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Fragrant Frontier is an ethnographically rich study that demysti-
fies the contemporary spice trade originating from the Sino-Viet-
namese uplands. Star anise, black cardamom, and ‘cinnamon’
(cassia) take centre stage as the authors embark on journeys to
explore the complex commodity chains and entanglements that
move these spices to kitchen tables around the world. The vol-
ume investigates the livelihoods of the ethnic minority farmers
cultivating these spices across this mountainous frontier, follows
the commodity chains from farms to global supermarkets, and
examines the commoditization of these distinctive crops. As

the implications for the numerous actors involved along these
dynamic commodity chains become apparent, we gain nuanced
insights into the complex stories of these fragrant spices.

In this fascinating collection, spices, the Sino-Vietnamese border-
lands, global agro-food networks, the political economy of
farming, and local livelihoods are brought together in a ‘fragrant’
mélange in which the authors shed light on two important ques-
tions: Why here? And, with what effects? Scholars of agrarian
and food studies, livelihoods and Southeast Asian studies will
find many enticements here.

- Jonathan Rigg, University of Bristol

This compelling study - one of the best integrated volumes I
have read - traces the precarious livelihoods of ethnic minority
farmers producing spices under two related processes. The first is
global commodity chains, which the chapters follow from node
to node along long-standing relations of trust. The second is mis-
guided state-driven interventions to limit farmers’ land and get
them to produce monocrops. These combined processes threaten
farmers in the borderlands between Vietnam and China, while
international traders of these lucrative spices become rich.

- Janet Sturgeon, Simon Fraser University
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Accompanying virtual spice StoryMaps

Please explore the three virtual ‘StoryMaps’ that we have designed for the

spices we focus on here. These visually depict the commodity chains and

actors that star anise, black cardamom, and ‘cinnamon’ are entangled with,

from upland ethnic minority cultivators in the fragrant frontier of the Sino-

Vietnamese uplands to global consumers. They can be viewed at: https://

spicetrade3.wordpress.com/story-maps/ or at these links/QR codes:

xi

Star anise: https://storymaps.arcgis.
com/stories/9ec88b7{62d74ba58856

1ee7cbf43eba

Black cardamom:
https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/

86ccb014eed74ff1a7e4f6deafd0d7{8

‘Cinnamon’ (C. cassia):
https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/
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CHAPTER 1

The Fragrant Frontier

Conceptual and contextual introductions

Sarah Turner, Annuska Derks,
and Jean-Fran¢ois Rousseau

THE FRAGRANT FRONTIER

ince its inception over two millennia ago, the spice trade has con-
nected and transformed the environments, politics, cultures, and
cuisines of vastly different societies around the world. As a ‘fantasy
substance’ (Morton, 2000: 8) bestowing ‘magical qualities’ (Freedman,
2008: S), a ‘catalyst of discovery’ (Turner, 2008: xii), and among the first
‘global commodities’ (Freedman, 2008: 1), spices are more than mere food
flavourings. Although we frequently find a variety of spices in our kitchens’
cupboards, their origins and trade routes retain something of a mythical
allure. In this book, we seek to demystify these roots and the spice trade
networks that start in the Sino-Vietnamese uplands. Within this frontier,
different ethnic groups are involved in growing black cardamom (Lanxangia
tsaoko), star anise (Illicium verum) and ‘cinnamon’ (probably Cinnamomum
cassia, but commonly referred to as cinnamon) for local, regional, and global
markets. The production and trade of these spices have numerous social,
cultural, economic, and geographical expressions. Some of these are cen-
turies old, while others are a result of changing agro-ecological conditions,
recent state policies, or innovative trade opportunities. As such, we believe
that these three spices are fascinating cases with which to explore the inter-
sections of the lived practices of spice cultivation and production, and the
globally expanding markets for ‘exotic’ spices.
This collective book has three objectives. The first is to foreground the
experiences of the upland frontier farmers cultivating these spices, with a
focus on the livelihood impacts they are coping with and adapting to, from

increases in extreme weather events affecting their crops in disastrous ways,
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to pressures from state officials to move into more ‘promising” cash crop
endeavours, to the stressful impacts of volatile global markets. The second
objective is to investigate the diverse actors involved in the commodity
chains that move and transform these spices from upland farms to global
markets, including trade intermediaries, state officials, export and import
companies, and retailers. We map the flows of these spices and tease out the
power imbalances that create advantages and disadvantages for individuals
along these global trade routes. Third, we focus on the value-creation tactics
that different individuals and companies along these commodity chains
employ to trade these spices, analysing the commodification of these crops
across a spectrum of actors and places.

