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Mushrooms

DURING my student days in college, I was

more or less surrounded by men and

women who spent most of their spare
time in the summer and fall months in the
fields, a basket on one arm and a roll of paper
in the other hand. While I was collecting seeds,
they were collecting mushrooms. When they
found one, they knelt down, picked it, and
gently wrapped it in paper. A collection com-
plete, they hurried back to the laboratory to
photograph, describe or dry their findings. They
were fully as enthusiastic about these beautiful
fungi as was my German professor about his
mosses, my wife about her fossils, or others
about their birds, snakes, ferns, irises, roses,
postage stamps, old buttons, old glass, iron
grills, china or sea shells.

In spite of the fact that I was associated for
years with these able naturalists, and “took” a
number of courses on the fungi under that mas-
ter mycologist George F. Atkinson, I never
could myself go “all out” for the fungi the way
I could for many other things in Nature. That
does not mean that I do not recognize their
varied appeal. They offer profitable occupation
for many people. They are potentially more
valuable than they now are practically. At the
same time, they are potentially more destructive
of many of our biological assets. A mass of
sulphur polypores extending in a confusing
mass of shelves from an oak tree must offer
highly varying appeals to the forester, the cook,
the artist, the scholar, and the amateur collector.
Any series, such as this of which these eight
pages are a part, must give these plants con-
sideration. So here we are.

The greatest danger in writing an article of
this sort is that some may assume that a fungus
they find looks enough like one figured and
described here to satisfy them as-to its identity.
Yet it may have minor differences that are im-
portant, and it may really be a dangerous spe-
cies. The best advice to beginners, then, is to
learn to know a few mushrooms well, and stick
to those known to be safe when planning to
use them for food.

One of the most recent popular books on
edible mushrooms recommends four that are
considered foolproof, but it would seem that
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this number could be safely enlarged. Cer-
tainly, anyone wishing to make a list of safe
mushrooms would include only those whose
dangerous relatives can be easily identified,
those of which there is likely to be an abundant
supply generally available, and those that are
edible in the best sense of the word.

Any list of safe mushrooms would, of course,
include the morels, or sponge mushrooms.
Sometimes, they are tremendously abundant and
they are always delicious. I remember collecting
nearly a bushel of these on a trip with my
botany class in Iowa, coming back to the lab-
oratory, raiding a nearby home economics
kitchen for some butter and enjoying a feast
that still stands out with me as a high spot in
mushroom sprees. Never since have I ever seen
or eaten so many morels at one time, and never
until now have I admitted where I got butter at
a time when all the stores were closed.

So delicious are morels that it is surprising
that their culture has not been undertaken seri-
ously. They grow in good clean woodlands
rather than in manured pastures or cellars, and
they have a pleasant flavor and a firmness that
makes one enjoy biting into them. True, they
sometimes harbor little animals in their hollow
interiors, but, if the morels are split and washed
before being cooked, all of these potential side
dishes may be avoided. In common with some
other delicious mushrooms, however, they can
not always be found in abundance at a given
place, year after year. In contrast, I know a
stump in the woods, two hundred yards from
where I type this, that each year produces in
abundance a mushroom that is perfectly safe
and good to eat even though it is tougher than
field mushrooms or the morels. Sometimes, I
wonder if it might not taste much better if it
were as elusive as are the morels. Perhaps a
part of the joy of eating morels comes from
finding them, just as the flavor of trout seems
to be improved by catching them yourself.

Another perfectly safe group of fungi to use
is the puftballs, if one merely remembers to eat
only those with solid white centers. That rule
is so simple that anyone can apply it safely, and
the shape of the puffballs is such that the only
possible confusion might arise by collecting
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some poisonous gill fungus in

its initial stages. If one re-
members to cut the balls in
two, the gills will show in the
balls, and so there need be no
danger of confusion.

Scarcely a year passes but
someone calls me up and asks
if it is safe to eat a big white
puffball that is a foot in di-
ameter. Frequently, I am
tempted to suggest that it

over to me for identification,
thinking that maybe in that
way I might get a few slices
for myself, but I restrain my-
self. Usually, I try by phone
to let them know how much
Mm! like these big puffballs, but
to date no one has taken the
hint. Instead, they have told
me some time later how deli-
cious they were, and how they
really had more than they
could eat. I remember one of
these huge puffballs — col-
lected on a field trip with a
class—that provided a good
helping for each member of a
group of twenty. But,although
[ have camped for years at
the same spot at the corre-
sponding week in the sum-
mer, never but that once have
[ found one of these huge
balls there. If one could control this vagary, and could
harvest regularly cultivated puffballs as large as the largest
produced by Nature, he would have something. The only
difficulty with them is that they do not stand shipping
and storing as do commercial mushrooms. Instead of dry-
ing gracefully, they go all to pieces.

If you will read the chart section on puffballs, you will
find an excellent opportunity for your imagination to run
wild. You might make a wild estimate as to the potential
volume of the second generation of the largest recorded
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puffball, assuming that each spore produced a puffball the
size of the largest. People have let their imaginations run
wild along other lines, however, and we have folk lore con-
tending that a cut, mature puffball applied to a cut finger
will stop the flow of blood, while still other legends tell us
that the spores are dangerous. We have the tale that meteors
falling to the ground become “‘earth-stars.” An earth-star is,
of course, a sort of puffball.

Possibly the most delicate of the mushrooms that are safe
and abundant are the shaggy-manes, inky-caps and their
ilk. These are the compact little mushrooms that appear all
summer, springing frequently from the place where an old
tree had lived. There are two excellent patches of these
mushrooms growing on lawns between my home and my
office. Each year we get at least one good crop from them.
I admit that I always feel a bit sheepish collecting these
from in front of a home whose owner I do not even know,
but, after seeing one crop of the delicious things go to waste
without their being harvested, one somehow feels as though
it were only fair that he make the most of an opportunity.
Consequently, I provide myself with a good big paper sack
on the proper day, make it a point to go early or come
home very late so I can slip in, fill the bag and be on my
way, safe in the thought that, even if I were seen, I would
not be recognized. Of course, one could go up to the house
and ask permission to make the harvest, but the value of the
fungi might then become so appreciated that T would never
again have the chance to make a harvest.

These fungi of the genus Coprinus are all characterized
by the fact that, when mature, their gills “melt” down into
an inky mass. When young, the fruit bodies are usually
cone-shaped, with exceptionally fine gills crowded closely
together and usually showing a silvery appearance over the
gill surface. These mushrooms could never be a commercial
success since they spoil within'a few hours. But, if they are
collected in their prime, parboiled briefly in a strong salt
solution, and then fried. quickly in hot butter, they are
hard to beat. Frequently, they break down badly in the
cooking process, but, where this occurs, one need merely
change plan and decide that mushroom soup was what was
intended. Coprinus soup is a delicious dish to drink, even
though it may look a bit like hot ink. One nice thing about
these mushrooms is that they persist in coming up in the
same spot through a long summer season, and year after
year. Usually, the inky-caps are sufficiently abundant to pro-
vide a meal for the whole family without the necessity of






















