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			PRAISE FOR

			THE MUSHROOM HUNTERS

			
				“The Mushroom Hunters lends fresh, sharp illumination to a little-known but vigorously contested patch of gastronomic turf…. [It’s an] entertaining ramble through the woods with a group of ragtag characters.”

				—The Washington Post

				“Like Susan Orlean in The Orchid Thief, Seattle author [Langdon] Cook shines a light on a shady subculture operating at the seam between wilderness and commerce. Like author Michael Pollan, he knows that every bite of food these days has a complex, often unsavory backstory. Like the late Hunter Thompson, he not only goes along for the ride with the shifty characters he’s writing about, but drives the getaway car. After reading The Mushroom Hunters, you’ll never look at a portobello the same way…. [A] beguiling, surprising book.”

				—The Seattle Times

				“Intrepid and inspired.”

				—Publishers Weekly

				“Uncultivated mushrooms are one of our last truly wild foods; it often takes truly wild and rough mushroom hunters to bring them to our table. Cook travels and hunts with them in a riveting, crazy undertaking, told in often-poetic prose.”

				—Shelf Awareness

				“If you’ve never thought of using the words ‘mushroom’ and ‘adventure’ in the same sentence, this gripping book will force you to reconsider.”

				—Bill McKibben, author of Oil and Honey: The Education of an Unlikely Activist

				“With superb detail and intrepid research, Langdon Cook leads a fascinating trek deep into the mysterious world of mushroom hunting, blending intriguing natural history and quirky characters with insights into this murky, sometimes dangerous business. This is riveting stuff for food lovers.”

				—Kathleen Flinn, author of The Sharper Your Knife, the Less You Cry

				“The Mushroom Hunters is one of those very infrequent and wonderful books that change your way of looking at something you think you don’t care about. Who knew the humble mushroom could be shot through with suspense? The way Langdon Cook writes about these delicious fungi—the excitement in the story of their capture; the flair of the telling—has me convinced I’d go pretty far out on the wire myself to get some.”

				—Darin Strauss, author of Half a Life

				“The Mushroom Hunters is like the forest itself—gems are hidden throughout. Cook captures the surreal and deeply flavorful world of North America’s wild fungi, the subculture that seeks them, and the thrill of the treasure hunt.”

				—Jim Robbins, author of The Man Who Planted Trees

				“In The Mushroom Hunters, Langdon Cook unearths the iconoclastic frontier spirit of the obsessive band of underground foragers he encounters on the wild mushroom trail, including outlaw entrepreneurs, illegal immigrants, scofflaws, tweakers, and star chefs alike. You’ll never look at that matsutake on your dinner plate the same way again.”

				—Brad Thomas Parsons, James Beard Award–winning author of Last Call: Bartenders on Their Final Drink and the Wisdom and Rituals of Closing Time

				“A rollicking narrative…[Cook delivers] vivid and cinematic scenes on every page.”

				—The Wall Street Journal

				“A beautifully written portrait of the people who collect and distribute wild mushrooms…food and nature writing at its finest.”

				—Eugenia Bone, author of Mycophilia

				“In these pages, you’ll meet America’s last nomads in all their ragamuffin glory. Langdon Cook brings these individuals to life with the eyes, ears, and heart of a first-rate novelist.”

				—Lawrence Millman, author of Last Places

				“Not simply about mushrooms, this book examines human behavior, economics, food, society, and nature. In the end, readers will have learned a great deal about U.S. economic and social structures—all while being entertained and enlightened by stories of gastronomy and mushrooms. Highly recommended.”

				—Library Journal
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					If what a tree or a bush does is lost on you,

					You are surely lost. Stand still. The forest knows

					Where you are. You must let it find you.

					—DAVID WAGONER

				

			

		

	
		
			
			
				PROLOGUE

				Outlaws in Lobster Park

				•••

				THe Forager Stops Me abruptly with his hand. Wait. I stand motionless behind him and listen. The woods are quiet; not even a bird sings on this clear afternoon at the end of summer, when alders begin to yellow and the nights turn cool. All I can hear is my own labored breathing. Centuries-old Douglas firs loom around us, their wizened trunks craggy enough to house colonies of bats. We have walked a mile of unforgiving old-growth forest to reach this spot, zigzagging through bogs of devil’s club and traversing fallen conifers high above the forest floor like construction workers shuffling along suspended I beams. My left hand is pincushioned with tiny thorns. We pause on a forested hillside overlooking a narrow road. In the mind of my guide, this road presents the only real obstacle. He cups a hand to one ear.

				“Down!”

				He hits the dirt on all fours and flattens himself against a knee-high nurse log. I slump behind a hemlock snag as wide as a front door.

				The car is a white sedan, not a ranger’s truck. It comes around the corner and pulls into a turnout. An elderly woman steps out with a lap dog. The forager is relieved but still cautious. “I’ll wait here for an hour if I have to,” he says, still on the ground, leaning back comfortably into the hillside now, with his hands behind his head and one boot crossed over the other, his eyes closed as if he might take a quick nap. This is his element. Even at a distance of only a few feet from me, he blends easily into the landscape, like all the other creatures that use cryptic coloration to avoid detection. He’s wearing tan canvas work pants and an ash-gray T-shirt. His plastic five-gallon bucket is painted hunter green, as is his backpack, a simple rucksack with one large compartment that can hold about fifty pounds of product. The product today: wild mushrooms, the sort prized by restaurant chefs across the land for their earthy flavors and meaty texture. These are not the bland white variety found in produce bins at the supermarket. Wild mushrooms grow only in nature, in ragged, untended corners, not in the warehouses or rectilinear, climate-controlled environments used by cultivators. And these particular wild mushrooms—about sixty pounds in all between backpack and bucket—were, until a few minutes ago, growing right here, inside the boundaries of this national park where we’re currently trying to hide out of sight. It’s illegal to pick them here.