The ethnic minority farmers at the heart of this collection are primarily
situated at the starting nodes of the commodity chains explored here, en-
tangled directly with the cultivation of these spices. Their villages rest within
the Sino-Vietnamese borderlands that are part of the broader Southeast
Asian Massif. This Massif extends southeast from the Himalayas and the
Tibetan Plateau and incorporates the highlands — above 300-500 metres
in elevation — that dominate the valleys drained by the lower Brahmaputra,
Irrawaddy, Salween, Chao Phraya, Mekong, and Red Rivers and their trib-
utaries (Michaud et al., 2016). More specifically, within China, the farmers
growing these spices tend to be members of the country’s 5SS officially
recognised (since 1981) ‘minority nationalities’ (shaoshu minzu). Of these
groups, 30 have their homelands in upland Southwest China with a regional
population of 62 million shaoshu minzu at the time of the 2010 census. Just
across the borderline in Vietnam, there are 53 ‘minority nationalities” (ddn
toc thiéu s6), officially recognised as such since 1979. Based on the 2019
census, the number of minorities living in Vietnam’s northern midlands
and mountainous provinces totals over seven million individuals (General
Statistics Office, 2020).

Across the Sino-Vietnamese uplands, the farmers growing black car-
damom are most often Hmong (part of the Miao group in China) or Yao
(Dao), and to a lesser extent Hani and Yi (L6 in Vietnam). Meanwhile, star
anise cultivators are predominantly Niing or Tay, while Yao, and to a lesser
extent Hmong, tend to ‘cinnamon’ trees. Most of these populations base
their livelihoods around a core staple crop of rice (dry or wet/terraced) or
maize, complemented by produce from home gardens including vegetables,
fruit, herbs, and spices. Households here also rear a range of livestock includ-
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ing pigs, goats, chickens, and other fowl, with water buffalo and/or horses
raised in some areas for ploughing and, in the case of buffalo, sometimes
also for sacrifice. Small-scale trade has always been a livelihood feature of the
populations inhabiting these uplands, consisting of farm-grown crops and
animals, home-made alcohols, home-woven and embroidered textiles, and
non-timber forest products (NTFPs). Forests have been important sources
for both timber and non-timber forest products, including animals, birds,
honey, mushrooms, bamboo shoots, and various herbs, for both household
consumption and trade. Many ethnic minority groups in these borderlands
also maintain animist traditions that include the worship of sacred trees,
forests, and mountains, although some communities follow Christian
beliefs and practices (Corlin, 2004; Turner et al., 2015; Ngo, 2016).
Many of these activities remain central to the livelihoods of a number
of ethnic minority households across the Sino-Vietnamese uplands. Yet,
important transformations are also underway. In both China and Vietnam,
agrarian transitions increasingly integrate farming households into the mar-
ket economy, while state policies impact upland rural livelihoods through a
range of ‘development’ schemes (Turner et al., 2015). Some upland residents
are hesitant to change livelihood practices upon which they have relied for
generations, while others readily adopt new opportunities offered by market
liberalisation, transport infrastructure expansion, agrarian technology diffu-
sion, and increasing access to global commodity markets. The integration of
traditional and modern agrarian technologies and practices can nonetheless
create cultural and economic dilemmas, many of which become evident in
this collection regarding the commercialisation of upland spices. Moreover,
the rights of communities to continue to access forests for NTFPs or for-
est-based spiritual practices have become increasingly regulated by a range
of different state authorities, making forest management extremely contested
and complicated (Xu and Ribot, 2004; McElwee, 2016). On both sides of
the borderline, forest management policies and their implementation have
changed frequently in recent decades, often leading to unclear classifications
of forested areas and ambiguous control of the territories where spices can
grow, as we investigate further in this collection, especially in Chapter 3 for
northern Vietnam, and in Chapters S and 6 for southeast Yunnan, China.
The fact that these ethnic minority spice cultivators reside in single-par-
ty socialist states plays a substantial role in shaping their livelihoods and
everyday experiences. However, even during pre-socialist times, the political
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culture of Han Chinese rulers fashioned centre—periphery relations, with
long distances from the Han ‘civilised core’ consigning peripheral residents
to be labelled as living in its ‘less evolved’ and ‘less civilised’ margins (Harrell,
1995; MacKerras, 2003; Lary, 2007). The inhabitants of this frontier region
were thus not only numerical minorities but were discursively considered of
minor importance. When Han state officials interacted with the most distant
of such groups, they described them as barbaric, unruly, and dangerous.
Today’s dominant Chinese state discourses regarding China’s minorities
arguably continue such trains of thought while reflecting customary Con-
fucian conceptions of sibling relationships, with minority ‘younger siblings’
needing the help of Han ‘older siblings’ to progress and develop. At the
same time, ethnic tourism represents a booming industry, with the staging
of minority cultural differences holding exotic, mysterious, and even erotic
appeal for Han consumers (Nyiri, 2006).

