


CHAPTER 1

Forest to Table

Harvesting Etiquette
Many people are surprised to learn that plant-based
wisdom does not apply to fungi. Mushrooms are not
plants. They are their own Kingdom of nature and operate
under an entirely different set of rules. In fact, geneticists
say mushrooms are more closely related to humans than
they are to plants.

Mushroom Myths We’d Like to Debunk
You Shouldn’t Over-Pick
For most mushrooms, over-picking is not an issue. The
mushroom is analogous to an apple on a tree. The
mushroom you harvest is in fact the fruit of a much larger,
underground organism. You don’t hurt the tree when you
pick apples, and you don’t hurt the mycelium when you
pick mushrooms. As for spores, even highly skilled,
commercial pickers miss more than a few mushrooms,
which in turn mature and release millions, billions, or even
trillions of spores.

Always Cut, Don’t Pull



The mushroom doesn’t care whether you pluck it
completely out of the earth or carefully slice it off. Those
aren’t roots attached to the base of the mushroom—they
are hyphae, which are the very thin threads of mycelium,
or the vegetative form of fungi. Mycelium reproduces with
amazing speed, creating a giant underground network. No
matter how you harvest the mushroom fruit, you won’t
hurt it. Sometimes cutting a mushroom will prevent you
from getting enough of a tasty stem. Other times a knife
will give you the precision needed to allow tiny, baby
mushrooms clustering at the base of the one you are
harvesting to keep growing. We suggest being open to
both methods, and using your judgment.

Mesh Bags or Baskets Should be Used to Spread Spores
Feel free to do this if it makes you feel better, but the
reality is that mushrooms have no problem sporulating on
their own. A single mushroom releases billions of spores
per day. We like mesh because it helps circulate air, keeps
mushrooms fresh, and allows any loosened dirt to fall
away.

Mushroom Matters We Do Care About
Please Don’t Trample!
Science shows that trampling prevents mushrooms from
fruiting, as it can be damaging to the mycelium under the
soil for that season (morels are an exception—they like
disturbance). We have seen entire areas devastated by
grazing cattle.



Leave No Trace
It goes without saying that you shouldn’t litter. Beyond
that, we recommend that you travel as invisibly through
the forest as possible. This is just plain good for the earth,
and also keeps your favorite spots secret. Savvy
competitors will follow your trail, notice your walked-
upon patch, and spot your mushroom trimmings. Take a
minute to hide any signs of your presence and to disperse
dropped mushroom tidbits.

Leave Some for Others
Consider leaving some mushrooms for other pickers,
hungry animals, or to let them keep on doing their thing.
While this is not necessary, it demonstrates a generous
spirit and creates good fungal juju.

Respect Trails
One danger foragers pose to wilderness areas is our trail
activity. Use trails to get into the backcountry, but don’t
forage too close to them. The areas adjacent to trails are
especially susceptible to trampling. When you go “off-
piste,” try to get thirty feet or more away from the trail and
remain at that distance.

HINTS
ERIN BROWN suggests that when you are the first to find an
edible mushroom in a group of people, call everyone over to



see the mushroom in the ground so they know what to look
for! Read more about Erin on page 98.

Harvest
Once you have successfully identified and collected some
mushrooms, getting them home and ready to eat is your
next challenge. Of course, this task is compounded when
you are lucky enough to be bringing home pounds and
pounds of fungi!

Keep it Clean

Experienced mushroom foragers know: it is always worth
your time to clean your mushrooms in the field. Filling a
bag with dirty mushrooms is something few fungi hunters
do more than once, as there is always regret when you get
said bag back to your kitchen. When dirt and mushrooms
are allowed to hang out together, they often glue
themselves to each other and become insufferable to clean.
Sometimes it is so bad that your haul is only worthy of the
compost pile.

When we pick fungi, we take the time to remove any dirt.
This frequently starts by leaving dirty mushrooms in the
field. Some specimens are so dirty from rain and mud that
cleaning them is impossible. At the same time, different



people have different dirt tolerances. If you don’t mind a
little dirt, don’t let us stop you!

HINTS
ELINOAR SHAVIT says clean, clean, clean. Take the extra
time to clean your mushrooms in the field, so you don’t bring
the dirt home with you! Read more about Elinoar on page 147.

Field Cleaning Tips
Cut the Stem
Cutting away the dirty bottom bit of the stem is always a
good first step. On bigger mushrooms you can sometimes
peel away the base with your fingers, though we often trim
the lower part of the stem with a foraging knife, starting
where the dirt ends.

