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Help Us Keep This Guide Up to Date



Every effort has been made by the author and editors to make this guide as accurate and useful as possible. However, many things can change after a guide is published. We would appreciate hearing from you concerning your experiences with this guide and how you feel it could be improved and kept current. While we may not be able to respond to all comments and suggestions, we’ll take them to heart, and we’ll also make certain to share them with the author. Please send your comments and suggestions to the following email address: editorial@GlobePequot.com.


Thanks for your input, and happy identifying!
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The identification, selection, and processing of any wild plant for use as food requires reasonable care and attention to details since, as indicated in the text, certain parts are wholly unsuitable for use and, in some instances, even toxic. Because attempts to use any wild plants for food depend on various factors controllable only by the reader, the author and The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc., assume no liability for personal accident, illness, or death related to these activities.












This book is a work of reference. Readers should always consult an expert before using any foraged item. The author, editors, and publisher of this work have checked with sources believed to be reliable in their efforts to confirm the accuracy and completeness of the information presented herein and that the information is in accordance with the standard practices accepted at the time of publication. However, neither the author, editors, and publisher nor any other party involved in the creation and publication of this work warrant that the information is in every respect accurate and complete, and they are not responsible for errors or omissions or for any consequences from the application of the information in this book. In light of ongoing research and changes in clinical experience and in governmental regulations, readers are encouraged to confirm the information contained herein with additional sources. This book does not purport to be a complete presentation of all plants, and the genera, species, and cultivars discussed or pictured herein are but a small fraction of the plants found in the wild, in an urban or suburban landscape, or in a home. Given the global movement of plants, we would expect continual introduction of species having toxic properties to the regions discussed in this book. We have made every attempt to be botanically accurate, but regional variations in plant names, growing conditions, and availability may affect the accuracy of the information provided. To positively identify an edible plant, examine a freshly collected part of the plant containing leaves and flowers, then present it to a knowledgeable botanist or horticulturist. Poison Control Centers generally have relationships with the botanical community should the need for plant identification arise. We have attempted to provide accurate descriptions of plants, but there is no substitute for direct interaction with a trained botanist or horticulturist for plant identification. In cases of exposure or ingestion, contact a Poison Control Center (800-222-1222), a medical toxicologist, another appropriate health-care provider, or an appropriate reference resource.
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Introduction



We eat plants or eat animals that eat plants; therefore our skin and bones, organs, blood and muscle come from plants. They are our food and medicine. In addition, they provide all the natural beauty, ambience, and culinary delights of a good life. They are the stuff of gardens and arboretums, forests and prairies, and mountain trails. Personally, they have given this average, ordinary man a lifetime of entertainment—simple pleasures, all free and described in the pages that follow.


Read thoroughly the “Foraging Rules” listed below. Follow these instructions and memorize the poisonous plants listed in appendix A. Although this information does not guarantee immunity from allergic reactions, it does provide essential protection against potentially toxic mistakes. The “Forager’s Thirteen” chapter presents my favorite wild plant foods, most of which can be found from coast to coast. “Edible Mushrooms” is a novel chapter, an introduction to fourteen easy-to-identify mushrooms that will add hours of pleasure while hiking and numerous culinary delights for your table. The “Survival Foods” chapter presents plants from deserts, desert plants, lichens, ferns and grasses, and other extreme environments that provide a potentially lifesaving calorie margin. “Yards, Gardens, Prairies, and Meadows” is a collection of edible weeds and edible wildflowers found coast-to-coast in these environments—many of the best edibles come from this group. “Fruit and Berries,” the next chapter, is a one-stop collection of fruiting vines, shrubs, and trees. If it’s a fruit or berry you are looking at, go here. The “Wetlands” chapter covers edible plants found along streams and rivers, lakes and ponds. “Edible Plants of Eastern Forested Areas” provides a clutch of flowering plants found typically in hardwood forests. “Trees and Nuts” is a coast-to-coast look at shrubs and trees that produce nuts. “Edible Plants of the Mountain West” specifies plants found in the national parks and wilderness sanctuaries of Wyoming, Montana, Idaho, Utah, Oregon, and Washington. “Edible Plants of the Desert” describes food from arid environments. And “Marine Vegetables” provides pictures and insights specific to edible marine and tidal area wild plant foods.


