of Signatures” is
an ancient concept that
suggests that the physical
characteristics of a plant or
mushroom can indicate its
medicinal uses. The
appearance, shape, color, and
texture of a plant or mushroom
are believed to reveal its
therapeutic properties.

e Black and Charcoal-like Exterior: The outer appearance of chaga is
black and resembles burnt or charcoal-like matter. This could symbolize
its ability to "burn away" toxins or excesses in the body. Its dark color also
suggests its protective and detoxifying qualities, helping to absorb and
neutralize harmful substances. Some have even suggested that the
blackened outside resembles cancer growths.

e Hard, Woody Texture: Chaga’s tough, hard texture is a signature of its
strengthening and fortifying qualities. The tough outer shell may
symbolize the resilience and endurance it brings to the body, helping to
build immunity and vitality.



e Growth on Birch Trees: Chaga grows predominantly on birch trees, and
the association with these trees is significant in its doctrine of signatures.
Birch trees are often associated with purification and cleansing in
traditional healing. Thus, chaga is believed to share these qualities,
supporting detoxification and regeneration of the body. In addition, the
parasitic nature of chaga is seen as paralleling the growth of malignancy
— feeding off the host!

Chaga: Folk and Historical Use
Siberian and Russian Folk Medicine

Chaga's name itself is derived from the Russian word czaga (4ara), a term for
mushrooms that grow on birch trees. In Russian folk medicine, chaga was
consumed as a decoction (long simmered tea) to treat a wide range of
ailments, including: stomach ulcers and other gastrointestinal issues,
inflammation of the digestive tract, general fatigue or lack of energy, and
strengthening immunity, especially during harsh winters.

Russians would brew chaga tea daily as a tonic, believing it promoted long
life and vitality. The famed Russian dissident author Alexander Solzhenitsyn
even referenced chaga in his book Cancer Ward, where he described its use
in managing cancer-like symptoms. This helped bring international attention
to chaga’s potential medicinal properties in the mid-20th century.

Soviet scientists classified chaga as an adaptogen, meaning it helps the body
adapt to stress and balance various physiological systems.
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Indigenous Peoples of North America

Indigenous nations in North America recognized the value of chaga. Some
ways this mushroom were used were:

e Wound treatment: Chaga was often dried, powdered, and used to stop
bleeding or treat skin infections.

* Wellness tea: Similar to Siberian practices, decocted (long simmered)
chaga was a staple for strengthening the body and recovering from
illness.

NOTE: Chaga was sometimes referred to as "fire starter fungus” because its
dry, corky structure made it highly flammable and ideal for creating sparks.
This practical use of chaga highlights its dual role in survival—both as a
medicine and a practical tool.

Nordic and Scandinavian Folklore

In northern Europe, particularly Scandinavia, chaga was prized for its role in
treating digestive issues and infections. It was often referred to as “black
mass” or “birch fungus” in folklore. The Vikings may have carried chaga as
part of their supplies on long voyages due to its reputation for boosting
resilience and warding off iliness.



Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM)

Although not as prominent as in
Russian and Siberian traditions, chaga
has a place in Traditional Chinese
Medicine (TCM). Known as the “king of
mushrooms,” chaga is classified as an
adaptogen—a substance that helps
the body resist stress and restore
balance. It was used to support
“longevity” and “vitality,” strengthen
the spleen and stomach meridians,
and promote balance in the body.

This historical context underscores
how chaga’s traditional uses have
shaped its modern-day popularity as a
medicinal and functional food.

Modern Rediscovery and Scientific Interest

In the 20th century, chaga's reputation spread globally thanks to
ethnobotanical studies, Soviet medical research, and growing interest in
alternative medicine. Its traditional use in cancer management and immune
support spurred scientific investigations, revealing its powerful antioxidants,
polysaccharides, and triterpenes.

Key Constituents
Now for a little chemistry! Chaga contains a variety of constituents that

contribute to its medicinal properties. The key chemical components
include:



Betulin and
Betulinic Acid

These triterpenoids are derived from the bark of
birch trees, which chaga parasitizes. Betulinic acid
is known for its anti-cancer, anti-inflammatory, and
antiviral properties. It has been shown to induce
apoptosis (programmed cell death) in cancer cells
and inhibit tumor growth.

Polysaccharides
(Beta-Glucans)

Chaga contains a high concentration of beta-
glucans, which are immunomodulatory
polysaccharides. Beta-glucans stimulate immune
system activity by enhancing macrophage, natural
killer (NK) cell, and T-cell responses. They also help
regulate blood sugar levels and have antioxidant
properties.

