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Introduction 

Ever since watching Planet Earth II: “Jungles”, narrated by Sir David Attenborough, my 

increasing fascination with fungi shifted towards fungi’s sentience and purpose on our planet. In 

that Planet Earth episode, ants of a certain species are shown living in the jungles of Africa. 

There, they ought to watch their step, for a fungus is among them; a fungus capable of taking 

over their minds and decomposing their insides only to release more fungus spores to continue 

the cycle over and over again (“Planet Earth, Jungles, Parasitic Fungi Attack”). This futuristic 

horror sci-fi movie description sounds terrifying, yet has benevolent evolutionary significance. 

These “zombie” fungi are found all over the world, each one preying on only one particular 

species of insects. Their purpose is to regulate the growth of an insect species to restrict that 

species from becoming too dominant, as well as maintain their own personal evolutionary stay 

on the planet. Learning about this biological significance to the ecosystem quelled my immediate 

worries about an invasion of an alien fungus species coming to take over our minds by releasing 

their spores into the air, entering our nasal cavity, and creating new neural pathways - and it 

somehow managed to further indulge my curious brain in the mysterious world of the fungus. 

Over the next few months, I had the opportunity to learn about a special kind of “zombie” fungus 

residing in the Himalayas. Information regarding the fungus’ medicinal value, economic impact 

in the region, and biological processes opened my eyes to discuss the spiritual side of the 

“zombie” fungus. 

 

Preliminary Research 

My discovery of the interesting zombie fungus came at the time of the first meeting for 

Arizona in Bhutan. I still remember the excited, yet shy energy of everyone in the room, I, 
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myself, could barely contain my enthusiasm. At the end of the meeting, we were told that over 

the next few weeks we should prepare a research project proposal for the educational portion of 

the journey. We were more than tourists – we were students. Our vision was deeper, more 

investigative, more curious, and more genuine in the appreciation of the journey ahead of us in a 

land so far removed from our home turf.  

My research interests bounced back and forth from Bhutan’s culinary lifestyle to 

traditional healing and medicine to the film and media industry. As a plant-based eater, I 

wondered how life abroad would be like for my intestines. Also as a plant-based eater, I am 

fascinated with the potential of healing oneself solely with plants and food. And finally, I was 

curious to Bhutan’s newly emerging film and media industries, with their first television 

broadcast occurring in 1999 (Bhaumik). As the journey drew nearer and time running out, I had 

to make a choice, and my choice had to coincide with the potential of coordinating a meeting 

with a learned mentor about my chosen subject on the ground in Bhutan. I chose traditional 

healing with a focus on mushrooms - for several reasons. First, Bhutan is known as the Land of 

Medicinal Herbs, so they are swimming in a wealth of knowledge pertaining to the subject. 

Second, mushroom healing captivated my consciousness and I wanted to learn more, especially 

in the spiritual lands of the Himalayas. And last but not least, experiences with mushrooms – 

from oyster to psilocybin – changed my life, and I was sure that this trip would transform me 

even more. 

The time for research began, and by typing ‘mushrooms medicine Bhutan’ in JStor, an 

online source for academic journals, I came across several journals talking about the Cordyceps 

sinensis, also known as ‘Yartsa Gunbu’, a name the Bhutanese borrowed from their Tibetan 

neighbors. It so happened to be that this was the “zombie” fungus of the Himalayas, and 
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translates to “winter worm, summer grass”. It grows by sending its spores underground, infecting 

the hibernating larvae of the Thitarodes, the Himalayan Ghost Moth, during winter. By summer, 

the fungus decomposes the caterpillar and sprouts a new fungus out of the caterpillar’s head. The 

appearance of the fungus is precisely captured in its Latin name, Cordyceps. Cordyceps conjoins 

the Latin words cord and ceps, meaning ‘club’ and ‘head’, and refers to “the appearance of these 

club fungi, whose stroma and fruit body extend from the mummified carcasses of insect larvae” 

(Holliday). 