With heavy influence from China, the dominant state perception of ma-
jority—minority relations is similar in Vietnam. The state tends to view histor-
ical and cultural differences between upland ethnic minorities and lowland
majority Kinh through an essentialist lens, with paternalistic development
discourses positioning the ‘big brother’ (the ethnic majority Kinh) vis a vis

Map 1.1. Our case study locales with their respective chapter numbers
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the ‘little brother’ (‘immature’ minorities) in guiding policy decisions (see
Koh, 2002; Duncan, 2004; Scott, 2009; Salemink, 2011). Although a small
number of Kinh officials now distance themselves from such paternalistic
views, these understandings continue to linger in many provincial and local
government offices, as well as in a number of academic institutions (Turner
etal,,2016). In both countries (albeit they are not alone in this stance), such
visions result in very slow progress towards the designing of policies that
take minority worldviews and priorities into account. This is certainly the
case for agrarian policies and extension services that directly impact spice
cultivators (Turner et al., 2015; Lam, 2020).

In the rest of this chapter, we introduce the three spices at the core of
our study more specifically, looking at their historical emergence as part
of the global spice trade before focusing on their scientific taxonomies
and cultivation methods in the Sino-Vietnamese uplands. We then present
the conceptual framing for this collection, broadly situated within debates
regarding frontiers, borderlands, agrarian transitions, commodity chains,
and upland livelihood concerns. As the book unfolds, in Chapters 2 through
7, we analyse how star anise, black cardamom, and ‘cinnamon’ are woven into
upland livelihoods, reflecting upon the diversity of ways by which farmers
and their spice-based livelihoods are implicated in and impacted by a range
of different and complex dynamics (Map 1.1.). These include specific supply
and demand trends (Chapter 2), state policies (Chapter 3), external value
creation (Chapter 4), climate variability (Chapter 5), and cash crop booms
and busts (Chapter 6). We also investigate the different means and tech-
niques by which spices are marketed as they move from these mountainous
borderlands to regional and global markets, and the marketing makeovers
they undergo to appeal to consumers in the Global North (Chapter 7).

FRAGRANT SPICE TRADES IN ASIA
The ‘first era’ of the global spice trade — antiquity

The spice trade significantly precedes the advent of modern-day nation-states.
Long before Europeans had even seen, tasted, or smelled any of the aromatic
‘exotic’ plants that we now call spices, caravans and sailing ships were bringing
them from Asia to the Arab world and Africa (Czarra, 2009). Alexandria be-

came a particularly important cosmopolitan trade hub between the East and
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West, following the establishment of this port on Egypt’s Mediterranean coast
in 331 BC by Alexander the Great (Takacs, 1995; Pollard and Reid, 2006).
In the period after the Romans took control of Egypt in 30 BC, Alexandria
held a near monopoly on all manner of goods, including spices imported to
the Mediterranean region from islands in the Indian Ocean, India, Persia,
Arabia, and China (McLaughlin, 2010). Indeed, merchants from the Arabian
Peninsula and Persia took advantage of their strategic position to facilitate the
flow of spices, while shrouding the origin of these spices in fantastic tales and
mystery to maintain their trade monopoly (Stone, 1964). A highly organised
trade network, comprising both overland and maritime routes was gradually
established, with spices from Asia being received at intermediary ports such as
the island of Hormuz in the Persian Gulf. These spices were then transported to
Greek and Roman territories, either overland via Constantinople, or shipped
from port cities such as Gaza or Alexandria (Stone, 1964; Amar, 2003).

