by Michael Hopping

IMPATIENCE IS INHERENT TO THE HUMAN CONDITION. Who doesn’t want to skip over the
blah, blah, blah and get on with things? Okay, let’s do that. If you’re new to
mushrooming be advised that this is a pastime where impatience is not your friend. And
now, back to our regular programming.
Imagine a nature scene. Is it dominated by plants and animals? Ordinarily, they are
the most obvious creatures around. The fungi that also surround us tend to be invisible.
Exceptions include the reproductive acts we call mushrooms. Those are staged by thready
fungal networks, mycelia, living underground, in wood or on decaying matter. The
“roots” sometimes seen at the base of mushrooms are links between the fruiting body and
parent mycelium. Think of mushrooms as apples and the attached threads as multiple
stems. Mushrooms can be picked, if done responsibly, without endangering the creatures
that produce them.
But fungi aren’t plants. A mycelium, like an animal, must obtain the sugar needed to
power its cellular engines from outside sources. Some species partner with plants—the
payoff for the plant being water and minerals courtesy of fungal extensions on its root
system. Others fungi are parasites. Still others recycle dead material. The largest single
organism on Earth may be a mycelium of Armillaria solidipes, a parasitic type of honey
mushroom. This wispy monster occupies 3.4 square miles in the Blue Mountains of
Oregon; its age is estimated at 2400 years.
Mushroom cultivators are attuned to the health and behavior of the mycelia they farm.
For the rest of us, mushrooming is about mushrooms and, let’s be honest, in the
beginning it’s usually about the small minority of species people like to eat. That
practical motivation is as good a place to start as any other. But before you spend too
many hours charging around with a basket on your arm, take a little time to familiarize
yourself with the lay of mushroom land. Mushrooming isn’t much like picking apples.

Taming the Learning Curve
Everyone knows fungi. The essential points are as ingrained as “pants before shoes.” The
fuzz on old food is mold. Lumpy or shelf-like growths on trees or logs are called
brackets, conks or shelf mushrooms, depending on the region of the country. Other wild
mushrooms are toadstools. Toadstools are poisonous. For edible mushrooms, try the
produce bins or canned food aisle at the grocery store. Extra credit for recalling that beer,
bread, wine and many cheeses are products of fungal activity. Some people have “fungal”
toenails; enough said about that. Territory covered. All very simple and tidy.
Until it isn’t.
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For me, the adequacy of everyday wisdom was ruined by an orange peel lying too far
from a woodland trail. I’d heard a guy boast of collecting a handful of morels from that
general area. “None left,” he said, but he refused to divulge the exact location anyway.
The snack leftovers had, no doubt, been dropped without a second thought. Despite the
bright orange clue, I struck out on mushrooms. Either my
assumption was mistaken, he really had cleaned the place
out, or I was looking without seeing. So I invited a lady
who’d taken a mycology class to join me for a second
look. She soon began filling her mesh bag with what I
would come to know as black morels. After some
coaching I saw them too. Between us we scored forty-six.
I was instructed that nobody, not even her boyfriend,
should hear what we’d found or where. Operational
security further required us to sauté the evidence in butter
and eat it, posthaste. It was a wonder we didn’t make
ourselves sick, but the experience did raise a heaping
helping of questions. Clearly, the woods were home to
more than toadstools. Might they also contain
chanterelles? Porcini? Oyster mushrooms?
Now, with the benefit of hindsight, I ask myself whether I’d have persevered through
the steep early phase of the mycological learning curve if not for that fantastic
introduction to morels on toast. But it was what it was. The near overdose produced a
blissfully ignorant curiosity that sustained me through information overloads, persistent
misconceptions and unhelpful habits. Some of those difficulties were—and are—
avoidable. I’m a slow learner.
Easter Eggs
Mushrooms normally fall into the category of
inconsequential detail our minds don’t pester us with.
Changing that default setting isn’t always as simple as
deciding that fungi are interesting. My initial blindness
in the morel patch wasn’t unusual. The brown colors do
blend in with leaf litter but that’s not the whole story.
Some mushroomers speak of putting on “morel eyes”
or, later in the season, “trumpet eyes” when black
trumpets hide in moss banks. A distinct refocusing of
visual priorities is involved. The first find is often the
hardest. With a fresh specimen in hand, sensitivity to
fragmentary shapes and subtleties of color improves
another notch. Did you know that black morels often
have a slightly greenish cast not shared by dead leaves?
Speed is a factor in seeing mushrooms. They hide
in plain sight. The slower you go, the harder it is for
Black morel in hiding
them to avoid detection. On mushroom club forays the
least successful participants are often folks who haven’t learned to throttle down from
hiking speed. It occasionally pays to be first into an area but the tracks of the impatient
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are frequently littered with stomped mushrooms that went unnoticed—even brightly
colored edibles.
Mushroom hunters in hilly or mountainous regions also learn to take advantage of the
terrain. Camouflaged mushrooms or those partially concealed by leaves, needles or other
visual obstructions are easier to spot the closer they are to your nose. Try hunting uphill.
If nothing else, the leisurely pace reduces the misery of climbs.
Finally, expect the return leg on an out-and-back trail to be as productive as the
outbound portion. What was behind a tree trunk is now in front of it, etc.
Mushrooming is like an Easter egg hunt. Proceed accordingly and you’ll come closer to
filling your basket.

