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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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that the three editors have developed over the past fifteen years, 
which all the contributing authors have been part of, at different 

times. Our interest in these three specific spices – star anise, black carda-
mom, and ‘cinnamon’ (probably actually C. cassia) – has been constantly 
reinforced as we spend time in the Sino-Vietnamese uplands with local ethnic 
minority communities, attempting to better understand local livelihoods 
and the impacts of agrarian change, cash cropping (along with cash booms 
and busts), extreme weather events, and ever-shifting state policies. The 
complex dynamics in these uplands have motivated us to draw on a range 
of ethnographic approaches to embark on this project. We hope that this 
collection will go some way to demystifying the contemporary spice trade 
that originates from the Sino-Vietnamese uplands, through our explorations 
into the commodity chains and entanglements that move these spices to 
kitchen tables around the world.

We sincerely thank the hundreds of farmers in the Sino-Vietnamese 
uplands with whom we have held lengthy discussions and whose livelihood 
experiences are at the heart of this book. We are incredibly grateful for their 
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traders, intermediaries, marketplace workers, street vendors, urban residents, 
wholesalers, exporters, and state officials (at many different levels of govern-
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also thank the overseas importers and retailers who took part in interviews.

In Vietnam, we are indebted to our local fieldwork assistants, including 
the ever-enthusiastic, resourceful, and conscientious Ngô Thúy Hạnh, with 
whom Sarah and Annuska have had the great pleasure of working with for 
over a decade. Also in Vietnam, we sincerely thank Phùng Bá Bằng, Nguyễn 
An Thịnh, Nguyễn Tuấn Anh and other collaborators for their help with 
fieldwork access and logistics. We also are very grateful to our ethnic mi-
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Jennifer Bartmess for copyediting work. A special thanks to Peter Garber for 
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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:

Star anise: https:/​/​storymaps.​arcgis.​
com/​stories/​9ec88b7f62d74ba58856
1ee7cbf43eba 

Black cardamom:  
https:/​/​storymaps.​arcgis.​com/​stories/​
86ccb014eed74ff1a7e4f6deafd0d7f8

 

‘Cinnamon’ (C. cassia):  
https:/​/​storymaps.​arcgis.​com/​stories/​
cb55d2dd5b1f4abdb62a8d18c4f060
9b
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