				

				—

				The Stratovolcano Mount Rainier is in my backyard. To get to my home from downtown Seattle, I drive south on Rainier Avenue, one of the city’s main thoroughfares, and on a clear day the white cone fifty miles to the southeast in the Cascade Mountains dominates the view through my windshield. At 14,410 feet and growing, it’s the highest peak in Washington State—and it sits smack in the middle of mushroom country, where it forms a golden triangle in the minds of mushroom hunters with two other nearby volcanoes, Mount St. Helens and Mount Adams. Tectonic upthrust here and elsewhere in the Pacific Rim has produced what is known as the “Ring of Fire.” We think of the Northwest as a place of water. It is equally a land of fire, with volcanoes through millennia laying down a thick, well-drained pumice that, coupled with ample rainfall, grows enormous trees and a diversity of edible fungi. Like oceans surrounding desert atolls, forests flank the icy volcanic peaks for as far as the eye can see. These are hushed, airy places that can be shot through with warm shafts of light when the sun is out, which is often not the case. Such an otherworldly illumination, sent from the heavens and filtered through a million leafy stained-glass windows, throws spot beams on mosses and lichens, magnifies countless shades of green, and explains why the Pacific Northwest’s ancient forests are sometimes referred to as nature’s cathedrals.

				Mount Rainier and its deep woods are just one stop along what professional foragers call the mushroom trail. Imagine a region that incorporates large tracts of both the western United States and Canada, taking in northern California from about Mendocino and running up through Oregon, Washington, British Columbia, and southeast Alaska, then ranging east to include the Yukon and western portions of Montana and Idaho. Steep mountains, many of them still rising, have blanketed the surrounding area in volcanic soils. They trap weather systems rolling in from the North Pacific that bathe the slopes in precipitation. Rain or snow falls nine months out of the year throughout much of this restless domain, and along the coast it can be hard to distinguish between where the fog and mists leave off and the rain begins. It saturates the great conifer forests, a steady patter that drips from needle to needle, streaming off heavy boughs and down darkened trunks, falling upon vine maples and red alders below, running in rivulets to collect on the parasols of prehistoric-looking devil’s club before stair-stepping to salmonberry, thimbleberry, and blackberry, typing a steady beat on the shiny evergreen leaves of salal and Oregon grape, pooling among sword fern and lady fern, coating the club moss with glistening dimples, and pushing little streams through mounds of pine-needle duff. Drip lines form like wet skirts around the trees, and below the ground a mat of thirsty tendrils drinks in the moisture before responding, when the time is right, with a colorful parade of fungi: the fruit of fire and rain.

				Wild mushrooms are commercially foraged for the table throughout North America, but it is here, in the damp forests of the Pacific Northwest, where a mostly undocumented commerce has blossomed into big business—with an outlaw edge. The fungi travel from patch to plate along an invisible food chain. It starts with commercial pickers who fan out across wooded areas of the region to harvest the mushrooms. Driving beater cars and vans along bumpy Forest Service roads, pickers follow the great flushes of fungal gold up and down the coast and deep into interior mountain ranges. They spend months at a time in hardscrabble timber communities, pitching base camps in places such as Washington State’s Olympic Peninsula, the Central Cascades of Oregon, and California’s foggy North Coast. The pickers in turn sell their goods to buyers and brokers; some of these work for large wholesalers, and others maintain a smaller independent foothold. The buyers also know the whereabouts of the mushrooms and set up their buy stands in rural communities to be closer to the pickers. The top rung of the food chain includes the end users: Many of them are home cooks who purchase wild mushrooms at farmers’ markets and gourmet shops; most are restaurant chefs scrapping for a leg up, always on the lookout for a novel product to highlight on their menus, a product that speaks to the renewed enthusiasm for real, seasonal food.

				Today’s target species, here in woods officially closed to such harvest, far below the glaciated peak of Mount Rainier, is one of those foods, and whether obtained illegally or otherwise, it’s not hard to spot among the drab hues of the forest. As big as a cantaloupe and flamboyantly dressed in a flame-colored suit, the lobster mushroom is a striking denizen of the woods. It’s somehow not of this world, and while it might look like a freak among fungi, in a kingdom rife with weirdness it’s really just another organism that has successfully adapted to a habitat and way of life—not to mention the fact that it’s actually two organisms in one package. The lobster mushroom is a twofer, a parasitic fungus that attacks and lives off another species of fungus, transforming a white, unpalatable, and rather nondescript gilled mushroom into a showstopping orange delicacy. Though such fiery color is often nature’s way of saying Do Not Touch, the lobster mushroom, like its boiled crustacean namesake, is a sublime taste of the wild—and, like marine lobsters, the mushroom’s flesh is succulent, even silky in texture when properly sautéed, and faintly evocative of the sea.

				I have used lobster mushrooms in a risotto with Maine lobster and been fooled by which meat is which. The mushroom’s surprising color is an advantage in today’s competitive cooking arena. A simple dish of French duxelles—finely diced mushroom and shallot sautéed together in butter and finished with a touch of cream and Cognac—is transformed into an eye-catching treat for the table. Its meatiness and hint of the sea make it an ideal substitute for actual meat. I’ve had lobster mushrooms in a warm kale salad soaking up a balsamic vinaigrette, bobbing in a homemade tom yum soup, and tossed with squid-ink pasta, sea urchin, and lump crabmeat.

				One might say the lobster mushroom is emblematic of wild mushrooms in general. Only in the last decade or so has it become a staple in higher-end restaurants. Previously you couldn’t pay a chef to use it. The forager says he’s been making more money from it year after year. On the mushroom trail the lobster will start fruiting as early as July in certain coastal habitats and then continue on into October. It’s not a very cold-tolerant species. As the weather cools and the rains gather force, the mushroom absorbs water like a sponge and develops an unpleasant fishy odor. The best fruitings are found in older forests of Douglas fir and western hemlock, though it occurs with other species of conifer, including pines in the Southwest. In Northwest forests, with their ample ground cover of moss, ferns, and bunchberry, the mushroom stands out brightly against an emerald backdrop. Such Day-Glo color hardly seems possible, much less edible. Almost always there will be more than one mushroom in any location, and often they will form a column, cascading down a crevice of seasonal runoff, where the parasitic spores traveled in a rain-washed slurry to infect a troop of unsuspecting hosts.