 

History of the Cordyceps sinensis 

The manner in which societies find medicinal value in a fungus always remains a 

mystery. Legend has it that over 1500 years ago, yak herders in the high Himalayas noticed their 

yaks exhibiting unusual vigor, a vigor attributed it to the yaks’ consumption of the zombie 

mushroom. Word got out to the Tang Dynasty in China, where the first written record of the 

Cordyceps is found. Following Tibetan scholars’ documentation of the healing plant/animal in 

the 15-18th centuries, author Wu-Yiluo of the Qing Dynasy in 1757 wrote the earliest 

scientifically reliable depiction of the Cordyceps mushroom (Holliday).  

 

Medicinal Value of the Cordyceps sinensis 

Traditional medicine has been used for thousands of years by many cultures and 

civilizations. Although many therapeutic claims of the Cordyceps remain disputed due to 

insufficient scientific investigation, the range of medicinal uses is far and wide (Holliday). 

Among many benefits, the Cordyceps is believed by many to be a cure to respiratory diseases, in 

addition to being an immune booster, a rejuvenating remedy, and a treatment for impotence.  
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In the high Himalayan Mountains where oxygen is low, the yak herders consume 

Cordyceps, claiming it to be a cure for their elevation sickness, since it is believed that the 

Cordyceps has an ability to promote enhanced oxygen utilization efficacy. Support for this claim 

is provided in the following study: In a study with mice, “in environments lacking sufficient 

oxygen, mice treated with Cordyceps were able to survive up to three times longer than those left 

untreated, demonstrating a more efficient utilization of the available oxygen” (Holliday). In 

addition to treating altitude sickness, the Cordyceps may potentially relieve asthmatic symptoms. 

In a clinical study in Beijing, symptoms for asthmatic patients treated with Cordyceps were 

reduced by 81.3% in 5 days, whereas those treated with conventional medicine averaged a 61.1% 

reduction in symptoms, taking a period of 9 days to subside (Holliday).  

Taking Cordyceps may support the immune system, and this can be observed in cancer 

patients undergoing chemotherapy. In a Chinese and Japanese study, patients taking Cordyceps 

while undergoing chemotherapy had a normal or higher white blood cell count with the tumor 

size reduced in half (Liu). Cordyceps potentially “enhances the effectiveness of conventional 

chemotherapy by balancing its side effects”, and with this belief, many cancer patients in the 

Orient take immunomodulators derived from Cordyceps or other mushrooms (Holliday). In 

another study, orally-administered Cordyceps extract protected mice from bone marrow and 

intestinal injuries after total-body irradiation (Liu). The Cordyceps extract delayed death in mice 

as white blood cell counts recovered more rapidly. This radio-protective effect was once again 

observed as the Cordyceps reduced the levels of free radical species in vitro (Liu). 

Cordyceps may decrease fatigue in addition to boosting one’s immune system. The 

proposed reason is that it does so by increasing cellular adenosine tri-phosphate (ATP), which is 

our body’s form of energy currency. In a study with a placebo-control group of elderly patients 
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experiencing chronic fatigue, the subjects treated with Cordyceps reported a significant clinical 

improvement in fatigue, as well as cold intolerance, dizziness, frequent nocturia, tinnitus, 

hyposexuality, and amnesia as compared to the placebo group (Holliday).  

Although a highly disputed claim, Cordyceps is sometimes referred to as the ‘Himalayan 

Viagra’. Though there are minimal studies regarding this topic, it can be inferred that this title 

was given due to the Cordyceps ability to increase our body’s internal energy, provide vitality, 

and increase physical stamina. This boost of energy is further attributed to the Cordyceps as nine 

world records were broken by substantial margins in the Chinese National games of 1993. The 

governing authorities suspected the use of performance-enhancing drugs, but the coach of the 

Chinese Women’s Track and Field team claimed it was all due to the Cordyceps (Panda). 