Mushrooms Are Not Wildflowers
The fossil record tells us that fungi appeared between 400 million and a billion years ago.
Neither plant nor animal, they’ve been awarded their own taxonomic kingdom, which
must be extremely gratifying. And they’ve been a busy
group in terms of biodiversity. A scholarly overview of life
forms on Earth published in 2011 estimated the number of
extant plant species at 298,000. Better than two-thirds of
these are formally documented. The same study calculated
611,000 species of fungi. Only 43,271 had been catalogued
to date. More locally, the Highlands Biological Station
reports at least 2,300 species in that vicinity alone. Intrepid
mycologists needn’t travel to Borneo to discover mushrooms
new to science. They’re found in the Southern Appalachians
on a regular basis.
Fungal diversity presents mushroom enthusiasts with
challenges seldom faced by botany buffs or birders. A
Tylopilus rubrobrunneus
reputable guide to North American birds can be expected to
include all wild species found here. Wildflower books aren’t quite as comprehensive but
users can at least get close. Forget that expectation with
mushrooms. General field guides, even those devoted to
specific regions, mention only a fraction of the species
known or expected to occur there. The excellent Mushrooms
of West Virginia and the Central Appalachians is typical,
describing and illustrating fewer than 400 types. Aficionados
address this universal failing by consulting multiple
references but sometimes it’s not enough.
The vagaries associated with incomplete guides and
unrecognized species are compounded by variable
mushroom appearance. Tylopilus plumbeoviolaceus, a brown
bolete at maturity—boletes are fleshy mushrooms with what
looks like sponge rubber rather than gills on the underside of
Tylopilus rubrobrunneus
the cap—often pops out of the ground dressed in bright
three days earlier
purple. Egg-shaped fungi aren’t necessarily puffballs. Some
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bloom into beautiful and/or deadly mushrooms. A single destroying angel packs a fatal
dose of amatoxins.
Don’t feel bad about being unable to identify most of the mushrooms you first bring
home. Repeated encounters, knowledgeable friends, or additional identification tools
will eventually solve many open cases for you.
Try to get confirmation on your successes as well, especially when you’re new to
mushrooming. Don’t break out the sauté pan if there is even a shred of uncertainty.
When in doubt, throw it out.

Voices of Experience
The value of access to experienced mushroom hunters is hard to overemphasize. Prior to
the rise of technology, personal instruction was the means of transmitting mycological
knowledge. People ate what their mamas ate and started fires with the types of tinder
conk used by their dads and uncles. Psychonautic recipes passed down through
generations of adepts allowed the village shaman to visit non-material realms for
purposes of divination or healing. In many cultures, some as hi-tech as ours,
mushrooming remains a cultural and culinary institution. While that’s not true in most
regions of the United States, you won’t hear many American mushroomers complain
about a lack of competition.
Field guides have not rendered person-to-person education obsolete. Far from it. A
book can’t look at your mushroom and respond when you ask it, “Is this a truffle?” Or,
“It could be poisonous but I’m supposed to taste it anyway?” It may take someone who
has been around a while to straighten you out on shades of color. “This spore print is
pink? You’re joking; it looks brown to me.”
Join a mushroom club; participate in the field trips known in the biz as forays. The
torrents of information that initially befuddle you will gradually coalesce into useful
concepts. At least four clubs are active in or near the Southern Appalachian region:





Asheville Mushroom Club
South Carolina Upstate Mycological Society
Mushroom Club of Georgia
Cumberland Mycology Society

Teachers may know a little or a lot; even the great ones are wrong on occasion. Always
take what you’re told with a grain of salt and verify it as best you can. But good
instruction will spare you many a misstep and possibly a trip to the emergency room.

