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IT’'S HUNTING SEASON — FOR TASTY MOREL MUSHROOMS.

A NOTED CHEF TELLS US WHERE TO LOOK AND HOW TO COOK THEM.

pring is upon us, The

trees are just begin-

ning to sprout leaves,

but the ground cover
is still sparse. This is the
time when I always enjoy
scouting the forest floor to
find Mother Nature’s edi-
ble gifts. It is the perfect time
for morels.

My wife Estrellita looks
al me with amazement.
There I stand, bundled from
head to toe, getting ready to
roam the woods to find the
elusive mushrooms, She en-
courages me to come back
quickly. I can only hope that
her enthusiasm is related to
our love, but this time I be-
lieve she is more concerned
about the bounty I will possibly bring home. One of Estrellita’s
greatest pleasures in life is food, a sign that she has retained her
Malaysian roots.

Flavorful morel mushrooms can be found in abundance in
the Hudson Valley, but it takes a little training and patience
to locate them. First of all, remember that not all mushrooms are
created equal. Some wild varieties can make you very ill or even
kill you. )

Bill Bakaitis, a consultant with the Nyack Poison Control Cen-
ter in Rockland County, comes to the Culinary [nstitute of Amer-
ica every spring to teach a group of instructors and students
what to look for. Fortunately, he tells us, the morel, with its coni-
cal, spongelike hollow cap, happens to be one of the easiest wild
mushrooms to identify. Blonde to black in color, it ranges from
one to eight inches in height. There is only one other variety that
looks even remotely similar. To test for a false morel, he says, cut
it open and check for the requisite hollow stem.

Above all, never start collecting and eating mushrooms with-
out the help of a qualified professional. There are many area

mycological groups (two of
them are listed at the end of
this article) with which you
can go on forages. When it
comes to wild mushrooms,
the old adage, “If in doubt,
throw it out,” is especially
appropriate.

When going morel hunt-
ing, make sure to dress the
part. Having lived in South-
ern California for most of
my life, the cold is my first
concern. Layers are what it's
all about. I also prepare for
ticks. I tuck my pants into my
socks to eliminate one entry
point. Wearing light-colored
clothing also enables you to
spot and quickly flick off any
of these Lyme disease—rid-
den arachnids. (And don't forget to check your body closely for
them when you get home.)

There are many physical clues that will guide you to the right
locations for morels. None can guarantee success, but a combi-
nation of environmental factors can increase your chances of find-
ing them. Dying elm trees are the best signal that [ have found.
The soil surrounding the trees has the proper pH for morels to
thrive. Other plants commonly found growing near morels are fid-
dlehead ferns, jack-in-the-pulpil, and garlic mustard.

After the harvest, a quick bath for the mushrooms is nec-
essary to remove soil. Small worms are also common in morels.
Soaking the mushrooms will reveal if there are any creatures
in their crevices. Some people prefer to cut them in half to
double-check.

Alfter the morels are clean, they can be dried if you wish. I
always dry more than I eat fresh. I use a needle and thread and
connect the stem portions, then string them up on my back porch.
Drying the morel changes — and, in my opinion, intensifies —
their flavor. It also affects their texture: the mushrooms get firmer,
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(By the way, a night spent in cool water is
the best way to rehydrate them.)

What can you create with these pecu-
liar looking fungi? Your imagination is
your only limitation. A rich soup or sauce
can really highlight their flavor. Quickly
sautéing them will allow you to savor their
texture and marvel at their unique shape.
1 often make a powder of the dried mush-
rooms, then dust a piece of salmon with it
before sautéing the fish. The powder can
also be used to add complexity to croutons
or pasta doughs.

For more information about morel
hunting, contact either the Mid-Hudson
Mycological Association (845-883-6454) or
the New York Mycological Association
(212-989-2273) . If you eat a mushroom and
get sick, immediately call your nearest
Poison Control Center or 911.

LEEK AND WILD MUSHROOM Soup

Yield: 4 servings

2 T butter

1 large onion, peeled, cored, and cut into
small dice

1 small leek, end removed, washed, and
cut into small dice

3 cloves garlic, minced

1 1h. mushyooms — maorel, cremini,
chanterelle, shittake (stems removed),
Portobello, oyster — diced according to type
of mushroom. Dice hard types (cremini,
chanterelle) larger than soft types (movel,
shiitake, Portobello, oyster)

chicken stock (approximately 4 cups),
as needed

1/, bunch Italian parsley (pick leaves)
1 ¢. heavy cream
1/, bunch chives, minced

Melt butter in 4-qt. saucepan over medium
heat. Add onion and leek; cook for 5 min-
utes Lo soften vegetables (do not brown),
then add garlic and cook until fragrant.
Add muishrooms and cook until they are
wilted and soft, about 3 minutes. Add stock
just to cover. Bring to boil, then lower to a
simmer. Nofe: you can always add more lig-
uid, but it is difficult to remove, so use
stock lightly.

Simmer for 5 minutes. Transfer half of

soup into blender, add parsley, and puree
until smooth. Return soup to saucepan.
Place saucepan back over medium heat,
add cream. Check consistency; if soup
is too thick, thin with additional chicken
stock. Season with salt and black pepper.
Before serving, stir in chives.

MOREL POWDER

Yield: about 1/, cup

2 oz. dried morels

Bake the dried mushrooms for three min-
utes in a 350-degree oven, then let cool
to room lemperature. Transfer to spice
grinder, mini-food processor, or blender.
Process until powder is created.

Store for up to one month in an air-
tight container.

WARM SPINACH SALAD
WITH MOREL MUSHROOMS

Yield: 6-8 servings

2 bunches spinach, stems removed,
washed thoroughly

1 T. unsalted butter

175 b, morel mushrooms, stems removed,
cut into 1/5-inch slices

1 medium onion, very small dice

4 slices bacon, cooked, chopped

/5 €. vice wine vinegar

1fy c. mirin (sweef cooking rice wine)
1/ ¢ nut 0il (walnut or hazelnut)

1 T. chopped ltalian parstey

1T, chopped chives

Place spinach in large bowl, then prepare
the salad dressing. Heat large sauté pan
until very hol. Coat with butter, add mush-
rooms (butter will brown) and sauté until
lightly brown and/or slightly softened.
Remove from pan and add to spinach.

To the same pan, add the diced onion;
lower the heat and cook until translu-
cent (add a touch of oil if necessary). Add
bacon, rice wine vinegar, and mirin, and
bring to a boil.

Add nut oil and herbs; bring to a boil to
emulsify. Pour over spinach. Season with
salt and pepper, and toss spinach well.
Transfer to plates. Garnish with chopped
or sliced tomatoes, if desired. @
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