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As soon as I left home in my teens, I cooked. I cooked to remind myself where I came from and to bring people together. Cooking for people felt natural and became a way to share with others. Whatever the occasion, we gathered: for dinners in cramped apartments, on fire escapes, by reservoirs deep into the night, in fields upstate, and at raucous dance parties in the woods. Through our early twenties and into our thirties, after 9/11 and into our forties, through marriages, births, divorces, deaths of friends, grandparents, and parents, and through one global pandemic, we gathered. This book is dedicated to all the people—both family and chosen family—who have shared a meal, cooked together, and leaned on one another in hard times. The table kept us grounded. This book is for all of those people, but especially for my forever dining companions—Lula, Sam, and Marty, my true north.
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Introduction


I am a mushroom enthusiast and an avid home cook, a curious market scavenger, and a keen observer of the natural world. In my work as a photographer for the past thirty years, I’ve had the great privilege to travel the globe. Many of my recipe inspirations and their flavor profiles come from those travels. After a childhood spent traipsing through the wild, I rediscovered the untamed and varied world of mushrooms—the diverse, healthy, adaptogenic magic mycelia of the fungi kingdom—through photography.


I have always been a bit obsessed with mushrooms. I drew them constantly as a kid. Later in my twenties, I came to love them even more through my work. I am captivated by beauty in nature and food, and mushrooms have been my constant muse. In photographing the work of some of the world’s best chefs and many of their incredible cookbooks, I gained an invaluable education, picking up something from every chef I have worked with as I peppered them with questions. I am drawn to books that tell a story, and to chefs with a strong point of view. Truthfully, I started my culinary education, like so many people, at my grandmother’s knee. Through her, I possess a strong sense of ancestral taste. Anchovies, capers, garlic, olives, salty pecorino, almonds, and bitter greens are the foods in my blood.


While photographing Baking with Julia, some twenty-five years after dipping biscotti in my nonna’s espresso, I started my culinary photographic education. Julia Child came to our loft in SoHo for lunch on one of the shoot days. She was marvelous. A few weeks later, when we went to Cambridge to shoot on location, I was struck by the simple beauty of her kitchen. Every tool had a place. Her hands reached instinctively for a whisk as she showed us the drawings that outlined each tool. The kitchen was absolutely unassuming, plain by today’s somewhat ostentatious, Instagram-ready standards, really. Everything was comfortable, and I got the sense that Julia liked to cook with her hands, whisking cream, kneading bread, and mixing pastry dough (I still make the pie pastry from that book). I feel, though I can’t say for certain, that she had no use for machines. I didn’t see many in her kitchen. Many of the chefs I have worked with have this in common with Julia, a sense of what is tactile and what is possible to make with their own hands. I’ve picked up this sense from Julia and the other chefs and try to use my hands whenever possible in the kitchen. I find cooking by hand to be meditative and prefer a whisk to an electric beater any day.


Years after working on Baking with Julia, I traveled to northern Sweden, where I experienced one of the best meals I have ever eaten, at Fäviken. I spent three days at the restaurant trailing its chef, Magnus Nilsson, in the kitchen, the garden, and the woods. His food was deeply delicious, wildly creative, hyperlocal, slightly uncomfortable, and completely sustainable. He cooked with the foods that surrounded him from the field, forest, and mountain. The pine, spruce, mushrooms, and moss—all of it was new to me in the culinary realm but wildly familiar to me visually and in an olfactory sense. Many of the ingredients reminded me of western Massachusetts, where I grew up. My family’s very small farm was surrounded by ancient oaks, sugar maples, and soft willowy pines, and was the perfect environment for mushrooms to grow. I spent the better part of my childhood outside, roaming the woods and fields around our home, my pockets filled with bits of sticks, wood, moss, hay, mushrooms, acorns, and pinecones. I was attracted to many of these things because of how they smelled, and those smells still have the most intense links to memory for me.