				The Forager Is Patient. We wait concealed under forest cover. He makes his living off nature’s fickle bounty and understands the virtues of forbearance. He says he’s never seen a ranger in these particular woods, and only once has he seen another picker in his patch—just some tourist who stumbled on it while driving through the park. And while the tourist gathered a few pounds for his Sunday table, the forager kept his distance and finished the job. “I got a hundred fifty pounds that day, doing circles around the guy, and he never even knew I was there.” I think of mountain lions and other wild animals that watch us in the woods, unseen. Today’s wish number is even more ambitious—two hundred pounds—which would mean stashing the mushrooms in the woods until he can return after dark to safely collect them. Two hundred pounds: a number that’s hard to believe.

				Almost apologetically, my guide explains that he doesn’t make trips into the park every year, just in dry years. “Only if it’s worth the risk,” he adds. In wet years he doesn’t need to break the law. In wet years there are plenty of mushrooms for everyone. But this isn’t a wet year, and competition is beginning to hurt his bottom line. He needs all the lobster mushrooms he can get. I remind the forager that what he’s doing is illegal. He thinks about this for a moment. If he were in charge, he finally concedes, he wouldn’t change the rules one bit. He wouldn’t open up the park to commercial mushroom picking, and he’d prosecute people like himself who flouted the law. Life is complicated, he says. He needs to make a living, and he doesn’t think he’s hurting anyone by picking this patch on the sly. Other commercial enterprises work out of the park—the mountain-climbing school, the guides, the concessionaires. “As long as this place allows people to drive through in gas-guzzling RVs,” he mutters angrily, “I won’t feel bad about picking a few mushrooms.” That’s it. He doesn’t want to talk about it anymore. I can tell the decision to poach a national park weighs on his conscience more than he wants to admit.

				After the woman has walked her dog and driven away, we continue down the hillside, parallel to the road. Though the mushrooms try to hide in the duff and moss, their bright-orange complexion gives them away. The forager spots them, and so do I. With each new discovery I am filled with immense pleasure. It’s like being a kid again, on a treasure hunt in the woods. Sometimes just a tiny fraction of cap is visible beneath sticks and pine needles. I congratulate myself on sleuthing it out, and into the bucket it goes. The ground here feels soft underfoot—the result of periodic volcanic eruptions and centuries of accumulating forest debris—and it soughs gently with every step. The air is sharp and clean in my lungs. I’m conscious of each snapping twig. All day the forager has been complaining about the hardships of picking mushrooms, the long hours of stoop labor, interminable drives between patches, fluctuating prices, unsavory competitors, adverse conditions in the bush. Now, as he bends down to excavate around a stately one-pounder—a five-dollar mushroom at today’s prices—he corrects himself. “I lied,” he says. “It sure beats a cubicle.”

				He sweeps an outstretched arm before him, taking in the trees, the sky, the dirt, even the strange little caterpillar curled up in a dewdrop on the mushroom’s cap. Not a bad office place. And I can’t disagree. The ancient forests of the Pacific Northwest are some of my favorite places to shake off the tumult of the city. We continue on, and though I’m sweating and thirsty, it doesn’t exactly feel like work.

				“This is the gut,” he says to me, as we come over a rise and into a shallow depression where an old grade can be discerned winding among mammoth Douglas firs and red cedars; someone drove pack mules through here long ago, before it was a park. The forager uses words like honey-hole and mother lode to describe this favored ground. It doesn’t take long, though, to see it’s not shaping up to be a two-hundred-pound day. The ground is dry and the mushrooms are reluctant. We side-slope for long stretches without a glimpse of cap poking through duff, then come upon a little brood that slows us down and raises spirits. The forager ratchets back his expectations by half. Still, a hundred-pound day, nearly within his grasp, is nothing to scoff at. That’s a thousand dollars in mushrooms at market prices, or five hundred in pure profit. The forager fills all his receptacles—his backpack, his bucket, even an extra green canvas bag brought along for the purpose—then hides everything in a thicket of brambles next to the road. We return to the car, which is parked well away from the patch. The plan is to drive back down the road, pick up the load, and get out of the park as quickly as possible. Stealth and speed are critical. The forager isn’t even driving his own car today. He’s planned every detail, down to the color of his socks. To get caught is to risk arrest, pay a huge fine, and endanger his future earnings as a harvester of wild foods.

				It’s at this point that I realize I’ve lost my hat. It’s a faded, ratty fishing cap, not so much to look at—and, for reasons that I can’t begin to explain, I’d like it back. I know just where it is, in a gully near the old grade where I stopped to take pictures. “You pay the fine,” the forager says to me, only half joking. We scramble back up the embankment. After I find the hat, he hands me the car keys. “For that, you’re driving.” He instructs me to coast up to the secreted mushrooms, park, and keep watch while he loads the car. “Whistle if you hear anything,” he says, before disappearing into the bushes.

				The last thing I want to see is the rectangular grille of a ranger’s truck appearing around a corner. I study the road as it vanishes behind a wall of unruly green in either direction. The forager reemerges with his contraband and hides it under tarps in the backseat. I’ve come here seeking knowledge, immersion in the natural world, perhaps even a form of enlightenment. Now I’m behind the wheel of a getaway car.

			

		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER 1

			Among the Recreationals

			•••

			MY Obsession with Fungi arrived like a sickness. It consumed me. In the immoderate manner I approach all new pursuits, I read just about every book, online treatise, and marginalia I could find. It seemed to me I had something of a knack for stumbling on good mushroom habitat. Maybe this was because of all the hiking and bushwhacking I had done over the years, or maybe it was my youthful crush on birds that gave me a facility with field characteristics. Driving along the highway near my Seattle home, I would catalog the woods I saw and try to imagine what species lived there. Mushrooms often fruit in connection with a specific type of tree. I studied and memorized these kinships. Initially my wife, Martha, was supportive of my new hobby. Soon, though, to her dismay, I was sneaking out at all hours to scout likely patches. I started bringing home what some might consider unreasonable quantities of fungi—pounds and pounds of chanterelles, shaggy manes, giant puffballs, the list goes on—first to eat fresh, and then in such numbers that I cobbled together a homemade dehydrator, bought a stand-up freezer, and even did some pickling in the Mediterranean tradition. The homemade dryer gave way to a dedicated store-bought model, and my map collection grew into an unwieldy binder full of tattered and footnoted quads. I took my compass and mushroom knife wherever I went, just in case.

