
 

INTRODUCTION 

I could not so desire what was not my own, and what is our own we cannot lose. 

AE1 

Miami, 1972. I am four years old. I am holding my mother’s hand, riding down the 

escalator at Burdines department store. As we reach the bottom, I spot a girl about my 

age. I let go of my mother’s hand and run towards her. I throw my arms around her, 

tackling her in my embrace, and we crash into a display case. The tempered glass 

explodes into a thousand pieces. 

Fortunately, no one is hurt, just an hour of apologies and combing glass out of our hair. 

Afterwards, my mother asks me why I did it. 

“But mom,” I say, “she was so beautiful.” 

Albequerque, 2010. I am at a nine-day intensive training in Nonviolent Communication, 

or NVC. I step outside, sit down on the grass, close my eyes, and imagine how I view my 

life. 

I am an astronaut, and I am outside the ship. My tether has broken, and I am floating off 

into space. 

This is how I felt about being alive. 

Around the same time, I began to imagine what I most want out of sex. I pictured being 

squeezed like a slippery fish. 

I was born Caesarian. All my life, I have been looking for something. When you hunt for 

mushrooms, you are looking for something too. What are you really looking for? 

Can’t Buy Me Life 
 

The teeming Earth, yet guiltless of the plough, 

And unprovoked, did fruitful stores allow. 

Content with food which Nature freely bred, 

On wildings and on strawberries they fed. 

 

 Ovid 2 

The world is waking up to the power of fungus. In the past forty years, world mushroom 

production has increased over 3000 percent.3 By 2021, the world market for mushrooms 

is expected to exceed $60 billion.4 

And that’s not all portobellos and pizza mushrooms. Buttons and bellas have been 

outstripped by shiitake, oyster, and wood ears.5 Between 2016 and 2017, sales of 
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medicinal mushrooms including maitake, Cordyceps and chaga went up 200-800%.6 

Medicinal mushrooms comprise at least 38% of the market.7 Overall, you could say 

interest in mushrooms is, well, mushrooming. But we’re not out of the woods yet. Or 

rather, into it. 

Mushroom hunting is just one aspect of foraging, that is, gathering wild food. I started 

foraging around 1991. Soon, I was selling mushrooms to restaurants. In 1995, I started 

teaching. By 2012, foraging had surged in popularity and I began hiring others to help me 

meet the demand. I started No Taste Like Home, an educational organization that doubles 

as a tour company. Today, we take over 2000 people a year “out to eat.” We are, to my 

knowledge, the largest wild food education organization in the world. 

One of our guides once told me about the time he offered a friend some wild mushrooms. 

She fearfully declined. A day or two later, she saw the same type of mushroom for sale at 

a gourmet grocery — at a considerable price. She quickly sent a text: “do you still have 

any of that mushroom?”8 

This book is about eating, thinking, and living “outside the box.” It’s about mushroom 

hunting, not mushroom buying or mushroom growing. Not all mushrooms are edible, but 

all are medicinal — when you gather them yourself. When you buy or grow mushrooms, 

you miss out on the most active ingredients because those ingredients are not in the 

mushrooms; they are in the activity of mushroom hunting itself. Love isn’t the only thing 

that money can’t buy. 

Off the Eaten Path 

It is the fate of all peoples not to see the defining trends of their times. Not because they’re too 

small to see, but because they are too big. 

George Monbiot 9 

Do you have any idea what you’re getting into? 

Foraging, a.k.a., hunting and gathering, is how we survived for millions of years “BC” 

(Before Costco). In less than 10,000 years, foraging has been almost entirely supplanted 

by farming. Agriculture is the foundation of civilization, the bedrock of all our crowning 

achievements, from pharmaceuticals to soft serve ice cream. 

Foraging goes against everything civilization stands for. Like my family once told me, 

“you are going backwards.” Indeed, foraging isn’t just a fun, rewarding pastime; it is a 

radical act. Like Samson, the forager pushes on the pillars of Progress. Better not to do it 

blindly. 