I attribute my strong connection with nature to all the time I spent exploring the woods in those days, identifying plants and discovering wild foods. The more time you spend in nature, the more you notice the cycle of seasons, and the more you connect. In my neighborhood, almost everyone’s mother was an herbalist. Talk of plants surrounded us constantly. At Fäviken, I experienced a “remembering.” My whole world changed after that trip. I came home and immediately started making finishing salts with pine and spruce, and fermenting flowers. I began making butter, the memory of which was embedded in my youth, having grown up with two Jersey cows that provided us with enough thick yellow cream to make the most delicious butter and clotted cream for shortcakes.


When I moved to New York City for school, I left the woods, the farm girl, and the smell of hay and wet leaves behind (though hay and wet leaves are still two of my favorite smells!). After Fäviken, I realized my somewhat hippie upbringing was right here with me the whole time. Once these olfactory memories were triggered, I started to understand food in the “time and place” realm, and began my blog, Hungry Ghost Food and Travel, shortly thereafter. The blog served as an exploration of wild and gathered foods from around the globe, travel stories, personal essays, recipes, and tributes to my ancestors.


As a photographer, travel for work has influenced the way I eat and cook more than anything else. Wherever I go, I explore local markets and look for ingredients to squirrel away in my bag and bring home to incorporate into my cooking. I talk to people I meet along the way about food, foraging, and native ingredients. I usually come away with new knowledge and inspiration. At home, I’m a regular at my local farmers’ market year-round. I usually go to the market without any idea of what I am going to make, letting the ingredients inspire me. These days the most inspiring ingredient is the mysterious and magical mushroom!


In the past few years, there has been a notable shift in cultivated mushroom availability. Gone are the days of supermarket button mushrooms under plastic wrap as the sole option for the curious home cook. Specialty mushrooms once available only to foragers and chefs are now widely sold in nearly every size, shape, and color. Farmers’ markets are teeming with piles of puffy lion’s manes, maitakes, and oyster mushrooms (in yellow, blue, gray, and pink), and many grocers stock multiple varieties beyond the ubiquitous white buttons. The wellness boom has catapulted dried mushrooms like chaga and reishi into the adaptogenic stratosphere, lending their signature scents and flavors to everything from our morning tea to our evening cocktails.


As for eating mushrooms, my relationship with edible fungi has been gradual. For the first twenty-odd years of my life, the only mushrooms I encountered at the dinner table were cremini, pickled and served on my grandmother’s antipasto plate, or sautéed as a component of beef Bourguignon, made famous by Julia Child’s black-and-white television show, one of the only programs I was allowed to watch. Julia had an infectious enthusiasm for mushrooms. Then there were my grandmother’s holiday mushrooms—again, cremini stuffed with sautéed stems, bread crumbs, parsley, copious amounts of garlic, white wine, and pecorino. Those mushrooms became the inspiration for my Thanksgiving stuffing; it’s essentially the same flavor profile, just with a larger proportion of sourdough bread.


In my late twenties, while on assignment in northern California, I met and photographed Connie Green, the famous wildcrafter and supplier of wild mushrooms to Bay Area chefs. We trailed her one morning through the woods near Sea Ranch, as she collected an enormous variety of edible mushrooms. I had never seen such a basket of diversity. I can’t remember if she found any candy cap mushrooms that morning, but I recall her telling me that they had a sweetness that smelled of maple syrup, perfect for desserts. After our woods walk, we ate piles of mushrooms sautéed in butter and shaved raw mushrooms with salty butter on crusty toasted bread.


Years later, I struck up a friendship with some wildcrafters I met at the New Amsterdam Market in Lower Manhattan. Nova Kim and Les Hook, Vermonters with over eighty years of wild food gathering experience between them, frequented the Sunday market. The first time I came upon their stall, I was mesmerized by the hen of the woods (also known as maitake), bearded tooth (also known as lion’s mane), chicken of the woods, and matsutake mushrooms, each fresh from the earth, bits of sticks and leaves still stuck to their stems. The mushrooms they offered struck a familiar chord, and I suddenly realized I had seen them throughout my whole childhood in the woods around my home. Nova gave me all kinds of helpful advice on how to cook them. I started coming back every week, and she and Les would reach below their table to pull out a box of the most beautiful mushrooms they had saved for me. I started cooking with them—dehydrating some, making stocks with others, weaving mushrooms into my everyday cooking. I was lucky enough to spend some extended time with them, at which point I relearned how to see the woods and the incredible bounty it offers. I was reminded of the beautiful cycle of life and death in nature that mimics our own. Today, thanks to the enormous growing interest in mushrooms, I can find many of the varieties they introduced to me at farmers’ markets, specialty shops, and grocery stores.