			

			—

			Ancient Egyptians Called Mushrooms “the magic food,” with powers of immortality fit only for pharaohs; commoners were forbidden to eat them. In Slavic countries, as far back as anyone can remember, families have gathered beliy grib, the white mushroom, like a crop, as a hedge against hard winters and starvation. In Africa, edible termite mushrooms grow as big as umbrellas, and a single Armillaria fungus spreading across more than two thousand acres of Oregon’s Malheur National Forest is considered the world’s largest organism. Mushrooms have been implicated in the assassination of a Roman emperor and the surrealistic trip down a famous literary rabbit hole. There’s a mushroom that resembles a dead man’s foot and one that looks like a frozen waterfall. Mushrooms are colorful, beguiling, hideous, and transformative.

			But more than anything, they are thought of as food. Across much of the globe, through the ages, hunting wild mushrooms has been a regular feature of people’s lives, a rite of passage even. “All Russians know the mushrooms, not by dint of study as the mycologists do, but as part of our ancient heritage, imbibed with our mother’s milk,” writes Valentina Pavlovna Wasson in Mushrooms, Russia, and History. A popular Russian nursery rhyme even includes points of mushroom identification. It’s hard to imagine such children’s verse catching on in North America, save for a cautionary tale about deadly blooms in the woods. Yet even here, in the land of fast food and finicky palates, the allure of the wild mushroom is taking root.

			Parked in front of a white tablecloth in a trendy Manhattan restaurant, a curious diner might pause to wonder how all this came about. Not long ago, on a snowy evening near Central Park, I browsed the menu at one of New York’s finest eateries. The quail came with black trumpets. Shaved truffles sexed up a celery root agnolotti. The garganelli corkscrewed fetchingly in a morel cream sauce. The menu was dotted with calligraphed references to chanterelles and porcini, like little colorful caps poking through the forest duff. The fungi, it turned out, even outnumbered the fish. Such riches would have been unimaginable a generation ago. For a mushroom enthusiast like myself—and an increasing number of home cooks and restaurant patrons around the country who know the fungal difference between a lobster and a hedgehog—this quiet revolution of wild edibles has been a culinary bonanza. More and more, diners are discovering that wild mushrooms can stand on their own and replace traditional parts of a meal, even the meat.

			My friends tended to view my mushroom compulsion with detached amusement. Even Martha found it hard to fathom. This surprised me because it was Martha who first showed me an edible wild mushroom, in the early days of our courtship, while on a backpacking trip in Olympic National Park. We harvested several pounds of chicken of the woods, a shelf fungus decked out in bright citrus colors, and made an elaborate Italian feast over a camp stove in the wilderness. After this, the domesticated supermarket variety hardly passed muster. For one thing, it’s bland. Selecting mushrooms from a bulk bin—even when they’re periodically updated with new and exotic marketing terms like cremini—can’t begin to match the satisfaction of finding them in the wild. Most people don’t even realize that the Continental-sounding portobello is merely an oversize cremini, both of them being the exact same species, the very domesticated Agaricus bisporus.

			A quick primer. All mushrooms are fungi, but not all fungi are mushrooms. The kingdom also includes yeasts, rusts, and mildews—even slime molds. It is a mark of fungi’s otherness that we don’t have a proper lexicon with which to discuss them. Though a mushroom is not technically a fruit, we borrow a term from the plant kingdom and refer to its growth as a fruiting. Thus, a mushroom is the fruiting, reproductive body of a fungus, much as a cherry is the reproductive fruit of a cherry tree. The fungus that produces mushrooms usually—though not always—lives underground in the form of thread-like filaments collectively known as the mycelium, a root-like mass of tiny tendrils. When conditions are right, the mycelium produces a mushroom, which contains the fungus’s reproductive material in the form of spores.

			Mushrooms are the great decomposers and recyclers of the world, and they can be categorized in terms of their survival strategies. Note, again, that they’re not plants. They don’t photosynthesize. Instead, they get their nutrients in one of three ways. Some are parasites, like the lobster mushroom, feeding off other living things, even animals. Others are saprobes, recycling dead organic material (wood, dung, humus) into soil. The rest are said to be mycorrhizal, which means they partner with plants in a mutually beneficial exchange of nutrients. Skilled mushroom hunters know how to exploit the various mushrooms’ survival strategies. They can locate colonies of the parasitic honey mushroom, with its tightly packed clusters of amber-colored caps, by finding the dead trees that are its prey; or they can return to a saprophytic lion’s mane mushroom year after year that fruits out of a lightning-struck hardwood. By far the most abstruse relationship is among the mycorrhizal mushrooms. The mushroom hunter seeking chanterelles must understand which plants and trees the chanterelle requires to live. Knowing the trees of the forest is an essential piece of the puzzle.

			Only recently has science begun to unravel the mysteries of mushrooms. Turns out, they’re evolutionarily closer to human beings and other members of the animal kingdom than to plants. In other words, fungi and animals share a common relative in the distant past, while plants had already split off the family tree. This commonality between fungi and animals can be seen in chitin, the fibrous substance found in the cell walls of mushrooms and the exoskeletons of arthropods. Fungi have had a profound impact on people and civilizations throughout human history, despite our lack of knowledge. Consider for a moment how baking, brewing, or winemaking would have begun without yeast. Or where we would be without penicillin. In the future we may rely on mushrooms to help clean up oil spills, and the Chernobyl meltdown proved that fungi can mitigate nuclear contamination by literally feeding on radiation. The most obvious use through the centuries, however, can be seen on our dinner tables. Meaty, flavorful, and highly textured, wild mushrooms are a pleasure to cook with and exhibit that sought-after “fifth flavor” popularized in Japan and known as umami, a comforting savoriness that spreads across the palate and coats the tongue, making the diner feel good all over. Many parts of the world have enjoyed long liaisons with fungi, notably Eastern Europe and the Mediterranean, much of Asia, and Mesoamerica. North America is largely a mycophobic region, as passed down from an Anglo-Saxon fear of what lurks in the dark woods. But this is changing.

