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  The Mushrooms


  True Morels


  Spring brings out morel hunters around the world, as the morels are the first fungi to come out each year. Those who want a great meal feel comfortable hunting morels since they are so distinctive. Those who will not hunt for anything else will be the first ones to go hunting for them in the spring. Morels are not easy to spot in forests and meadows. They are found in the East along streams, where old apple orchards grow, where elm trees are dying, and on east-facing slopes under oaks, pines, and mayapples. In the Northwest they are found the year or two years after forest fires. Central parts of North America host morels along streambeds and in tall grass prairies. In other words, they are found in many places. The important thing is to remember where you found them last year, as they will return for many seasons.


  When is spring? It occurs at different times depending where you are. Fruiting generally starts in March in the Deep South; early April in Georgia and South Carolina; and late April through May in Virginia, Pennsylvania, New York, and throughout New England. Middle America usually has its best collecting in May or early June. The Canadians enjoy morels in June at low elevations but on into July at higher elevations.


  Morels can be found at high elevation as late as late July to early August. The Rocky Mountain morels are primarily found in open parklike stands of Ponderosa pine and Engelmann spruce in May, but often at higher elevations in June and early July. Moisture is vital. As the forests dry out, the morels leave. Morels also seem to be more abundant where limestone occurs or on chalky (calcareous) soils.


  This book includes a number of true morels but a general description will be given for most of them. This is because new information has revealed that North America’s species are different from those found in Europe and Asia. The original names came from Europe, but DNA studies have indicated that it will be necessary to give new names to the North American species. But to the person wishing to eat morels, the names are not important. All the true morels are good to eat as long as you personally do not have a sensitivity to certain ones. Try a little at a time if it’s your first time eating morels. Do not eat false morels (page 8). Never eat morels raw.


  Morchella esculenta Pers.:St.-Amans edible and choice


  Yellow Morel


  
    Fruiting body 8–22 cm tall.


    Cap 4–12 cm long, 3–12 cm wide, oval to conical or pinecone-shaped, with ridges and pits, irregularly arranged, yellow-brown to caramel brown, attached directly to the stalk.


    Flesh brittle, interior hollow.


    Stalk 3–11 cm high, 1.5–5.5 cm wide, nearly equal, with minute hairs, dull white to pinkish buff, hollow, often enlarged at base.


    Odor none.


    Taste mild.


    Spore color buff to orange-buff.


    Habit and distribution: Single, several, or gregarious on ground in a wide variety of habitats. Widely distributed. Fruiting in early spring to early summer.
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  Morchella crassipes Fr. edible and choice


  Thick-Footed Morel


  
    Fruiting body 16–23 cm tall.


    Cap up to 16 cm tall, 9 cm wide.


    Stalk up to 6 cm in diameter. The rest of the description is the same as Morchella esculenta.


    Habit and distribution: Grows in dense grass communities and fruits a little later than other morels.
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  Morchella elata Fr.edible and choice


  Black Morel


  
    Fruiting body 5–25 cm tall.


    Cap 3–11 cm high, 3–8 cm wide, conical to rounded with elongated, longitudinally arranged ridges and pits, brown at first but soon with black to black-brown ridges and dark brown pits.


    Flesh brittle, interior hollow.


    Stalk 4–13 cm high, 2.5–7.0 cm wide, smooth to irregularly fluted and gnarled, roughened, surface white.


    Odor pleasant.


    Taste mild.


    Spore color cream to light buff.


    Habit and distribution: Single, several, or gregarious on ground under or near conifers. Widely distributed. Fruiting in early spring.


    Comments: Also known as Morchella angusticeps Peck and M. conica Pers. It is most often conical with radially arranged pits, but in western North America, it is often ovoid to rounded and robust, but still has the typical black-brown ridges. It fruits in spring. It is one of my favorites and I dry it for future use.
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  Morchella deliciosa Fr. edible and choice


  White Morel


  
    Fruiting body 2–11 cm tall.


    Cap 2.0–4.5 cm high, 1.5–3.5 cm wide, broadly conic, rounded, with irregular white ridges and brown pits.


    Flesh brittle, interior hollow.


    Stalk 2.5–6.0 cm long, 0.9–3.0 cm wide, smooth, fluted or folded, hollow, dull white to cream.


    Odor pleasant.


    Taste mild and pleasant.


    Spore color cream.


    Habit and distribution: Single or several on the ground under dying elm trees, mulch beds, and humus in a variety of habitats. Widely distributed. Fruiting in the early spring and even in winter along the California coast.