Mushrooms are widely hailed as the new superfood; they have many health benefits, and their texture and flavors are rich enough to substitute for meat in many dishes, and to accompany meat, poultry, fish, and eggs in many others. Dried and powdered, they take on a rich umami flavor and depth.


We are now in on the secret that most of the world has known forever: Once you start cooking with mushrooms, you will never stop. Throughout the pages of this book, I share my favorite ways to use mushrooms in drinks, broths, soups and stews, bread, breakfast dishes, salads, and sandwiches, and twists on classic dishes such as risotto and lasagna. I hope you find these recipes intriguing, and are as captivated by the mushrooms themselves—with their infinite variations in shape, texture, color, and aroma—as I have been since childhood, and continue to be.
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In this book, I am focusing on nearly two dozen of the more accessible, cultivated varieties as well as a few wild mushrooms. Most of the mushrooms can be found at your local farmers’ market or grocer. You can, of course, substitute your wild finds (once properly identified, of course) into many of these recipes, but remember that not all mushrooms taste the same. Some are mild, others are briny, and some have strong, earthy flavors. Get to know your mushrooms before choosing to swap one in for another. The beautiful maple taste and smell of candy caps, for example, works best in desserts, so they are not a good substitute for other mushrooms in savory dishes.


Mushrooms are an incredibly versatile ingredient. They are beautiful, flavorful, and mysterious, and can be humble or elevated. A simple dish of mushrooms sautéed in butter is one of the most flavorful things you can eat. Mushrooms can be free when found in nature, sometimes inexpensive depending on the variety, or worth their weight in gold. Mushrooms around the world are anticipated as a sign of the changing seasons; a giant plate is cause for celebration. They are elusive, and do as they wish, popping up one year here and the next year there. They grow in forests and fields and on trees alive and dead. They appear in recently disturbed earth after logging and forest fires. Mushrooms come in all shapes and sizes, with varieties that hide in broad daylight, and others that glow in the dark. Mushrooms can range from a dark inky indigo to white, black, brown, gray, orange, and all colors in between. Mushrooms communicate with each other, and some varieties can camouflage themselves to hide from predators.


Notably, mushrooms are not plants. It is said they are more human than the plant world, but they exist in a kingdom by themselves, the wild and magical kingdom of fungi. We know that all mushrooms are not edible, but how did we get to this point of knowing? I imagine, though I can’t know, it was through trial and error or perhaps some innate sense that early humans had with regard to what to pick and what not to pick; perhaps they watched carefully to see what animals ate. I have great respect for mushrooms. I only eat what I am absolutely certain is edible.


Indigenous peoples have a long-standing relationship with mushrooms, specifically with culinary usage and ceremonial purposes. Many of the world’s ancient cultures have been wise to the merits of eating fungi for thousands of years. Generally speaking, mushrooms are considered to be healthy. They are often adaptogenic and high in protein and minerals, as well as B and D vitamins.



Mushroom Terminology


Adaptogen: An adaptogen is any substance from nature—usually roots, herbs, or fungi—that can aid the body’s response to external stressors. Many mushrooms are considered adaptogenic, including chaga, cordyceps, reishi, lion’s mane, and shiitake (see Note).


Fungi: The biological kingdom made up of any number of spore-producing organisms that feed and grow on organic matter; this includes mold, mildew, mushrooms, and yeast.


Fungiculture: The cultivation of mushrooms and other fungi.




A Note on Gathering Wild Mushrooms


The mushroom kingdom boasts more than a hundred thousand known varieties, and countless unknown ones, too. Many are prized for their distinct flavors, textures, shapes, sizes, and colors, and are sought after for healthful and medicinal purposes. In many parts of the world, gathering mushrooms is as much a routine as ritual. The hunt for mushrooms is an adventure, but admittedly one that’s best left to those with the experience and know-how to avoid picking anything questionable. “Look-alike” varieties resemble common varieties but are not safe to eat, and many wild mushrooms contain toxins that can cause illness or, in extreme cases, death. In this book, I recommend some commonly cultivated mushrooms that can also be found in the wild. However, this is not a wild mushroom book. If you choose to collect mushrooms, you must learn how to identify them.







