
[image: 001]


[image: 001]


Do you want more mushrooms? Do you?
For our dear friend, Larry Lonik, “The Mushroom Man”
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Introduction

Few things are as exciting and enjoyable as mushroom hunting. We have introduced hundreds of people to mushroom hunting, and to date, no one has said it wasn’t the sport for them. We have heard squeaks and squeals, yips and hollers. The joy of the hunt is the enjoyment of the woods in the springtime, the thrill of finding the elusive morel, and the pure pleasure of eating the bounty of the hunt.

There is an old saying: give a man a fish, feed him a dinner; teach a man to fish and he can feed himself for life. We feel the same way about teaching someone to hunt for morels. Once you get a bug for foraging you’ll likely expand into foraging for other types of mushrooms and who knows, maybe wild berries, nuts, and wild herbs.

The morel mushroom is the safest, most recognizable mushroom in the woods. This book is designed to introduce you to the joy of foraging for morels, how to find and identify them, and then what to do with them once you find them.

Our experience as guides on group mushroom hunts, along with our personal experience as “chasers” (people who follow mushrooms north as the season moves north) and commercial pickers, and our travels on the sport show circuit have given us the background to do seminars, teach classes, and write this book. In this book we want to share what we know about the growing habits of morels and how to hunt them so that everyone can be better at the sport of mushroom hunting, as well as preserving and preparing mushrooms.


PART I

The Sport of Morel Hunting

The sport of morel hunting is a springtime ritual for more than fifteen million mushroom hunters. That’s more than deer and turkey hunters combined. Yet there is very little marketing to the mushroom hunter, little knowledge of the rules and regulations for hunting public grounds; nor are there many books like this one educating people about how to hunt, preserve, and prepare mushrooms properly. The lack of knowledge has built up the mystique of mushroom hunting, partly because many people are afraid of mushroom poisoning (fungophobia), and partly because mushroom hunters don’t want to share their experiences because the season is short. Fifty years ago morel mushrooms were abundant. However, the population of morels is down substantially, and current hunters want all the mushrooms for themselves.
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A morel outside and inside.

Morels are the safest mushroom to hunt. They are the only springtime mushrooms in the woods that look like sea sponges (thus called sponge mushrooms) and have hollow stems that become the cap. Not only are morels the easiest to identify, but they also are the safest to pick and eat. For over fifty years morels have been harvested in the wild for worldwide distribution. There have been no recorded deaths associated with the morel mushroom.

This book will help anyone learn how to find, identify, and collect morels. We’ll not only teach you where and how to find morels and identify them, but also how to preserve them to eat year round and how to prepare them properly.

All fungus has bacteria in it, making it hard to digest. Wild mushrooms should always be cooked properly so that they are more digestible. Basic cooking methods and some great recipes are in chapters 11 and 12.

Keep in mind, the first time you try any new variety of mushroom, try a small amount. If you have no adverse reaction within twenty four hours, enjoy!
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All in a day’s work!


CHAPTER 1

Identifying Morels

There are five basic varieties of morels. All five varieties of this springtime treat share three simple characteristics. First, it looks like a sea sponge; second, it is hollow; and third, if you cut the morel in half from top to bottom, the cut line (outline) of the morel is continuous. If not, it is not a morel. The half-cap morel has the same outline, but part of the cap extends beyond the point where the cap and stem meet. The false morel or Verpa mushroom, which resembles the true half-cap morel, has a cotton-like substance inside the stem stock, and the cap joins the stem up inside the cap with a very definable junction. The cap can be easily knocked off, and the two parts seem very distinct.

Morels show up in the spring in the following order: The first variety is Morchella antigusticeps, commonly referred to as the black morel, which appears when daytime temperatures are in the high fifties to low sixties for four or five days after a full week without a freeze. Then Morchella semilibera, commonly known as half-cap or half-free, shows up when daytime temperatures rise to the low to mid sixties. Morchella deliciosa, the gray morel, appears when daytime temperatures reach the high sixties. Morchella esculenta, the yellow morel, appears when daytime highs reach the low seventies, and finally the big foot or Morchella crassipes appears when the daily high temperatures reach the high seventies. The season ends when the daytime temperatures are in the eighties for a few days. The last three varieties are referred to as the whites. Each of the varieties has a short window of growth relating to its temperature zone. Our experience is that everyone has their favorite variety to hunt and eat.