The earliest accounts of cinnamon discussed a ‘cinnamon route’ used by
traders travelling by sea between Indonesia and Madagascar, and further
along the African Coast to the Nile Valley."' One account detailed Egyptian
Queen Hatshepsut (circa 1500 BC) welcoming five canoes filled with
fragrant spices, including cinnamon (Miller, 1969; Ravindran and Nirmal
Babu, 2004). Biblical references indicate that cinnamon and ‘anise’ were well
known at that time. However, this was almost certainly not star anise but
anise seed, a plant native to the Eastern Mediterranean and Southwest Asia
with a taste and fragrance similar to those of star anise. It has been suggested
that star anise itself was a more recent addition to this trade, possibly not
reaching the Near East or Europe during antiquity. Sources indicate that star
anise began to be traded from China via land and sea in the 16th century,
and that it was most often processed for its oil (Simoons, 1991).

By the Middle Ages, spices had made their way into European gastrono-
my. Their relative scarcity, mysterious origins, strong flavours, and (ascribed)
medicinal properties made them highly prized objects of conspicuous con-
sumption, and as Freedman (2008: 40) has pointed out: ‘Spices were among
the many indices of class distinction’ Their value also stimulated the trade of
these precious substances. Cities across the Mediterranean Sea flourished as
nodes in spice trade networks, with merchants in outposts such as Genoa,
Sicily, and Tunis receiving spice shipments via Levantine and Black Sea ports

1 It should be noted here that it is not clear which species are referred to. Both cinnamon
and Cassia are mentioned in the Old Testament, Sanskrit texts, and Greek medicinal works
(Czarra, 2009: 10).
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(Donkin, 2003). Of these Mediterranean cities, Venice became the most
significant, holding a near monopoly on the spice trade by the early 15th
century (Donkin, 2003). At that time, Europe was completely dependent on
Arab, Muslim, and Persian intermediaries of the Ottoman Empire and Egypt
for the provision of spices (Freedman, 2012; Czarra, 2009). Wary of this
dependence and keen to establish their own foothold in the trade, European
powers like Portugal began sponsoring voyages of ‘discovery” in search of al-
ternative, more direct maritime routes to the famed Spice Islands east of India
(Peacock, 2018). Towards the end of the 15th century, explorers including
Christopher Columbus came upon the Americas and the Caribbean islands
in their search for new spice routes (Kelsey, 2016). Meanwhile, Portuguese
explorer Vasco da Gama circumnavigated the coast of Africa to reach India
(Kelsey, 2016), paving the way for the Portuguese ‘discovery’ of the spice
islands of the Moluccas (Maluku Islands) in 1511-1513 (Freedman, 2012).

The ‘second era’ of the global spice trade — European control

The quest for spices has often been described as a driving force in the ‘age
of exploration’ (Freedman, 2008; Czarra, 2009). European powers searched
and competed for control over alternative trading routes and the market for
spices from South and Southeast Asia. As a result, the structure of the spice
trade shifted towards a dominance of overseas trading companies, such as
the Dutch and English East India Companies, both established in the early
17th century. The operational capacities of these companies went beyond
strictly commercial activities, as they were granted powers by their respective
governments to manage diplomatic relations, develop armies, and conquer
territories. They were able to govern these territories independently, acting
as sovereign states in their charter areas (Clulow and Mostert, 2018).

The Portuguese were the first European power to gain direct access to
the Moluccas. In the early 16th century they quickly assumed control over
spice-producing areas in the region, namely India’s Malabar Coast, Ceylon,
Java, Sumatra, and the port of Malacca (Rosengarten, 1969). However, the
British and the Dutch were also keen to gain access to the East Indies spice
trade through their subsidiary trading companies, in defiance of the 1494
Treaty of Tordesillas, which divided all newly ‘discovered’ territories be-
tween Spain and Portugal (Rosengarten, 1969). Over the course of the 17th
century, the Dutch East India Company successfully employed a strategy
of military conquest and calculated alliances with local sultans to oust their
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European competitors — the Portuguese and the British — while establishing
a spice trade monopoly in the Banda archipelago and Moluccas (Blussé,
2006; Mostert, 2018). While Dutch control over the spice trade eventually
waned towards the end of the 18th century, the French were successful in
stealing and transplanting nutmeg and clove seedlings for cultivation on
French territories with suitable climates, including the islands of Reunion,
Mauritius, and the Seychelles (Turner, 2008).

