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Introduction 
Chaga (Inonotus obliquus) is a 
unique fungus found in cold, 
northern forests, growing almost 
exclusively on birch trees. It doesn't 
look like a typical mushroom; 
instead, it appears as a hard, 
blackened, crusty mass that 
resembles a large clump of burnt 
charcoal. This dark, brittle exterior 
hides a softer, cork-like interior with 
a distinct rusty-orange color. 

This visible "conk" is actually a sterile mass of fungal mycelium, known as a sclerotium. 
It is a parasite that slowly draws nutrients from the host tree over many years. Because 
of this long-term relationship, chaga concentrates beneficial compounds from the birch 
bark, including betulinic acid, and is exceptionally rich in antioxidants. 

Chaga holds a significant place in the traditions of several Northern American Indian 
tribes, particularly those in the boreal forest regions where it grows. The Cree, Ojibwe 
(Anishinaabe), Dené, and Gitksan peoples, among others, have well-documented 
traditional uses for it. 

As a Fire-Keeper 

One of chaga's most critical uses was not medicinal but practical. The Ojibwe name 
shkitagen (or similar variations) relates to its use with fire. The dense, corky interior of 
chaga doesn't flame but will hold a smoldering ember for hours, or even days, when 
properly lit. This made it an invaluable "tinder fungus" for carrying fire from one camp to 
another, ensuring a fire could be started quickly without friction methods. 

As Medicine 

Chaga was widely used to make a tea. This tea was traditionally consumed to boost 
vitality, treat joint pain, and soothe digestive issues. Its anti-inflammatory and antiviral 
properties were highly valued. 

In Ceremony 

The smoke from smoldering chaga was also used in ceremonial ways, such as in pipe 
ceremonies or for smudging, to purify a space or for its spiritual benefits. 
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Medicinal Uses 
The most common use for chaga was as a healing tea. The woody, charcoal-like fungus would 
be harvested, broken into chunks, and steeped in hot water. 

Immune Support 

Chaga tea was widely consumed as an 
immune-boosting tonic to promote 
overall well-being. 

Antiviral Properties 

The Anishinaabe (Ojibwe) specifically 
used chaga tea as an antiviral remedy. 

Pain and Inflammation 

It was used to alleviate joint pain, reduce 
inflammation, and ease digestive issues. 

Healing Practices 

The Cree are noted for using chaga in moxibustion, a practice where the smoldering fungus is 
held over specific points on the body to stimulate healing and relieve pain. 
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Medicinal Science 
Based on scientific research, chaga is believed to boost immunity through a combination of 
three primary mechanisms: regulating immune messengers, activating a frontline defense, and 
reducing systemic stress. 

It's important to note that chaga is considered an immunomodulator, meaning it doesn't just 
"boost" the immune system but rather helps to intelligently regulate it—calming it when it's 
overactive (as in autoimmune responses or chronic inflammation) and stimulating it when it 
needs to fight an infection. 

Regulates "Immune Messengers" (Cytokines) 

Your immune system is coordinated by proteins called cytokines, which act as chemical 
messengers. Chaga has been shown to help regulate the production of these cytokines. 

●​ To fight infection: Chaga can promote the production of beneficial cytokines, such as 
Th1-type cytokines (like interferon-gamma). These messengers essentially "sound the 
alarm," calling key immune cells (like lymphocytes and macrophages) to the site of an 
infection to fight off viruses and bacteria. 

●​ To calm inflammation: Chaga can also help prevent the production of harmful 
cytokines that are responsible for chronic, long-term inflammation. This is crucial 
because chronic inflammation can exhaust and weaken the entire immune system over 
time. 

Activates "First-Responder" Immune Cells 

Chaga is rich in a specific type of polysaccharide (a complex sugar) called beta-glucans. These 
compounds are renowned for their direct effect on the immune system. 

●​ Stimulating White Blood Cells: Beta-glucans "prime" your frontline immune cells, 
particularly macrophages and Natural Killer (NK) cells. 

●​ How it works: The beta-glucans bind to special receptors on these cells, effectively 
"training" them to be more efficient. This makes them better at identifying and destroying 
invading pathogens (like viruses and bacteria) or abnormal cells. 

It Reduces Cellular Stress (Antioxidant Action) 

Chaga is famous for its extremely high antioxidant content, particularly from compounds like 
triterpenes, melanin, and polyphenols. 

●​ Fighting Free Radicals: These antioxidants neutralize unstable molecules called free 
radicals, which cause cellular damage (oxidative stress). 
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●​ The Immune Connection: High levels of oxidative stress are directly linked to chronic 

inflammation and a weakened immune system. By reducing this underlying stress, 
chaga helps your immune cells function properly and protects them from damage, 
allowing your body to mount a stronger, more effective defense. 

