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		Chapter 1: Meeting the Black Diamond.



	Picture yourself walking through a deep northern forest. Snow muffles every step you take, the air is so sharp it stings your lungs, and all around you stand silent birches, their white bark glowing even in the dim light of a winter day. And then, suddenly, you see it. Jutting out from the trunk of one of those beautiful white birches is something dark, lumpy, and cracked. It looks as though someone held a torch to the tree and let the fire burn a black, charred wound into the wood. Most people would walk right past without a second glance, certain they were looking at an ordinary chunk of rotten wood or the scar left by a lightning strike. But you've just met one of the most fascinating organisms in all the northern forests. You've just met Chaga.

	At first sight, Chaga defies everything the word mushroom brings to mind. It has no cap, no stem, none of those delicate gills we know from the underside of a toadstool. It doesn't look like anything edible, or even anything alive. It looks more like a lump of coal that has somehow, miraculously, fused itself to a living tree. Scientists describe it as a growth that looks exactly like burnt charcoal—black and cracked on the surface, often with deep fissures and a warty texture. And it's precisely this grim, misshapen appearance that has earned it nicknames like the black scorch or the Chaga. But break off that black lump and look inside, and a breathtaking surprise awaits you. Beneath that coal-black shell hides a soft core in a warm, rusty orange to yellow-brown, sometimes threaded through with fine white fibers. It's as if you cracked open an ordinary stone and found a setting sun inside.

	To understand what Chaga actually is, we first have to clear up one big misconception. That black mass we admire on the trunk isn't what you'd call the true body of the mushroom in the usual sense. The mushrooms we know from the forest show us their so-called fruiting body—the part that produces spores and reproduces. Chaga is something else entirely. What we see is what experts call a sclerotium, which is essentially a dense, hardened mass of fungal fibers. Picture it as a tightly clenched fist made of thousands of microscopic threads that, over long years, have fused into a single hard formation. This sclerotium is sterile, meaning that on its own it doesn't reproduce and doesn't form spores. It's more like a vault, an armored strongbox in which the fungus stores and concentrates everything it has gathered over decades. And that's exactly why it's so precious to us.

	You might be wondering why it's so black in the first place. The answer is one of this fungus's most beautiful secrets, and it's called melanin. Yes, it's the very same pigment that gives color to our skin, hair, and eyes, and that shields us from the scorching sun. Chaga contains it in such enormous quantities that in mature specimens it can make up as much as a third of the fungus's dry weight. For the fungus, melanin is like a black suit of armor. In the harsh conditions of the north, where frosts plunge far below zero and the stress of the environment would destroy almost anything living, this pigment helps it survive. And here's what matters for us: melanin is also a powerful antioxidant. That means it acts like a tireless guardian, able to catch and neutralize harmful molecules. But we'll come back to that in later chapters, because it's a story all its own.

	Chaga, for its part, doesn't choose its home at random. More than anything, it loves the birch—that slender white tree of the north—though now and then it will also settle on alder, beech, or elm. And this pairing is no mere coincidence. The birch, you see, is a tree that hides precious compounds in its bark, above all a white, powdery substance called betulin. For humans, betulin in its raw form is indigestible; the body simply can't do anything with it. But this is where a small miracle comes in. Chaga, like a quiet and patient alchemist, is able to draw the betulin out of the birch and transform it into another substance—betulinic acid—which our bodies can actually access and use. No other organism in nature can do this the way Chaga does. It's as if the fungus borrowed raw ore from the tree and forged pure gold from it all on its own.

	But so as not to get too romantic, we have to tell the other side of this story too. Chaga is, at its core, a parasite. Its life journey begins quietly, when tiny spores find their way into a tree through a wound in the bark, often through a badly healed broken branch. From there the fungus slowly grows into the interior of the wood, gradually breaking down its solid core and causing what's known as white rot. The tree can live with this hidden infection for years—outwardly healthy and green—while inside it slowly succumbs to its silent guest. The black mass on the trunk appears only later, and then it grows very slowly, often ten, fifteen, sometimes even twenty years before it matures. For the tree, it proves fatal in the end. And the irony is that the fungus reveals its true reproductive face only once the birch has died, because the real fruiting body grows hidden beneath the bark only after the tree's death, where almost no one will ever see it.

	And it's in this very slowness that Chaga's whole secret lies. Those long ten or twenty years aren't wasted time. They're the time during which the fungus, like a patient cellar of aging wine, gathers and concentrates its treasures. Year after year it draws in and reshapes the substances from the tree, laying down melanin layer by layer, accumulating its active compounds, and turning the stress of the northern winter into biochemical wealth. That's exactly why the peoples of the north called Chaga the diamond of the forest or the black pearl. Because just as a diamond is born from carbon under immense pressure over an enormously long time, Chaga too is born from patience, from cold, and from the quiet struggle between fungus and tree.