Remove Dirt with a Brush
Use a brush to remove any additional loose dirt from the
stem, and then the cap. Some foragers use a paint or
toothbrush to tackle dirt, though we prefer a mushroom
knife with an integrated brush because a single tool is
easier to manage and keep track of. Of note: The ideal
mushroom brushes are often made from stiff boar’s-hair
bristles.



Use the Right Collection Bag
A container with a mesh bottom or a basket with some
holes in the bottom is preferred, so that excess soil can
simply fall away. The goal is to collect mushrooms, not
dirt!

Transport
Your next job is to get the mushrooms home in good
condition—essential if you want to enjoy your haul.

Essential Elements During Transport
Temperature
Mushrooms degrade very quickly at warmer temperatures.
Try to plan your day so that you can get your fungi to a
cool place. Don’t ever leave them in a hot car! In the field,
we always try to store them in a shady place, next to a cool



creek if possible. We almost always bring coolers and ice
packs on full-day foraging adventures.

Moisture and Airflow
Mushrooms don’t like to be wet, and if you combine
recently foraged wet mushrooms with an enclosed space,
you will end up with mush that belongs in the compost.
Our favorite foraging bags have mesh sides and bottoms
for breathability. If it is raining, we try to keep the bags
covered. Sometimes, despite best efforts, they will get wet.
In this case, try to expose them to dry, fresh air as soon as
possible.

Space
Mushrooms like their personal space. Additionally, a bag
full of mushrooms is often heavier than you’d think, and
the upper layers may well crush the fungi below. Try to
distribute the weight of your mushrooms as evenly as
possible. We often keep several wide baskets in the car, or
create layers separated by towels in the coolers.

In a nutshell, Cool + Dry + Airy = Success. When
transporting from field to table, try to store your harvest in
baskets or boxes. Separate the layers of mushrooms with
towels or newspaper or paper bags as necessary. During
the heat of summer, layering gel ice packs into the mix can
help keep your mushrooms cool—just be sure to keep the
packs wrapped and separated so they don’t condensate on
your fungal treasures! If you are using a cooler, pack it
loosely so the mushrooms don’t get smushed.



HINTS
HOA PHAM leaves old mushrooms to spore—it’s rarely worth
it to put that past-its-prime mushroom in your basket. Read
more about Hoa on page 201.

Foragers generally have a wide range of tolerance to dirt
and insects. Our personal dirt tolerance is high, while our
bug tolerance is low. Many mushroom species provide a
birthing ground for fly larvae, or tiny maggots. Some
foragers believe that the bugs will either fall out in the
dehydrator or add a bit of protein and flavor. The numbers
of insects in fungi will vary greatly depending on species,
location, weather, season, and luck. We inspect our
mushrooms closely and either cut out the buggy bits or, if
really infested, leave the mushroom behind.

Equipment
How does the information above manifest? In the form of
a few key pieces of equipment.

The Perfect Knife

Mushrooms can be harvested with a plastic picnic knife,
but who doesn’t like having the perfect tool for the job? A
strong blade and sturdy mechanism for both cutting and



prying is necessary. We prefer a folding knife so we can
carry it in our pocket, though some foragers prefer
sheathed knives.

As mentioned above, an essential “must-have” is a brush
integrated into one end of your knife. While you can use a
paintbrush or a toothbrush to remove dirt, nothing beats
having the ability to cut, trim, and brush a mushroom in
one smooth step—especially when there are a hundred
more mushrooms in front of you waiting to be picked!
Even the cheapest pocket mushroom knife will serve you
well, and is in fact recommended, as knives are very easy
to misplace in the woods.

Many mushroom knives have bristles that aren’t quite stiff
enough. If this is the case, you can cut them a bit shorter
with a sharp pair of scissors.

HINTS
GRAHAM STEINRUCK is always prepared in the forest. He
suggests bringing waterproof matches, a water filter, a first aid
kit, and a space blanket when foraging. You never know what
awaits you on your adventure. Read more about Graham on
page 168.



While many foragers keep their knives razor sharp, we do
not! We have been known to traipse around with our
knives open and a crazy look in our eyes when actively
foraging. Don’t try this at home! Since we sometimes get
careless in the heat of the moment, we don’t like our
knives to be too sharp. The mushrooms themselves are
also pretty soft, and so don’t require a supersharp blade to
slice.

Foraging Bag

We use a four-quadrant, collapsible mesh bag that we
designed especially for mushroom foraging. This allows
us to keep species separated, or to separate mushrooms by
quality. Baskets work great for quick trips, though most
don’t hold large quantities well. They also have an
irritating tendency to bounce off your legs while walking.
A bag is easier to carry, especially when you combine a
ten-mile hike with ten pounds of mushrooms.

We always pack an extra mesh sack with us, just in case
we hit the mother lode. We would only use plastic bags if
we didn’t have anything else on hand.

