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{Inonotus obliquus}
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Chaga (Inonotus 
obliquus) is a medicinal 
fungus that occurs in the 
northern hemisphere. 
A sterile conk from this 
species, called a sclero-
tium (plural: sclerotia), is 
gathered for medicine, 
including prophylactic use 
in beneficially activating 
and supporting the im-
mune system. Given that 
chaga and its host trees 
are living beings and that 
chaga is a finite resource, 
the following guidelines 
were developed in an effort to conscientiously 
steward this valuable resource and insure that 
collected material would be properly tended post 
collection. 

1. Identification.
Chaga grows as a variably shaped mass on the 

exterior of the trees it infects. Commonly, it forms 
domes, cones, horns, and crusts, though ridges and 
irregular masses can also be found. The exterior of 
the sclerotium is nearly black, cracked, and very hard 
(Figures 1, 2, and 8). The interior of the sclerotium is 
softer (woody to corky) and usually presents a yel-

low-brown to orange-brown color (Figure 2).

Chaga almost exclusively occurs on birches (ge-
nus Betula) in northeastern North America. Within 
the genus, it is usually found on paper birch (Betula 
papyrifera) and yellow birch (Betula alleghaniensis). 
Paper birch is a common forest tree with white bark 
that exfoliates in broad, curling sheets (Figure 3). It is 
found at low to high elevations in the northeast. 

“Yellow birch is also a common forest tree and usu-
ally has yellow bark that exfoliates as small, curling, 
shreds (Figure 4). Some specimens of yellow birch can 
show nearly silver bark and the bark of older individ-
uals may not exfoliate at all. Chaga is also found on 
two other birches in the northeast — cherry birch 
(Betula lenta) and heart-leaved paper birch (Betula 
cordifolia). Cherry birch is a species more common to 
the south and occurs at lower elevations. It has close 
(i.e., non-exfoliating) bark that is dark, somewhat 
resembling certain species of cherry (genus Prunus). 
Heart-leaved paper birch is found in the north and 
at higher elevation. It has bark somewhat similar 
to paper birch but usually not bright white and has 
patches of pink, salmon, and orange bark (i.e., it is not 
pure white).  

2. Gather from living trees.
Chaga is parasite of the birch tree; when the tree 

dies, so too does the chaga fungus. Therefore, chaga 
must be harvested from living trees. Chaga sclerotia 
gathered from dead trees, though still intact (de-
pending on how long ago the tree died) will be in a 
state deterioration and some classes of mycochem-
icals will be degraded. Collecting chaga conks from 
dead trees is analogous to gathering dead, partially 

Figure 2.  Sclerotium of chaga that has been broken into a large 
chunk (to facilitate drying) revealing the yellow- to orange-brown 
interior found beneath the black, crust-like exterior.

Figure 1. Sclerotium 
of chaga protruding from 
main stem of yellow birch.
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decomposed plants and selling them to herbal med-
icine venders. During the growing season, determi-
nation of the status of a host tree (as living or dead) is 
quite easy based on the presence of leaves on at least 
some branches. However, during the winter season, 
when chaga is traditionally harvested, this is harder to 
determine. Living trees produce winter buds, which 
are the next season’s leaf primordia enclosed in 
several scales (in the case of birches; Figure 5). Find-
ing (i.e., seeing) living winter buds on some branches 
is evidence the tree is alive. However, many for-
est-grown birches do not have low branches where 
observing winter buds is easily accomplished. Fortu-
nately, mature trees will often also produce staminate 
aments (i.e., pollen catkins; Figure 6). These are the 
next season’s pollen-bearing flowers and are easier to 
see high in the tree than are winter buds (especially 
with binoculars, which can be an important tool in 
determining the status of a tree during the winter 
season). Finding aments (whether pollen-bearing or 
ovule-bearing) serves as another way to determine 
the host tree is living. In the cases of yellow birch 
and cherry birch, two species that produce a winter-
green-scented compound called methyl salicylate, 

living branches will yield a wintergreen odor when 
the bark is bruised. This scent is present most of the 
year and serves as another way to determine if these 
trees are living (note: other species of birch do not 
produce methyl salicylate, so seeking a wintergreen 
odor will not work for paper birch and heart-leaved 
paper birch).

3. Do not damage the host tree.
Though a chaga infection will ultimately kill the host 

tree, trees can survive for decades if other factors do 
not cause undue stress. When collecting, it is bene-
ficial to use methods that do not damage the tree. 
Use of climbing tools that penetrate the bark create 
additional entry holes for pathogens and, therefore, 
is discouraged. The chaga should be cut/dislodged 
from the tree without hacking into the bark or wood 
of the tree and without gouging into the tree to 
extract more chaga from the wound (Figure 7). Chaga 
is capable of growing back (or continuing to produce 
other sclerotia) if the tree is still living (Figure 8). Being 
kind to the host tree may allow collection of addition-
al sclerotia at a later time.