Field Guides & Keys
Although monographs written by and for mycologists have long been available, they are
of limited use to people not into microscopes, staining reagents or feloniously obscure
terminology. Ascocarp? Sordid red? Figurate hymenium? Language like that surely
warrants a stretch in the pen. Mycophagists can’t be allowed to roam free. No, wait . . .
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Thankfully, field guides and digital resources containing less technical jargon and
better mug shots of described species are now available. These days it’s possible for
average people to identify mushrooms at the kitchen table. A downside, or perhaps an
upside, of the new and improved tools is the lack of uniformity in how they operate.

Several guides, following the academic tradition, lead users through a rational process
of elimination. Someone trying to identify a yellow mushroom shaped like a squash
flower is asked a series of questions about it.
The answers either prompt a follow-up
question or offer the Latin name of a
candidate species. Such chains of nested
queries are referred to as identification keys.
The yellow mushroom “keys out” as
Cantharellus
lateritius,
the
smooth
chanterelle, if and only if it gets a green light
from every question along the decision path
to that ID. (Note: Most keys employ a
strictly dichotomous, either/or, format. A
few, often older, keys include multiple
choice
questions. Read carefully.)
Cantharellus lateritius
Other guidebooks flip the detail-oriented,
decision tree process on its head by encouraging a “Sears catalog” or mug shot approach
to mushroom identification. The user with the yellow mushroom flips through pages of
photographs until finding one that looks like a squash flower. The actual mushroom is
then compared to the written description for the pictured species. If the fine print calls for
very shallow ridges on the underside of the cap, but the yellow mushroom has gills
instead, it’s no chanterelle. Return to the picture gallery and try again.
Combinations of both strategies are the norm. Field guides also vary in technical
sophistication and species coverage. Some general guides have a continental scope.
Others focus on specific regions or limit themselves to a single category of mushroom.
North American Boletes is a popular third or fourth purchase for mushroom enthusiasts in
Western North Carolina. Macrofungi Associated with Oaks of Eastern North America has
an even sharper focus, but the number and diversity of included species might surprise
you.
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Access to reference materials is only half the battle. Diagnostic characters may be
subjective or evident only in mushrooms at a particular stage of development. Does the
mushroom smell like burnt sugar or merely “strong”? Is the cap yellowish-brown or
brownish-yellow? One of my first spore print attempts was a study in browns. The bolete
had a white pore surface and was immature. To separate a reputedly delicious species
from a herd of mycological goats I needed to know if the spores were greenish-brown.
Reddish-brown was the goat alternative. Hoping that the pores would open sooner rather
than later, I set up a spore print. Next morning, voilà, color: a wet, brownish-brown stain.
I could convince myself either way about a green or red tinge and emailed a photo to a
voice of experience. Charlotte Caplan, then president of the Asheville Mushroom Club,
replied that brown goo is not a spore print; it’s rot. Regardless of best efforts, some
mushrooms escape identification.
Which is the best field guide? That depends on what you expect of it, your comfort
with scientific terminology, and how your mind works (see the Key to Types of
Mushroom Identifiers below). But before reaching for your wallet, why not see how far
you can get with free online resources? Two of my favorites are:



MushroomExpert keys are powerful and user friendly. Descriptions of species
and associated photography are first-rate. The author, Michael Kuo, also has a
wicked sense of humor. He offers no information on edibility.
The Messiah College key to fungi growing on wood in the Northeast includes
species MushroomExpert doesn’t cover.

For more on this topic, see “Identifying Mushrooms” and the list of guides at the end
of this paper.
If experienced mushroomers and online information aren’t adequate to your needs,
you’ll want a field guide. General or regional guides usually include major edible and
poisonous species found within the geographic area under consideration. But check to
be sure that species of particular interest to you are in the book before plunking down
your money.

