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Mushrooms!? Regarding healthy eating and proper nutrition,
why would one even ponder replacing that sizzling steak or pork
portion with a fungus-filled dish (let alone a vegetarian diet)?

Well, how about considering a drastic reduction in cancer
risk and near effortless assistance with beneficial intakes of
protein, unsaturated fat and immune system-boosting antioxi-
dants? Please remember the anti-aging and weight management
components of mushrooms - stemming from a low calorie and
carbohydrate package capped with high fiber content, as well.

Actually, eating mushrooms was apparently so revered by
ancient Egyptians that partaking in the forbidden fungus by
“commoners” was illegal and reserved for Royalty. Ancient
cultures in Greece, China and Mexico also held rituals, including
using them for ‘medicinal’ purposes.

Speaking of medicine, nutrition and kings, a strain of
mushroom that is non-native to Thailand and called the “White
King Oyster,” or more scientifically known as the White Ferulae,
will soon be available amid local mushroom markets as part of His
Majesty the King’s Royal Project. Initiated in 1969, this Project is for
replacing Thailand’s once-prominent opium generating poppy
plants with agriculture. Over 10 types of mushrooms have since
been imported and cultivated - the China-native White Furalae
being the most recent.

Chana Phromtong, Ph.D with the Thailand Institute of
Scientific and Technological Research (TISTR] in Bangkok (with an
office in Chiang Mai) has been working with the Project for about
10 years. He and other scientists analyze the market, import a
desirable mushroom strain from areas like China, Japan and
subtropical regions, experiment with environmental conditions
such as light, moisture and oxygen for about two years at the Doi
Pui laboratory-like facility above Chiang Mai, and then teach Thai
farmers how to grow and sell them as cash crops.

Participating farmers receive sustainable income, market-
goers gain access to a dynamic variety of produce, and elevated
market prices often resulting from importing exotic foods like the
White Ferulae are significantly offset. It's a win-win.

What does this mean for Thailand?

Although cultivating mushrooms is fairly common in Thailand,
this program is also providing the environment with a chance to
breathe by reducing the frequency of traditional slash-and-burn,
lunge-choking farming techniques.

Rice farmers can turn straw remaining from the previous
growing season into gold by using it for compost, rather than taking
a match to it. Furthermore, some mushrooms grown using this
material have a crop turnaround of just three weeks. And the
10-30% profit margin has potential for sustaining farmers especially
during the off-season, providing more income than rice in the
long-term.

“With (growing) mushrooms, you can earn money every day,
if you can manage them correctly,” said Phromtong. He also says
that introducing these non-native fungi to Thailand poses no
environmental infestation risk because growing conditions serve as
a leash-like border.

* %k

Although the “White King” is becoming part of the Royal
Project’s overall mushroom-repertoire, it's May introduction into
Thailand’s market system will provide people living in Thailand with
significant benefits beyond the economic and environmental.

Whereas all mushrooms harness power for grappling the
cancer cell, largely by boosting the immune system, the “White
King” is particularly affective at fighting the Human Immunodefi-
ciency Virus (HIV). And beyond saving a life, this fungal fruit
so-to-speak contains 20 essential amino acids, high levels of
protein (15%), a carbohydrate content of 43% and virtually no
saturated fat (4%) - among favorable amounts of sodium, potas-
sium, magnesium and selenium.

Each of these nutritional elements assists a body function. As
examples, potassium and magnesium regulate the body’s fluid flow,
which tempers blood pressure. They also nurture proper functioning
of nerves and muscles, including the heart.

Selenium - a mineral the human body needs in small doses
- is a powerful antioxidant for protecting body cells from damage
leading to heart disease, some cancers and other diseases related
to the aging process. It also exists in animal flesh. However, “if you
eat meat, you get fat,” says Phromtong. “And meat has high
cholesterol, which is bad for the body. But mushrooms do not have
cholesterol.

“The problem is that people like to eat meat, even though it's
bad for their health. But when they taste the meat versus the
mushroom, people prefer the meat,” he added jokingly.

Mushrooms function as though the perfect food for humans.
Unlike most edible material requiring a digestion process in the
stomach and intestines, mushrooms basically take care of this
process for us, before we eat them.

And chewing on the fact that “mushrooms” stem - from, a
fungus - and the process by which they do this has potential for
growing this discussion.

What is fungus; why is it the perfect food; and just what are “mushrooms?”

Fungus (or its plural, fungi) is a spore-producing organism that absorbs nutrients by consum-
ing decaying organic matter, such as trees and dead animals. Unlike plants, which attain their
life-force by using chlorophyl for absorbing light energy (photosynthesis), fungus (high in B-vita-
mins content) breaks down proteins, fats and carbohydrates into glucose - which is pure energy for
humans.

The “mushrooms” you see growing are actually the fruiting bodies of fungi, and their true
purpose is for spreading spores and establishing new mushroom colonies. Their functioning parts:
the cap, which protects its underlying, seed-containing gills and spores; veil, a thin, spore-protect-
ing (and releasing) membrane also under the cap; and the stem, which is attached to the actual,
moisture-dependent and earth-bound fungi, are designed for this purpose.

A mushroom'’s cap is like the fruit growing from a tree, and the spore was the seed.

* %%

Keeping in mind that although Phromtong is pro-mushroom, he is recommending that
people become fungus-educated before plucking them from their natural environ-
ment. Better yet, just purchase those like the White Furulae at Royal
Project shops, such as the one located at the corner of the Suthep
and Irrigation Canal roads near Chiang Mai University. There are
also mushroom-related shops amid the food plaza in the
Chiang Mai Airport Plaza. y

So, have some fun with your fungi. More spores are {

- -
good for everyone. < — —_—
You can buy mushrooms and other produce from Royal Project
shops such as in Bangkok, Chiang Mai, and in Chiang Rai or you can order
Tel. 0-5321-1613, 0-5321-1656.

- Hawsa
White Ferulae Mushroom

(Primary information sources: Amy Campbell: Medicinal Mushrooms:
Coming out of the Dark; www.alohamedicinals.com:”Mushroom Growing in
Thailand; MushWorld; Ayanyik Mushroom Farm; www.mushroomcouncil.com;
http://askville.amazon.com/mushroom-parts-plant-fungi; www.theroyalproject-
thailand.com)
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