Read this book from cover to cover. Use it in the field and at home. Cross-check different chapters, as there are close relatives of several plants found in different environments. Start with the “Forager’s Thirteen,” identify these plants and then progress to “Yards, Gardens, Prairies, and Meadows,” which covers numerous familiar plants. As you forage through different environments, match the environment to its corresponding chapter and build your repertoire of wild foods.


Carry this book next to your heart or on your hip when seeking edible wild treasures to grace your table and serve to your friends. Many recipes are described here to excite you, but your unique personal discoveries will soon humble what I know. So think freely, my friend; invent and conceive—pass through this door of infinite possibilities and let your creative energy run wild.












WILD PLANT FORAGING RULES



1. It’s a good idea to watch a plant through its growth cycle before eating it. This is helpful because many wild plants taste best just as they break through the ground, when they are small, furled, and difficult to identify. By watching them grow for a year, you will know what you are looking for in every season and where to find it.


2. Before eating any wild plants, study with an expert or take the plant to an expert for positive identification. Always cross-reference with two or more field guides. Make certain you have seen color photos of the plants; black-and-white photos or illustrations are not sufficient for positive identification.


3. After positive identification of an edible plant, taste only a very small amount of it. This precaution protects you from an allergic reaction or ill effects caused by misidentification. It also identifies the flavor and helps you imagine how to serve it.


4. Beware of the carrot family: Hemlock, water hemlock, and other members of this family are poisonous. Learn to distinguish hemlock and water hemlock from elder (elderberries) and wild carrot.


5. Practice conservation. Never collect more plants than you intend to use. Do not pick rare or endangered species. Work to restore wild plants from areas where they have disappeared. Join others in forays to remove invasive species—check with your state’s cooperative extension services for details.


6. Avoid harvesting plants from polluted ground. Plants growing along roads may be tainted with benzene, lead, oil, and other auto pollutants. Wild plants dwelling near polluted streams and along cultivated fields may be poisoned with herbicides and pesticides. Forage carefully. Droppings from wild game and domestic animals may spread bacteria, viruses, worms, giardia, amoebas, and other forms of contamination into water that nurtures edible wild plants. Wash and cook all plants foraged from wetlands.


7. Purchase wild plants from seed and live-plant distributors (see appendix C: “References and Resources”). Grow them in your garden, close to your kitchen, and make wild foods an integral part of your diet.













Forager’s Thirteen



Just outside the door, in the neighborhood, and in fields and forests dwell the Forager’s Thirteen—edible wild plants that are free and provide superior nutrition. They possess a variety of delicious and satisfying flavors. These thirteen plants, growing from coast to coast, are easy to find, easy to prepare, and versatile. Put them in your garden and close to the kitchen for a robust and healthy diet.


1. STINGING NETTLE is number one. Transfer several of these plants to your secret garden and reap immediate rewards. Simply pinch off the top whorl of leaves from each plant, wash them, then steam or sauté the leaves for about 2 minutes to vaporize the stinging chemistry. Use the blanched leaves as a pizza topping, in stews and soups, and on sandwiches. Add it to your favorite sauces. Stuff it inside a sausage. Stinging nettle is versatile and provides a distinctive flavor you will come back for again and again. Here’s the bonus: When you pinch off that whorl of leaves, the plant bifurcates and doubles your harvest the next time around. Add this tasty, mineral-rich plant to your diet today.




[image: chpt0_fig_001]