The French became further involved in the cultivation and trade of spices
in Southeast Asia after their conquest of Tonkin (roughly today’s northern
Vietnam) which, in union with Annam and Cochinchina, consolidated
France’s control over much of what is now contemporary Vietnam, in 1887.
Under French rule, records indicate that increasing quantities of black carda-
mom, star anise, cinnamon, and pepper were cultivated and traded between
1900 and 1940 (Takahashi, 2017). However, pepper was apparently the
most important exported spice by weight at that time, with Miller (1947)
documenting pepper exports peaking at 6,327 metric tonnes in 1909. The
production of cinnamon, cultivated primarily in Quang Nam and Quéing
Ngii Provinces (central and south-central present-day Vietnam), rose from
250 metric tonnes in 1900 to about 1,000 tonnes per year in the 1930s.
Records show that black cardamom was also traded from French Indochina
during this period, predominantly grown in regions that are part of pres-
ent-day Cambodia and Laos, with 400 metric tonnes of black cardamom
exported annually in the 1930s (Miller, 1947).

Eberhardt (1907), in his work La badiane et sa culture en Indo-Chine,
noted that star anise or badiane played an important role in Indochinese
agricultural production. Eberhardt claimed that the plant originated in
southern China and was planted in Tonkin by Chinese migrants when the
region was under the jurisdiction of the Qing Dynasty (ibid.). In contrast,
Deite and Brannt (1892) proposed that star anise is native to today’s Lang
Son Province, in northern Vietnam. In any case, during the early 1900s star
anise was being cultivated both in present-day Lang Son Province as well as
in south-west and west-central Kwangsi, what is now the Guangxi Zhuang
Autonomous Region, China (Simoons, 1991). Simoons (1991) has added
that all of the star anise oil produced in Tonkin at that time was shipped to
France. Star anise from Kwangsi was transported either to Tonkin or to Hong
Kong from where it was exported internationally, with the British East India
Company purchasing sizable quantities (ibid.).

8
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A careful thematic search through reports written by military personnel
based in the northern uplands of Vietnam reveals little about spice produc-
tion there at the beginning of the 1900s. Diguet (1908) briefly identified ‘la
cardamome’ as being one product that Black Thdi chiefs to the west of the
Red River would retain a large share of from their villages, while Lunet de
Lajonquiere (1906) mentioned both star anise and cardamom in passing,
saying that star anise was cultivated by Tay. Two decades later, Abadie
(1924) talked very generally of upland ethnic minority households using
spices, without offering further details.

The ‘third era’ of the global spice trade — the contemporary scene

While there has been notable attention paid to the history of the global
spice trade and how spices emerged to have ‘global economic significance’
(Freedman, 2008: 3), far less focus has been devoted to the current era, in
which spices have become available across continents and used in a range
of commercial fields, including and beyond food (Czarra, 2009). For this
reason, in this collective book we suggest a contemporary revisiting of spice
commodity chains, paying particular attention to how spices are currently
being grown, processed, transported, traded, reimagined, and marketed
from small-scale farms in the Sino-Vietnamese uplands to regional wholesale
markets, international export centres, and finally grocery stores and kitchens
worldwide. Concurrently, we examine the role of spices in providing sus-
tainable livelihoods for ethnic minority populations in the Sino-Vietnamese
borderlands. Such research is all the more urgent as these upland populations
confront growing pressures to ‘modernise’ and integrate their activities into
the market economy. In addition, it is still unclear how changingland access
and increasing climatic variability shape their livelihood transformations.

BECOMING MORE ACQUAINTED WITH THE THREE SPICES
Black cardamom

The ginger family Zingiberacae contains two genera with a number of dif-
ferent species of cardamom (Aubertin, 2004). Native to southern India,
green or ‘true’ cardamom is known as Elettaria cardamomum and is used
widely in foods and drinks (Lim, 2012). Black or large cardamom is denoted
by the genus Amomum and encompasses numerous closely related species
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including Amomum aromaticum, Amomum compactum, Amomum subulatum,
and Amomum tsao-ko (Aubertin, 2004 ). Recently, Amomum tsao-ko has
been distinguished by a taxonomic study as Lanxangia tsaoko, and this is
the species that we focus on here.