In summary, chaga doesn't just act as a simple "on switch" for your immune system. It works as 
a complex modulator, helping to: 

●​ Direct immune traffic by regulating cytokines. 
●​ Equip frontline cells (like NK cells) to be more effective. 
●​ Protect the entire system from stress and inflammation. 

Disclaimer: While research is promising, much of it is based on animal or lab studies. Chaga can also 
interact with certain medications (like blood thinners and diabetes drugs). It is always best to consult with 
a healthcare provider before adding it to your routine as a health supplement. 
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Other Uses 
Ceremonial Incense 

When burned, chaga produces a sweet, pleasant-smelling smoke. Both the Cree and Ojibwe 
would burn chaga as an incense for purification and during sacred pipe ceremonies. 

Divination 

The Dene were known to use chaga in a form of divination. They would crumble the fungus's 
inner part into lines, light them, and interpret the way they burned to seek guidance. 

Tinder (Fire-Starting) 

The dry, cork-like interior of chaga is an 
exceptional fire-starter. It can catch a spark and 
turn it into a smoldering coal, which can then be 
used to ignite a larger fire. 

Transporting Fire 

This was perhaps its most critical practical use. 
The Potawatomi, for instance, called chaga 
shkitagen and used it to carry fire. A smoldering 
piece of chaga could be safely transported (often 
in a special bag or shell) from one campsite to 
the next, allowing a new fire to be started quickly 
without needing to create a spark from scratch. 
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Harvesting 
Sustainable harvesting is crucial for protecting both the chaga fungus and its host birch tree. 

Identification & Location 

●​ Host Tree: Harvest chaga only from living birch trees 
(such as white, paper, or yellow birch). Chaga on a dead 
or fallen tree is also dead, has no medicinal value, and 
may be contaminated with mycotoxins. 

●​ Appearance: Chaga looks like a hard, black, crusty 
mass that resembles burnt charcoal on the outside. It 
often cracks in a blocky pattern. The inside of the chaga, 
near where it attaches to the tree, is a distinct 
golden-brown or rusty-yellow color. 

●​ Avoid Look-Alikes: Do not confuse chaga with tree 
burls (which are hard, woody growths covered in bark) 
or other fungi like the tinder conk (Fomes fomentarius), 
which is typically hoof-shaped and gray. 

When to Harvest 

●​ The best time to harvest is in the late fall or winter. 
●​ Why? The trees are dormant, which some believe concentrates the medicinal 

compounds in the chaga. It is also much easier to spot the black chaga conks against 
the bare trees and snow. 

Sustainable Harvesting Technique 

1.​ Select the Right Chaga: Only harvest chaga that is mature, roughly the size of a 
grapefruit or larger. Leave small, young conks (fist-sized or smaller) to grow. 

2.​ NEVER Take It All: This is the most important rule. You must leave at least 30% to 50% 
(or a 1-2 inch thick layer) of the chaga on the tree. 

○​ This protects the tree's open "wound" from other infections. 
○​ It allows the chaga fungus (which is mostly inside the tree) to regrow the external 

conk, making future harvests possible in several years. 
3.​ Use the Right Tools: A sharp hatchet, hand saw, or a hammer and chisel are effective. 

Make clean cuts. 
4.​ Do Not Damage the Tree: Be very careful not to cut deeply into the living wood of the 

birch tree itself. Only remove the chaga conk. 
5.​ Take Only What You Need: A single large conk can last a single person a very long 

time. Harvest only what you can process and use within a year or two. 
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Storage 
Proper processing and storage are essential to prevent mold and preserve the chaga's potency. 

Process Immediately 

You must dry your chaga as soon as possible after harvesting. Its high moisture content makes 
it very susceptible to mold. 

1.​ Clean: Brush off any dirt, bark, or insects. 
2.​ Break Down: While the chaga is "fresh," it is much easier to break. Once dry, it 

becomes rock-hard. Using a hatchet or heavy-duty knife, break the chaga into small, 1- 
to 2-inch chunks. 

3.​ Grind (Optional): If you plan to use chaga as a powder, it is easiest to grind it before it 
is fully dried using a heavy-duty grinder. However, storing it in chunks is generally 
recommended as it preserves potency longer and allows for reuse. 

Dry Thoroughly 

Your goal is to get the chaga "bone dry" with a moisture content below 10%. 

●​ Best Method (Dehydrator): Spread the chunks on dehydrator trays and dry at a low 
temperature (around 100°F or 38°C) for 24-48 hours, or until they are stone-hard. 

●​ Air-Drying: In a very dry, warm, well-ventilated room, you can spread the chunks on a 
screen or rack. This can take several days or weeks. 

●​ Oven (Use Caution): Set your oven to its lowest possible temperature (ideally 150°F or 
lower), prop the door open slightly for airflow, and check the chaga frequently. High heat 
can destroy the beneficial compounds. 