 

Medicinal Use of Cordyceps sinensis in Bhutan 

 During our lecture at the College of Traditional Medicine in Thimphu discussing Sowa 

Rigpa, the form of traditional medicine in Bhutan, it was mentioned that the Bhutanese do not 

use Cordyceps in their official medical practices. Rather, it is a self-prescribed medication taken 

by the common people in order to achieve higher well-being, overcoming a sickness, or used as 

an aphrodisiac. Although Sowa Rigpa discusses the medicinal potential of many herbs and plants 

in the Himalayan region, including mushrooms, the Cordyceps is one that is difficult to harvest – 

at times life-threatening conditions and cross-border competition left several harvesters dead 

(Campbell). In just one of many instances, seven men poachers seeking to gain wealth from the 

fungus in a region near Nepal were savagely beat with sticks and stones by over sixty adult 

males from a nearby village who found out about the men from a local yak herder (James). Due 

to these reasons, the Cordyceps was regarded as a black market crop up until 2002, when the 
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Royal Government of Bhutan decided to set regulations and only allow locals to attain permits to 

harvest the Cordyceps in efforts of protecting the species and the land (Campbell). 

 I learned a small amount about the Cordyceps’ medicinal value after talking to the 

Bhutanese locals, and I learned much more about their general attitude and perspective towards 

the fungus. The Bhutanese view the fungus in a comical light, perhaps due to the high cost of 

harvesting and purchasing the fungus, as well as its folklore medicinal use as an aphrodisiac. 

They consume it raw as a fungus/caterpillar, drink it as a tea, or place the “zombie” fungus in a 

bottle of alcohol overnight, preferably their homemade Arra, and drink it the next day. 

 

Economic Impact of Cordyceps Cultivation in Bhutan 

 While talking to the locals, I also learned of the Cordyceps’ profound positive and 

negative effects on economy in the high Himalayan regions of Bhutan. Since the Cordyceps is 

highly valuable and only the members of the north can get a harvesting permit, they all flock to 

get one. Prices go for $15,000 per pound of dried Cordyceps, paving the way for riches in the 

Himalayas. The increase in supply of harvesters decreased the supply of workers in other 

departments, such as carpentry. In the high Himalayan regions, the rich Cordyceps harvesters 

cannot find someone to build their home, for most of them turned to fungus cultivation. Fungus 

is life for the people of the high Himalayas, and everyone from teachers to schoolchildren leave 

their ranks to go harvest the “zombie” fungus. Over time, it is viewed that the discrepancies in 

labor will be sorted out, as with most economic situations, though there are many yak-herding 

Cordyceps cultivators who are sitting on a mountain of gold with plenty of dough in their 

wallets. 
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 It should be mentioned that the perils of cultivating the Cordyceps are highly dangerous. 

It takes seven days by foot and horse to get to the base of the Himalayan glacier ridge, up near 

14,500 feet in elevation, where the Cordyceps fungus can be found popping from the ground in 

June. Many people die on the journey, and many starve, and at times there are fights between the 

local herdsmen and black market poachers coming from the northern border, one of the main 

reasons for the fungus’ extensive price (Campbell). Gangs form to claim the land and riches to 

themselves. The gangs are willing to kill anyone who gets in their way, and with little to no law 

enforcement present in their villages, no one is stopping the local gangs’ reign over the trade of 

the “zombie” fungus. 

 

The Future of the Cordyceps in the Himalayas of Bhutan 

 In order to avoid over-cultivation and conflict over the caterpillar fungus, the Royal 

Government of Bhutan set strict guidelines for the harvesting of the Cordyceps. Only those with 

permits are allowed to cultivate and sell the fungi, and there are government officials employed 

to patrol the lands in search for the black market poachers coming in from Tibet. There is 

minimal worry about the Cordyceps becoming extinct, since only a fraction of a season’s 

sprouting are actually cultivated – these little fungi are hard to find; sprouting just an inch or two 

above the ground, gatherers spend weeks crawling on their hands and knees along the ground of 

the mountainsides. Pharmaceutical companies around the world are artificially growing 

Cordyceps in the lab, though through different species, since the caterpillar/fungus relationship at 

14,500 feet is difficult to recreate. As science begins to shed more light on the medicinal value of 

the Cordyceps, it will be used more and more in Traditional Medicine as well as in Western 

medicine for the treatment of cancer, in addition to many other human ailments. 
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A Discussion on Fungus’ Sentience 

 No one knows exactly when the Cordyceps sinensis initially decided to target the 

Himalayan Ghost Moth as its primary source of reincarnation. Species of Cordyceps are found 

all around the world, all exhibiting terrifying zombie-like features as they take over their host. 