2. WILD LEEKS come in numerous varieties: wild chives, wild garlic, wild leeks, and wild onions. My favorite is Allium tricoccum, the wild leek, or what mountain folks call ramps. Find leeks in shady areas, typically forests east of the Missouri River. Simplicity is best when preparing this plant. All of it is edible. Sauté in olive oil with a few drops of soy. Cook until tender; eat leaves and bulb. By June the aerial parts of the plant die off and a flower spike with white florets leads you to the colony. Dig the bulbs and stuff them in olives: Purchase “party stuffer olives,” reheat the brine, stuff a leek in each olive, return to hot brine, and seal the jar. When leeks are not available, stuff olives with other varieties of the wild onion family. Use the olives anywhere and everywhere: salads, martinis, pasta, sauces, sandwiches—you get the idea. More about this edible family later in the book. (More: p. 83.)
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3. VIOLETS (Viola spp.), found coast-to-coast in various hues, are great in any dish where color and taste are prerequisites. Leaves and flowers are edible. Transfer them to your garden and let them compete with your pansies and tulip petals for space on the salad. (More: p. 88.)
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4. WATERCRESS is a pungent spicy green that adds zest and character to any dish. Cream it into soup, stuff it in a frittata, pump up an omelet, or put zip in a salad. Find a spring or free-flowing stream near you, prowl around, and reward your effort with this spicy, high-kicking, versatile food. (More: p. 77.)
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5. CATTAILS, found near your watercress and leek sources, have everything you need to survive—better yet, thrive. In June the flower heads are edible. Gather the male head, strip away the reproductive parts in quantity, and freeze. Use periodically to boost nutrition in pancakes, muffins, bread, pizzas, and all those other dishes and treats that require dough or batter. Steam the female heads like corn, add butter, and eat on the stick. Cattail roots and shoots are starch-rich, quickenergy food—best harvested in the fall or spring. (More: p. 69.)
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6. DAYLILIES are found coast-to-coast. Harvested for their flower petals, they impart a mild onion flavor to the palate. Use in salads or stir-fries. Harvest just the petals, however, and discard the reproductive parts, which are bitter. The young shoots in spring are just OK, but give them a try—invent a surprising recipe. (More: p.

32.)
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7. SUNFLOWERS have edible seeds, and the flower petals, although tough, can be chopped into sauces, soups, eggs, and more. Jerusalem artichokes, the premier sunflower foodstuff, provide young, edible shoots in spring, and the tubers of fall and spring are excellent. Cook tubers like potatoes, in every imaginable way. Sliced tubers make a starchy, flavorful base for a tortilla española. Yes! Go native, and use all these plants in your Mexican dishes.
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8. YELLOW WOOD SORREL, often found in the yard or garden, is a lemony-tasting leprechaun. Eat both the small cloverlike leaves and flowers. Best in salads to balance the flavor of bitter greens and fun to nibble while watering the garden or hiking the fields. (More: p. 44.)
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9. PURSLANE, famous as a rich source of omega-3 fatty acids, volunteers in most gardens. Don’t have any? Then mix in a bag of store-bought manure and stand back: Invariably manure holds the seeds that will pay off. Add purslane to salads; cook in soups, sauces, stews; and eat it raw to get nutritional benefits. (More: p. 40.)
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10. DANDELION, for many, is a noxious weed. OK, perhaps. But for me, it helps in salads when an appetite-stimulating bitterness is required. Tear the leaves from the petiole (midrib vein) and add pieces judiciously to salads and cooked greens. Add flower petals to any salad where you want yellow to entice the imbibers. (More: p. 31.)
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11. CHICKWEED likes to compete with weeds wrestling for room along the edges of my lawn and neglected areas in the garden. A meaty “green”-tasting herb with an edible flower bonus, it’s available, ready, willing, and able—free nutrition, three or four steps from the kitchen, a crunchy and tasty addition to the garden greens. (More: p. 28.)
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12. BEEBALM provides two edible flowers with contrasting flavors: Monarda fistulosa and M. didyma. Fistulosa has a strong oregano flavor and is a pleasant addition to tea, refreshing in Italian sauces, and adds a delicate bite to Champagne. M. fistulosa’s red-flowered sister, M. didyma, has florets that taste like pineapple nectar; use accordingly—on salads; to scent and flavor white wines. Also try it on cold soups and ice cream.
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Beebalm, red didyma
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Beebalm, blue fistulosa








13. AUTUMN OLIVE is an invasive shrub with juicy and sweet edible drupes, fleshy skin-covered fruits with a single central seed. The drupes are available in September. The fruits are abundant—a roadside treat, often found in large numbers along roadsides and fencerows. Eat it on the run, but be careful not to bite the hard seed and chip a tooth. Abundant east of the Mississippi, in the Prairie states, in northern wetter regions of the West, and in the Pacific Northwest. (More p. 45.)
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Edible Mushrooms



Mushroom foraging, like foraging for edible wild plants, is rewarding. But few try it because of inadequate knowledge and a lack of experience fueled by fear. Here are fourteen mushrooms that are relatively easy to identify and safe to eat. These mushrooms offer variety and are available at different times throughout the year. The list is organized by ease of identification, availability, and season.