What you are about to read may be eye-opening. You may not like what you see. If you 

don’t believe me, follow the citations. I often reference my other writings, where I spell 

out outlandish claims more fully. I also occasionally cite Wikipedia articles when they 

are, at least at the time or writing, supported by primary sources. 
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Foraging doesn’t just confront The System. It can call into question your entire life. It 

just might save both. 

Fear 

We did not think of the great open plains, the beautiful rolling hills, and the winding streams with 

tangled growth, as “wild.” Only to the white man was nature a ‘wilderness’ and only to him was 

the land ‘infested’ with ‘wild’ animals and ‘savage’ people. To us it was tame. Earth was bountiful 

and we were surrounded with blessings of the Great Mystery. 

Chief Luther Standing Bear 10 

Today, most of us live in civilization, which means in cities. Most of us neither farm nor 

forage. Where our food comes from is not a central part of our lives. Or is it? 

Foraging is part of hunting and gathering. Hunting and gathering are, of course, a central 

part of hunter-gatherer culture, which is partly what this book is about. This book is 

partly about hunter-gatherer culture because you can’t mushroom hunt well without 

doing it in a certain context, a certain way of relating to the natural world, to other 

humans, and yourself. To the civilized person, the natural world, other humans, and 

yourself are three different things. To the hunter-gatherer, they’re one. 

Being a hunter-gatherer is not about what food you eat or how you get it. It’s not about 

what you do. It’s about how you think, or rather, how you feel. What matters is how you 

approach life: what, to you, life is all about. 

Most of us get our food through agriculture. And like hunting and gathering, agriculture 

has a culture too. There is a way it views farming and a way it views foraging. And the 

difference between the two is at the very center of how we live our lives. On the surface, 

the question is, do we need to grow food, or does food grow itself? Beneath that question 

lies another one so fundamental that our body answers it before we can even think. That 

question is, 

Do I need to be afraid? 

At the bottom of all life’s questions, including whether or not God exists, at the core of 

the meaning of life, is the question of whether or not you’re afraid. The hunter-gatherer is 

not afraid of life. The civilized person is. 

Control 

In order to survive, the newly conscious mushroom people soon formed into tribes, and war 

inevitably followed. 

Gamecock Media Group, “Mushroom Men” 11 
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The word farm, which is related to the word firm, means “to fix, to make constant.”12 The 

basic assumption behind farming is that we cannot rely on the earth to provide for us. We 

can’t count on Mother Nature. We need to fend for ourselves. 

This isn’t just a belief about food; it’s a foundational belief about our very existence. It’s 

what my bleak vision of life, of floating through cold, dark space, was about. 

The essence of civilization is the effort to control our circumstances. Not just our food 

supply, but our homes, our health, our time, our emotions… everything. Control is what 

progress is all about. History is the struggle for control. 

 

Figure 1. highway to hell 

The question that underlies and informs all our “progress,” indeed, all our thoughts, is, is 

the universe friendly?13 Is it man vs. nature, us against the world? Is the world a place of 

scarcity and competition? Is life a struggle, a problem to be solved? 

The bottom line, the fundamental question, is: am I safe here? Is everything going to be 

OK? How many of us really know the answer? 

This question can be answered. The answer is basically yes or no. One answer fuels the 

engine of civilization, which has run for a few thousand years. The other is the basis for 

hunter-gatherer culture, which has lasted several hundred millenia. 

The Choice 

When I talk about civilization versus hunter-gatherer culture, I’m not talking about what 

each looks like. I’m not talking about then and now. I’m not talking about the past at all. 

I’m talking about two ways to view the world, to be in the world. 

I am not trying to universalize or idealize hunter-gatherer societies. I know they vary and 

that it was Paleolithic hunters who drove the woolly mammoth, the sabertooth tiger, and 
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dozens other prehistoric megafauna to extinction.14 Humans used their new tools with 

abandon, even before the plow. 

I am positing a contrast to what I see as the foundational mythos of civilization — all 

civilization. I’m talking about what I think each of us needs in order to thrive, and what 

together, today, we need to survive. It is this choice that matters: not what happened but 

what needs to happen. Not what lies behind us but what lies ahead. 