			

			—

			Our Driver Pulled the Lever, the door clanked shut, and we lurched out onto Lake Street, a police escort’s flashing blue lights leading the way through the rain-soaked streets of Boyne City, Michigan. The yellow school bus passed a row of tent canopies set up along neat sidewalks, their unlikely wares on display: lawn gnomes for sale, ornately designed walking sticks, and phalanx after phalanx of carved wooden toadstools as tall as toddlers, with little white price tags fluttering in the wind. It was the start of the annual Boyne City National Morel Hunting Contest, and everyone on board this bus hoped to find glory in the nearby woods.

			I was in the lead bus of five, seated next to a woman named Mary Ellen. Passengers shifted in their seats, making squeaking noises in their rain slickers and plastic pants. A few wore wide-brimmed rain hats and billowing ponchos, even garbage bags. “I’m sizing up the opposition,” Mary Ellen whispered to me as she studied each passenger. “That guy might be worth keeping an eye on.” She pointed a discreet elbow at the seat in front of us, where a stocky man in a camouflage trucker cap was checking a GPS application on his smartphone. After living on both coasts, with years spent in New York, Los Angeles, and San Francisco, where she once worked as a network news radio anchor, Mary Ellen had recently returned to live a more bucolic life in her hometown, and today’s excursion was one of the reasons why. The bus picked up speed. No one on board, save the driver, knew our destination. Secrecy, after all, was paramount.

			I had come to Boyne City because I have always been drawn to nature’s secrets more than to, say, Hollywood’s secrets or the secrets of Wall Street hedge-fund managers. Nature is real. It exists beyond our ability to create it or even mediate it. When I was young, the mystery of birds kept me up at night. Later, it was anadromous fish, such as salmon and steelhead, swimming upstream on their unknowable migrations. Wildflowers, with their constellations of families and their pouting, O’Keeffean lips, seduced me for a spell. But once the mushrooms grabbed hold, I couldn’t let go. The others got tossed aside and mushrooms became my fondlings, and before long I found myself going to greater and greater lengths—such as today’s morel hunt in a distant state—to satisfy my fungal yearning. This is not to say I wasn’t interested in the human element. In fact, by this point the human intersection with the natural world had become something of a specialty of mine. I was most interested in foraging, that age-old knowledge passed down since antiquity that had briefly lost its luster in the glare of whiz-bang modernity and was now being rediscovered all over again. Foraging existed at the crossroads of a few of my favorite pastimes—nature, the outdoors, and food—and foraging for edible mushrooms satisfied my desires like few pursuits could. At the end of the day, birds were just a note in a life list; I could watch them and study them and be enamored of them, yet they remained apart. Mushrooms, however, came home with me. They went into a pan and became a part of me.

			Morels might be the most widely recognized edible mushrooms in the world. In the Midwest they’re the favorite, bar none. Across much of Europe, morels form a culinary triumvirate with two other celebrated types of wild mushrooms, chanterelles and porcini. Each season, hunters take to the woods to visit old family patches handed down like precious heirlooms. In Asia, morels are foraged in bewildering numbers in the Himalayas, Caucasus, Hindu Kush, and elsewhere, with many of those morels funneling into Istanbul before export, just as art and religion did hundreds of years ago. In North America, quite possibly their point of evolutionary origin, morels signify the beginning of a new year of mushroom hunting. The people who gather them come from long lines of mushroom hunters, including those at the Boyne City contest, many of whom had been picking morels since childhood. “I had some in butter and garlic last night,” bragged a man behind me in a flattop haircut. Everyone on the bus within hearing distance perked up. “They’re popping now in Illinois—big time,” confirmed a woman with a harsh smoker’s voice, grasping an oxygen tank. “My eyes aren’t what they used to be,” lamented another, and everyone nodded solemnly. “You know what?” said a tiny, ancient woman across the aisle as she banged her wooden walking stick on the floor for support, gripping its morel-shaped handle with thin, bloodless fingers. “I don’t even eat the darn things and I can’t get enough of them.” “Sweetie, I’ll take ’em off your hands,” said her seatmate, and they both cackled loudly as the bus rounded a corner and left the last vestiges of town behind.

			Each spring, morel enthusiasts, driven by a lust that’s hard to explain and impossible to corral, head for the wooded areas of the country in search of their favorite fungus, hundreds of thousands of them, maybe more. They carry bags and buckets, maps and knives. East of the Mississippi, the morel hunters scour the hardwoods just as the trees begin to leaf out, committing to memory the bark patterns of dozens of deciduous species that might host a fruiting of morels beneath their boughs: elms and ashes, tulip trees and sycamores, even old weather-beaten apple trees falling to pieces. In the West, hunters learn to distinguish between conifers and keep track of the mountain forest fires that produce morel flushes the following spring. Morel hunters search every state in the union, even Florida and Hawaii. Some are content finding just a few for a single dinner; others hope to lard in pounds for the coming year. Still others, numbering perhaps a few thousand, don’t plan to eat any of their catch. For them, the morel might as well be official currency. These people work in the woods for a living, hauling out improbable quantities of fungi as a matter of course, and they don’t have the time or inclination to visit a fair or ride a school bus devoted to their pursuit. More than any other mushroom, it is the morel that separates the commercial foragers from what one hunter I know calls the recreationals.