Chlorociboria aeruginascens, a cup fungus
6

Mushrooming 101

Key to Types of Mushroom Identifiers
1a: Identifier’s intuitive sense tells him/her whether a mushroom is edible, medicinal or poisonous, and
identifier feels no sense of responsibility to other sentient beings.
—Type A
1b: Identifier not entirely as above.
Go to 2
2a: Identifier has heard the phrase, “That’s a European species” entirely too often. This may induce
fits of despair or excitement or both.
—Type B
2b: Not as above.
Go to 3
3a: Identifier’s social network adequate to resolve his/her mycological dilemmas.
—Type C
3b: Identifier has insufficient personal contacts or is too curious to remain satisfied with the
limitations of answers received from friends.
Go to 4
4a: Identifier has a substantial background in science, engineering, or is intellectually
fastidious.
Go to 5
4b: Identifier not limited or bound by such objectifying tendencies.
Go to 6
5a: Identifier intellectually fastidious or trained in an engineering discipline.
—Type D
5b: Identifier not as above but has a scientific background.
—Type E
6a: Identifier highly visual and/or intuitive and/or easily frustrated by decision
trees.
—Type F
6b: Identifier not as above.
—Type G

Identifier Types
Type A: Identifier doesn’t really need a field guide. Some investigators distinguish a subtype, Temeritas
expectans, the accident waiting to happen, whose habitual incaution may endanger the welfare of
others.
Type B: Identifier already familiar with multiple references. Next purchase probably a specialized key.
Type C: Identifier new to the field and/or has limited interest. Needn’t purchase any guide right now. In the
presence of positive growth factors, Type C identifiers may evolve into a different type.
Type D: Identifier impatient with subjective description and spotty coverage of species. Broad spectrum
guides minimizing the latter fault include the sister volumes Mushrooms of Northeastern North
America and Mushrooms of the Southeastern United States. Type E identifiers are at risk for
abandoning the field, becoming a noted authority in it, or gravitating toward molecular mycology.
Type E: Identifier who will probably end up buying multiple keys if MushroomExpert is insufficient.
Type F: Identifier may prefer the mug shot strategy for mushroom identification. The National Audubon
Society Field Guide to North American Mushrooms is a classic.
Type G: Identifier less concerned with identification strategy than plug-and-play utility and coverage of local
species. Mushrooms of West Virginia and the Central Appalachians is a reasonable compromise
for the Southern Appalachian region.

