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Annual mushroom hunt draws foragers to Point Reyes
by Jacoba Charles
Volunteer mushroom hunters fanned
across the Point Reyes peninsula in the
morning mist last Saturday, taking part in
the third annual Mycoblitz.
The goal was to find as many different
types of fungus as possible – hopefully,
some that have never been seen before.
“It’s like an Easter egg hunt for adults,”
said Debbie Viess, who co-founded the
Bay Area Mycological Society (BAMS).
“You never know what you’re going to
find. There’s something new every day.”
Over 100 people gathered in the auditorium of the Bear Valley Visitors Center at the Point Reyes National Seashore
(PRNS) before signing up to survey the
mushrooms along one of 20 different
routes. Men, women, and children of all
ages came from as far away as Oregon to
join an event designed in part to “turn
people on to mushrooms.”
By 10 a.m. they had dispersed.
A group of 12 mushroom hunters carpooled to the summit of Mount Vision,
where they spread into the forest, eyes
on the ground and armed with collecting
baskets and specimen labels.
Excited calls echoed back and forth
through the pine trees: “Bolek found a

blue-green Stropharia,” someone called,
and later, “The girl in the red coat has an
enormous hedgehog.”
The group would gather to admire
each find, before meandering back into
the trees and huckleberry bushes.
Conversation ranged from how to tell
whether you had found a tasty candy cap
or a toxic look-alike, to pickling edible
men-on-horseback in vodka.
Yellow Lactarius, crimson Amanitas
and shiny maroon Russulas piled up in
baskets, each separately held in a wax paper bag and marked with a label indicating where it was found, what it was growing on, and what plants it grew among.
The first mycoblitz was organized in
2005 by Tom Bruns of UC Berkeley and
David Rust, co-founder of BAMS.
In addition to involving the public,
the mycoblitz aims to provide a detailed
inventory of mushrooms in the park. A
sample of every species found is filed in
a herbarium, and it’s DNA sequence is
added to a database.
“The blitz improves our identifications, but also gives us a DNA database
that we can then use for other types of
ecological studies,” Bruns said.

In the North Bay, mushrooms can be
legally collected at the Point Reyes National Seashore (PRNS), and Tomales
Bay and Samuel P. Taylor State Parks,
Rust said. Salt Point State Park in Sonoma
County has the best hunting around.
Point Reyes is valuable because it is
close to the urban center of the Bay Area,
and the collection limits are generous
– two gallons of edible mushrooms per
adult per day.
A single extra mushroom is also allowed. “The one mushroom addition
may sound silly unless its Boletus season,
and your one mushroom weighs like five
pounds,” said Viess.
Bold and brilliant or small and drab,
mushrooms come in an infinite variety.
Shiny caps and stippled stalks bloom
from logs, cow pies and the duff of the
forest floor.
Describing the biology of a mushroom
can be like narrating the plot of a science
fiction novel. The fungi are an overlooked
branch of biology: a third kingdom of life
that is neither plant nor animal but incorporates features of both.
They digest their food like animals,
but are sessile like plants. Reproduc-

tion takes place in numerous and bizarre
ways. The fungus Schizophyllum commune has 24,000 different sexual types,
whereas most plants and animals only
have two, Viess said.
Like apples on a tree, the familiar
stalked buttons are just the fruits of a
much larger organism. The body of the
fungus grows hidden from view, a fragile
tangle of filaments that weaves through
soil, wood and things they can decompose and feed on. Certain mushrooms
usually grow in association with a certain
plant, or type of plants.
“To successfully hunt specific mushrooms you have to look under the right
trees,” said Viess. “For golden chanterelles you go to coast live oak. If you’re
looking for an edible Lactarius you go to
the pines, and so on.”
The highlights of Point Reyes are seasonal: hefty and savory Boletus edulus, or
porcini, are found under bishop pines in
the fall. As winter progresses, black trumpet chanterelles and hedgehog mushrooms arrive. Spring brings more edible
Amanitas, and morels in wood-chip beds.
Please turn to page 22
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Bold and brilliant or small and drab, mushrooms come in an infinite variety. Individuals within a species can look very different (far left). A rainbow
of mushrooms from the lurid blue-green Stropharia (top left) to pumpkincolored Lactarius (top right) was collected by more than 100 volunteer
mushroom hunters in the annual Point Reyes Mycoblitz. Each year, scores of
species that have never been seen in the area before are identified. “Fungi
are really the unseen players, important to all our terrestrial ecosystems,” said
Tom Bruns of UC Berkeley, one of the organizers of the mycoblitz. “In spite
of that we are massively ignorant about what they are and what they’re doing.” Photos by Jacoba Charles.
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>> Mushroom
continued from page 12

Shaggy parasols can be found in the summer.
Mushrooms are fickle, sprouting in
response to rainfall and temperature and
perhaps other environmental cues we
still don’t understand.
“It can be kind of a bait-and-switch,”
Viess said. “You go out in a boom year like
this and think, ‘wow what a fairyland!’
but then you come back next year and
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find nothing.”
The majority of mushroom hunters
only care about the edible species, but
BAMS formed with the goal of broadening that focus. “we’re about the art and
science of mushrooms,” Viess said. “Celebrating them for their beauty and helping the people who do the science collect,
collate and also educate.”
It will take a few months to compile a
complete list of all the species that were
found on Saturday. Thousands of mushrooms were brought back to the Red Barn
at PRNS headquarters in Olema, and experts spent the weekend sorting through
tables piled high with fungi.