Inoculate: To introduce a mushroom spawn into a growing medium. In the natural world, this is often a log or stump; indoors, inoculation occurs on a material known as substrate.


Mycelium: The vegetative body of fungi, which includes a vast network of very fine, thin strands known as hyphae.


Mycology: The study of the fungi kingdom, which includes mushrooms, mold, mildew, and yeast.


Spawn: In the cultivation of mushrooms, spawn is used in much the same way as seeds are used to grow vegetables. This is the mycelium itself that’s grown indefinitely on a substrate.




Mushrooms can only be identified by doing a proper spore print. If you would like to learn more about collect-ing wild mushrooms, there are some great publications in Recommended Reading.





Spores: Spores are what mushrooms release in the reproductive process; the best way to identify mushrooms in the wild is to do a spore print, letting the spores fall onto a piece of paper placed just beneath the cap for several hours until a pattern and color of the spores are presented. Every mushroom has a unique configuration, by which the mushroom can be identified.


Substrate: The material on which to grow cultivated mushrooms is called substrate; in the wild, that includes rotting logs and other organic materials. For cultivation purposes, substrate can be cardboard, sawdust, or grains such as rye, wheat, or millet.
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Notes On Fresh Mushrooms



On Shopping for Fresh Mushrooms


For the freshest and widest variety of mushrooms, I highly recommend getting to know the mushroom vendors at your local market. Ask lots of questions; vendors are most often happy to share their knowledge with fellow mushroom lovers. You can learn a lot about how to prepare and cook mushrooms, and what to look for in the market at what times of year, by talking to the sellers.


When shopping for fresh mushrooms, use all your senses to determine freshness. Touch them if possible; mushrooms should feel heavy in the hand, alive, plump, and firm. Avoid anything with soft, damp, or slimy spots, or mushrooms that feel dried out or wrinkled. Notice their colors, which should appear uniform throughout the cap; steer clear of discoloration. Sniff the mushrooms, to make sure the smell is earthy. They can sometimes smell funky, which does not always mean they are rotten. (Avoid mushrooms that smell like ammonia, a sure sign that they have turned.) Look to see that the caps are tightly closed and the gills (if the mushroom has them) appear fresh (gills are a sign that the mushroom has reached peak maturity). Try to buy mushrooms of the same size within each variety, so that they’ll cook evenly (you can always chop or tear large ones as needed before cooking, however).


Cultivated mushrooms are pretty widely available at supermarkets and groceries; look for organic options whenever possible. The most common varieties, often wrapped in plastic, include button, cremini, portobello, and shiitake. I would avoid buying any pre-cut mushrooms or anything wrapped in plastic, which suffocates the mushrooms. There really is no good way to tell how long they have been wrapped up. Instead, look for supermarkets or grocery stores that have open bins of mushrooms. Choosing your own is always a better option. Specialty grocers and Asian markets are likely to have a wider selection of other varieties, especially maitake, oyster, beech, wood ear, and enoki. You will sometimes find these wrapped in plastic; if that is the only way to buy them, check to ensure that they are firm and fresh with a pleasant aroma.


On Pricing


As you explore the world of edible mushrooms, you will soon realize that prices can vary greatly. Some varieties are infinitely more expensive than others. If you find that one variety is prohibitive for a certain recipe, please explore another variety. I have given suggestions for swaps whenever possible. Another option is to buy a smaller quantity and fill in the remainder with a more affordable type. This way, you’ll get a chance to experience the difference in flavors and textures of each mushroom. Mushrooms are incredibly versatile, and experimentation by way of swapping varieties is always encouraged.


On Dirt


For the most part, when buying fresh cultivated mushrooms, you won’t have to worry much about removing dirt. Mushrooms from wildcrafters are a different story. They may have a bit of dirt on them from the woods or fields, but they are not “dirty.”


