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Chia (Salvia hispanica) achieved its fame through a seasonal
novelty item with a catchy tune to boot. However, the chia seed
boasts much more than the ability to sprout out of a peculiar
clay form around the holidays.

A summer annual, chia is an herbaceous plant belonging to
the mint family (Lamiaceae), some of which are known as
“sage.” The small, oval chia grains have been cultivated for
centuries as a staple food by many ancient societies. Native
American tribes such as the Aztecs and Mayans used chia seed
as a high energy endurance food and dubbed it “running food.”

The ability of the chia seed to provide strength and
endurance results from a slow, sustained carbohydrate
conversion when taken internally. Aztec warriors benefited from
ingesting the seeds on their conquests and Native Americans
would prepare for 24-hour marches by eating as little as one
teaspoon of the seeds. It is easily understood from the seed’s
enhanced qualities why in Mayan, the word “chia” means
strength.

Recently, chia seeds have made a comeback due to their
many beneficial properties that are being rediscovered. The seed
is being touted as a super food due to its high protein content
and appropriate balance of all essential amino acids. It is high in
triglycerides, calcium, boron, vitamins A,B,C & E and anti-
oxidants as well as omega 3 & 6 essential oils.

Chia seeds provide up to two times the protein
concentration and up to ten times the oil concentration of other
grains. They are easily digestible, require no grinding, and have
the unusual feature of gelling when mixed with liquid. The
gelatinous nature of chia seeds is thought to create a physical
barrier between carbohydrates and the digestive system that
breaks them down. This barrier slows the conversion of
carbohydrates into sugar and creates endurance.

Sponge-like qualities are also inherent in the seed. It can
absorb more than 10 times its weight in water which can
prolong hydration and retain electrolytes in body fluids.

The nutritional value of chia and its enduring properties
have attracted the health conscious and inspired them to make
new use of this ancient seed. Some of the new places the seed is
popping up is in bread, lemonade, jam, sauces and mayonnaise.
It is recommended that the seed be mixed with 10 parts water
to form a gel that can then be mixed into various foods and
beverages.

Of course, the peoples of the Tarahumara and Chumash of
Chihuahua have relied on the chia seed for centuries and have
found ways to continually be creative when it comes to
ingesting the seed. They roast, crush and mix the seeds with
water to reap the nutritional benefits of chia, but they have yet
to grow the seed and adopt it as a pet. And they are not missing
out!

Chia is available through our catalog and website.

You can find these four books, reviewed by Kevin
Dahl, at our Fourth Ave. store and on our website.

Chia: Rediscovering a 
Forgotten Crop of the Aztecs
by Richardo Ayerza Jr. and Wayne Coates. University of
Arizona Press, Tucson: 2005. 197 pages, paperback.
$14.95.

In my standard powerpoint presentation about
Native Seeds/SEARCH I show an image of a “chia pet” — one
of those ceramic figurines that grow green “hair” when
moistened chia seeds are applied to it. While a majority of the
audience is familiar with the humorous novelty, very few know
that these seeds are a nutrition workhorse that was an
important food for many pre-contact North American
civilizations. The authors of this book, an agronomist and an
agricultural engineer, reveal the modern potential of this
ancient crop. Chia is superior to other plant and fish sources of
omega 3 fatty acid (essential for health and lacking in most
modern food sources). Chia has more protein, energy and fiber
— but fewer carbs — than rice, barley, oats, wheat or corn.
Chia is high in water-soluble fiber, which is why it sticks so
readily to ceramic pets and which also makes it a slow-release
food helpful in the diabetic diet. It is low in sodium but an
excellent source of calcium, phosphorus, magnesium,
potassium, iron, zinc, and copper. Health food enthusiasts who
regularly eat flax seed for its omega 3 content should try chia
as an alternative — it is less prone to go rancid and doesn’t
have the fishy flavor of flax. They can read more about the
great qualities of chia, as well as its long history and potential
for increasing omega-3 in eggs and meat when chia is used as
feed, in this fascinating book.

Recovering Our Ancestors’ Gardens:
Indigenous Recipes and Guide to 
Diet and Fitness
by Devon Abbott Mihesuah. University of Nebraska
Press, Lincoln: 2005. 194 pages, hardback. $24.95.

This is a convincing call to action by Choctaw
author Devon Mihesuah, who reviews the generally poor state
of indigenous health today, and how and why this has
happened. Native foods and activities can be reclaimed,
however, and this book goes on to show how Native peoples
can emulate the health and fitness of their ancestors. “By
planting gardens, engaging in more exercise and sport, and
eating traditional foods, Native peoples can emulate the health
and fitness of their ancestors.” She quotes Cherokee scholar
Daniel Heath Justice, “I was amazed to discover how much
better I felt when I started increasing the Indigenous content of
my diet. It’s been a slow process, but thoughtfully substituting
turkey for beef, cornmeal for wheat flour, and adding more
beans, squash, fresh corn, fruits, and nuts to my diet while
cutting back on beef, chicken, wheat, sugar, and milk products
has made me not only more energetic, it’s made me more
mindful about my body and its needs.” The book includes
numerous practical suggestions and lots of recipes.
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