	So the next time you hear the word Chaga, don't picture an ordinary forest mushroom. Picture a black, cracked jewel that grows for decades on a white birch far away in the north. Picture a vessel full of melanin and transformed treasures, an organism that can create from a tree what no other can. And above all, realize that we're standing only at the very beginning of the story. Because why people have prized this strange black fungus for centuries, why Siberian shamans spoke of it, and why scientific laboratories all over the world study it today—that is exactly what awaits us on the pages to come.

	
	
		Chapter 2: Siberian Roots.



	To truly understand why people all over the world today buy powder made from a black fungus, and why scientific journals write about it, we have to travel back in time. Very far back in time. Picture the frozen land of western Siberia many centuries ago, perhaps as far back as the twelfth century. No hospitals, no pharmacies, no pills. Just endless birch forests, brutal winters, and people who had to survive on whatever nature offered them. And it's right here, among the native people known as the Khanty, that the real story of Chaga as a medicine begins. It was they, the nomadic inhabitants of western Siberia, whom historical records name as the very first people to start using this fungus for healing. And it's quite possible that the word Chaga itself comes from them.

	The way the Khanty used the fungus can strike us today as surprisingly sophisticated for people with no science at all. For them it wasn't just an occasional remedy but an everyday part of life. They ground it up and added it to their ordinary drinks, to soups, and to broths. They made a simple tea from the black fungus by tossing pieces of dried Chaga into hot water and drinking the brew until they recovered. But they also had another, almost ritual method. They would cut the fungus into pieces and heat it over a fire. Once the pieces turned pink and glowing, they threw them into hot water and stirred until the fungus dissolved. This is how they made what they called cleansing water, which they believed had disinfecting and purifying effects and used, for instance, for hygiene and personal care. They knew other tricks with Chaga too. They mixed it with fat and ash to create a kind of natural soap, which they rubbed onto skin wounds and rashes. Some records even mention that they smoked the fungus, convinced it would strengthen the health of their lungs—something we certainly wouldn't recommend to anyone today.

	But Chaga didn't become a household name only among the Khanty. Little by little it spread across the entire vast north and became a treasure for many peoples. In Russian and Scandinavian folk medicine, people knew it as a remedy for digestion, for boosting the body's defenses, and even as a tonic of longevity—a drink meant to lengthen life and improve its quality. Siberian hunters would brew Chaga tea when they spent whole days chasing elk through the winter forests, because they believed it gave them strength and endurance. For the people living in these harsh regions, the fungus was more than just a medicine. It was a reliable companion in the struggle to survive, something they always had within reach right on the trunk of the nearest birch. In countries like Russia, Poland, and Finland, Chaga was even used as a coffee substitute, because it has an earthy, slightly bitter taste, contains no caffeine, and yet can give a person a gentle lift.

	The story of Chaga, though, isn't only a northern one. Traces of its use turn up surprisingly far to the south and east as well. In traditional Chinese medicine, this fungus was regarded as a symbol of vitality and longevity and was used for countless ailments, from digestive troubles to skin problems. In both China and Korea, people drank it for centuries as a tea against infections, stomach complaints, liver disease, and tumors. Likewise in Japan, in Greece, and in parts of eastern Europe, the fungus held a firm place in folk healing, where it was used for ulcers, for inflammation of the stomach lining, and even for tuberculosis. It's almost breathtaking how, independently of one another, in countries thousands of kilometers apart, people arrived at the same conviction—that this unassuming black mass on a tree held a healing power within it.

	There's also one famous historical tale that's still passed down today. It tells of a grand prince of Kievan Rus', Vladimir Monomakh, who according to the records was cured of a tumor on his lip with the help of Chaga itself. The first written mention of this fungus in Kievan Rus' dates to the eleventh century and is linked to his very name. And a trace reaching even deeper into the past leads to the famous Persian physician Avicenna, one of the greatest figures of medieval medicine, who is said to have described the use of Chaga for medical purposes as early as around the tenth or eleventh century. Even though such ancient stories should always be approached with a certain caution, taken more as part of legend than as hard historical proof, one thing they tell us quite clearly. Chaga has accompanied humankind for a very, very long time indeed.

	For long centuries Chaga remained a secret of the north, something known to Siberian peasants, hunters, and healers, but of which the Western world hadn't the faintest idea. That began to change in the twentieth century, when

	
	
	
	
	
	
		Chapter 3: The Secret Life on the Birch.



	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
		Chapter 4: The Pharmacy Hidden Inside the Fungus.



	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
		Chapter 5: The Body's Shield.



	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
		Chapter 6: The War Against Free Radicals.



	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
		Chapter 7: The Sweet Balance.



	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
		Chapter 8: The Silent Inflammation.



	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
		Chapter 9: Hope in the Laboratory.



	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
		Chapter 10: The Heart, the Liver, and the Gut.



	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
		Chapter 11: From the Forest to the Cup.



	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
		Chapter 12: The Future of Black Gold.



	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
		Chapter 13: The Black Fungus Through Eastern Eyes.
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		Chapter 15: What the Black Fungus Tells Us.
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