Washing mushrooms is a very polarizing topic. Because mushrooms are like sponges and absorb any moisture they come in contact with, they should be cleaned just before cooking. I like to clean wild mushrooms with a small paintbrush that I keep in my kitchen. (A dedicated soft toothbrush works fine as well.) I stick to the hard-and-fast rule of never washing mushrooms, whether they are cultivated or wild.


Some people feel fine about giving mushrooms a quick rinse. If you must do so, you can gently but quickly plunge them into a bowl of lukewarm water and swoosh them around, then set them on a clean, dry tea towel. Blot them dry right away, to remove any remaining water. The key is not to soak them, lest they take on water and turn mushy or slimy.


Once they have been brushed or plunged, trim the mushrooms of any woody ends and give them a good brushing to remove any remaining dirt, leaves, sticks, or debris, and, of course, any insects! (Humans are not the only ones who enjoy a nice mushroom meal.) If you find that the mushrooms still seem dirty, give them a gentle wipe with a clean, just-damp tea towel. Cultivated mushrooms are generally quite clean. Trim any old or woody stems and cut away any remaining substrate (the material in which the mushroom was grown).
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On Prepping


The prep work really depends on the mushroom variety and the dish that you’re making, but generally, you’ll want to trim off any woody ends or hard stems. Maitakes and lion’s mane are gently torn and shredded by hand rather than sliced; they tear naturally along the fiber of the mushroom. Large mushrooms are often halved or quartered. Any especially woody stems, like those on chestnut and shiitake mushrooms, should be trimmed away and saved for stock. You can throw them in a quart (1 L) jar in your freezer and just keep adding to it until you have enough to make a stock or you can add them to a chicken or vegetable stock for more flavor. Some recipes call for only the caps, even if the stems are edible; you can save those stems for stock, too.


On Storing


I learned about keeping mushrooms in paper bags sorted by variety from Les and Nova of Vermont Wildcrafters. Mushrooms are super happy in paper bags and terribly unhappy when stored in suffocating plastic, which causes them to become slimy and quickly rot.


Keep the bags open or very loosely closed at the top, and store them in the refrigerator for no more than a couple of days. If you must buy mushrooms in plastic-wrapped containers, replace the plastic with paper as soon as you get home.
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Growing Your Own Mushrooms


If you’re curious about mushroom varieties that you can’t find at your local grocers or farmers’ markets, try a mushroom growing kit. In the past few years, growing mushrooms in yards and community gardens, in raised beds, or even in mulch piles and other warm spots has become super popular. My Instagram feed is populated with many small mushroom growers; during the early days of the pandemic, the popularity of grow kits hit a feverish spike.


I love mushroom kits and have cultivated many types of oyster mushrooms (pictured left), cordyceps, and lion’s mane successfully in my kitchen. During our lockdown time in upstate New York, I had several varieties growing in big blocks all down my staircase. Growing mushrooms is like having magic at your fingertips. The blocks seem inactive at first and then suddenly they flush and grow right before your eyes. They can double in size in a day. Keep an eye on them if it is especially humid, as they can become heavy with moisture and rot quickly.


Mushroom kits are an easy way to familiarize yourself with different varieties of mushrooms, to learn about how they grow, and to see if you might want to grow them on a larger scale. If you do, there is a plethora of information available in books and videos and online, and, of course, you can always chat with mushroom farmers.


Designed to grow on kitchen counters or outside, the kits are made of substrate blocks (consisting of cardboard, natural wood shavings or dust, grains, or some combination of materials) implanted with the mycelium, or spawn. The blocks are wrapped in plastic. After unpacking the kit and cutting open the plastic, you mist it with water regularly. The mycelium responds immediately to oxygen and humidity, spurring growth. Over the course of just a few weeks, depending on the type and kit maker, the mushrooms should be ready to harvest and cook. You should be able to get two or three flushes (crops) from one kit, and maybe a few more afterward. After the last flush, take the kit outside and leave it in your garden or under some ferns. It will likely keep sprouting mushrooms, though it can be a matter of months rather than weeks for them to colonize and fruit. Many people place the blocks in the compost, where they will continually sprout once they colonize.