Called cdoguo (B3R ) in Mandarin and thdo qud in Vietnamese, black car-
damom is an herbaceous, perennial plant that prefers shaded environments.
Black cardamom looks fairly similar to a tall ginger plant or a type of flax, and
itis native to the forested areas on both sides of the Sino-Vietnamese uplands
(de Boer et al., 2018), while also able to be cultivated under tall canopy forest
cover (Figure 1.1.). The plants produce fruit within four to five years, which
are then picked and usually dried, either over wood-fuelled fires or in ovens.
Black cardamom is popular in a range of regional dishes on both sides of the
borderline, but it is primary used as an ingredient in traditional Chinese and
Vietnamese medicines to treat gastritis, stomach-aches, and other digestive
ailments (Turner, 2017).

This relatively highly priced spice requires comparatively little labour
or fertiliser compared to many other upland crops — important factors that
explain the growing popularity of black cardamom cultivation in recent
decades among ethnic minority farmers who have access to the appropriate
forests. In southeast Yunnan, where cardamom was previously gathered from
the forest for household use, cardamom is now a notable non-timber forest
product cultivated as a cash crop (McKinnon, 2011). Similarly, in the north-
ern upland provinces of Vietnam, residents historically used cardamom for
avariety of purposes, including cooking and the treatment of ailments, both
for people and for their prized water buffalo. Because of the great demand
for black cardamom in China and its relatively high financial value, trading
this spice can provide farmers with improved financial security if their
families experience food shortages (Tugault-Lafleur and Turner, 2009).
It also affords them the financial resources to purchase industrial farming
inputs such as hybrid seeds and chemical fertilisers, to pay for education and
healthcare, and to hire additional farming labour (Rousseau et al., 2019).

In upland Vietnam, especially in Lao Cai Province, ethnic minority
Hmong and Yao have become the primary cultivators of black cardamom
for trade, with Hani also entering this cultivation option to a lesser extent. In
general, these farmers have integrated cardamom into their semi-subsistence
farming strategies as a means of diversifying their sources of financial capital
as different features of the agrarian transition and related state policies impact
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their livelihoods. Slack discusses this process further in Chapter 3 of this col-
lection. During the harvest months from August to October, black cardamom
is typically sold to intermediaries and then starts its journey along complex
commodity chains, which Rousseau and Xu investigate in Chapter S.

Since 2008, an increasing number of extreme weather events including
snow, freezing rain, and hail, as well as prolonged droughts, have caused ex-
tensive damage to cardamom crops across this frontier region, undermining
the livelihood security afforded by cardamom cultivation on both sides of
the borderline. With little to no support from their respective states, farmers
in both southeast Yunnan and northern Vietnam have had to adopt new
coping and diversification measures in order to secure their livelihoods,
which we examine in Chapters 3, 5, and 6.

Previous work on black cardamom in the region has explored the role this
spice played in the livelihood portfolios of Hmong and Yao ethnic minority
households in upland northern Vietnam as a means to gain cash income
(Turner, 2012a; 2012b; 2017). Questions have also been raised regarding
the role of cardamom cultivation in forest degradation in specific upland
areas (Jadin et al.,, 2013). Additionally, Tran et al. (2004) have studied
the biodiversity of black cardamom, the socio-economic conditions that
underlie its cultivation, and the role the commodity played in household
economies. Meanwhile, Nguyen (2014) has focused on tensions arising
between cardamom-based rural livelihoods and forest conservation in Lao
Cai Province’s Hoang Lién Son National Park. Extending such investigations
to southern Yunnan, Turner et al. (2015) and Putzel (2017) have noted the
important role black cardamom has played there as a cash crop for ethnic
minority cultivators. Furthermore, Rousseau et al. (2019) and Rousseau
and Xu (2020) have examined the impacts of extreme weather events on
black cardamom cultivation and the resultant effects on local livelihoods in
Jinping County, southeast Yunnan; they expand upon this work in Chapter S.

Chinese academic sources discussing cardamom have tended to allocate
less attention to smallholder farmers and instead have probed different
avenues that could enhance Yunnan’s black cardamom production, which
accounts for 90 per cent of the national total. These avenues have included
creating a “Yunnan cardamom’ designation and strategies to lessen the en-
vironmental impacts associated with plantation expansion (e.g., Dai et al,,
2004; Wei et al., 2011; Tan et al., 2012a; 2012b). Some China-based media
outlets have highlighted the recent sequencing of the cardamom genome
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Figure 1.1. Black cardamom growing in Lao Cai Province, Vietnam. Colour p. 146.