    Comments: The white morel is smaller than the yellow or black morel. It is not found in conifer habitats but shows up in Canada in late July.
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  Morchella semilibera (DC.:Fr.) Lév. edible and choice


  The Half-Free Morel


  
    Fruiting body 2.5–20.0 cm tall.


    Cap 2–4 cm high, 2.0–3.5 cm wide, conic to rounded with elongated longitudinally arranged brown ridges and pits, hanging skirt-like, flaring in age, partially attached halfway to the top of the stalk.


    Flesh brittle, interior hollow.


    Stalk 2–10 cm long, 1–3 cm wide, equal, white to yellowish with fine granular material on the surface.


    Odor pleasant.


    Taste mild.


    Spore color yellow.


    Habit and distribution: Single to several on the ground in sandy soil under oak and beech, or along streams under cottonwoods and willows. Widely distributed. Fruiting a bit earlier than the other morels.


    Comments: The half-free morel is the smallest of the morels, usually 4–10 cm tall. In Virginia, for instance, the best way to collect them is to stand at the base of a south-facing slope in oak forests and look up. The leaves cover the mushrooms and so it is easier to see them from below. This is true whenever they are found on hillsides. The tall slender stalks will stand out among the oak leaves. They are found throughout the United States.
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  False Morels


  I have included the following false morels because many people have conflicting ideas about their identification and toxicity. Most notably, false morels have a stuffed or solid stalk. True morels have a hollow stalk.


  Many people have eaten the snow morel in Pacific Northwest. In fact both my husband and I have eaten it in the past. New and extensive research on the toxins found in false morels, however, convinced us to stop eating them. Some people have suddenly become very ill after having eaten them for years. Some people who have cooked them but not eaten them have also become ill. The vapors from cooking have been considered the culprit.


  There is also a look-alike for Gyromitra montana (found in Canada) that is quite poisonous. It is possible that this look-alike is extending its range to the northern United States. It is in your best interest to leave Gyromitra montana and its look-alike alone.


  If you ever get ill after eating any mushroom, go for help and take a sample from your collection with you to the emergency room. Your physician will be better able to assess your condition and will be able to identify the mushroom and then inform the public, if necessary. Never eat more than a few bites the first time you try a new species. You must always be cautious about the potential for a food allergy. Do not combine more than one new species at a time: If you get ill, it will be difficult to tell which mushroom was the cause.


  Gyromitra esculenta (Pers.:Fr.) Fr. poisonous


  Common False Morel


  
    Fruiting body 5–18 cm tall.


    Cap 5–6 cm high, 6–9 cm wide, convoluted and lobed, yellow-brown young, becoming brown to blackish brown at maturity, attached at apex.


    Flesh brittle, stalk at first stuffed with white cottony mycelium (tissue), which collapses in age, becoming hollow.


    Stalk 5–14 cm high, 1–3 cm wide, densely matted with wooly hairs, fluted to irregular in shape, cream with shades of brown to red-brown.


    Odor mild.


    Taste mild.


    Spore color cream.


    Habit and distribution: Single, several, or gregarious, sometimes in clusters, on the ground, under conifers. Found in western North America. Fruiting in spring, usually late April to late June, depending on elevation.


    Comments: This species has toxins that are driven off by cooking. Inhaling the steam may cause the cook to be toxified. The toxins can cause vomiting, abdominal cramps, diarrhea, and other unpleasant symptoms. Rats fed this fungus in studies developed large carcinomas. Some people have eaten it without immediate effect but after a few years become toxified. I strongly recommend against eating this species. Gyromitra ambigua (P. Karst.) Harmaja is very similar but has smaller spores and is also poisonous. It has been found in parts of the United States and is distributed north into western Canada.
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  Gyromitra montana Harmaja nonpoisonous


  Snow Morel


  
    Fruiting body 9–20 cm tall.


    Cap 4–7 cm high, 3–7 cm wide, with deep lobes and convolutions, yellow-brown to caramel brown until very old, then dark brown, attached at apex but margin closely clasps the stalk.


    Flesh firm but brittle, stalk stuffed with cottony white mycelium which collapses in age.


    Stalk 6–16 cm high, 3.0–6.5 cm wide, longitudinally fluted or ribbed, minutely felted, white remaining so with slight brown stains where handled.


    Odor mild.


    Taste mild.


    Spore color cream.