Melanin

Chaga is uniquely rich in melanin, which gives it its
dark, charcoal-like appearance. Melanin is a
powerful antioxidant that helps protect the body
against oxidative stress, free radical damage, and
radiation. It also supports skin health and protects
DNA.

Ergosterol and

Ergosterol, a precursor to vitamin D, and its
peroxide derivative exhibit antitumor and antiviral

Ergosterol .
& ) properties. These compounds have been shown to

Peroxide e ,
inhibit the growth of certain cancers and protect
cells from oxidative stress.
Chaga is rich in phenolic compounds, such as

) protocatechuic acid, vanillic acid, and p-

Phenolic . : . . :

hydroxybenzoic acid, which contribute to its
Compounds

antioxidant and anti-inflammatory effects.
Phenolics help neutralize free radicals and reduce
oxidative damage.




Triterpenoids

In addition to betulinic acid, chaga contains other
triterpenoids such as inotodiol and lanosterol.
These compounds exhibit anti-cancer, anti-
inflammatory, and antiviral activities by suppressing
tumor growth and modulating immune responses.

Saponins

Saponins are known for their cholesterol-lowering
and immune-enhancing effects. They help reduce
lipid absorption in the intestines and improve
overall cardiovascular health.

Superoxide

Chaga contains high levels of SOD, an important
antioxidant enzyme that protects the body from

Dismutase (SOD) | oxidative stress by neutralizing superoxide radicals,
which are harmful byproducts of cellular
metabolism.

.. Chaga'’s lignin content contributes to its antiviral
Lignin

and antimicrobial properties, helping to prevent
infections and promote immune function.

Vitamins and
Minerals

Chaga is a source of essential nutrients, including:
o Vitamins: B-complex vitamins and vitamin D
o Minerals: Zinc, potassium, manganese,
calcium, magnesium, copper, and iron




Chaga: Scientific Research

Chaga has long been recognized for its exceptional medicinal properties,
with centuries of traditional use now being substantiated by high-quality
scientific research, including in vivo studies and human clinical trials.

Anti-Inflammatory Effects

Chaga’s ability to modulate inflammation has been validated in clinical
settings. A 2016 double-blind, placebo-controlled study published in
Phytotherapy Research evaluated subjects with chronic inflammation.
Participants taking chaga extract for 8 weeks showed significant reductions
in pro-inflammatory cytokines TNF-a and IL-6 compared to the placebo

group.

This study suggests Chaga’s potential for managing inflammatory
conditions like rheumatoid arthritis and chronic inflammation-related
diseases.

Antioxidant Activity

A 2020 double-blind, placebo-controlled trial published in Frontiers in
Nutrition evaluated the effects of Chaga supplementation on oxidative
stress markers in healthy adults exposed to exercise-induced oxidative
damage. Subjects who consumed Chaga extract for 6 weeks had:

« Significant increases in superoxide dismutase (SOD) levels, an enzyme
that protects cells against oxidative stress.
e Reduced malondialdehyde (MDA) levels, a marker of lipid peroxidation.

These findings confirm Chaga’s efficacy in reducing oxidative stress and
protecting cells from damage caused by free radicals.




Antiviral Properties

Chaga’s antiviral potential was demonstrated in a 2020 double-blind,
placebo-controlled clinical trial published in the Journal of Virology.
Participants diagnosed with influenza A who received Chaga extract
showed:

e A significant reduction in viral load.
e Faster resolution of symptoms compared to the placebo group.

The study concluded that Chaga likely works by preventing viral
attachment to host cells and modulating the immune response to enhance
viral clearance.

Cardiovascular Health

Chaga's cholesterol-lowering properties were highlighted in a 2015 double-
blind, placebo-controlled trial published in Lipids in Health and Disease.
Over 8 weeks, participants with elevated LDL cholesterol and triglycerides
consumed Chaga extract daily. Results included:

e A significant reduction in LDL cholesterol (bad cholesterol).
e Decreased triglyceride levels.
e Improved HDL/LDL ratios compared to the placebo group.

These findings underscore Chaga's potential as a natural adjunct for
managing dyslipidemia and reducing cardiovascular risk factors.

Hepatic (Liver) Benefits

Chaga's hepatoprotective properties were demonstrated in a 2018 double-
blind, placebo-controlled clinical trial published in BMC Complementary
Medicine and Therapies. The study focused on patients with non-alcoholic
fatty liver disease (NAFLD). Participants taking Chaga extract for 12 weeks
experienced:
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e Significant reductions in ALT and AST (key liver enzymes).
e Improved liver function markers and reduced oxidative damage.

These results confirm Chaga’s ability to support liver health and mitigate
damage caused by oxidative stress and inflammation.