(Yunnan Daily, 2021), while others have presented cardamom as a potential
remedy for malaria (China Medicine News, 2020) and even COVID-19
(Shanghai News of Traditional Medicine, 2020; also see Afterword of this
collection). The price spike for cardamom from the mid-2010s has likewise
drawn media attention (China Medicine News, 2016; Medicine Economic
News, 2017), together with the more recent emergence of cardamom
by-products such as cardamom soap and wine (Yunnan Daily, 2019).
Vietnamese news outlets have emphasised the potential for black carda-
mom production to alleviate rural poverty in Lao Cai Province, reporting
on ethnic minority farmers who have prospered after diversifying their crop
production to include this spice (Quoc Hong, 2009; Thu Hang, 2017).2
Because of this increased cultivation of black cardamom however, recent
reports have indicated that the Lao Cai provincial government is aiming to
limit the expansion of cardamom to mitigate deforestation deemed to be
connected to its cultivation (The Long, 2019). Vietnam-based journalists
have also noted these deforestation-related concerns in Lai Ch4u and Yén Bai
Provinces (Ngoc Truc, 2012; Xuan Truong, 2012), with Slack analysing the
possible implications for cultivators in Chapter 3 of this collection. Elsewhere

2 When known, the pen names for Vietnamese journalists are written in full throughout this
collection, for greater accuracy.
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in the Southeast Asian Massif, a number of studies in Laos have situated
black cardamom collection and cultivation within the increasing trend of
trading agro-forest products to supplement rural livelihoods, with China-
based intermediaries facilitating an important portion of this trade (Kvitvik,
2001; Aubertin, 2004; Ducourtieux et al., 2006; Yokoyama, 2010; Castella
etal,, 2013; Choocharoen et al., 2013). While beyond the focus of this col-
lection, the role of the state and non-government organisations (NGOs) in
Laos has raised interesting comparisons with the Sino-Vietnamese uplands,
which Slack briefly reflects upon in Chapter 3.

Star anise

Star anise, or Ilicium verum (called )\ - ba jiao in Mandarin, and hoa hdi
in Vietnamese) is a star-shaped fruit within the Magnolia family native to
southeast China, and it is often called Chinese star anise. The fruit grows
on evergreen trees which reach heights of 15 metres, prefer high humidity,
and normally start to yield fruit after about 10 years (Figure 1.2.; George,
2004). A similar species found in Japan and Taiwan, Illicium anistatum, was
long believed to be identical, but it is actually highly toxic and unsuitable
for human consumption (Wang et al., 2011). Other similar species within
the same genus include Illicium parviflorum and Illicium floridanum, found
in the United States, Illicium majus from the Malay Peninsula, and Chinese
Illicium lanceolatum (George, 2004; Wang et al., 2011). To add confusion,
anise oil and star anise oil are both officially recognised as ‘anise oil” in the
US, with the terms used interchangeably (Okuyama, 2005).

Star anise has been grown by many farmers on both sides of the Sino-
Vietnamese borderline for generations as part of their composite semi-sub-
sistence livelihood approaches. Once trees reach maturity, they typically
yield two main harvests per year in the spring and fall. The latter accounts
for as much as 80 per cent of the annual harvest. In order to ensure the
highest essential oil content, the star anise fruit are picked just before peak
ripeness. The cultivated fruit are then dried and sometimes also dyed to give
them the brightness that traders seek, as described by Turner and Derks in
Chapter 2 of this collection. Given the correct care and conditions, star anise
trees can live for up to 200 years. Nonetheless, from propagating star anise
seedlings to protecting young trees from insects, animals, parasitic weeds,
and theft, successfully cultivating star anise trees is a laborious and time-con-
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suming process. Star anise is a frequently used condiment in Chinese and
Vietnamese cooking and an important ingredient for traditional Chinese
and Vietnamese medicines. It is also found in cosmetics and in a variety of
alcoholic beverages (Han and Ning, 2006).

While star anise grows in many areas of southern China’s borderlands,
Langill and Zuo’s investigation in Chapter 6 of this collection focuses on star
anise farmers from Wenshan Prefecture, Yunnan Province. While tradition-
ally part of upland farmer livelihood portfolios, cultivation has boomed and
busted fast in Wenshan Prefecture since the late 1990s, a process linked to
state encouragement to reforest rural areas. Langill and Zuo explore what
this cycle has meant for local farmer livelihoods. Meanwhile, over the border,
within the northern Vietnamese provinces of Lang Son, Quang Ninh, Cao
Bang, and Bic Kan, thousands of ethnic minority households have tradi-
tionally grown star anise as part of their livelihood portfolios, although over
70 per cent of Vietnam’s star anise is grown just within Lang Son Province,
by ethnic minority Nung and Tay farmers. Despite the dependability of
star anise trees, variations in global market prices for the dried fruit and oil
have resulted in fairly drastic income fluctuations for cultivators, creating
important concerns that are explored in Chapters 2 and 6, including the
impacts of entanglements with the global pharmaceutical industry.