There’s an abundance of places to buy the kits these days, locally and online. Oysters in blue, pink, and golden hues are a nice option for those new to mushroom growing, and those who live in varying climates. They’re considered fail-proof. Some are so vigorous that they may even start growing before you open the box and the plastic wrapping. Lion’s mane kits are also great for beginners, and they are so otherworldly in appearance and divine in taste. Shiitakes are best grown on logs, as in nature; the process takes longer than growing mushrooms from kits indoors, perhaps even a year or more. They will seem completely inactive and then suddenly flush with pounds of shiitakes.



Cooking Mushrooms


Generally speaking, mushrooms are best eaten cooked, even briefly. All mushrooms cook best at high heat, with lots of fat (I generally cook them in butter, olive oil, or ghee). The heat helps rid the mushrooms of excess water as it concentrates their flavor. Mushrooms release their own liquid as they cook, then absorb the fat to make up for that lost moisture, becoming intense flavor bombs in the process.


Take care not to crowd the pan when cooking mushrooms. You want to give them room to cook on their own and release water, so they sear rather than steam (it’s the mushy squeakiness that you’re avoiding). For the best flavor and texture, brown them just until you can smell the mushrooms. Avoid salting mushrooms too early, as it will draw out moisture and turn them rubbery instead of nicely seared and caramelized.


Sauté: Sautéing is one of the easiest and most familiar methods for cooking mushrooms. Start by heating up butter, olive oil, or ghee in a skillet, then add whole, sliced, or torn mushrooms. Cook by tossing the mushrooms until they are fragrant and just beginning to turn brown, and then add garlic and any other aromatics, stirring to incorporate them. Continue to cook until the mushrooms are browned.


Dry sauté: This method for cooking mushrooms is less well known, but it shouldn’t be. To dry sauté means to cook in a hot skillet without adding any fat or other ingredients. Heat the skillet over medium-high until it is quite hot, then add chopped, torn, sliced, or whole mushrooms in a single layer. As the mushrooms start to release water, their flavors become more intense, concentrated, and “mushroomy” than when cooked with fats and aromatics. You can flavor them after dry sautéing with fats such as butter or olive oil, sauces like soy, or sweeteners like maple syrup. I use the dry sauté method to cook the mushrooms for the relish in the grilled cheese sandwiches.


Roast: Roasting is one of my favorite ways to cook mushrooms, as it is very hands off. Roasting concentrates the flavor of mushrooms. I generally roast mushrooms in a sheet pan or a large cast-iron skillet. I add some fat, either olive oil, ghee, or butter, and a few seasonings, depending on the flavor profile I’m after.


Sear: Searing mushrooms is a great way to get a crispy texture and golden-brown color. The key is to cook them in a skillet over medium-high heat and in a single layer, leaving them undisturbed and flipping halfway through. This usually takes about 3 minutes on each side, depending on the type and size of mushroom. Make sure to coat the pan with enough butter or oil, to keep the mushrooms from sticking as they develop a nice crust. Be sure to salt at the end, so you don’t draw water out of the mushrooms too early.


Grill: Mushrooms are delicious grilled over a flame, where they can take on a little smoky flavor. I start by oiling the grill or grill pan and getting it quite hot. Then I brush the mushrooms with a little olive oil, melted butter, or ghee, and place them over the flame or in the hot grill pan. The mushrooms will sputter a bit as they release moisture and take on a nice char.
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Mushroom Varieties


This book is dedicated to a mere handful of the thousands of mushroom varieties that exist. What follows is a list of the mushrooms I use most in my cooking and for the fresh and dried powders and pastes that make up my larder. It is not an exhaustive list, just the mushrooms that I rely on most for their distinct flavors, textures, and immune-boosting qualities. Most can be found at specialty grocers and farmers’ markets year-round. The recipes and flavor profiles can be applied to many more varieties than I have covered here; this is meant to be a small exploration into the vast world of fungi. As a visual person, photographer, and cook, I am drawn to the beauty of the more aesthetic varieties, like maitake, oyster, lion’s mane, enoki, reishi, and shiitake, which all happen to have some of the best flavors. Truth be told, however, these varieties barely hold a candle to the incredibly wide variety of wild mushrooms, which include inky blue caps, vibrant orange lobsters, and mushrooms that look like delicate branches of coral plucked from the depths of the sea, to name just a few of my many favorites. The world of wild mushrooms is something to be studied and revered, respected, and approached with caution until you can call yourself an expert.
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Beech


