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How can anything be a worm
inwinter and grass in sumwmer?
The name of caterpillar fungus in Tibetan -
yartsa gunbu - means “summer-grass-winter-
worm” literally. Tibetans commonly perceive it
a as dead worm reincarnated into a piece of
straw. Yet in the largest consumer’s market of
caterpillar fungus, few people in Guangdong
have any idea of what it is. In 1990s most
regarded it as a bug. It was only after the
SARS breakout in 20083 that people consumed
it for health reasons in a frenzy did we gain
understand caterpillar fungus better - it is a
parasitic fungus inside a caterpillar.

Ms. Zelda Liang, Department of Anthropology,
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Indeed,
name of Cordyceps sinensis

its scientific

mismatches what an ordinary
Chinese consumer has in mind: Cordyceps
sinensis only refers to the Cordyceps
fungus, capable to parasitize in multiple
species of Hepialidae (ghost moth)
larvae; the “grass” sprouted out from the
encroached larva is the part with medicinal
value, while the “worm” is only the culture
dish and nutrients provider. Similar to the
Tibetans, many consumers think that the
“worm” is more valuable. Such perception
directly affects the grading criterion and
mode of consumption. Since 1990s, the
grading of caterpillar fungus is basically
about the appearance and size of the
worm: a wholesome “worm” body with
a short “grass” earns it a higher grading
and price. If the worm body is imperfect
(“broken”), it can never be sold at a good
price, or even end up being thrown away. Yet
a broken “grass” in an intact “worm” body is
acceptable. | spoke to a number of people
who have consumed caterpillar fungus for
a long period. Most of them used to eat the
“worm” only and spit out the rigid and tasteless
“grass”. They only began to eat the “grass” too
when they understand more about the tonic
values of the fungus during the SARS outbreak.
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Though caterpillar fungus is harvested
mainly from the Tibetan Plateau, and is often
sold as a potent Tibetan medicine, the Tibetans
seldom consume it themselves. It was not
honoured by traditional Tibetan pharmacopoeia
either. Earliest written record of caterpillar fungus
was found in the 15" century, but in both Tibetan
medicine classics “rgyud bzhi” and “shel gong
shel phreng”, there is no record of caterpillar
fungus, neither does the textual pharmaceutical
references of medical institutions of Lhasa in the
early 20" century. However, since 1973, all texts
of modern Tibetan pharmacology highlight the
medical values of caterpillar fungus. It seems
that there are political connotations behind this.

My field study in the Tibetan areas has
proved the unpopularity of caterpillar fungus
among Tibetans in China. A few admirers
eat it as an aphrodisiac. That’s why when
Tibetan men explained to me the reason that
caterpillar fungi are far more welcomed by the
Han Chinese, they said with a wicked smile, “We
simply don’t need that.” In 2007 | did a survey
in Nagqu, Tibet, a famous production ground
of caterpillar fungus. Many local villagers were
curious about the craze of Guangdong people



towards such pricey bugs. At the end, one of
them stood out and concluded with his very
limited Chinese, “Maybe they do work on you
the ‘lower’ people, but not us the ‘superior’
ones.” But recently the growing trend has
surged back to Tibet. The magical fungus is
sought after by some well-off Tibetans.
Caterpillar fungus was not highly-praised

even in traditional Chinese pharmacopoeia.
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In the book Materia Medica Renewed, which
caterpillar fungus was first mentioned, there was
nothing more than “strengthening lungs” and
“benefiting kidneys”. During 1980s caterpillar
fungus was a low-profile medicine compared
with ginseng. As the sales volume was flat,
the state-owned pharmaceuticals had to scale
down the price in order to complete the sales

mission set by the government.