CAUTION: Like wild plants, there are dangerous mushrooms. I recommend you have at least four field guides (I have six) and key out any new or unknown mushroom in all four. Then make a spore print by placing the mushroom cap on a piece of black or white paper to ascertain the spores’ color and shape. Make certain all the characteristics of the mushroom match what you have read and discovered in the field. For first experiences, always forage with a knowledgeable and experienced expert. Botanical gardens, state parks, and universities may offer mycology (study of fungi) field trips. My three books in the resources section have stringent guidelines—read them. Never eat a mushroom until it has been positively identified.







NINE MUSHROOM-GATHERING STRATEGIES


To identify a mushroom, follow this advice:


1. Use four or five field guides (the more the better) to cross-reference each find. Hunt with a mycologist or expert.


2. Discover and understand basic mushroom structure, the parts and elements that make a fungus a mushroom.


3. Develop field experience—the ability to recognize mushrooms and their habitats.


4. Discover their prey and partners—the biomes, trees, plants, and animals that mushrooms companion with, parasitize, or decompose.


5. Make a spore print and know how to read it, which may require a microscope.


6. Use chemical tests when necessary to help identify the mushroom.


7. Forage familiar ground.


8. Join a mushroom group or society.


9. Forage with a partner; you will find more mushrooms and have the luxury of a second pair of eyes for identification. I am color-blind. Whoa! Mushroom color and mushroom spore color are necessary to correctly identify a mushroom, so I don’t go alone.





There are excellent mushroom websites for cross-referencing. Also read Jim Meuninck’s detailed field guides: Basic Illustrated Edible and Medicinal Mushrooms, Foraging Mushrooms Washington, and Foraging Mushrooms Oregon.


With experience, the following mushrooms are easier to identify than most others.


MORELS


Yellow Morel


Morchellaceae (Morchella americana, M. angusticeps)
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Yellow Morel








Identification: The yellow variety typi-cally starts out gray and matures to yellow. Larger than black morels, it has a full body of pits and ridges of different shapes and sizes; yellows appear a week or two later than blacks. They can exceed 10" in height but are typically in the 3"–6" range.


Habitat: Gray (yellow) and black morels are often found about halfway down a slope in the woods, where spores have been washed and collected, usually in a tangle of brush. Dead ash, elm, apple, pear, and tulip trees are good places to look. West of the prairie region to the West Coast, find morels in burnouts, along the sides of trails, and along the edges of campgrounds. Use your food dehydrator to preserve these mushrooms if you are fortunate enough to get more than you can eat right away.


Food uses: Morels can be dried and stored, pickled, or simply rinsed and frozen whole. They are delicious in all dishes where mushrooms improve the taste: omelets, frittatas, pizza, pasta, burgers, veggie burgers (sauté with wild stinging nettle, asparagus, and red bell pepper). Sauté the first bunch of the season in a pinch of butter and olive oil: Dust with flour, then sauté.


Black Morel


Morchellaceae (Morchella elata)




[image: chpt2_fig_002]




Black morels harvested in Oregon








Identification: These have a brain-like outer appear-ance, ridged and pitted, with pits arranged in columns; hollow in the middle; a conical cap that tapers; 2"–6" in height.


Habitat: Moist woods, under and around dead elms, hillsides under snags of dead logs, edges of trenches and runoff areas, fencerows of north-facing woods, burnout areas in the West. April and May in Michigan, later in the West.


Food Uses: Use in the same way you would yellow morels.



Half-Free Cap Morel


Morchellaceae (Morchella semilibera)
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A handful of half-free caps








Identification: Half-free cap morels are small, 1"–1½" wide; proportionally the stem is long, up to 6". Half-caps have brownish ridges and conical caps. Pits are nearly parallel, deeply pitted yellow brown within. The bottom half of the cap is free from the stem, the lower half of the conical cap hangs like a skirt; both the cap and stem are hollow. Cut the mushroom in half lengthwise and you will see the skirt attachment that is indicative of this species.


Habitat: Found on the fringes of coniferous forests and areas of birch and mixed hardwoods; moist shady to partial shade areas. A half-free cap that is similar but a different species is located west of the Rockies. Half-free caps are found a few days before yellow and black morels.


Food uses: Edible; prepare as you would other edible morels.




CAUTION: There are several morel look-alikes; next is one. Like all mushrooms, cook before eating them.





False Morels


Discinaceae (Gyromitra spp.)


Morchellaceae (Verpa spp.)
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Folded and convoluted Gyromitra








False morels are included here as a potentially toxic look-alike. I avoid these mushrooms. False morels (Gyromitra spp. and Verpa spp.) look similar to the edible morels but are strangely folded, as if nuked with radiation. They do not express the open hollow body of edible morels. There is tissue inside the semi-hollow spaces as seen when sliced longitudinally.


