MOREL HUNTING

With the long awaited arrival of spring on its way also come dreams of monster spring gobblers, stringers full of crappie and sacks full of morel mushrooms.  Although many people are unfamiliar with the art of mushroom hunting, morel hunting has quite a following.  The morel, genus Morchella, is a highly sought-after fungus due to its exquisite taste.  Many will argue there is no other mushroom that can beat it, in fact many restaurants will pay top dollar to mushroom hunters in order to be able to run a dinner special featuring morels.  For a week or two this spring the woodlands on post will have thousands of morels emerge from the earth.  For those who are intrigued, but don’t know much about this tasty fungus read on.  

We will start with the basics.  It is crucially important that you know what you’re doing before you eat any kind of wild fungus.  While there are many edible mushrooms that grow in Kansas, many are toxic to ingest and can even kill you.  According to the 1999 Annual Report of the North American Mycological Association Mushroom Poisoning Case Registry, there where 105 human cases of mushroom poisonings reported that year.  Two of those were fatal!  It is always recommended that when eating a wild mushroom to first take a small nibble and to wait 24 hours before consuming more.  There is an old saying amongst mushroom collectors that says: “There are old mushroom hunters and there are bold mushroom hunters, but there are no old, bold mushroom hunters.”

The best way for a mushroom neophyte to get started is to go out with someone who has a lot of experience looking for morels.  Not only will they teach you how to identify mushrooms, but might also give you some helpful hints on finding morels.  There are also many field guides on mushrooms available.  One good book for this region is “A Guide to Kansas Mushrooms” written by Bruce Horn, Richard Kay and Dean Able.  

There are no set rules to follow when looking for morels since they show up in many places.  However timing is very important when looking for morels.  They typically emerge in Kansas in April or early May.  I personally will start to look after the first good rain we receive, with the temperature staying above the fifty degree mark.  Morels are easiest to find the day after a rain.  Every seasoned mushroom hunter has his or her own theories on where to search for morels.  A good start for beginners would be to look for morels around dead elm trees or cottonwoods along creeks or rivers.  But keep in mind that they can be found growing almost anywhere.  Sometimes you might find a lone morel, where has other times you might find dozens upon dozens.  

You do not need any permits to collect morels on Fort Riley.  You do however need to make sure any area you access is open for non-consumptive use and you have a natural resources vehicle maker (available at BLDG 1020) on the dashboard of your vehicle.  The DES open area hotline phone number is (785) 239-6669.  

Morels can be prepared a number of ways.  To prepare they should always be washed well and cooked.  One of the simplest ways is to simply sauté them in butter and add a little bit of seasoning.  Many people prefer to bread them, while others will stuff them.  Whichever way you decide to prepare them, it is wise not to over-indulge.  Even though the morel is not toxic, like many things, it can make you sick if you eat too much.  

Hunting for morel mushrooms is a favorite pastime for many of those who have tried it.  Even if you don’t find many being out tromping through the woods in springtime is reward enough.  Like with all outdoor activities you embark on, please make an effort to take a young person along on your adventures.  It is crucial that responsible sportsman serve as role models for young children in order for us to preserve all forms of outdoor recreation.  