The Cordyceps of the Himalayas is undoubtedly parasitic in nature, and whether the Cordyceps 

species chose its host or coevolved with it remains up in the air. There is a special case of ant-

fungus mutualism of the Attine ant tribe. 45-65 million years ago, the Attine ants began 

cultivating fungus for food consumption. There are many hypotheses seeking to uncover the 

origins of this special relationship, one of them being that the fungus presented itself to the ants 

as a source of food. This enabled the fungus to quell its worries about repopulating, since the 

ants take care of that job by dispersing the fungi spores, while providing mutualism in the sense 

that the ants have a new and sustainable form of food.  

 Whether this fungus chose this relationship with sentience or by evolutionary coincidence 

is still a theory to be explored, yet it opens my mind to ask further questions about the sentience 

of fungi. The largest mushroom in the world, the Honey Mushroom spanning 2,300 acres in 

Southern Oregon, is the largest organism in the world and is connected by its roots, the mycelia. 

It is said that if a person stands on one side of the forest where the roots begin, then the roots on 

the opposite end of the organism alter their chemical composition, sending a message to the 

entire forest floor about your presence. Fungi are supposedly the ultra-communicators of the 

world. Some may attest to this being true, as those who experienced psilocybin mushrooms, also 

known as ‘magic mushrooms’, have mentioned receiving a message from our dear Mother Earth 

while on their spiritual ‘trip’.  
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Personal Experience with the Cordyceps sinensis in Bhutan 

 My journey in Bhutan undeniably altered the course of my life in a genuinely positive 

way. Internally, I feel whole; complete. I am grateful to have had the opportunity to meet the 

special souls in Bhutan, especially our guide-friends who spent almost two weeks with us, 

allowing for our magical journey to unfold.  

 My first experience with the Cordyceps came during Karaoke night in Thimphu. It was a 

magnificent night, and half-way through our Druks – the local beer, our wise guide Yeshi offers 

me a few pieces of Cordyceps. I whole-heartedly appreciated this kind gesture, and consumed 

the caterpillar “zombie” fungus. The next day I felt an inner vigor that was superior in strength 

than many internal feelings I’ve had. Perhaps it was the presence of the giant 151 foot Buddha, 

yet I know I felt deeply energized. I had a second helping of the lavender-tasting fungus at the 

feet of the giant Buddha, and this helped me regain my momentum from the previous night. Our 

fellow traveler, Kasey, claimed it cured his sickness, and I personally believe in the healing 

powers of this special Himalayan fungus.  

 

The Cordyceps from the Eyes of a Plant-Based Consumer 

 As a being who values all forms of life, and sees himself within all forms of life, and 

feels compassion for all forms of life, I cultivated a habit to consume only plant-based foods. The 

consumption of the Cordyceps sinensis was a unique case for my plant-based lifestyle. Many 

questions came up while researching the fungus, but one that spiritually grasped my attention 

was the sentient life of the caterpillar being decomposed by the fungus. Most mushrooms 

consume dead matter, so any ethical dilemma for plant-based consumers is unnecessary. 
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However, the Cordyceps consumes the caterpillar, so is this fungus “plant-based” and “vegan-

friendly”? 

 I arrived at the following conclusion after gaining a Buddhist perspective through Dr. 

Karma: it is a vegan fungus, at the same time that it isn’t. The people of the Himalayas pave a 

path to answer this question through the name, Yartsa Gunbu, meaning “Winter Worm, Summer 

Grass”.  

 In the winter, it is a caterpillar, the ‘worm’, and obviously not vegan-friendly. In the 

summer, it is a fungus, the ‘grass’, so it is vegan-friendly. The caterpillar had become 

‘fungusized’ through the bizarre ways that life manifests itself on Earth.  

 Life is a trip, and meaning is ascribed. From our trip to Bhutan I learned the importance 

and the simplicity of living in harmony with nature, the significance of ritual and contemplation, 

the role of balance, the power of words and the value silence, and a deeper meaning into 

boundless compassion and unconditional love. 
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