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It has been said by people who study these things that societies can be divided into two categories: mycophobic and mycophilic. 

Mycophobic (mushroom fearing) societies, the reasoning goes, are rigid, conventional, unadventurous. The standard cuisine runs to red meat and root vegetables, both overcooked. Typical mycophobic societies include Great Britain, Germany and, of course, the American Midwest. 

Mycophilic societies, on the other hand, are somewhat unorthodox, even Bohemian, in their values. The people who compose them tend to express their emotions freely; their food is spicy, eclectic in ingredients and cooking styles. 

No surprise, then, that the Bay Area is an exemplar of the classic mycophilic society. People love their wild mushrooms here. 

Some, it must be acknowledged, love them for the psychotropic qualities a few notorious species are known to harbor. 

But most relish them for their gastronomic value, and for the thrill of the hunt. Because that's what mushroom gathering is -- a form of hunting that is utterly acceptable by even the most rigorous of vegans. 

You're out in the deep bosky woods, creeping along, scanning the terrain - - when your prey is suddenly spotted, cowering in the duff! You are merciless as you wield your knife and bag the wily chanterelle. 

Or morel. Or porcini. Or shaggy mane. The north state burgeons with hundreds of mushroom species, and that's the problem. A good many are edible, some will give you a bad case of colon spasms, and a few will put you on the liver transplant list or kill you, after long agony. So how to tell the difference? 

First, says Dennis Desjardin, a professor of biology at San Francisco State and one of the West Coast's foremost mycologists, forget the old wives' tales. 

"Myths about mushrooms are legion," said Desjardin. "In parts of Asia, it's thought that poisonous mushrooms will turn rice red; in other areas, that they'll tarnish silver. There's only one surefire way to determine an edible mushroom, and that's by identifying it properly by species: keying it out." 

Certain choice species are distinctive in appearance, but sometimes that appearance doesn't comport with the fuzzy or off-register photograph in your mushroom guide. And others have semblances very much like that of species deadly enough to lay you out like a mackerel. 

The fact is, said Desjardin, "We lack medical information for the vast number of species in North America -- though there are enough fools out there trying everything to provide us with new insights on one variety or another on a fairly regular basis." 

What to do? Simple enough: Join the Mycological Society of San Francisco. Desjardin is the scientific adviser, and its roster includes other academics, as well as amateurs accomplished in field identification. The society sponsors an annual fungus fair featuring recently gathered specimens of local mushrooms, as well as frequent field trips. Newcomers are welcome, says Desjardin. 

Poisonings -- especially by a complex of Amanita mushrooms colloquially called death cap, death angel or destroying angel -- were fairly common in northern California until a few years ago. 

Desjardin said an intensive educational effort by the Mycological Society helped turn things around. 

"These mushrooms look very similar to edible Amanitas in parts of Southeast Asia, so we worked closely with the immigrant community to get the word out that they are not edible here," he said. "As a result, we're really seeing a downturn in poisonings." 

This is the Bay Area's prime time for mushrooms. The first fungi usually start popping up in late October, though the season got a late start this year, Desjardin says. 

"Conditions were really dry, so we're a few weeks behind schedule," he said, "but we're finally starting to see mushrooms in quantity out there." 

Depending on variety, mushrooms manifest themselves either in fall through winter, or spring. Tops among the local fall varieties is the chanterelle -- a trumpet-shaped fungus, creamy to orange in color, with a distinctive nutty taste. 

"I just love them," Desjardin said. "They're probably my favorite mushroom." 

He's also a big fan of porcinis, a generic Italian term applied to mushrooms of the Boletus genus. Boletes have porous, spongy tissue on the undersides of their caps as opposed to the gills typical of other varieties. Most are edible, and many are truly choice. Some, however, can cause intestinal distress, at least to susceptible individuals. 

"These (problematic Boletes) usually have red pores that stain blue when you bruise them," said Desjardin. "But again, don't pick unless you know what you're doing or you're with others who know what they're doing." 

If you're picking porcinis, you have to be on them when they first poke through the leaf litter. Insects as well as humans find them delectable. 

"If you look at them cross-eyed, they get buggy," said Desjardin with a laugh. "Shortly after they come up, they'll get some fly larvae, and then a few days after that they're just a pile of maggots." 

Among the spring mushrooms, the undisputed monarch is the morel, a succulent, meaty mushroom with a distinctive conical shape pocked by large pores. Look for them in wildland areas that were recently burned -- not much of a problem in California these days. 

"When you hit it right, you can fill two paper grocery bags with them," Desjardin said wistfully. 