Love 

The main thing is to love others as yourself. That’s the main thing, and it’s everything. There’s no 

need for anything else at all. It will immediately be discovered how to set things up. 

Fyodor Dostoyevsky 15 

Real foraging is probably not what you think. The word forage means “to pillage.”16 

Civilized people see the hunting of mushrooms or anything else as taking, that is, by 

force. “Hunting is violence,” thinks the civilized mind. Hunter-gatherers don’t see it that 

way. 

Violence exists only from the perspective of the individual. And the separate individual 

exists only in civilization. 

As hunter-gatherers see it, we are all part of one body. Picture yourself hammering a nail 

with your right hand. If you hit your left hand, it doesn’t grab the hammer and hit back. It 

has no illusion about being separate. Neither does the nail. 17 

For most people today, this idea is almost inconceivable. We are separate and 

independent: that’s what we like to think. That’s why the world today looks like this: 

 

Figure 2. “Sure glad the hole isn’t on our end!”18 

There is really only one choice we have to make in life: whether or not to bail. That 

choice is informed a single assumption: whether or not we are all in this together. 
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If we live in a world that we need to be afraid of, where we can’t feel at home, where we 

have to compete to survive, if our lives today are a struggle, it’s not because of scarcity. 

The only thing we are short on is empathy. Empathy is not just compassion; it’s the 

feeling of unity. Another word for empathy is love. 

Love is the mode in which hunter-gatherers operate. It is how they approach the world. 

Hunter-gatherers don’t just love other humans, they love what the Lakota call “all my 

relations.”19 The key word is all. Our relations include everything “animate” and 

“inanimate,” both “beings” and “things.” And you can’t love everything without loving 

life itself. 

Yes 

You don’t have to do any weeding of your experience.  

Whatever you are experiencing right now is your true love. 

Nirmala 20 

To love everything is to love whatever happens. If you’re a true forager, you love your 

life. You take life as it comes. This, most fundamentally, is what foraging means. It 

means taking life as it comes. By “taking,” of course, I mean receiving. It does not take a 

pillage. 

To be a forager, then, is to be profoundly spiritual. After all, taking life as it comes is 

what being enlightened means.21 Foraging, in other words, means putting your life in 

Figure 3. free for all 
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God’s hands. When you forage, you are eating God’s food, not man’s. You are taking 

what Life dishes out, not demanding what you think is best. Most of the choices we 

struggle over today are decisions a forager doesn’t feel a need to make. When you forage, 

you don’t need to control. 

This freedom from having to control is the spiritual concept of surrender. It is “Thy will 

be done.” And this “going with the flow” is what foraging, real foraging, is all about. 

Reality 

 

Figure 4. two for the price of none 

The most precious things of life are near at hand, without money and without price. Each of you 

has the whole wealth of the universe at your very door. All that I ever had, and still have, may be 

yours by stretching forth your hand and taking it. 

John Burroughs 22 

 

Foraging cuts to the root of all our problems because before civilization, there were no 

“problems.” There were no “weeds.” 

One time I was teaching foraging and a participant kept asking, “is this a good mushroom 

or a bad mushroom?” I finally had to give up saying, “there are no bad mushrooms.” 

To a hunter-gatherer, it’s all good. A poisonous mushroom, just like a deadly snake, is 

not a bad thing. You don’t have to be afraid. You just have to know how to approach it.23 

Why do we call mushroom hunting hunting, not gathering? An old Japanese haiku reads, 

 Mushroom hunting: 

they don’t run away  

 but everyone’s in such a hurry. 24 
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Not everyone. Hunter-gatherers are not in a hurry. They live life in the feast lane. They 

live in a world of plenty, with plenty of time to enjoy it. In the world of the hunter-

gatherer, there’s no need to hurry and no need to hoard. Hunter-gatherers “neither sow 

nor reap nor gather into barns,”25 yet they are fed. In the bliss of their eternal self-

catering is the knowledge that there is always enough.26 

This is the choice we have to make. God’s world or man’s: which one is real? 