Beech


Beech mushrooms are named for the tree on which they commonly grow in clusters. The small, slender mushrooms are widely available in white and brown varieties. Brown beech mushrooms are the color of field mice, while the white ones resemble a chalky lime wash. Beech mushrooms are mild in flavor, a little sweet, slightly earthy, and nutty when cooked. They are a great candidate for pickling because they retain some crunch. They originated in Asia and are now cultivated in many parts of the world and sold fresh at many supermarkets, specialty grocers, and online. White beech are often packaged and labeled “Bunapi,” a trademark name for a patented variety from the Hokuto Corporation. They are commonly used in soups, stews, and stir-fries, and take well to roasting and sautéing.
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CANDY CAP


Candy Cap


Candy cap mushrooms are small and delicate, with a sweetly aromatic, maple-forward flavor profile and deep maple color. They are often used to flavor desserts and drinks, but in their dried form, they’re used in savory dishes as well. Their smell is not as strong when fresh, but drying them releases their distinctly sweet, powerful fragrance, with notes of brown sugar and jaggery. Growing primarily along the West Coast in California and Oregon, candy caps grow in patches of moss, as well as in rotting matter and on hardwoods.
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	Chanterelle





Chanterelle


Chanterelle is the common name for several different species of fungi, which includes the yellow foot. One of the more well-known wild mushrooms, chanterelles are also known as girolles, and are beloved by chefs. They range in color from vibrant newt orange to butter yellow; variations in color can be found in the same patch. Chanterelles are generally 1½ to 2 inches (4 to 5 cm) in height, with a cap spread of a similar size. I have seen them much larger as well, depending on the weather. The cap is a little frilly at the edges, like a lacy Victorian collar. Chanterelles are gathered in the wild, not cultivated, and sold at farmers’ markets and specialty grocers. Their season depends on the weather, but generally it’s late spring into early summer. Chanterelles are best eaten fresh; I don’t find dried or powdered ones to retain much of their flavor. They are at once subtle with a delicate fruit flavor that some compare to apricots, lightly woodsy like the smell of wet maple leaves in fall, and slightly peppery.
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	Chaga





Chaga


Also known as cinder conk or black mass, chaga look nothing like mushrooms. They are dense, woody fungi that grow on birch trees, in dark, inky patches that stick out from the surface of the tree. They look almost charred, as though they have survived a fire—brown to black in color, dark on the outside and lighter reddish brown on the inside. Unlike many other mushrooms, chaga cannot be consumed in their natural state; they must be cut off from a tree with a saw and then cut or hammered into smaller pieces, which are ground into fine powder either with a very powerful processor or in a mortar and pestle. Chaga powder has an earthy, mildly sweet flavor that reminds me of maple sap, with notes of vanilla, and is widely used for teas and tinctures. It has become popular as a coffee substitute; its flavor is much smoother and less bitter than other coffee substitutes like chicory or burdock root. Medicinally, chaga has powerful anti-inflammatory properties; it also aids in lowering blood pressure and cholesterol.
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	Chestnut





Chestnut


Chestnut mushrooms, also known as cinnamon caps, have a beautiful brown-red color like their namesake nuts. They grow in clusters, both wild and cultivated, with frilly white scales that are present in the early stage of growth. Chestnut mushrooms are round in the cap, with long stems. (In the United Kingdom, the name “chestnut mushrooms” refers to the cremini variety.) Like beech mushrooms, they retain a bit of toothsome crunch even after cooking. Chestnut mushrooms have a nutty, peppery taste that pairs well with garlic and other umami flavors such as miso or seaweed. I find them to be very versatile mushrooms. Chestnuts are one of the easier and more popular types of mushrooms to grow in a home mushroom kit.
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Cordyceps