Previous academic literature regarding star anise in these uplands has
focused on Binh Liéu District, Quang Ninh Province, Vietnam, where Le
et al. (2004) have found star anise to be an important potential income
source and have documented the commodity chains associated with Binh
Liéu star anise. More recently, Pick et al. (2015) and Marie-Vivien and
Vagneron (2017) have analysed how geographical indicators have been
implemented in Vietnam and their potential for socio-economic develop-
ment, while paying particular attention to the case of star anise production
in Lang Son Province. Meanwhile, Hoang et al. (2015) have performed an
analysis of specific agro-forestry systems, including star anise combined
with tea cultivation, also in Lang Son Province. They have noted the mar-
ket uncertainty in relation to star anise, with large quantities exported to
China and prices largely controlled and manipulated by Chinese traders.
An analysis of production metrics and the prospects of non-timber forest
products in Vietnam has also emphasised star anise production and detailed
the quantities produced from 1995-1999 (Ha Chu, 2001). Turning to the
Chinese context, star anise does not appear to have attracted the attention of

14



THE FRAGRANT FRONTIER

Figure 1.2. Star anise growing in Jinping Miao, Yao, and Dai Autonomous County,
Yunnan Province, China. Colour p. 146.

authors writing for an international audience in English. However, authors
have written in Chinese about the different concerns regarding star anise
cultivation and trade in Yunnan (Han and Ning, 2006), and the pests that
have caused havoc for this species (Su et al., 2019), a concern Langill and
Zuo return to in Chapter 6.

Across the upland provinces of Quang Ninh, Cao Bing, and Lang Son,
the Vietnamese media has focused on the economic potential of star anise
production, highlighting the role of agro-forestry — and particularly star
anise — in diversifying livelihoods away from rice cultivation and ‘lifting
rural-dwellers out of poverty’ (Dam Lieu, 2012: online; Lang Son Online,
2019). These media sources have also emphasised star anise’s potential
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positive livelihood impacts for Yao ethnic minority farmers in particular

(Cong Thanh, 2012).

‘Cinnamon’

Cinnamon loosely refers to a range of species within the Cinnamomum
genus of the Lauraceae family, cultivated across China, Southeast Asia,
and Australia (Leela, 2008). As Turner, Derks, and Ng6 probe in more
detail in Chapter 4 of this collection, the taxonomy for the Cinnamomum
genus is complex and confusion still abounds with regard to which specific
species of Cinnamomum grow in Vietnam. The Cinnamomum genus com-
prises hundreds of species, but only a few have gained commercial value
to date. These include Cinnamomum verum (Ceylon cinnamon), as well
as Cinnamomum cassia (C. cassia, also known as Chinese cassia, BI%E in
Mandarin), Cinnamomum loureiroi (Vietnamese cassia ), and Cinnamomum
burmanni (Indonesian cassia) (Ravindran and Nirmal Babu, 2004). C. cassia
is distinguished by its thicker, harder bark, and stronger, spicier flavour, in
contrast with Ceylon cinnamon which has a thinner, softer bark, and a
milder, sweeter flavour (Woehrlin et al., 2010; Thomas and Kuruvilla, 2012).
Although commonly referred to as cinnamon, it is most likely C. cassia
that grows in the Sino-Vietnamese uplands (Figure 1.3.), but our analysis
in Chapter 4 reveals the complexities around making such assumptions,
especially in northern Vietnam.

The seedlings (that for now we will assume are C. cassia), are typically
raised in nurseries before being transplanted to sloping hills where they are
often interspersed with other plants, such as cassava, which provide the
young trees with shade. C. cassia is an evergreen tree that grows to about
18-20 metres, with the bark reaching 13-15 millimetres in thickness when
mature (Nguyen, 2003). When the trees are pruned or felled, their bark,
leaves, and timber are sold to local trade intermediaries, as detailed in
Chapter 4. Oil from C. cassia is well-known for having a high content of
cinnamaldehyde, a prized ingredient in traditional Chinese medicine.

In both southeast Yunnan and northern Vietna