Habitat: Found in the same places as edible morels at the same time or even earlier.



DRYAD’S SADDLE


Polyporaceae (Polyporus squamosus)
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Dryad’s saddle








I turn to this mushroom when morels are unavailable. Dryad’s saddle is abundant, easy to identify, and available all year long. The flavor is not great, but it’s good enough when thoroughly cooked and immersed in a soup or stew.


Identification: Forming shelves, this mushroom, often found in large clusters, is fan shaped, up to 15" in diameter, and pale tan to creamy yellow in color, with brown scales. This is a pored mushroom with a tough stipe. Flesh is white, more tender near margins.


Habitat: Prefers wet woods and is best picked after a substantial rain (most tender then). Found in marshes; along streams; on dead timber, stumps, and dying trees of all kinds.


Food uses: Pick fresh young specimens that are wet and soft to the touch. A fresh P. squamosus releases a watermelon-like odor when torn. The mushroom gets tougher as you move toward the stem; use the tender outer edges. Eat both fresh and cooked.


PUFFBALLS


Agaricaceae (Calvatia gigantea, Lycoperdon perlatum)
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Eastern puffball
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Spiny puffball (L. perlatum) found in Montana
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Toxic Scleroderma








Identification: Puffballs range from small to large (1"–12" in diameter), whitish to brown (but not green, red, orange, or pink), oval to round or pear shaped; edible when fresh. Larger ones are easier to identify. They grow flat on top of the ground, without a distinctive stem. Be certain to slice the mushroom in half to check for gills or what may be the development of a gilled mushroom—a possible toxic amanita. Amanita gilled embryos emerge as adults from egg-shaped capsules; these capsules resemble a small puffball, but puffballs when sliced open do not present gills.


Habitat: Found on open ground under trees and shrubs and often in lawns. In Michigan we start seeing Calvatia gigantea in late August and September. Our favorite little brown puffball, found on dead maple and beech, appears at the same time. The small western variety, typically available in July (Montana), is found on open ground under pine trees and shrubs, often in lawns. Lycoperdon perlatum is found along forest roadsides and in driveways under pines from summer through fall.


Note: Find puffballs of various species from coast to coast. Larger ones are easier to identify. Pick, cut open, and make certain the inside is white and not yellowing—and that there are no gills.


Food uses: I slice large puffballs thinly and dry them in a food dehydrator. Powder the end product and stir into cooked dishes (1 tablespoon to 1 quart broth) when you want to impart a mushroom flavor. Fresh mushrooms are breaded and sautéed or deep-fried. The flavor is good; the texture is mushy.




CAUTION: Scleroderma citrinum is a toxic puffball look-alike with distinctive interior. Always break open a puffball to see if it is a potentially harmful Scleroderma or full of spores and thus not good to eat.





OYSTER MUSHROOMS


Tricholomataceae (Pleurotus ostreatus, P. pulmonarius)
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Oyster mushroom (P. pulmonarius)
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Oyster mushrooms (P. ostreatus)








Oysters were abundant and free for the picking yesterday, Sunday, May 2, the earliest date we have ever found them. I found them on dead beech, poplar, ash, and maple. They will be available through December.


Identification: Oysters typically grow in large colonies and are gilled. Gills (lamellae) are the thin radiating blades beneath the cap of the mushroom, and with the oyster species the gills are attached and run down the stem. Stem (stipe) is off to the side, supporting a funnel-like cap. P. ostreatus (a fall mushroom, October and occasionally throughout the winter) starts out white and ages to slate gray, then light brown. White to pale lilac–colored spores variable to lilac gray. P. pulmonarius is a white aging to gray mushroom found in late spring and throughout the summer. Prevalent on dead beech trees in the Midwest, and often abundant.


Habitat: Oyster mushrooms can be found on beech, maple, elm, oak, and birch. They grow in dense clusters—I once took a bushel off one downed beech. They will continue producing on the same tree or stump for several years, decomposing it; once the bark is gone, they find a new tree.


Food uses: I prefer the taste of oyster mushrooms over morels. Panfry them coated in panko (Japanese bread crumbs). They’re also great by themselves or with your favorite red or white oyster cocktail sauce. They can be used as a pizza topping, as well as in eggs, sauces, and Chinese and Mexican dishes.