			The guy in the seat in front of me was from South Bend, Indiana. He’d been coming up here to northern Michigan to hunt morels for thirty years and already had a cooler packed with them in his car, a fact that I took note of should my own efforts come to naught. There were hunters from Ann Arbor, Cincinnati, North Carolina, even the island of Cyprus. “A Cypriot!” Mary Ellen exclaimed. Boyne City was feeling a little more cosmopolitan. After passing a few hobby farms, the bus entered a pastoral landscape of fields and woods, and moments later we pulled into a large meadow by the roadside. Mary Ellen told me she had competed the year before and didn’t find a single morel. I found this hard to believe. How could anyone not find morels in a covert location where picking had been prohibited until the contest? “You’re optimistic!” she said. But how could I not be? The very essence of mushroom hunting is optimism. We were about to embark on a search for a type of food that humans could claim absolutely no credit for. We didn’t plant it, didn’t water it, didn’t husband it—didn’t tend it in any way. Nature was the sole benefactor. All we could do was hope to find it, and therein lay the rub. Finding morels was maybe one of the most difficult avocations that any sane person could adopt. Some devout morel hunters go an entire season without sating their desires with a single, perfunctory find. The professionals, on the other hand, traffic in amounts that would baffle the most successful of the recreationals. The serious commercial hunters didn’t even live in this part of the country, despite its long love affair with morels. I told Mary Ellen about the hauls coming out of Oregon, Montana, and British Columbia, how the commercial hunting in the Yukon made everywhere else seem like small potatoes, or so I’d heard.

			“A hundred pounds a day?” she asked me as we filed off the bus and gathered in the field.

			“That’s what they say, anyway. The good ones might do more.”

			The idea was inconceivable, and I didn’t begrudge her skepticism. She had been a reporter most of her life, a dealer in facts. Boyne City was the self-proclaimed morel capital of the country, of the world perhaps—and yet a good day of morel hunting here was counted in numbers, not pounds. A hundred morels was a grand day. A hundred pounds was a fantasy.

			And then the master of ceremonies made a horrible noise with the bullhorn, a tsunami warning blasting through the hills. Mary Ellen kicked up her legs like a nervous thoroughbred and crashed headlong through a briar patch at the edge of the woods. She was gone. I entered the newly leafed-out forest on my own. White trilliums bloomed everywhere. There were trout lilies, jack-in-the-pulpits, and Dutchman’s-breeches, and in places the ground was hidden ankle-deep in the lush green foliage of a type of wild leek called a ramp. I walked farther into the woods, leaving the timid behind. I’d forgotten my compass and didn’t have a map—no one did. In a broad vale I found my first keeper. Then, just like that, the siren sounded again and I started to make my way back to the buses. Ninety minutes had gone by in a flash of squinting at the ground. A tent was set up in the meadow where the buses waited. Morel hunters came out of the woods and waited in line to have their findings officially tallied by judges at the tent. The man who expected to take first prize had a group of hunters gathered around him in the meadow. He’d been picking all week. “There’s too many good spots,” he said with a winner’s twinkle in his eye.

			A bested hunter shook his head. “If I could have had that valley all to myself…”

			“You’ve got to get down where that leaf material is,” the champ was advising someone.

			My new friend Mary Ellen appeared. She had averaged exactly zero mushrooms per ninety minutes. A goose egg. She was mortified.

			“What happened?” I asked her. “You took off like a rocket.”

			She looked at her feet, now soaking wet. “I know, I know. I crashed and burned.”

			“We need to get you at least one.” But she had already reported in at the tent. Never mind that, I insisted, this is for pride. We wandered off during the final tallying and, sure enough, right among a patch of ramps at the edge of the forest, Mary Ellen spotted one. Her eyes lit up as she caressed this impudent little mushroom in her hand.

			Fifteen minutes later everyone re-boarded the buses and headed back to town. I found the hunter from Indiana and followed him to his minivan in the parking lot to do a deal. We passed vendors on the sidewalk hawking their big yellow morels for sixty dollars a pound. “How about thirty?” the man said, handing me a Ziploc that might have weighed a bit under a pound. I handed over the money quickly, as if this were a drug deal, not realizing that most of the morels at the bottom of the bag had already turned bad. Plastic is a terrible way to store mushrooms. It seals in the heat and moisture, rotting the fungi in no time, yet in my embarrassment I was too shy to inspect the goods.

			

			—

			In Truth, by Now I was not after only morels. I was after the morel hunters, and not just any hunters. I wanted to meet the best. I wanted to know who they were, where they came from, what they did, and how they had learned to find morels—and maybe why. My inquiries kept leading back to a single morel hunter, a furniture builder in town named Anthony Williams.

			Tony, as he’s known, is the patron saint—or agitator, depending on your point of view—of the Boyne City festival. He’s a third-generation resident of Michigan’s northern woods, a sturdy, bearded, soft-spoken man with a slight lisp. I found him in a little tourist shop that sold jewelry, folk art, and Tony’s distinctive wooden furniture, some of it massive, like the four-poster bed in the middle of the place that was going for thousands of dollars. The bed was the first thing I noticed when I walked in. It was impossible to miss. Tony had fashioned it from four solid trunks of pine, roots and all, which must have required painstaking effort to make level. A latticework of twisted branches formed a canopy overhead, and the effect was one of natural beauty. Sleeping in such a bed would be like laying down your head in a shady grove, comforted by dreams of fairies and wood nymphs. “We’re not farmers,” Tony likes to say about mushroom hunters. “We go way back. We’re gatherers. This is what the planet is handing us.”

			I asked Tony what made him so successful. “I go to the woods and I move fast. Morel picking is moving. It’s not lollygagging around. Right now I’m looking for mature ash trees and poplars. I pick morels from a distance. See that hillside over there?” He pointed out the window to a blurry hump of green in the distance. It looked like any other hump of far-off green. “I can pick out poplar and ash trees from here. Once I’m in the woods, I look for the big mature trees. Early in the year I look on the south sides. Keep moving. I pick where people won’t go. I love picking the ridges. There’s a million little tips like that. When my mother was pregnant she still picked. We’d pick in the morning, stop for lunch, and pick in the afternoon. We did some hellacious morel picking within a mile of where we’re sitting.”

