4. The magic in mushrooms.


They are essentially large blooms of fungi, growing out of the soil or on wood in the wild. However, they are also prized delicacies, favored for their distinctive flavor. The ancient Chinese regarded them as the elixir of life. Get personal with the mushroom. If you are a ‘shroom lover’, there’s good news. Studies indicate that there may be some credence to folk wisdom, after all.

Apart from being a good source of low fat vegetarian protein, mushrooms, especially those regularly consumed in oriental cuisine are also rich in vitamins and polysaccharides called beta-glucans. These include the shitake or black Chinese mushroom, oyster mushroom and abalone mushroom.Says Singaporean mycologist Dr. Tan Kok Kheng. “Research has shown that these substances (beta-glucans) enhance the body’s immune system by activating macrophages and t-cells (part of the body’s defense system) to increase the production of antibodies, interferon and inter-leukins to fight diseases and infections”.Shitake grows on oak trees in the wild. Tan started experimenting with oak sawdust. The result was shitake that took only six weeks to grow, instead on one year in the wild.The Japanese, who first popularized shitake, are also the prime movers in the study of its medicinal properties. Studies on mice in Japan have shown that beta-glucans shrank tumors in mice by as much as 80%. In fact, injections of beta-gulcan are basic treatment for lung cancer in Japan.

While Western science is cautious about the reported results of mushroom extracts on diseases like cancer, it agrees that the results of these studies warrant more investigation into the effects of mushrooms extracts in cancer patients.As an added boost for the mushroom’s therapeutic properties, the US Food and Drug Administration approved a human trial of the use of mushroom extracts on end-stage breast and prostate cancer patients last year.Tan says beta-glucan has also been proven to reduce significantly the length of hospital stays for those recovering from surgery in the United States.Even for healthy folks, there are benefits in eating mushrooms. A pilot study from the National University of Singapore showed that people who ate about 30gm of shitake mushrooms a day for four weeks were less susceptible to flu symptoms during the flu season in Singapore.Mushrooms also contain compound, which help to lower cholesterol and control diabetes. While dried mushrooms may be lower in vitamins and cholesterol lowering activity, their immune system boosting properties remain intact as beta-glucan are very stable compounds. With its effect on diabetes, cholesterol, and cancer, Tan says the ancient Chinese may be on to something in their belief that mushrooms are the elixir of life and science has just indicated that they may be right.
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