What’s in a Name?
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What’s in a Name?
Ever hear of the Tower of Babel? The
names given to plants, animals and fungi
often say as much about the namer as the
named. People in West Virginia eat a
mushroom called a bradley. Western
North Carolinians don’t find bradleys;
they collect leatherbacks. The MidAtlantic region is home to apricot milk
caps. These are but a few of the common
names for a single species. Others include
fish milk cap, weeping milk cap, tawny
Lactarius, and voluminous-latex milky.
The Swedish scientist Carl Linnaeus
Lactarius volemus
brought order to such chaos in the mideighteenth century by developing a universal framework for naming and describing
species. In 1838, another Swede, Elias Magnus Fries, dubbed the much-named milk cap
Lactarius volemus. Mycologists have known it by that name ever since.
Linnaean taxonomy has the advantage of noting relationships between life forms.
Kingdom Fungi is a high-level taxonomic separator of fungi from plants, animals, and
other organisms. Kingdom Fungi is segregated into subkingdoms based on shared
characteristics. Fungi of interest to mushroomers belong to subkingdom Dikarya. That
same refining process is repeatedly applied downward through levels of phylum, class,
order and family, to genus and species. Lactarius is a genus. The species name is
volemus.
Slick, huh? But the system has a weakness. Which characteristics should be used to
divide groups? What if the early taxonomists
had chosen differently and gone with, for
instance, land animal vs. sea animal. What
would have happened then? Within sea-animal,
all finned forms could have been grouped
together as fish. Within fish, the taxonomists
might have distinguished between gilled fish,
cuttlefish, penguins, whales, manatees, etc.
Manatees would supposedly be closer kin to
sharks than any land animal. A gaffe of this
magnitude originally assigned the fungi to
kingdom Plantae.
For reasons not hard to understand,
taxonomic placements inside kingdom Fungi
remain unstable. Classical mycologists based
their distinctions on visible characteristics, such
as gills vs. pores vs. teeth vs. none of the above.
Microscopic variations in cellular structure and
spore detail seemed less critical. The
Hericium erinaceus, a tooth fungus
implications of Gregor Mendel’s experiments
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with hybridization in garden peas went entirely unconsidered. But the advent of DNA
sequencing has rocketed genetic similarity to preeminence as the taxonomic discriminator
of choice. All Linnaean hierarchies are under review.
Traditional mycological concepts have been
hard hit. It turns out that Berkeley’s polypore, a
large shelving mushroom with pores rather than
gills, is no polypore. Genetic studies place it in
the order Russulales, a group of otherwise
gilled mushrooms also including the milk caps.
Slime molds, those magnificent flash-mob
performers, crawled all the way out of kingdom
Fungi and dispersed. Where some of them will
end up is anyone’s guess.
Scientific names for many, many
mushrooms are, to put it politely, in a state of
flux. Check any two field guides and you’ll
find discrepancies. A waxcap once known as
Camarophyllus pratensis or Hygrophorus
pratensis var. pratensis or Hygrocybe pratensis
var. pratensis, is currently known as
Cuphophyllus pratensis. Note the preservation
Berkeley’s polypore
of the species name. This is often, but not
always, the case. Some guidebooks refer to the Eastern black morel as Morchella elata.
Genetics says no; that’s a European species. Black morels in North Carolina are
Morchella angusticeps.
Oh, and the milk mushroom Fries called Lactarius volemus? The legitimacy of that
name is debated. Some researchers think Lactifluus volemus makes greater taxonomic
sense. Others want to split whatever it’s called into multiple species. Arrgh.
Fungal taxonomy is rapidly evolving. Don’t feel compelled to memorize every latest and
greatest Latin name. Some stick. Others do not. Learn one name and move on to the
next new species.

Mushrooming Gear
The general idea when mushroom hunting is to observe, collect and transport fungi in a
manner that gets both hunter and goods home intact. Unless a GPS unit is necessary to
achieve that, we’re not talking about a gear-intensive proposition.
You will want a basket. Half-bushel peach baskets are readily available, rigid, and
sized to carry a few pounds of booty. The woven wood construction doesn’t catch
rainwater. Peach baskets aren’t glamorous but they are cheap to replace. Wire, plastic
mesh, wicker, and other stiff, rot-resistant baskets work well too. Choose something that
won’t stink after marinating in fungal juices.
9
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You’ll want bags. Although goodies can be carried loose in a basket, that’s not ideal.
Paper or waxed paper bags keep mushrooms separate—crucial when collecting both
edible and potentially toxic species. These bags also provide a second layer of damage
protection. For morels, mesh laundry bags designed for lingerie are sometimes used
instead. The open weave allows spores to pass and inoculate new territory. Avoid plastic
bags. Fungi rot fast in unbreathable plastic. That said, a garbage or recycling bag can
keep your basket dry during a cloudburst.
You’ll want a tool or three. Many mushrooms
can be picked by hand. Others must be cut or
excavated. If you plan to identify an unfamiliar
ground dweller, digging is the way to go. The base
of the stalk often contains vital clues. Certain wild
cousins of supermarket agarics are delectable; others
are poisonous. A yellow staining reaction seen only
in the base of the stem is a visual clue to telling
them apart. Keys to Amanita species are useless
without an intact stem base/root. When harvesting
known varieties for the table, the priorities are
different: surgical and clean. Cutting mushrooms
with a knife or scissors totally preserves the parent
mycelium and reduces prep chores later. Precleaning edibles with a soft brush before bagging
them is another time saver.
Agaricus placomyces, poisonous
You’ll want to bring along your wits. Pay
attention to where you are, even in the excitement of
stumbling across a mother lode. You might like to visit that spot again. For species
identification it’s important to remember whether a
mushroom grew on wood, a cow pie, a magnolia
cone, or on the ground. Did it occur with conifers, or
deciduous trees, or grass? Keeping that information
straight when you have a mixed basket can be tough.
Consider memory aids. Some mushroomers write
notes on bags or have a notebook handy.
Photographs document settings, also the details of
how a mushroom looked before it bounced around in
a bag for hours and then cooled its heels overnight in
the fridge. Sharp pictures from multiple relevant
angles are invaluable if you need to email someone
for advice.
You will probably not want to trudge around
with your field guide(s). Leave those at home or in
the car. Bring what you need to cope with weather,
bugs, hunger, health issues and such. A 10x loupe or
hand lens is a nice extra. If you’re out with a group,
Amanita bisporigera, the deadly
decide how you’ll maintain communications.
destroying angel
Nobody has fun if anybody gets lost. Do your
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phones have reception? Walkie-talkies are a pricey alternative. The Asheville Mushroom
Club asks foray participants to bring whistles. A loud whistle carries a long way.
Instructions or messages can be conveyed in patterns of toots.