VARIETIES OF MORELS

We used to think our friend Larry Lonik liked the black morels best because he was from Michigan where black morels are more abundant, but he really liked them so much because their flavor is deeper and meatier, and they are more aromatic than the other varieties. Besides flavor, our favorite thing about the black morels is that they grow in patches and they signify the beginning of the morel mushroom season. When you find a black morel take time to look around. This variety is usually out in the open at the onset of the season. Usually the only groundcover is leaves; black morels should be easy to see. However, like the other varieties they sometimes can be harder to see. Often, the shadows of leaves look like black morels. When the black morels are taller later in the season (which can be as short as a week depending on how quickly the temperatures rise) they stand up like little witch’s caps on the ground. As the season progresses, the black morels can be found in the open, near trees and under or near the shade of evergreen trees if it gets too warm for them. Look for any woodsy area with good leaf litter. Look up for areas of blue sky between the canopy of the trees where the sun can pour in and warm the ground. You’ll likely find the first black morels in these areas. Once you spot one, mark it with something bright (like a Team Morel Sporebag in safety orange). Take time to look in all directions. Black morels usually grow in groups, and once you spot one morel you can often find others in the same patch. By repeating the same pattern throughout the woods, you will find a lot of black morels. Following the pattern is discussed more thoroughly in chapter 7.
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Black morels so thick we’re picking on our hands and knees.
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The odd-looking morel, the half-cap morel, looks like a sea sponge on the outside and is hollow on the inside. Part of the cap hangs over the stem.

The half-cap morels have very long stems with much smaller caps resembling those of black morels. They have less body and texture. The moisture content is higher and the half-cap morel falls apart in the cooking process. This is the odd-looking morel. Think of it like the Granny Smith apple, which is green when apples are usually red. Part of the cap of the half-cap morel hangs over the stem, unlike other morel varieties. We refer to the half-cap morel as the cooking morel; used as a flavoring for roasted meats and soups, they are incredible. The half-caps are sweeter with a somewhat fruity flavor. These are fun mushrooms to hunt because, like the black morels, they grow out in the open, with little groundcover, and grow in patches. One spring in southern Illinois we picked hundreds of these little treasures. We had so many, and because of their high moisture content we knew they would not dry. With some quick thinking on John’s part, we went to the big K and purchased the largest electric skillet they had, along with butter, bacon, and baggies. On the balcony of our hotel we rendered down six skillets full of half-cap mushrooms and three pounds of bacon. We used nearly every baggie in the box. We froze them, and through the winter John cooked them on everything from wild rabbit to a standing rib roast for Thanksgiving dinner. It doesn’t get much better than that. The recipe and storage method are described on page 100.

Interestingly though, many people are afraid of the half-cap morel. Some think it is poisonous, others simply don’t understand it. In Michigan where a lot of people pick Verpa mushrooms (which can be harmful) they won’t pick half-cap morels. In Nebraska many people think these are poisonous. At the sport show in Omaha we spend much of our time debunking this myth. Enjoy these mushrooms. Because so many hunters leave the half-cap behind, there are a lot of them out there.
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Morels are the first responders to feed on the decay of a dying tree.

The white morel family includes the little gray, white, and giant (yellow) varieties. These are the esculenta and deliciosa and crassipes morels. In the Midwest—Missouri, Iowa, Nebraska, Illinois, Indiana, and Ohio—these are the favored morels. In these states a lot of folks don’t even know about black and half-cap morels, and those who do often think black morels are spoiled or frozen and half-caps are poisonous.