The world of the hunter-gatherer, a world without problems, without scarcity, is one that 

we domesticates have only glimpsed, usually only in childhood. We call it The Garden of 

Eden and relegate it to myth. Could we be the ones with an Eden disorder? 

Zen and Now 

 

Figure 5. ollatabambooza27 

America touts itself as the land of the free, but the number one freedom that you and I have is the 

freedom to enter into a subservient role in the workplace… The only way you can avoid bosses 

and jobs is if you don’t care about making a living. Which leads to the second freedom: the 

freedom to starve. 

Tom Morello28 

I live in a semi-rural area, or “ruburb,” of Asheville, North Carolina. My neighbor has a 

bamboo grove he regrets planting. It runs along a stream. The key word is runs. It can’t 

cross water, but it spreads like grass, which is, after all, what it is. And that’s why, every 

spring, when the bamboo shoots up, I have to get to it before my neighbor does: with his 

bush hog (a giant lawn mower). 
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One time I did a phone interview while beating my neighbor to the bamboo. As I filled 

my baskets, the reporter asked me, “why all the recent interest in wild food?” 

As she spoke, a police car passed nearby, blasting its siren. I asked her if she had heard it. 

Then I asked her if she had heard the stream. She said she heard the siren but not the 

stream. I said, “there’s your answer.” 

I told her the Zen story about hearing the mountain stream. 29 The story, like Zen, is 

about being present. I explained that we are in a state of emergency. We’re heading for 

economic and ecological collapse. Yet, while all this is happening, for those who are 

present, life goes on. Civilization is a tempest in a teapot. We are drowning in water only 

three feet deep. 

To illustrate, I did the math. I told her that in the course of our conversation, I had 

gathered fifty pounds of bamboo shoots. At $3 a pound, it came out to $150 in 30 

minutes. I sold them with a single phone call, and there was leaving twice that much 

behind. 

A few days later, the article came out. “How food foragers make $300 an hour digging in 

the dirt.” 30 A more realistic appraisal of foraging’s income potential, at least in the U.S., 

would be closer to $30 an hour (see “Can I make money selling wild mushrooms?” page 

491). But still... 

You’re probably thinking, “we can’t all just go foraging.” I hear that all the time. The 

idea is that there’s not enough left out there for all of us, that we would destroy what little 

is left, or both (see “Can you hurt the mushroom population by gathering them?,” page 

346). 

I used to get into arguments about this, or something quite similar. It was with an old 

friend. I would say she could quit her day job and do better by foraging. She would say, 

“that’s easy for you to say; you have a rich family to fall back on.” 

We all have a rich parent. When we trip and fall, who do we fall back on? 
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Acornucopia 

  

Figure 6. the bane in Spain 

My girflfriend works in a store that sells bird seed for outdoor feeders. Most people want 

to keep squirrels out of their bird feeders. One day a guy came in asking if he could buy 

acorns — to feed the squirrels! 

What’s funny about this isn’t the man’s love for squirrels; it’s that buying acorns for 

squirrels is like, as they say, bringing coals to Newcastle. It’s as ludicrous as, well, 

buying mushrooms to feed ourselves. And acorns are a telling example. 

Oak trees are ubiqitous across North America, Europe, and much of Asia. A single tree 

can produce not only hundreds of partner mushrooms, but 500 to 1000 pounds of acorns a 

year. 

Anyone who says acorns don’t taste good, or that processing them is too much trouble, 

does not have much experience with acorns. To me, they’re somewhat like almonds: 

certainly milder-tasting but far more fragrant. Some varieties are certainly less bitter 

and/or more flavorful. Just like olives. 

Acorns have been a human staple — and often THE staple — for at least 800,000 if not 

1.5 million years.31 That is, until recently. Now acorns, along with black walnuts, honey 

locust pods, and a whole range of neglected fruit, are considered no more than yard 

mess.32 

If enjoying acorns is news to you, that’s because our “modern” ignorance/prejudice is 

ancient history. The Greek sophist Philostratus called the Arcadians “acorn-eating 
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swine.”33 That’s ironic since the best swine in the world are fed on acorns. And so, once 

again someday, will we. 