4. Harvest from clean areas.
Chaga should be harvested from trees that are 

found in forests away from urban centers, obvious 
sources of pollution, and roadsides. All of these 
would allow the chaga to accumulate environmental 

Figures 3 (above) and 4 (right).

 3. White bark of paper birch which exfoliates as broad, curling, 
paper-like sheets on mature trees. 

4. Yellow bark of yellow birch, which exfoliates as small, tightly 
curling, strips on mature trees.
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toxins that could be passed on to the end user. Given 
that fungi are known to accumulate metals, it is im-
perative that chaga not be collected near busy road-
ways. Generally speaking, the deeper into the forest 
one travels, the more pristine the chaga sclerotia will 
be (in terms of environmental contaminants).

“5. Do not overharvest.
The sclerotium serves a function for the chaga (sev-

eral are hypothesized).  Despite the fact that collec-
tion of the sclerotium does not appear to be lethal to 

the chaga fungus, it is always wise not to overharvest. 
Leaving some sclerotia in the region (i.e., avoiding 
collection of all that are encountered) insures healthy 
chaga occurring in the forest. Chaga sometimes pro-
duces multiple sclerotia on a single tree. In these cas-
es, leave at least one sclerotium intact so that it may 
benefit the chaga fungus. When multiple sclerotia 
occur on a given tree, collecting one is not lethal to 
the fungus and appears to encourage rapid growth 
of the remaining sclerotia (Arthur Haines, personal 
observation; Figure 8).

6. Do not harvest small specimens.
According to some authors, chaga sclerotia re-

quire time to develop their entire suite of myco-
chemicals. Whether or not this claim is substantiat-
ed by research, harvesting small specimens is not 
particularly valuable and the sclerotia will grow 
larger if left alone (i.e., think long term).

“7. Harvesting from extreme environments 
when possible.

Research supports that chaga sclerotia harvested 
from far northern latitudes or high-elevation sites 
have more therapeutic value than those gathered 
from relatively southern and low-elevation sites. 

Figures 5 (left) and 6 (right). 

5. Winter buds of yellow birch (Betula alleghanienis). 

6. Wstaminate aments (i.e., pollen catkins) of yellow birch

Figure 7. A properly harvested chaga sclerotium five years later. Note the 
tree was not damaged and the sclerotium formed a crust-like exterior over 
the scar that remained post collection. Other sclerotia on this tree continued 
to grow after the harvest of this sterile conk (see Figure 8).
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This is due to the fact that some of the medicinal 
components are, in fact, products produced by chaga 
to assist its survival. For this reason, chaga gathered 
from more extreme environments possess greater 
medicinal potency (though all chaga sclerotia are 
beneficial to human health). 

“8. Dry and store the collected sclerotia 
properly.

Chaga will mold if not properly tended after col-
lection. The commonly occurring mold of harvested 
chaga forms a surface coating of white material. Cha-
ga that is dried properly will not develop this mold. 
To facilitate drying, larger sclerotia can be broken 
into large chunks (Figure 9). These can be placed 
on a pan, sheet, tarp, or other surface and placed in 
proximity to a mild heat source in a dry portion of 
the home. On a rack near a woodstove or in a sunny 
window all work well (note:  you are drying for cha-
ga for few to several days, not leaving it in sunlight 
for weeks where photo-degradation would occur). 

A dehydrator set at temperatures of 120 degrees F 
or lower is also quite effective. Chaga should not be 
dried in the oven. Most ovens only go as low as 150 
or 170 degrees F (depending on the brand). Though 
heat is ultimately needed to liberate the polysac-
charides responsible, in part, for chaga’s therapeutic 
value, repeated heating at temperatures above 120 
degrees will result in a product with lower medicinal 
value because some of the beneficial mycochemicals 
are degraded by heat (especially multiple episodes of 
heat). 

Figure 8. One of three sclerotia that was found on a 
yellow birch tree, which grew rapidly after the collection 
of one of the sclerotia, demonstrating that collection of the 
sterile conk is not lethal to the fungus.
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Summary of collection guidelines: 
• Be sure of your identification when collecting chaga sclerotia, 

noting the host trees (it is almost always found on a species of 
birch).

• Collect chaga only from living trees.

• Do not cause damage to the host tree while gathering.

• Harvest from clean areas away from roadsides and urban 
development.

• Do not overharvest in a particular area (i.e., leave some 
chaga on trees in the places you gather).

• Avoid collecting small specimens.

• When possible, harvest from extreme environments, such 
as mountain slopes.

• Be sure to gently dry chaga after harvest to avoid mold 
colonizing the sclerotium — chaga should not be dried in the 
oven.

• Lastly, express gratitude for this amazing medicine.

Figure 9. A chaga sclerotium that 
has been broken into large chunks to fa-
cilitate drying (which prevents molding 
of the collected material).