Store Correctly 

Once your chaga is completely dry, store it to protect it from light, heat, and moisture. 

●​ Container: Use an airtight container, such as a glass Mason jar with a tight-fitting lid. 
Paper bags are acceptable for short-term storage in a very dry environment, but glass is 
best for long-term. 

●​ Location: Store the jar in a cool, dark, and dry place like a pantry, cupboard, or cellar. 
●​ Shelf Life: When properly dried and stored, chaga chunks can last for several years. 
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Preparation 
Chaga is too hard to be eaten. Its medicinal compounds must be extracted using water or 
alcohol. 

Chaga Tea (Hot Water Extraction) 

This is the most common method and extracts the water-soluble compounds, including 
antioxidants and polysaccharides. 

●​ Using Chunks: 
1.​ Place 1-3 small chaga chunks in a 

pot or slow cooker. 
2.​ Add 1 liter (about 4 cups) of water. 
3.​ Gently simmer (do not boil) on low 

heat for at least 2-4 hours. Many 
people prefer to simmer it all day or 
overnight in a slow cooker on the 
"Low" or "Keep Warm" setting. 

4.​ The tea is ready when it is a dark, 
rich brown, similar to black coffee. 

5.​ Strain the tea and serve. It has a 
mild, earthy, slightly vanilla-like flavor.​
 

●​ Reusing Chunks: You can reuse the same chaga chunks multiple times (3-5 times) 
until they no longer release a dark color into the water. Simply store the used chunks in 
the freezer between batches.​
 

●​ Using Powder: 
1.​ Add 1-2 teaspoons of chaga powder to a tea infuser or French press. 
2.​ Pour hot (not boiling) water over the powder. 
3.​ Steep for 10-15 minutes, strain, and serve. 
4.​ Powder provides a quick extraction but cannot be reused. 

Chaga Tincture (Alcohol Extraction) 

This method extracts the alcohol-soluble compounds, such as betulin and triterpenes, which are 
not extracted by water. 

1.​ Fill a glass jar halfway with dried chaga chunks or coarse powder. 
2.​ Cover the chaga completely with a high-proof alcohol (at least 80-proof, but 100-proof 

vodka or rum is better). 
3.​ Seal the jar and store it in a dark place for at least 4-8 weeks, shaking it every few days. 
4.​ After steeping, strain the liquid through a cheesecloth. This is your chaga tincture. 
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Dual Extraction (Most Comprehensive) 

This two-step process combines both methods to create a full-spectrum extract. 

1.​ Step 1: Perform the alcohol extraction (Method 2) first. After straining, save the alcohol 
tincture and also save the alcohol-soaked chaga pulp. 

2.​ Step 2: Take the saved chaga pulp and perform a hot water extraction (Method 1) by 
simmering it in water for several hours. 

3.​ Step 3: Let the water extraction (tea) cool completely. 
4.​ Step 4: Combine the alcohol tincture with the water extraction. (A common ratio is 1 part 

alcohol tincture to 2 parts water extraction). This final liquid is your dual extract. 
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Disclaimer 

The information provided on natural medicines, herbs, fungi, and other remedies is for 
educational and informational purposes only. It is not intended as, and should not be substituted 
for, professional medical advice, diagnosis, or treatment. 

Always consult with a qualified healthcare professional before starting, stopping, or altering any 
treatment or using any natural remedy. 

Please be aware of the following significant risks: 

●​ Risk of Misidentification: Many plants, fungi, and natural substances have dangerous, 
toxic, or deadly look-alikes. Misidentification can result in severe poisoning, organ failure, 
or death. Never consume any wild-harvested substance unless you are an expert and 
are 100% certain of its identity. 

●​ Risk of Drug Interactions: "Natural" does not mean "safe." Natural remedies can have 
potent biological effects and may interact powerfully with prescription medications, 
over-the-counter drugs, and other supplements. These interactions can be dangerous, 
potentially making your medication less effective, increasing its side effects, or causing a 
new, harmful reaction. 

●​ Risk of Improper Handling & Storage: Natural products are susceptible to 
contamination and spoilage. Improper harvesting, drying, or storage can lead to the 
growth of mold, bacteria, and harmful mycotoxins, which can cause severe illness. 
Additionally, improper storage can lead to a loss of potency, rendering the remedy 
ineffective. 

●​ Contraindications & Side Effects: Natural medicines can still cause allergic reactions 
and side effects. Certain individuals—including those who are pregnant, nursing, have 
pre-existing medical conditions (such as liver or kidney disease), or are scheduled for 
surgery—may be at higher risk for adverse effects. 

Use of any information regarding natural remedies is entirely at your own risk. The provider of 
this information assumes no liability for any adverse effects, harm, or consequences resulting 
from the use or application of any of the information provided. 
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