Once the best sample of each species
was saved, the long process of keying
them using spore prints, literature and
microscopes began. To date, 435 different
species of fungus have been identified in
four annual mycoblitzes. Bruns expects
that up to 40 mushrooms that have never
been identified in this area before were
probably found last weekend.
“we found a genus that I’ve never seen
before in my life,” said Bruns. “It’s a pretty obscure little thing that could easily be
missed. It looks like a little purple jellylike blob.”
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Commons owes thanks
editor,
Thank you for your report on the food
forest and other efforts of the west Marin
Commons. One important acknowledgment regarding the pathway along Mesa
Road behind main street. Last Fall,
the Building Supply store, on its own initiative, built the walkway that runs behind its property now. The path accommodates strollers and wheelchairs. Our
thanks to Jim Simon and Building Supply
for this gift to our community.
west Marin Commons will continue to
work on the rest of the path. The County
of Marin, the Chamber of Commerce,
and the Green Team, all have signed on
to help. For more information about this
and other projects, and to receive email
updates, contact westmarincommons@
svn.net. Visit our website at www.westmarincommons.org.
All are invited to our winter meeting on Monday, January 14, at 7 p.m. at
the Dance Palace Church Space.
elizabeth barnet, West marin Commons
Point Reyes Station

Applause for preschool
editor,
we wanted to take a moment to thank
all of you for doing such a great job of creating such a positive, nurturing learning
environment for our youngest (Liam, of
course). He asks me at night time if it will
be a school day the next day, and if I reply
that it will he yells, “Yeah! I just love my
school!”
It’s amazing that he knows most of
the letters and their sounds and loves to
count, add and subtract. He tells me the
rain comes from the lakes and the sea. He
tells me about all of the books that are
read to him, the field trips he take, the
wonderful projects he does. He’s stimu-

lated, he’s happy, he loves all the adults
he interacts with and he calls all the kids
his “friends.” I couldn’t ask for a better
place for my child to spend the 35+ hours
a week he spends at Papermill.
I’ve been enjoying getting to know all
the new staff, and I must say I’m very impressed by all the teachers and helpers
as well as by the administration. I know
it’s difficult to deal with the day to day
pressures of teaching, prepping and curriculum planning. I’m impressed by all
the new activities and the thought that’s
gone into the selection of the activities.
Thanks to the staff, the Board, and
Meg.
melissa riley
Point Reyes Station

Thanks to volunteers
Dear editor,
I want to thank the individuals, businesses, and organizations who volunteer
tirelessly to cook and deliver an average
of 170 hot meals a month to home bound
seniors in the San Geronimo Valley and
the Point Reyes Station Areas. The Meals
from Friends program began in 1996 and
is coordinated by west Marin Senior Services.
The San Geronimo Valley individuals
that volunteer to cook monthly are Rosie
Echelmeier, Ellen Floyd, Diana Muhic,
Monique Paltrineri, Ruth Plant, Marilyn
Stogsdill, and Louisa Young.
The restaurants and organizations
who prepare meals are the Two Bird Café
at The Valley Inn, Lagunitas Grocery and
Deli, woodacre Market, the San Geronimo Presbyterian Church (Denise Colwell), Saint Cecilia’s Roman Catholic
Church (Cia Donahue) and Spirit Rock
Meditation Center. The Valley volunteer
drivers are Patrick Fontenot, Nancy Hansen, Patricia Kriegler, Sue Mattson, Debi
Seymour (Happy Kilowatt) and Sara
Tolchin.
The Point Reyes individuals that volunteer to cook monthly are Bindy Durrie, Evy Eisen, Russ and Paula Hunt, and
Mary Kroninger. The restaurants and
organizations who prepare meals are the
Olema Farmhouse, Olema Inn, Pine Cone

Dinner, Pricilla’s, Rosie’s Cookhouse,
Station House Café, Stockstill House,
Cowgirl Creamery Cantina and whale of
a Deli. The Point Reyes drivers are Maureen Blumenthal, Margaret Nobman, Ivan
Stern, Vivian Mazur, Paul Coppersmith,
Dorita Marringa, and Richard Skinner.
west Marin Senior Services is grateful to these volunteers who share their
time and talent to prepare and deliver
healthy meals. when making plans
for 2008, please remember to support
these individuals, businesses and organizations who help our local west
Marin seniors.
Chloe Cook, West marin senior services
Point Reyes Station

Conservation advice
editor,
Conservation: what does the term
mean? The definition is quite clear: conserving energy and water, and the preservation of the environment and animal
kingdom. I want to quote the following
from my own words: the government is
blind; when will they see? They are deaf;
when will they hear? They are mute;
when will they speak? Simple. Someone
needs to speak to Congress and get things
done!
All trash can be broken down in different melting procedures. As an alternative in paving roads and highways, I
strongly suggest our government use environmentally friendly ingredients. Sand
and water make – presto – cement! Cement has air bubbles that let the tiniest
microscopic creatures breath. Tar (from
burned trash) blocks out air completely
and this kills our environment and the innocent microscopic creatures.
Finally, without our natural oxygen
supplier – yes, trees – our main source
of oxygen is gone. Trees will sustain our
air supply, but once they go, so does humanity and the animal kingdom! It may
be sooner!
P.S. Smile! You are the best little newspaper in the U.S.A.!
Melissa Koons
Newton, Kansas
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