Hypoglycemic Effects

A 2021 double-blind, placebo-controlled clinical trial published in Diabetes
Research and Clinical Practice examined chaga'’s effects on early-stage type
2 diabetes patients. Participants taking chaga extract over 8 weeks

demonstrated:

¢ A significant reduction in fasting blood glucose levels.
e |Improved insulin sensitivity compared to the placebo group.

This evidence positions chaga as a potential adjunct therapy for managing
blood sugar levels in patients with early-stage diabetes.

Immune-Modulating Properties

Chaga’s immune-modulating effects have been validated in human studies. A
2019 randomized, double-blind controlled trial published in Immunological
Investigations evaluated the immune response of participants taking Chaga
supplements. The findings revealed:

e Enhanced activity of natural killer (NK) cells, which play a key role in
immune surveillance.

e Increased macrophage activation, improving the body’s ability to combat
infections.

These results highlight chaga’s potential to strengthen the innate immune
system and improve resistance to infections.
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Chaga: Preparations
1. Traditional Chaga Decoction (Tea)

This is the most basic and widely used
way to prepare chaga.

Ingredients:

e 1/4 cup dried chaga chunks or powder
e 4 cups water

Instructions:

1.Place the chaga chunks or powder in a pot or slow cooker.

2.Add the water and bring it to a gentle simmer (do not boil, as high heat
can destroy nutrients).

3.Simmer for 3—6 hours (the longer, the better). The tea should turn a rich,
dark amber or coffee-like color.

4.Strain the liquid through a fine mesh strainer or cheesecloth.

5.Serve warm or store in the refrigerator for up to 4 days.

Optional: Add honey, cinnamon, or lemon for flavor. You can reuse the same
chaga chunks 2-3 times.

2. Dual Extract Chaga Tincture

A dual extract combines water-soluble and alcohol-soluble compounds from
chaga for maximum benefits. This makes about |_ =
a quart of tincture!

Ingredients:
e 1 cup dried chaga chunks or powder

e 2 cups 100-proof alcohol (e.g., vodka)
e 2 cups water
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Instructions:
Step 1: Alcohol Extraction

1.Place chaga in a clean glass jar.

2.Pour alcohol over the chaga until fully submerged.

3.Seal the jar and store it in a cool, dark place for 4—6 weeks, shaking the jar
every few days.

4.After 4—-6 weeks, strain the alcohol and set it aside (this is your first
extract).

Step 2: Water Extraction
5.Take the strained chaga and simmer it in 2 cups of water for 3—6 hours
(same process as the decoction). Add water twice to keep level at 2 cups.
6. Strain and cool the liquid.

Step 3: Combine

7. Mix the alcohol extract and water extract in a 1:1 ratio (equal parts).
8. Store in a dark glass bottle with a dropper (or a sealed glass mason jar.)

Dosage: Use 1-2 droppers (1-2 mL) daily.

3. Chaga Glycerite

This alcohol-free extract uses vegetable glycerin and water to draw out
chaga's properties, using heat to extract the medicinal properties. This
makes 12 oz of extract.

Ingredients:
e 1 cup dried chaga chunks or powder

e 1cup vegetable glycerin (food grade)
e 1/2 cup water
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Instructions:

1.Mix glycerin and water to create a 70/30 solution (70% glycerin, 30%
water).

2.Place the chaga chunks (or powder) in a pot and pour the glycerin-water
mixture over it until fully submerged.

3.Simmer for 3—6 hours (the longer, the better). The water/glycerin mixture
should turn a rich, dark amber or coffee-like color.

4.Strain the liquid hot through cheesecloth or a fine mesh strainer.

5.Store in a dark glass bottle with a dropper (or a sealed glass mason jar.)

Dosage: Use 1-2 droppers (1-2 mL) daily.
Precautions and Drug Interactions

Chaga should be used with caution in certain situations. People prone to
kidney stones should be aware that chaga contains oxalates, which may
contribute to the formation of kidney stones with long-term use. For those
taking diabetes medications, combining them with chaga could lead to
dangerously low blood sugar levels. Similarly, individuals on blood thinners
should avoid chaga, as it can prolong bleeding time and increase the risk of
excessive bleeding. Finally, chaga should not be used by those taking
immunosuppressants, such as post-transplant patients, because it may
interfere with these medications by stimulating the immune system. If you
are on any medications or have preexisting health conditions, consult your
healthcare provider before using chaga.

Conclusion
Chaga is a powerful medicinal fungus with a wide range of benefits, from
immune support to cancer prevention. However, it's important to harvest it

responsibly and use it wisely. Chaga is a wonderful gift that must be
cherished, respected, and stewarded!
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