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ORGANIC METHODS REVITALIZE GINSENG

As reported in the June 1995 edition of ACRES USA, The .
Voice of Eco-Agriculture, Wisconsin ginseng farmers are

beginning to realize that chemijcal agriculture has debilitated

the -potency -of cultivated: ginseng -and are turning- to

intensive organic farming: methods' to: restore the tonic

propetties of the root. ' o <

As many HFG readers are already aware, wild American
ginseng, Panax quinquefolius, has been harvested from our
woodlands for at least three hundred years.  Native
Americans foraged for the root and sold it to the China
trade. = - S \ : : S

Chinese herbalists have long valued American ginseng's
properties ‘as :being complementary to:the Asian variety.
American ginseng is considered a Yin tonifier--cold, sweet
and slightly bitter, with a Heart/Kidney/Lung organ system
affinity. Asian ginseng, Panax ginseng, tonifies Qi, is also
sweet and slightly bitter but its energetics are considered
slightly warm, and has a Lung/Spleen affinity.. -

While :American - wild - ginseng - has become almost an
endangered ‘species from overharvesting and the clear-
cutting of woodlands, the superior qualities of the wild root
compared to"the cultivated variety are reflected in their
respective:prices, about $325 and $25 per.pound: The
problems in'ginseng cultivation are legion - farmers cannot
match the fettility of the forest floor'ecosystem and the roots
are highly -susceptible to-fungi.and predators: : The
conventional response has been'to:use chemical fertilizers
and fungicides but, as.with all food crops, such practices
have led to a further deterioration in-the quality :of the
product. In:the case of ginseng; one measure of quality is
the percentage content of ginsenosides, believed: (but not
proved) to be the active ingredient.

Now, as reported: by ACRES, a: group- of growers and
environmental . agronomists calling themselves : the
Wisconsin Ginseng Crop Improvement. Project have
decided to restore the quality of cultivated' ginseng. . Their
methods include bioremediation of the soil and the use of
organic fertilizers including foliar sprays. The idea-is that
healthier plants will be more resistant to fungus attacks.

Much is at stake -- in 1994.Wisconsin growers produced
two million:pounds of - ginseng,:‘over 90.percent of the
nation’s crop, most of which was sold.to Asian traders. .
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IMP‘ROVING_»YOUR DIET THE TRADITIONAL CHINESE WAY

Many people havé discovered that the key to health is a

diet - centered around fresh, locally grown organic
vegetables and herbs, supplemented by other high quality
foods. Once we accept such an idea, however, one major
problem remains -- how to do it. Changing a lifetime's
worth of habits is hardly.easy and, given the pressures of
today's economy, the reality is that opportunmes for proper
home-cooked meals are scarce. '

For practical suggestions on how to incorporate principles
of healthy eating into daily life, we turned to three popular
books on traditional Chinese nutrition, which include the
use of herbs to correct imbalances in the body and prevent
chronic degenerative disease. We're looking for ways to
modify. our current practices in the right direction, rather
than attempting a draconian, comprehensive change that
would most probably fail.

The three authors whose books we consulted (see above)
are working in the classical Chinese tradition. Mr. Luand
Mr. Ni are both Taoists and their books are  excellent
general introductions:to the concepts of traditional-Chinese
nutrition, but which also include many “specific tips and
recipes. - Mr. Flaws is-a Westerner who, ‘with his wife
Honora Wolfe, wrote a more general introduction to the
subject in 1983, ‘called Prince Wen Hui's Cook: Chinese
Dietary Therapy (Paradigm Publications, Brookline, MA
02146). We're including” his most recent book here
because it specifically addresses one of the most
challengmg of our bad habuts that of the typucal Western
breakfast,

What the Chinese Know That Westernérs Don’f

Mr. Flaws cites the recent study conducted by Cornell and
Oxford Universities in conjunction with the Chinese
Academy of Preventive Medicine in Beijing, which found
that 90% of the Chinese people studied still ate locally
grown foods, had meat only about once per week, ate more
calories per pound of body weight than Americans but are

much . less obese, got 6-24% of their calories from fat
compared to 39% for Americans and 45% for Britons, and
whose cholestrol level averages only 127 mg per deciliter
compared to an average of 212 in the U.S,

Mr. Lu compiles a éample menu of foods that yield

complete nutrition according to the Western view, analyzes .

it according to both systems, and finds that it comes up
short according to Chinese requirements.  This we already
know, that the Chinese system of medicine including
nutrition, though highly unscientific from the Western point
of view, recognizes factors necessary to health which are
still unknown to science.

In_his introduction, Mr. Lu points .out that herbal cures for
goiter, night blindness and beriberi were known in the 7th
century A.D.: Today Western medicine knows that iodine,
Vitamin A, and Vitamin B-1 are the respective remedies for
these diseases. However, those components are found in
some, but not all, of the herbal remedies for those diseases,
indicating - that the Chinese .approach is glvmg a fuller
answer, albeit with unknown factors.

The Chinese Approach to Nutrltlon

As Mr. Ni quotes Confucius, "Eat not for the pleasure thou
mayest find therein. Eat to increase they strength. Eat to
preserve the life thou has received from heaven." Confucius
was something of a puritan, but we assume he was telling
us not that we shouldn't enjoy food, merely that our choices
must be well-founded. A gourmet, after all, appreciates
variety. Traditional Chinese nutrition, Mr. Ni-explains, taught
people to choose foods according to the energies and
properties of the food, the season. of the year, method of
preparation, geographic location, and natural principles of
life and balance --all of which can be learned. With
practice, even Westerners who grew up eating Velveeta and
Ring-Dings can learn to‘cure headaches and colds with
food and to head off chronic degenerative dlsease it's
never too late for redemption! , :

All three books include discussions of the basic concepts
of traditional Chinese nutrition. Mr. Ni:does a very well-
written' summary in twenty pages. Mr. Lu creates a
numerical; scale ofYin-and Yang, which for the more
Cartesian readers: may. be good practice in evaluating all
the factors such as season of the year, body type, etc. The
basic idea is that foods are classified by flavors, energles,
and direction of movement. : C

Foods are-also listed with their specific actions (i.e., to
relieve cough), along with handy little recipes and tips. For
instance, in the Chinese System of Food Cures under Water
Chestnuts, "Boil five water chestnuts in water with one fresh
mandarin orange peel. Drink as a tea, three times daily, to

relieve hypertension." And finally, there are lists of specific

|mbalances and maladies with a vanety of approprlate food

remedles underneath