			Though he lived in a fairly conservative part of the country, Tony wasn’t one to conform. He played in a rock band as a young man, did a year in jail for smuggling pot out of Mexico, owned a barbecue joint for a while, and now made his living as a craftsman. “When I was a kid, the festival was kind of a joke. It was this hillbilly northern Michigan thing.” The contest, he explained, was born in a tavern. “Guys were arguing over who was the best morel hunter—a bar fight!” A group of about twenty men met the next morning to settle it. One of them, a Lions Club member, suggested they organize the contest for the city. Since no one else was doing it, they decided to call it a national festival. By the mid-seventies the festival started to catch on. Tony first joined the competition in 1980. “Between you and me, I was stoned. I’d had a gig the night before, up all night partying. They said, ‘Jeez, it starts in, like, fifteen minutes,’ and I’m like, Awwwlright. I drive down there and I just kick everybody’s ass. I hadn’t been to sleep in twenty-four hours. I won it five years straight.” After that, he retired from competition so that others wouldn’t be scared off. He said this not with bravado but with slight embarrassment. “I have this label of being the world’s greatest morel hunter. It’s weird. In my own family I was second.” Tony’s mother was hands down the best. “She was a waitress, a hard worker, and she’d get in the woods and just boogie.” Tony’s dad owned eleven laundromats. One of Tony’s most memorable morel hunts was the day they dumped out the baskets of dimes from the laundromats and filled them all with morels.

			Sports Illustrated, Audubon, and USA Today have all written stories about Tony Williams, champion morel hunter. “I’ve gotten a lot of ink,” he admitted. “You know, I’m a great morel picker, I really am. The world’s best? That’s pretty heavy.” After retiring from competition following his fifth crowning, Tony joined the festival board and took charge of trying to bring it up to date, with a greater emphasis on the commerce and cuisine of morels. One year another board member asked him if he knew who Emeril was.

			“You mean the chef on TV?”

			“Yeah, him. He called.”

			“Emeril called?”

			“He wanted to come to the festival and cook.”

			“What did you tell him?”

			“We told him no.”

			Tony has been trying to get hold of Emeril ever since.

			Eventually he’d had enough of the small-time approach. “We have every pickup truck in northern Michigan trying to be the best morel picker. If we’re going to capitalize on this, we need to make this a morel town. We have to make this a festival where every restaurant is serving morels and you can buy morels off the street.” The new approach worked. The festival now attracts thousands of people each year, at a time when the summer tourist trade has not yet kicked in in other northern Michigan towns.

			“I’m into it,” he went on. “I love the fact that so many people do this. You get ’em all: rich, poor, the guy outfitted in five thousand dollars’ worth of L.L. Bean, CPAs surrounded by drywall and metal desks. It’s one of the reasons why my furniture is so popular. I’ve brought nature into your house. To me, one of the problems is the young people aren’t doing it. During my seminars, I say, ‘Where are your kids? Why aren’t they here?’ They’re home on the damn computer. Get kids into the woods to understand that food doesn’t need to come from the grocery store or McDonald’s. By picking morels we’re helping to save the planet, we’re educating people. I want to get the word out about stewardship and young kids, all these things.”

			

			—

			Later, at Cafe Santé, on Water Street in downtown Boyne City, the special was a plate of fettuccine with veal meatballs and morel ragu. After dinner, with a full stomach, I strolled a couple of blocks along Lake Charlevoix to Veterans Park, where a country band played Lynyrd Skynyrd covers under the festival tent and you could buy a thirty-two-ounce souvenir cup of beer for five dollars. I ran into Mary Ellen. She had been hunting right around her house that morning. “I got, like, a dozen,” she said, her eyes popping. “It was amazing. I feel…I don’t know…redeemed.”

			After the morel fest, I started to attend other mushroom fairs. I became a connoisseur of lawn gnomes and walking sticks. In the high Rocky Mountains of Colorado, I joined dreadlocked mushroomers at the Telluride Mushroom Festival, and in California I met oenophiles who paired their wild fungi with local wine varietals. Back home in Seattle, at my local mycological society, I met Japanese Americans in love with matsutake, Italian Americans motivated by the earthy aromas of porcini, Eastern European Americans who vacuumed the forest floor clean, and a host of other fungi lovers who hailed from all over the world. There were mushroom hunters known for their zipperlip patches and hunters known for their inability to find anything at all, teenage mushroom hunters knee-walking through farmers’ fields for blue ringers, and elderly mushroom hunters who couldn’t stomach a supermarket button. I met stage actors and academics, newspaper reporters and housewives. All these people were united by their infatuation with a little-known kingdom and their drive to uncover its secrets.

			But these were all recreationals. When it came to wild mushrooms for the table, most of them knew almost nothing in comparison to those who hunted for profit. Like a decent beer-league softball player, I knew there were actual professional foragers out there who made my amateurism seem like an altogether different game. The professionals did this for money. They made a living from the wild mushroom trade, and it was their business to know where the most productive fruitings of mushrooms happened, out of sight from the prying eyes of the public and me—an undercover economy that one researcher in the early 1990s valued in excess of $40 million. Since then, the trade had continued to expand, though it remained mostly hidden, as did the harvesters. With a knowledge of the woods that would put your average survivalist to shame, they quietly bushwhacked miles into untrailed forests and resurfaced hours, days, or even weeks later with overflowing baskets of gourmet delicacies. And in exchange for what? An itinerant life on the road, continually moving with the seasons? A low hourly wage and no chance for health insurance? A garden variety of potential wilderness pitfalls, including injury, exposure, even wild animals? Or, perhaps most alarmingly, the hazards of competing with other territorial pickers, some of whom supposedly carried firearms?

			Disappearing into a forest at dawn and exiting just before dark with a hundred pounds of delicious, enchanting chanterelles—this idea gnawed at me. How did they do it? I liked to think of myself as an accomplished naturalist and outdoorsman. I understood the fine nuances of habitat, the need to think strategically, the fact that there was no substitute for boots on the ground. Still, the expertise of the pros remained unfathomable. So I vowed to find these mushroom hunters and learn their secrets. Infiltrating the hidden world of the commercial pickers, in particular, would require caution. Martha objected outright. I explained my plan to an acquaintance in Oregon who was in the process of starting a truffle farm. “These guys are very territorial,” she wrote back, “and most pack guns. They can be dangerous. I’d think long and hard about hanging out with them.” Despite such dire warnings, I was already too far gone. To learn the ways of the mushroom hunters, I would need to stand on their turf, to pick alongside them, and maybe even sell some of my labor at a local buy stand.