Spore Prints
I’ll admit to a sinking feeling when I first encountered
spore prints. Isn’t that cute, I thought, spoked-wheel
designs on paper. What’s the fascination with
kindergarten craft projects?
Identification keys ask early and often for spore
color. I’d skimmed the introductory sections of my first
field guides and absorbed the basics of the spore print
drill but didn’t see the point of twiddling my thumbs
for hours when gill color was staring me in the face.
White gills, white spore print. Brown gills, brown
spore print. An orange-gilled mushroom presented a
problem, however. Orange spores weren’t an option in my keys. The answer was
probably yellow, but okay, okay, just this once.
To my surprise, the spore print was white. I’d
found a poisonous jack o’ lantern. Whoa.
This was the first of many lessons in the
unreliability of gill color. Yellow unicorns have
yellow gills and pink spores. The spore print of
the edible blewit, a lavender mushroom, is also
listed as pink—to my eye, it’s closer to tan.
Inedible or toxic silver-violet corts resemble
blewits right down to the lavender gills of
young specimens, but produce rusty brown
spores. Young agarics have pink gills; at
maturity the gills and spore prints are chocolate
brown. Purplish-black spores drop from the
strangely yellow gills of hypholomas. The pale
gills of the edible parasol mushroom produce
white spores; those of the look-alike
responsible for more mushroom poisonings in
Omphalotus illudens, the poisonous
the United States than any other, are greenish.
jack o’ lantern
Spore printing is legit. Learn to do it; then do it. Choose a prime specimen. Cut off
the cap, place it gill or pore-side down on a sheet of white paper, cover the cap with an
overturned cup or bowl, and check back later.
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But spore printing can go awry. Polypores may passive-aggressively refuse to
cooperate. Immature mushrooms often prefer to rot and give you the wet brown stain.
That can also happen with geriatric
specimens and some apparently prime
boletes. When I suspect a bolete of having
that trick in mind I cut a slot in a 3x5 index
card, slip the card around the stalk a
fraction of an inch below the pore surface,
suspend the arrangement in a container and
top the lot with a dome of some sort. This
variation also works for milk mushrooms
likely to bleed latex all over a spore print. If
your mushroom seems juicy, at least take
the precaution of having an absorbent layer
between the spore print paper and the surface of your
dining room table.
It’s not always easy to see a white spore print on
white paper. Try holding it at an angle to a source of
bright light and look for telltale shadows behind ridges of
heaped spores. Some identifiers who anticipate white
spores resort to half-white and half-black paper. I’ve seen
mycologists use Mylar film. Tin foil or mirrors would be
other options. I use clear glass.

Can You Eat It?
Mushrooms delight in violating simple edibility rules. I’m aware of only one that holds
up—when strictly interpreted. Rephrased to avoid the derogatory T-word of common
wisdom, it reads: You won’t be poisoned by a mushroom you don’t eat.
The toxicology committee of the North
American Mycological Association, NAMA,
maintains records of mushroom poisonings
and other adverse reactions. The reports make
for reading that is both disturbing and
reassuring. Only a few Americans and
American pets actually die from poisonous
mushrooms. Non-fatal cases of gastrointestinal
distress, liver and/or kidney damage,
unpleasant
neurological
syndromes,
dermatitis, allergic reactions, and miserable
interactions with alcohol are much more
common.
Perhaps the most unsettling NAMA
finding is the relative frequency of illness
12
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associated with morels. Of the forty-one adverse events reported to the organization in
2009, six (non-fatal) involved morel species. What? Let’s unpack that.
As with other foods, people have variable reactions to mushrooms. A rating of
“edible” is no guarantee of safety for you.
When sampling any new species, whatever it may be, thoroughly sauté a slice in butter,
salt and pepper. Eat that piece but no more. Save the rest, raw, in the fridge. That’s the
standard ritual.