KING BOLETE


Boletaceae (Boletus edulis)
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Cep, or king bolete








Boletes are putrescent and break down into a slimy, mushy, odorous mass after sitting too long unrefrigerated. They carry a good deal of water, so don’t wash them before cooking—dry-brush; do not bathe.


Identification: 3"–10" in diameter, a bun-shaped mushroom with a moist, smooth, and viscous surface (like a browned hamburger bun). Color variable from biscuit brown, margins paler. Flesh is thick, often infested with worms, insects, and larvae. They have tubes instead of gills, with the tube ends appearing to be stuffed with pith, first white in color and turning yellow, olive, to olive-yellow as they age—solitary and scattered and occasionally in groups of 2 or 3.




WARNING: Avoid boletes with red or orange pores (tubes) and ones where cap surfaces or pores turn blue when bruised, as these may contain a muscarine toxin. Avoid orange- and red-capped bolete look-alikes. Also avoid boletes with yellow pore surfaces that turn blue when bruised. Avoid orange-capped boletes altogether.





Habitat: I find king boletes in and around Yellowstone National Park in late July, typically in recovering burn areas, with 3"–10" spruce and new pine growth and dead timber on the ground. Farther west, in Montana, I stumble over them in campgrounds and along the edges of streams around the first and second weeks of August. I found several in one day during a warm year on Glacier Creek Trail in the Swan Valley, near Condon, Montana.


Food uses: The mushroom is watery; slice it thin and sauté. I cook them crisp. Cook into dishes and then freeze. It is too moist to dry. Eat and prepare as soon as possible, as its shelf life is short.



CHICKEN MUSHROOM


Polyporaceae (Laetiporus sulphureus)
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Chicken mushroom found in Oregon








Find one of these large spreading shelflike (bracket) mushrooms and you’ll have food for days, if not weeks. Often found in vacant woodlots and near populated areas. No need to hike into the wilderness for this mushroom—it’s easily seen from the road, often along roadsides clinging to trees.


Identification: A lemon- to orange-yellow (darkening with age) bracket fungus, grows on trees; typically grows in a semicircle, taking the shape of a convoluted fan; has softly rounded edges; tubes are yellow, and when fresh a slight squeeze will exude yellow juice. Can spread across in fans over a dead log. I have seen them spread to 20' with slight breaks between growths, and I have seen them as small as 6" across. Smell is pungent.


Habitat: Grows on trees, typically oaks, but also willow, cherry, and yew—seasonally available from late spring until early fall. In Michigan they are available June–September.


Food uses: This is a chewy, juicy mushroom that requires cleaning. Pull apart segments (layers), brush, and wash (I use a hose). Blanching removes any bitter taste. Texture and flavor when cooked is like chicken. I sauté the mushroom to cook and remove moisture, then freeze and thaw later to use in stews, soups, pizza, and omelets. Ideal for vegetarians. Goes well in risotto and with curry and various homemade salsas.


HEN OF THE WOODS


Polyporaceae (Grifola frondosa, Polyporus frondosus)
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Hen of the woods found in Michigan








Note: Jill, my wife, found a 35-pound hen of the woods mushroom in her secret place 2 years in a row.


Identification: Grows at the base of


trees. Central section of branched stems terminates in individual caps. Grayish caps 1"–3" across, with wrinkled edges. Stems gray also; mushroom browns with age. Tubes instead of gills.


Habitat: Grows on trunks of dead and living trees and occasionally on stumps. Typically on oaks but also found on other deciduous trees. Found in late August–October in the northern tier of eastern states.


Food uses: Requires diligent cleaning, with many cracks and crevices containing dirt and an occasional creature; I use a hose. This tasty mushroom requires enough cooking to soften its tough texture (depending on freshness). It goes well in all mushroom dishes. It dries well for storage, but I like to cook it first and freeze it for later use.


WOOD EARS


Tremellales (Auricularia auricula)
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Wood ears








I discovered these the first time while searching for morels—they were growing on small lengths of rotting wood. Found them throughout the summer; best after a soaking rain.


Identification: Rubbery fruiting body that resembles an ear; 1"–3" across. Has a jellylike texture and snaps in the mouth like cartilage. It is tan-brown with grayish hairs on the velvety inner surface. Stretch the mushroom to make certain it is elastic and rubbery. It produces white spores, and the surface, as mentioned, is rubbery.
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