In the past few years, some environmentalists have raised the alarm about the over-harvesting of wild mushrooms. Certainly, commercial gathering has grown exponentially during the past decade -- in large part to sate the demand from Bay Area gourmands. But Desjardin said such fears are largely overblown. 

"You have to remember that picking mushrooms is analogous to picking apples, not cutting down the tree," he said. "Mushrooms are merely the fruiting bodies of the organism. The vegetative portion is the mycelium - big mats of fungal strands underground." 

Species like chanterelles, said Desjardin, are long-growing mushrooms that have plenty of opportunity to shed spores prior to picking, making it exceedingly difficult to eradicate the species even if that was the intent. 

"One of the few species I am somewhat concerned about is the matusaki," he said. "These are very expensive mushrooms, and gatherers pick them when they're at their youngest -- they're basically just small, tight buttons. To get those, you have to dig into the duff, disrupting the mycelium. Potentially, that could be a problem for some local populations." 

Contact the Mycological Society of San Francisco at (415) 759-0495 or www.mssf.org. 



Warm Mushroom & Roasted Potato Salad 

This Chronicle favorite recipe is from Chronicle Food and Wine writer Lynne Char Bennett. 

Vinaigrette 

1 teaspoon minced shallot 

1 tablespoon balsamic vinegar 

1 tablespoon sherry vinegar 

1 tablespoon chicken stock 

2 tablespoons extra virgin olive oil 

1/4 teaspoon kosher salt 

Generous pinch of pepper 

The Salad 

- 1 large head frisee 

- 1/4 pound fresh shiitakes 

- 1/4 pound portobello or oyster mushrooms 

- 1/2 pound brown mushrooms 

- 1/4 pound yellow chanterelles 

- 1 1/2 pounds Yukon Gold creamer-size (tiny) potatoes 

- 2 teaspoons extra virgin olive oil 

- Salt and freshly ground pepper as needed 

- 4 teaspoons canola oil 

- 6 tablespoons unsalted butter 

- 1/8 teaspoon finely chopped fresh thyme 

- 1 teaspoon whole or coarsely chopped chervil leaves 

The vinaigrette: Whisk together shallot, vinegars, stock, oil, salt and pepper. Set aside. Refrigerate if made more than 1 hour before serving. (May be prepared up to 1 day ahead. Bring to room temperature and whisk before serving.) 

The salad: Clean and dry frisee, tear into pieces. Set aside. Preheat oven to 450°. 

Use a damp paper towel to wipe off the mushrooms. Remove stems from shiitakes and portobellos, and any dried or dirty ends from brown mushrooms and chanterelles. If you use portobellos, scrape out gills with a spoon. 

Cut mushrooms into 3/8-inch slices, cutting chanterelles and oysters lengthwise to maintain their overall shape. Large portobellos will need to be cut into smaller pieces, similar in size to the other mushrooms. Keep each type of mushroom separate. Set aside. 

Cut potatoes in half and toss with extra virgin olive oil. Season well with 1/2 teaspoon salt and 1/4 teaspoon pepper. Place cut-side down on a baking sheet; roast for 15 minutes, until potatoes can be easily pierced with a fork and cut sides are crusty golden brown. Loosen potatoes from baking sheet with a spatula while they're still warm. 

Turn off oven and let potatoes stay in oven to keep warm while you finish the salad. 

Start cooking the mushrooms while the potatoes are roasting. 

To prepare mushrooms: Cook each type of mushroom separately. You may use a nonstick skillet if you want to decrease the amount of oil and butter, but the flavor of the finished dish won't be the same. 

Heat a medium-size skillet over medium-high heat. Add 1 teaspoon of the canola oil and a little more than 1 tablespoon of the butter. Add one type of mushroom; season with 1/4 teaspoon salt and a generous pinch of pepper. Saute for 2 to 4 minutes, until mushrooms are soft and have reduced in size by at least half and any liquid is cooked off. Set mushrooms aside. Wipe out pan with a paper towel. Repeat process for each type of mushroom. 

Assembly: Give vinaigrette a quick whisk, then lightly dress frisee with 2 to 3 teaspoons of dressing. Arrange a bed of frisee on each serving plate. 

Combine the warm potatoes and mushrooms. Toss with thyme, chervil and 2 to 3 tablespoons vinaigrette, or as much as you like. Pile mushrooms and potatoes on top of frisee. 

Serves 6 to 8 as a first course 

PER SERVING: 230 calories, 6 g protein, 21 g carbohydrate, 16 g fat (6 g saturated), 23 mg cholesterol, 536 mg sodium, 5 g fiber. 

E-mail Glen Martin at glenmartin@sfchronicle.com. 
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