If all goes well and the taste experience was worth repeating you can cook the remainder
of your find tomorrow or the next day. If, heaven forefend, there are problems, you’ve
got a show and tell item for the drop-in clinic.
The issue might be digestibility. Plants are given shape by a polysaccharide called
cellulose. Humans can’t digest it. The situation isn’t much better for chitin, the structural
polysaccharide in mushrooms. Cooking degrades chitin into fragments human stomachs
are more comfortable with, though gluttony may overwhelm that benefit. While it is
possible to enjoy small amounts of some species—not morels—raw and with relative
safety, you’ve been warned.
Mushrooms pose other challenges to the human system as well. Children have
incomplete immune defenses. That’s said to be one reason for the over-representation of
kids in mushroom poisoning stats. The elderly are another higher-risk group. Old livers
and kidneys ain’t what they used to be.
Morels should never be consumed
raw because they naturally contain a
small quantity of hydrazine, aka rocket
fuel. (So do button mushrooms from
the store.) Seriously, it’s true.
Thorough
cooking
eliminates
hydrazine. Appropriate prep and
cooking technique also remove a
variety of other toxins/irritants found
in mushrooms. Before chowing down
on honey mushrooms, for instance,
read up on how to prepare them. The
same goes for sticky-capped boletes
from the genus Suillus.
Armillaria mellea, a species of honey mushroom
Morels from old orchards pose
another potential risk. Due to the pesticide practices of decades past, they often contain
unsafe levels of lead or arsenic. Cooking can’t remedy that. Several species of
mushrooms accumulate heavy metals; others may or may not. In general, avoid eating
mushrooms from areas where high concentrations of heavy metals are possible. This
includes coal ash deposits and highway roadsides. Remember leaded gasoline?
An unfortunate few among us have bad reactions to drinking alcohol in any kind of
proximity to eating some types of mushrooms. Morels are on that list. Other occasional
offenders include honey mushrooms, shaggy manes, oyster mushrooms and king
boletes/porcini.
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If you’re going to add mushrooms to your diet, do it responsibly. If you aren’t
absolutely certain what it is, throw it out. If it’s rotting or full of maggots, throw it out. If
you collect in an unfamiliar part of the country or the world, get a second opinion from a
local. Species that look familiar may not be; this error has resulted in highly-publicized
poisonings. Think twice before eating wild mushrooms prepared by others. How much do
you trust their identification and cooking skills?
But enough with the dire cautions.
There’s another level of answer to the
question “Can I eat it?” and that is,
“Maybe, but do you want to?” Hundreds
of species are listed as edible in one
source or another. Desirability is a
different matter. The way to establish that
is to try a bite, all by itself, not as an
ingredient in another dish. The aroma and
flavors of sautéed butter, salt and pepper
are a constant. Anything else must belong
to the mushroom. Texture is the other
important factor. Lots of “edibles” cook
up unappetizingly slimy, tough, crunchy
or woody—but some of these make
excellent broth or medicinal teas.
In the years since my adventure with
the orange peel morels I’ve eaten bushels
of wild mushrooms and sampled more
species than I can recall. Only about two
Boletus frostii
dozen set my heart racing with joy. For a
tastier to the eye than the palate
long while, mushrooms were on the menu
almost every day, year round. I’ve cut back, but mushrooms still find their way onto my
plate as many days as not. To date, the only adverse effect I’m tempted to blame on
eating mushrooms is that I’m getting old. Something must be causing that. Whatever the
culprit, the physical and mental exercise of mushrooming counteracts it to some extent.
Edibles in the basket are no longer my highest priority. There are so many other
interesting species out there waiting to be marveled at and puzzled over. The most
familiar trails have yet to disclose all their surprises.
If you keep your eyes open and put time in with identification guides as well as the
skillet, exotic mushrooms may start appearing before you too. Stay safe and enjoy the
hunt.
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