    Habit and distribution: Single, but most often several fruiting just under or at the edge of or very near melting snowbanks, occasionally some distance away. Found in western North America. Fruiting in the spring, during the snow melt in May to early July (higher in the mountains).


    Comments: Gyromitra gigas (Krombh.) Quél. has traditionally been the name given to this species. The European species have smaller spores than those in the United States.
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  Puffballs


  There is rarely any time when puffballs are not fruiting somewhere in North America. They fruit in forests, in fields, along hard-packed dirt roads, in mulch beds, and in your lawn. There are many good edibles in this group. Some people love them all and others are only interested in a few. The reason we find them in such diverse habitats is that they are decomposers; they thrive on all types of grass, plants, trees, mulch, and even toxic material.


  After collecting them, puffballs should always be cut from the top to the place of attachment to the ground. The interior should be pure white throughout. It should look like you have cut through a block of cream cheese. The inside should not show the outline or shape of a mushroom. Fungi with this outline are the egg or button of a poisonous agaric. These can be fatal to eat and should be strictly avoided. Poison control centers find that many people mistake these buttons for puffballs. Each fruiting body should be examined in the same manner.


  After verifying that your collection is in fact a puffball, keep it in the refrigerator. Do not leave puffballs on your kitchen counter before cooking; they can spoil even though they still look fresh. There are many good ways to prepare puffballs for the table; see Puffballs Parmesan (p. 66).


  Calvatia gigantea (Batsch:Pers.) Lloyd edible and choice


  Giant Puffball


  
    Fruiting body large, 20–35 cm high, 20–55 cm wide, nearly round, white to light gray to yellow in age, base with a thick root.


    Outer skin smooth, felt-like.


    Flesh white at first to olive-brown at maturity.


    Sterile base lacking or very reduced.


    Odor none when young, very unpleasant in age.


    Taste mild and pleasant.


    Spore color olive-brown in age.


    Habit and distribution: Single to several together in wet areas near streams, in woods, or along edges of meadows. Widely distributed, rarely found in the Rocky Mountains, occasionally found in the Pacific Northwest. Fruiting in late summer and fall.


    Comments: This fungus is found mostly in the East. See Calvatia booniana for the Western Giant Puffball. Both are delicious edibles. The largest known puffball was eighty pounds. Remember the location where you find one, because it will be there again the following year.
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  Calvatia booniana A. H. Sm. edible and choice


  Western Giant Puffball


  
    Fruiting body large, 10–30 cm high, 20–60 cm wide, oval, depressed to flattened, dull white to light tan or buff, base with a small, thick, fibrous cord.


    Outer skin sculptured, soon separating into large, flat scales.


    Flesh white at first to olive-brown at maturity.


    Sterile base lacking.


    Spore color olive-brown at maturity.


    Habit and distribution: Single or several on bare ground, in open pastures, grassy areas, near old corrals, often near or under sagebrush. Widely distributed in western North America. Fruiting in late spring, summer, and early fall.


    Comments: This fungus is found nowhere else in the world. It has been collected and eaten since pioneer days. I find it equal in flavor to C. gigantea. I have fed fifty people from one of these puffballs.
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  Calvatia cyathiformis (Bosc) Morgan edible and choice


  Lilac Puffball


  
    Fruiting body 9–20 cm high, 7–16 cm wide, nearly pear-shaped but with a thick base, white to light pinkish tan, brown in age.


    Outer skin smooth, soon minutely cracked and sculptured over the top, smooth but wrinkled over the base and sides.


    Flesh white, yellow to purple-brown in age.


    Sterile base occupies the lower one-third of the fruiting body, chambered, white to dingy yellowish.


    Odor pleasant.


    Taste mild.


    Spore color purple to deep purple-brown in age.


    Habit and distribution: Scattered to numerous in old fields, grass, prairie, or desert communities, often following heavy rains. Widely distributed. Fruiting in summer and fall.


    Comments:
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  Earth Balls
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  Boletes
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  Edible Polypores
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  Poisonous Polypores
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  Teeth Fungi
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  Chanterelles
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  Edible Agarics
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  Poisonous Agarics
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  Until Orson K. Miller Jr.’s death in June 2006, the Millers worked extensively in North America, including Alaska, Canada, Puerto Rico, the Dominican Republic, Jamaica, and Belize, as well as in Europe, Australia, New Zealand, and parts of Asia. In addition, they joined a large group of scientists conducting studies of Great Smoky Mountain National Park. This entailed the study and recording of all living things found in the park, including mushrooms, plants, insects, and animals. Similar studies are being conducted in many parts of North America.
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