Cordyceps


Cordyceps, sometimes referred to as caterpillar fungus, originate from Asia, and thrive in tropical forests and other areas with particularly humid conditions and high temperatures; they grow wild in the Himalayan foothills of Tibet and Bhutan. Cordyceps are now being cultivated successfully. They are bright orange or brown in color; their flavor is earthy and nutty, with some underlying bitterness. Cordyceps are prized for their adaptogenic properties. They are believed to help fight inflammation, boost oxygen and energy levels, enhance blood flow, and strengthen the immune system.
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	King Trumpet





King Trumpet


With thick, hearty stems and narrow, flat, silvery-brown, trumpet-shaped caps, king trumpets are the largest mushrooms in the diverse oyster mushroom family. They are also known as king oysters or French horns. They grow wild in many places throughout the world and are also widely cultivated. Versatile king trumpets have a slightly sweet, earthy, woodsy flavor, becoming more deeply earthy as they cook (they have little to no aroma when raw). Once cooked, they can take on a meaty or seafood-like texture, depending on what they’re cooked with. I use king trumpets to make a meatless au poivre and a classic schnitzel. King trumpets are also nice when shaved super thin on a mandoline, then deep-fried and dusted with crunchy salt for super-umami chips to serve with a creamy dip and cocktails. To prep king trumpets, trim off any woody stem ends; there won’t be much else to clean, as they are usually free of dirt and debris.
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Enoki


Enoki mushrooms are delicate and thin, with long stems and tiny button caps. They grow in clusters, like long strands of mushroom grass. In the wild, they are native to many East Asian countries including China, Japan, and Korea, where they have a long-standing history in medicine. Wild enoki are exposed to the elements, so they are not as pure white as the cultivated varieties found in grocery stores; the cultivated ones are quite beautiful. Enoki have a very clean, mild taste with just a hint of sweetness; they are not deeply earthy. I like their crunch. I dehydrate enoki and use them to top Mushroom Chocolate Bark and Salty Sour Dark Rye. Enoki are found year-round at specialty grocers, including Asian supermarkets. Prep enoki by trimming stem ends and separating the strands. I sometimes leave small clumps of them attached because I like the way they take on a fan-like appearance when cooked, as you can see in the Mixed Mushroom Pakora. Though they are often eaten raw, I prefer to sear or sauté enoki briefly before eating.
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Lion’s Mane


Lion’s mane is one of my favorite mushrooms. When found in the wild, they have long, icicle-like manes. Cultivated lion’s manes are rounder and cloud-like, with tiny, needle-like hairs. They look quite otherworldly, like some made-up creature from beyond our universe. Some claim that lion’s mane has a mild seafood flavor, while others liken it to cocoa. Yet saying that it tastes like crab or lobster does it a disservice, I think. The taste is much more complex, layered, and mysterious. Different flavor profiles come through based on cooking methods. When roasted, it’s decidedly more seafood-like, but when dried into a powder, the effect is more rounded: earthy, intensely mushroomy, nutty, and buttery. You can find cultivated lion’s mane year-round at specialty shops and grocers and from local growers at farmers’ markets, or you can grow your own in a block kit. To prep lion’s mane, I gently shred along the fiber into whatever size piece is needed; the mushrooms tear easily into crabmeat-like strands.
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Maitake


I know I am not supposed to pick favorites, but if anyone is asking, maitake is mine, thanks to its fluffy, hen-like appearance. (It is also known as hen of the woods.) In Japan, it is called the dancing mushroom based on the folklore of the dancing joy felt when one is found. It is a dense, ruffled mushroom with frilly, overlapping stems and caps. Maitakes appear in beautiful, soft, striated browns, reminding me of a calico cat, the color running from a pale shade to a dustier deep brown, with thin dark edges around the cap. Maitake smells of the deep, cool forest, where it generally grows at the base of oak trees; the aroma is reminiscent of wet tree bark. Flavor-wise, it is woodsy and slightly funky, a little barnyard. Having grown up on a farm, I have an odd affinity for the smell of manure; maitake has this, in the same way that manure can smell sweet like hay and cows’ breath. I add wildly earthy dried maitake powder wherever a dose of funky layered mushroom flavor is needed; it’s the perfect savory to balance sweetness. Maitake is an adaptogenic mushroom with a long-standing history of use in Eastern medicine, boasting myriad health benefits.
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