Why wait? Get out there with the squirrels and rake ‘em in. Like they say, “even a blind 

pig can occasionally find an acorn.” 

One Bite Stand 

Among fast food outlets, giving away a free meal is an increasingly popular marketing gambit. 

But not even Colonel Sanders can keep pace with the offerings of Mother Nature. 

Greg Beato 34 

I recently learned that most of my favorite music actually has a name. It’s called “Yacht 

Rock.”35 Yacht Rock basically consists of 70’s tunes ideal for cruising (think Steely 

Dan). The idea is that if you own a yacht, you must have it easy. We all have it easy. 

 

 

Figure 7. where moth and rust doth corrupt 

The 70’s were a decade of decadence, of false abundance. Like the 60’s, they had to 

end.36 Civilization too has to end. We cannot convert the earth into one big city, a factory 

farming human monoculture. The effort has been doomed from the start. It began with 

the proverbial apple (see “The Root of all Evil,” page 460) and we’ve been eating out on 

a limb every since. 

One of my favorite groups from the 70’s is The Eagles. And my favorite song by The 

Eagles is “Peaceful Easy Feeling.” As you may know, the chorus ends with, “I know you 

won’t let me down, ‘cause I’m already standing on the ground.” 
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What’s gone up must come down.37 One way or another, we will come down to earth, 

back to nature, including our bodies, where our feelings tell us the truth; where we can 

finally find our way home.38 

The traditional element of the emotions is not earth but water. The ocean is even more 

grounded than the mountain. And what is more abundant? 

Our problems are like salt in a glass of water. If we pour that water into a lake, is it still 

very salty?39 

Biting the Hand 

To this day, I remain hard-wired for gathering. What’s more, I’ve blurred the boundaries between 

the wild and the cultivated, growing as many wild plants as I can, and using the flavor standard of 

“wild” to determine which varieties I grow. For instance, I persist in letting the troublesome fraise 

des hauts-bois, a species of European wild strawberry, remain in my garden. Notice I didn’t say 

that I persist in “growing” this berry, because it is so aggressive that it controls me. 

Barbara Wilde 40 

Foraging reveals the emperor’s clothes. It can solve world hunger. In fact, it’s the only 

solution to world hunger because it’s the opposite of what we’re doing now. The hunger 

problem, in other words, is man-made. 

Farming doesn’t reduce hunger; it creates it. Farming is forcing nature to give you what 

you want, not what it’s prepared to give. When you take from nature in this way, you’re 

not foraging; you’re pillaging. 

Farming is like strip mining. It’s an extractive, unsustainable process. Even regenerative 

agriculture, which can reverse climate change, 41 is unsustainable if what’s being grown 

is not truly local. Food is truly local when it can thrive in a location on its own. If it can’t 

— if you have to water it, weed it, fertilize it, etc. — then you’re working against nature, 

not with it. You’ve built a castle in the sand (see “Assalt of the Earth,” page 352). 

For many years, I worked in the field of alternative education. I learned early on that the 

only truly alternative thing in education is to let children do what they want to do. 

It’s the same with agriculture. Certainly children need guidance. But in Earth’s kinder-

garten, the tots are us. 

Letting nature lead is not agriculture; it’s permaculture. Permaculture is adapting to fit 

your environment, not the other way around. It’s adaptive in the biological sense. It’s 

evolution. It’s what all living things do to survive. If they don’t, they don’t. Permaculture 

can solve the hunger problem because abandoning permaculture is what created hunger to 

begin with.42 
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It’s Only Natural 

It isn’t that breastfeeding has benefit, it is that deviating from our ancestral patterns has 

detriment… We should start from the perspective of our biological standard, and then discuss 

deviations from this. 

Arthur Haines 43 

You’re probably not reading this book in order to save the world. That’s OK because the 

only people who can save the world are those who know the world doesn’t need saving. 