The white morel varieties have much thicker cap walls, with deeply pitted grooves, and taste like steak. They can be the most frustrating morels to locate. Frequently we have found a single standing gray or yellow mushroom. As much as we know about the habits of morels, we still find these to be some of the most frustrating mushrooms to find. Perhaps it is because the wind can carry the spore for such a long way that one morel can stand alone in the woods. The white varieties of morels are easier to find by the tree-hunting method, discussed in chapter 8. Look for these varieties under trees that show signs of stress or dying. By this part of the season the buds or perhaps even leaves are on the trees. Trees without buds or leaves are under stress or dying and are therefore good candidates to have the gray and yellow morels growing nearby.
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Crassipes, the big foot.

The single most important concept that will help you locate morels is this: Morels are the first responders to feed on the decay of the root material of a dying tree.

The last white morel variety, the big foot or giant morel, marks the end of the season. These are not grown up grays and yellows but a variety with a stem stalk that is much wider at the base, that develops to be soda-can size or larger, and that has a thinner cap wall and a beefsteak-like flavor. Due to their greater size and thinner walls, they are best cut into ringlets and batter fried like onion rings or tempura. Whatever the batter, the texture is enhanced. By the time the crassipes morels are in the woods, the grass is up and often tall. We look for these in the low areas near a water source like a pond, creek, or runoff. Because they are the late-season morels and spore when the grasses are up, look for them in the grass, under the deep shade of the trees, and in the cooler places in the woods. They too are a challenge to find, but if you have a competitive nature and want bragging rights for the biggest of the season, this is the one to set your sights on. In areas where the grass isn’t so tall these morels can be spotted from a good distance. Their golden color stands out against the green of late spring. It doesn’t take a lot of these to fill a mesh collection bag.
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Gray and yellow mountain morels.

There are other varieties of morels (Morchella hybrida, elata, bispora, and conica to name a few), but in this book we’re going to discuss only the common varieties found in most states in the continental United States. Morels are found all around the world where there is a noticeable change of seasons or frost line. Morels do not grow in tropical regions except in high elevations where there is a frost line.

In North America morels move north about one hundred miles per week starting in Mexico in about February and ending in Canada in August or September, depending on the weather (temperatures).


CHAPTER 2

Identification, Growth, and Reproduction

The morel mushroom we eat is the reproductive or fruiting part of an underground organism, much like an apple is to the apple tree. Because of the organisms’ adaptability, need for survival, and the fact that it grows underground there is still uncertainty about its exact growth habits. Experts debate how the underground organism functions in relation to specific trees, how the mushroom we eat grows and develops, why some years are good and other years are not. What is certain is that when spring arrives and the temperatures are right, morels begin to grow. In the laboratory morels take two weeks to grow. Long before we see morels in the woods, they are growing deep beneath the leaves. They expand as they grow, like blowing up a balloon they gain height, width, and girth. Growth can be slow, but when the nighttime temperatures rise and rain comes, morels can quadruple in size overnight. Morels grow best in cool, overcast, or shaded conditions. The sun, heat, wind, and dry conditions are the enemy.

One way to determine the age of the morel is to examine its stem. All varieties of morels start out with white to creamy-colored stems, and as they age, the stems darken to a golden color.

In southern Iowa one spring, we scouted the woods for dying trees. Temperatures that spring had been very cool, and we were early for the area. We came across a sixty-foot dying tree with thirty tiny morels tucked into the leaf litter. We didn’t want to trample the morels as they grew, so we made our early observation and then backed out so as not to disturb them. Two days later we brought a group of morel hunters in. The morels were slightly larger, and we counted a total of 142 mushrooms. If we had the time to let them grow this would have been an amazing find both in pounds and numbers. Since we weren’t going to be around to see that happen, we picked and ate them then instead.

Morel reproduction is complicated because it is hard to observe, but a hunter need only understand that the morel is the fruiting body of an underground organism much like the apple is to the apple tree. Inside the apple are seeds to grow new trees. Spores, which are like seeds, are in the grooves of the morel. Air flows in and circulates through the grooves, pulling the spores out. You cannot shake them loose, but you can help with reproduction by carrying the morels you collect in a mesh bag to allow air to flow through the morel, helping the spores become airborne.
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