Near the end of 1980, the price of
caterpillar fungus soared forever, even being
called the “soft gold” in the mainland China.
Let’s peek into the wholesale market in Lhasa.
In 1997 it was priced $8,400 per kg, and
$36,000 in 2004 - a boom of 1,900%, or 342%
eliminating inflation. In the end market in Hong
Kong and the coastal China, the retail price has
fluctuated remarkably -
top-grade fungus was
sold at RMB520,000
per kg in 2010. How
did the fungi rose from
a total disfavour to
such a golden value,
only in a few decades’
time? Hong Kong had
played a vital role in the
metamorphosis - being
the major consumption
market in the early stage
and an important hub
to export the fungi to
various countries.
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Before the privatization of pharmaceutical
industry, the harvesting of caterpillar fungus was
centralized and allotted by the government in the
Tibet areas. Most were exported to Hong Kong
and Macau for foreign exchange, leaving the few
inferior ones being sold in its local drug stores.
During the Cultural Revolution in the mainland,
only the minority with some sort of “foreign” or
“Hong Kong/ Macau” relations could buy the
fungus with their foreign exchange certificates.
Even at the turn of 1980s, caterpillar fungi of good
quality were only available in Hong Kong. Thus
people who began to consume caterpillar fungus
from the 80s or early 90s still cling to buying fungi
in Hong Kong. After the reform and opening up,
with more interactions between Hong Kong and
the mainland, the customs of Hongkongers eating
caterpillar fungus had propagated throughout
the Pearl River Delta already having similar
dietary culture, and further to the coastal regions
via Guangdong. Here, the caterpillar fungus
advertising in Hong Kong earns the credit!
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A Gow Rush in Tibet
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Fungus trade between central China and
Tibet began in the 17™ century or earlier, when
the Tibetans exchanged dried caterpillar fungi
for tea and silk - a kind of money thereat. But
it is until recent years, where the fungus market
gets excited, that an “All-Tibetan Gold Rush” for
fungi is officially shaped up. The shock to the
local ecology and society was never so huge.
From May to July the harvesting season, not
only the entire Tibetan families out digging the
fungi, many outlanders flocked in to take their
shares. The disputes of boundaries and harvest
rights that comes by had led to bloodshed
violence year after year. In summer 2007, | have
visited a village in Nagqu where people were

“ T F - PR R
BT EEREE -

The first Caterpillar Fungus Trade
Fair was organized by the Nagqu
local government in 2007.
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The soil layer aside the road excavated from a Nagqu grassland

is very thin.
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As the pastures degrade and the settling policy
put into practice, such nomadic scene could
vanish in the future.

sharpening their knifes excitedly for a weapon
fight with a neighbouring village. The village
elders grieved, as blood is spilled between
two intermarrying villages only for the fungus.
Besides, the sudden wealth has befuddled the
lives of the Tibetans without cash concepts and
saving habits. Not even a nibble of money from
fungus was spent on education, community
constructions or investments. In another way
round, many young Tibetans opt for splurging
and gambling. | heard stories of people losing
hundreds of thousands a night all the way.
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Superior-grade caterpillar fungus displayed in
the Caterpillar Fungus Trade Fair in Nagqu, 2007.
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On ecology, the extensive and hasty way of
harvest is doing great harm to the meadows. In
the past, herders did not reap caterpillar fungus
unless they met them during herding, and they
harvest with particular care and minimized harm:
shoveled the fungus with the surrounding soil with
a small spade, took the fungus and refilled the
soail, which was time-consuming and may damage
the fungus. It is a bit out of style for people
nowadays not to surrender even one single straw
as well as the “visual” grading system, so even the
Tibetans have decided on adopting a much more
environmentally-hurtful harvesting manner - let
alone diggers from the outside. Roads paved for
easy logistics had also brutally usurped large areas
of meadows. More far-reaching impacts are on
the original nomadism. To carve up fungi resource,
villagers partitioned the public grasslands in
compliance with the national “settling” policies for
the nomads, preventing the pasture rotation which
had been practiced for long. Many researches
had pointed out the adverse impacts to grassland
ecology brought by the settling policy.

Quite many academics and media had called
for a limitation on harvesting caterpillar fungus to
save the fragile ecosystem of the Tibetan Plateau.
Yet caterpillar fungus has become major source of
revenue for its places of origin. Local governments
themselves are the active playmakers in this fungal
economy, vying to establish all kinds of “fungus
centres” and “fungus fairs”. A simple limitation
on harvest volume is difficult to implement and
may cause social disorder. The struggle between
economic development and environmental
conservation remains an endless Sphinx’s Riddle,
and we are reminded again by this “winter's worm”
or “summer’s grass”. Here, as the consumer, how
far should we be responsible for the environment
and society at the far end? These questions in
the backdrop of globalization are left for us to
ruminate. '&'
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Prefectures within Nagqu area select their best caterpillar fungi for ratings. The winning fungus is
crowned the “Fungus King”, immediately boosting the values of fungi from the same prefecture.

5N E) HONG KONG DISCOVERY Vol.72