There is a perfection to life we call “nature.” It is what this world will return to. It is what 

has always been. The civilized catch glimpses of it. Hunter-gatherers are raised on it. 

Foragers feel it in their bones. Eventually, we will wake up from this nightmare, from this 

struggle we’ve contrived. You can do that now, starting today. 

Do you have enough food? Enough money? Enough love? Foraging can give you all 

these things. For love, see “What medicinal value do mushrooms have?,” page 117. For 

money, see “Can I make money selling wild mushrooms?,” page 491. For food, read on. 

Like love, not everything we call “food” is nourishing. To sort through the bewildering 

array of things people call “healthy,” the yardstick is simple: what works for both people 

and the planet is what’s natural. And the only food that is truly natural is wild food. 

The less of a city you live in, the less civilized you tend to be. After all, “city-dweller” is 

what the word civilian, like citizen, means.44 Likewise, the less factory-produced, refined 

food you eat, the healthier you’ll be. In both cases, it’s a matter of how artificial vs. 

natural your life is. 

It’s not that wild food is so good for you; it’s that anything else isn’t. Consider 

everyone’s first wild food, breastmilk. I, for one, wasn’t raised on it. How did ever we 

manage to convince ourselves that our very bodies aren’t good for us? 

Cultivated food is unnatural. Whether dairy, meat, grain, produce, or any prepared food, 

organic or otherwise, something isn’t good for you just because it’s free of preservatives, 

artificial sweeteners, hormones and antibiotics, pesticides, GMOs, or added sugar. Most 

of the nutrition has still been bred out of it, leaving mostly just carbs. If it’s cultivated, 

it’s candy. The “healthy” version of junk is still junk. 45 

When you forage, you’re like a kid in a candy store — except it isn’t candy and it isn’t 

stored. Real food, wild food, is nourishing, fresh, and free. 

Misplaced Squeamishness 

In the early 1920’s, a doctoral student at Harvard completed what would become the 

landmark Edible Wild Plants of Eastern North America. Covering nearly 1,000 species, 

the book included mushrooms, lichens, and seaweeds. Despite being co-authored by the 

director of Harvard’s Gray Herbarium, the book was rejected at least four times until 25 
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years later, when its principal author became famous. The year was 1943, and the man 

was Alfred Kinsey.46 

As a child, Kinsey became one the first American eagle scouts. Throughout his life, he 

was notorious for his frugality. Most of all, he was known for his free-thinking views on 

human sexuality. It’s no wonder he laments, in the introduction to Edible Wild Plants, 

that “in a highly ‘civilized’ community, we are so used to the conventional dishes that 

there are some among us who would have a prejudice or squeamishness about eating 

‘weeds.’ ”47 Wild food is natural, just like sex. 

Still in print, Edible Wild Plants was last revised in 2014. And we’re still squeamish. 

Over 107 Billion Served 

The radio is not new, but tell me about the technology inside of it, whether you are capable of 

repairing it if there is a defect. Do you know the inner workings, the circuits? Do you know why 

there are so many things inside it, what they are for? See, you have no idea. 

You have seen the exterior of the box, but how the interior works and how it is possible to receive 

the transmissions, about that you know nothing. That is technology, a technical marvel, and we are 

a divine marvel. 

Bruno Gröning 48 

The complexity of the body is inconceivable, yet we like to think we can manage it. How 

much sillier, says National Science Medal winner Lynn Margulis, to think we can be 

“stewards of the earth.” Either one, she says, is a symptom of human arrogance. Both, she 

says, are ludicrous. 49 

The truth is quite simple: what we evolved to eat over millions of years is wild food. To 

think that with a little tinkering, we can do better is like trying to fix a computer with a 

wrench. 

To be happy and healthy, we have to get back to nature. We have to rewild ourselves. 