			

			—

			The First Hunter to let me inside the circle was in his mid-thirties and had been foraging for money for nearly half his life. I met him through a friend of a friend. He took me along on the condition that I never reveal his patch or even his name. I tried to wheedle a location out of him ahead of time. “I can’t tell you,” he said without apology. “Where are you going?” Martha asked me as I filled a backpack with supplies. I said I didn’t know, and she gave me that look that said all her worst suspicions had been confirmed.

			Secrecy is synonymous with mushroom hunting. Stories of prevarication, falsified maps, cloak-and-dagger tactics, and deathbed revelations are passed around like family lore. I’d heard about one desperate competitor who lay in wait—“like a gator in the weeds,” the story went—for his rival to come driving by, so he could tail him to a secret patch. As with most mythologizing, there’s a high quotient of exaggeration and also a kernel of truth. Mushroom hunters do indeed know one another’s car makes and license plate numbers. They keep tabs. Questions of secrecy aside, the anonymous forager’s precautions weren’t so much about protecting his patch from others as they were about avoiding arrest and prosecution. His patch, it turned out, was inside the boundaries of Mount Rainier National Park.

			Like most national parks, Mount Rainier is closed to commercial-scale foraging. I shadowed the forager as he slipped through the forest like a commando behind enemy lines, quietly picking his lobster patch. As far as I could tell, he didn’t have a gun, just a pocketknife made in China. In little more than a few hours, we gathered a hundred pounds of mushrooms, then the patch gave out. It was a strangely exhilarating feeling to walk among such hidden bounty. When it was time to go, the forager surprised me by suggesting I drive. “This makes me an accomplice,” I said. “Yes,” he answered. I carefully drove the speed limit and watched my rearview mirror. A mile outside the boundary of the park, he told me to pull over. In the back, covered in tarps, was a thousand dollars’ worth of mushrooms. We both got out of the car. The forager said he wasn’t sure if it was smart to have brought me. He preferred to work alone during risky picks, and having a tagalong jeopardized his bottom line. “You understand, right?” he said without animosity. I said I did. But now I’d had a taste. Where could I find someone who would be willing to continue my education? He thought about this for a moment, digging his bootheel into the ground, then looked up. “I know someone you need to meet.”

		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER 2

			The Circuit Picker

			•••

			DOug Glen Carnell Regarded me sternly. “I’ve got nothing to hide. Use my whole name—first, last, and middle,” although he wasn’t sure about the spelling of the middle name. That was just about the first thing Doug said to me, and the policy never wavered as he showed me everything he knew.

			To say Doug is a woodsman is to make an easy understatement. Doug has worked as a logger, sure, but he’s also served in the military, pounded nails, cut steel, and captained a crab boat. When you drive around the Pacific Northwest’s moldering timber communities with Doug in his five-hundred-dollar midnight-blue Buick Century sedan, you spend a lot of time waving to the people you pass, all friends or former colleagues: shake rats, long-liners, Cat drivers, metal scrappers, and those three old coots jawing outside the general store. He might spin a yarn about the ghost of a little girl who haunts Willapa Bay’s oyster flats or point out the eroded tops of cedar posts used long ago as an Indian salmon weir. He’s skied with Olympic medalists and sold peaches for profit. He’s been thrice married and thrice divorced. But, above all, Doug is a mushroom picker.

			The first time Doug took me picking, we agreed to meet in Hoquiam, on the scruffy southwestern rim of the Olympic Peninsula, a place known for its ragged edges and old salts. I was looking for a tall rangy guy, middle-aged, with ramrod posture and nervous hands—a stalk of wild asparagus gone to seed and waving in the wind. Unfortunately, our chosen rendezvous, a 7-Eleven across the street from Sasquatch Pizza and the Hum-Dinger Drive Thru, was buzzing with police activity—a hit-and-run—and I worried that my new guide might spook and head in the opposite direction. For all his virtues, and there were many, Doug Carnell was a man with at least one major vice in the eyes of the law.

			But at ten a.m. on the nose he rattled up in his muddy Buick. Though Doug says he’s six-one, he looked taller, with long arms and legs and the energy of an itchy adolescent. He had a shock of graying shoulder-length hair, a bushy mustache that partially covered his upper lip, and the deep, soulful brown eyes of a born lady-killer. Forest debris littered his shoulders; this was Doug’s lunch break, not that he would be eating anything more than a Twinkie. We shook. His hands were rough, shaped and coarsened by a life of labor, with dirt caked under the nails and knobs at the joints. He was definitely not the picture of a modern recreationist. Self-consciously, I looked at myself: hiking boots, convertible pants, pink hands poking out from a shiny blue layer of swaddling Gore-Tex. Doug sat back on his heels, thumbs in his belt loops, wearing the traditional uniform of the rural outdoorsman, which is to say the man who works in the outdoors for a living: soiled blue jeans, black lace-up boots, faded green hoodie. The sweatshirt said Screaming Eagles, not that he could remember exactly where these loud raptors resided, maybe near Pendleton, Oregon, he thought, where he sometimes picks morels in the spring. Doug has harvested mushrooms up and down the West Coast for three decades, and each little town consignment store has its own rack of cast-off high school garb for sale when you’re in a pinch.

			Doug is what’s known as a circuit picker. He follows the wild mushroom trail year-round, picking his home patches near Westport, Washington, in the fall, traveling south through Oregon into northern California for the winter, and then marching right back up the east slope of the Sierras and Cascade Mountains in spring, sometimes deep into British Columbia if the pick is good. Along the way he’ll sell his mushrooms to a favored buyer or visit the buy stands that appear ephemerally like insect hatches in rural communities near the patches. The stands are often no more than a tarp or wall tent strung up in a gas station parking lot with a foldout table, scales, and maybe a woodstove. Regular pickers know they can expect to find buy stations in places like Willits, California; Brookings, Oregon; and Trout Lake, Washington. This is a cash-only economy. Doug doesn’t write or deposit checks. He doesn’t use a credit card. He doesn’t even have a bank account.
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