Cleaning
Among foragers, cleaning mushrooms is an area of much
(and sometimes heated) debate. While we all love clean
mushrooms, opinions differ regarding what method is best,
and in particular how much water one should use.



At one extreme, some foragers never, ever use water. The
middle grounders introduce water to their mushrooms only
sparingly, as a last resort to spray off recalcitrant dirt. And
on the other end, some fully immerse their booty in water
to clean.

In reality, there is no right or wrong way to clean
mushrooms. Different species of mushrooms handle water
differently, and foragers have unique tastes. Conventional
wisdom says not to introduce your mushrooms to water,
and if you do, only immediately before they go into the
pan. With foraged mushrooms we typically do the
opposite: if they need to be washed, we wash them as soon
as we can after harvest. Dirt and sand become glued to the
surface of wild mushrooms after a few hours, so the longer
you wait, the harder they are to clean. It is twice as easy to
clean them if you do so the day you pick them. Cleaning
them immediately also gives them some extra time to dry
out and get to the right level of moisture.

HINTS
CHAD HYATT isn’t afraid to get his mushrooms wet, believing
that people would rather eat a clean mushroom than chew on
dirt! Read more about Chad on page 164.
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KITCHEN CLEANING TIPS
If you feel you can get away with not washing your mushrooms,
by all means, don’t!
For smooth capped mushrooms like porcini, use a moistened
cloth or an old T-shirt to do the final wiping.
Air compressors work wonders. Use an air gun attachment to
blow dirt out of the mushroom folds. In our experience, this
works especially well for chanterelles.
A saltwater soak is occasionally used to remove bugs from
mushrooms. We try to stay away from specimens that require this
level of bug removal.
The inside basket of a salad spinner is a great tool for full dunks
and a vigorous wash.
After cleaning, return your washed mushrooms to a drier state by
allowing them to air-dry. Pat the washed mushroom with a towel,
spread them out on a baking rack, and aim a fan at them for a few
hours or overnight.



• If you wash your mushrooms before eating, try the dry sauté
technique (see page 33) to pull the extra water out of the
mushrooms before adding oil.

Refrigerator Storage
While some mushrooms store longer in the fridge than
others, the techniques for storing are similar. The first step
is to assess your mushrooms: are they moist, or dry?

If you rinsed your mushrooms while cleaning, there’s a
good chance they have a bit of excess moisture. Or
perhaps it was raining when you harvested them. You can
place moist fungi in a shallow, open container such as a
cardboard box, separating the layers with paper towels.
Cover the box lightly, or not at all. Monitor closely,
rotating the mushrooms and replacing the paper towels,
which will become wet as they absorb the excess water, as
needed.

Another favorite moist mushroom storage technique is to
put the mushrooms into paper bags, with just a layer or
two of mushrooms in each bag. Yes, you might have
dozens of paper lunch bags in your refrigerator, each
holding a mere half a pound of mushrooms! Rotate the
bags to make sure they don’t get soggy. As the mushrooms
dry out, they can be combined and transferred to larger
bags.



Mushrooms with a more normal moisture content can be
placed in bigger quantities in paper bags. Stored in the
fridge, they can last days to over a week.

Safety and Edibility
The first rule of safety is to never eat a mushroom you
cannot identify with 100 percent certainty. While we hope
this book will provide much mushroom insight, it is not a
mushroom identification book. Please use caution and
good sense!

Every mushroom has distinguishing characteristics that
separate it from look-alikes. Be smart, take care, and learn
those characteristics so you can apply them to your finds.
Do your research, and when in doubt . . . throw it away!

HINTS
SANDY AND RON PATTON have had success with a new
storage technique—micropore bread bags. These breathable,
perforated plastic bags seem to extend the shelf life of
mushrooms in the fridge. They are inexpensive to buy online
and can be reused repeatedly. Read more about Sandy and
Ron on page 118.

Food Safety



Wild foraged mushrooms need to be kept cool, as they can
spoil quickly. Store your fungi in the refrigerator, tossing
or composting any suspect specimens.

Always cook wild mushrooms. While a very few can be
enjoyed crudo style, most need to be heated to dispel
potential toxicity. Morels in particular must always be
thoroughly cooked.

People can respond differently to wild mushrooms. Two
people can share a wild mushroom meal and while one
enjoys the afternoon with a happy belly, the other might
spend it in discomfort or even pain. When trying a wild
mushroom for the first time, eat sparingly. Reactions can
be unpredictable, and overindulging on a new mushroom
may increase the possibility of gastric upset.





HINTS
ERIN BROWN suggests joining a mycological association.
Forays are a great way to learn by doing! Read more about
Erin on page 98.