And that can only happen outdoors. You can’t get true exercise in a gym any more than 

you can buy whole foods in a store. That’s because buying food is like paying someone 

else to do your exercise. Like they say, if you want something done right, you have to do 

it yourself. 50 

But “have to” is hardly the way to put it. I’ll never forget the sound that foraging 

author Sam Thayer let out at the thought of a work trader offering to forage for him. This 

wasn’t a laugh; it was a guffaw. You would think someone were earnestly offering to 

have sex for him.51 

Foraging isn’t work; it’s fun. “It’s like Pokémon Go, but with lingonberries.” 52 To a 

hunter-gatherer, there is no such thing as “work.” 53 And the funnest foraging is for fungi. 
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How fun is your life right now? Do you spend most of your time working? Do you have 

the feeling that something’s missing? Do you find yourself secretly waiting for a miracle? 

A Course in Miracles says, “your task is not to seek for love but merely to seek and find 

all the barriers within yourself that you have built against it.”54 The same is true of 

foraging. Like true love, foraging is not difficult and it’s not dangerous. Everything we 

seek is right in front of us. 

In short, I’m inviting you to wake up. Step away from the television. Of course, if you’re 

reading this, you probably already have. When your relatives catch wind of your new 

delusion, ask them this: 

 

 

Figure 8. babe in the woods 55 

If foraging is so dangerous, then given everything that toddlers put in their mouths, 

wouldn’t we have long gone extinct? Urban legends aside, wild mushrooms are no harder 

to tell apart than store-bought vegetables. And the only field guide we’ve ever needed is 

one with two legs. 

Box Lunch 

We are the only species that designs the zoo it is enclosed within. 

Christopher Ryan 56 

How many factory farms there are on earth? Just one. There has always only been one. 

We live in an invisible box, an internalized prison. We are cultivated, domesticated. Wild 

food guru Frank Cook used to say that the difference between cultivated food and wild 
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food was like the difference between a dog and a wolf. The same goes for humans. You 

don’t have to be confined to be constrained. 

On Quora, a website where people post questions, anyone can answer, and others can 

vote for the ones they like best, someone recently asked, “What’s an amazing loophole 

you found regarding free food?” There were 110 answers. Guess how many involved 

foraging? 

 

Figure 9. he’s got the whole world in his hands57 

That’s what keeps me in business. Most of the answers involved junk I wouldn’t eat if 

you paid me. A number of the strategies were dishonest. They were certainly clever. But 

none were about sharing, and none recognized the abundance of nature. And that pretty 

much sums up civilization. 

One of the schemes involved making an initial purchase and receiving a $2 off coupon. 

You could use this coupon to get something worth $2. And when you do that, guess 

what? You get another $2 off coupon. 

Apparently, you could repeat this indefinitely. The author got a year’s supply of eggs this 

way. And the company employees didn’t mind.58 

This book is your $2 off coupon. Teach someone to forage and they eat for a lifetime. 

And it’s a lot easier than fishing. 

I used to subscribe to an email list where journalists pose questions, and if they use your 

answers, you get publicity in exchange. One time a reporter wanted some “insider” tips 

on how to save money on food. I wrote, ”how about outsider?” I proceeded to explain. I 

didn’t hear back. 
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Figure 10. false dichotomy59 

A few months later, another journalist wanted “tips and strategies to shop for healthy 

food, ideally not processed, while on a budget.” This was for a publication that, like me, 

was Jewish, so I corned beefed up my answer. This time I got a response. They said, ”this 

isn’t quite what we were looking for.” If the Hebrews in the wilderness had gotten what 

they were looking for, they would be worshipping a golden calf. In Capitalism, we all do. 

A few months later, the third time was the charm. I ended up on a frugal shopping 

podcast.60 Wild food was, for them, a bit of a stretch, but like I said, it’s dirt cheap. Weed 

it and reap! 

Waking Up 

“Look, Franz, human beings in this world are like the mushrooms in the forest. There are good 

mushrooms and there are good people. There are poisonous, bad mushrooms and there are bad 

people. And we have to be on our guard against bad people just as we have against poisonous 

mushrooms. Do you understand that?”  

 

“Yes, mother,” Franz replies. “I understand that in dealing with bad people trouble may arise, just 

as when one eats a poisonous mushroom. One may even die!”  

 

“And do you know, too, who these bad men are, these poisonous mushrooms of mankind?” the 

mother continued. 

Franz slaps his chest in pride. “Of course I know, mother! They are the Jews!” 

Ernst Hiemer 61 
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Figure 11. threat to society 

What really makes you civilized as opposed to wild is not where or even how you live, 

but how you think/feel. Do you live in fear? 

Our whole civilization is based on fear: fear of nature, including human nature. Twenty 

years into my foraging career, my Jewish mother asked me, “in those places where you 

go scavenging, are there bears… and homeless people?” 

Fear of nature is fear of life. When you’re afraid of life, there’s always something out to 

get you, whether it’s insects, fungi, germs, demons, terrorists, aliens (illegal or 

extraterrestrial), or any race other than your own.62 

 

 

Figure 12. I’m a fun guy!63 
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In the real world, there are no bad guys (see page 463). Consider, for example, that if 

you’re healthy, your body is a seething cesspool of Staphylococcus, Streptococcus, E. 

coli, Clostridium, Candida, and other assordid vermin.64 Nevertheless, a recent article on 

the growing popularity of fermentation and foraging by restaurants asks flat out, “are 

chefs trying to kill us?” 65 Mycophobia and mysophobia go hand in hand.66 Orange alert! 

I was born in this imaginary battlefield, which I call “Scare City.” When I was about 

thirty, a psychic told me I was floating above the earth, not really touching ground. In 

other words, I wasn’t putting down roots. I wasn’t committed to being fully alive. 

Years later, I learned the psychological term for this. I lacked secure attachment. We 

don’t just attach to our parents, we attach to life, to our common parent, Mother Earth. 

Have you? 

It is our task today to embrace our lives, to come home. If there’s any part of your life 

you reject, anything in the world you think is “bad” or “wrong,” then you’re facing the 

cause of all our problems today. 

Big Mother is Munching You 

 

 

Figure 13. Kalifornia dreamin’67 

Our fear of nature, a.k.a., biophobia, has been thousands of years in the making. 

Civilization is a process of painting nature as being a gruesome place, “red in tooth and 
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claw.”68 As civilians, we do this not just to get a rise, but also to say, ‘look how lucky we 

are!’69 

It’s just propaganda. Civilization is synonymous with patriarchy. We live in a world 

dominated by men (or rather, masculinity). In patriarchy, you poppaggrandize in order to 

prop up — that is, to legitimize — yourself. After all, if you want to sell something, you 

have to convince people that what they have already isn’t ideal. If life in “the wild” 

wasn’t difficult or dangerous, if it really is a Garden of Eden, who would choose The 

System instead? 

It’s really just propaganda. When civilians gripe about nature, our complaining is 

mansplaining. From advertising to gaslighting, our concepts are all constructs. Built 

through selective reinforcement, they are so much hot air. 

Nowhere is this more explicit than in the myth of the wicked witch. The wicked witch is 

none other than Mother Nature. In Jungian analysis, she is called “The Terrible Mother,” 

the one who eats her own children.70 Of course, this is perfectly true, as everything that is 

born dies. The Lord giveth and the Lord taketh away.71 God does both. Shall we bite the 

hand that weeds us? 

In pagan religion (pagan means, ‘living in the country’), God has three aspects. In other 

words, the trinity is nothing new. However, for at least 40,000 years (judging from the art 

of the Upper Paleolithic), God was female.72 This “Triple Goddess” has not one but three 

aspects: Maiden, Mother, and Crone. 

The Hindu version of The Triple Goddess is Kali. Her name means “time.”73 We know 

her today mostly in her third aspect as The Destroyer. After all, time inflicts all wounds. 

 



Alan Muskat, Leela: Finding More than Mushrooms 

 21 

 

Figure 14. I wish they all could be…74 

Our focus on this aspect of Nature/God/Life is ingrained in our culture. The word 

calendar, for example, derives from the Indo-European root word kele-, “to call,” 75 as in 

calling in (or claiming) a debt. Some claim that kele is cognate with Kelle, or Kali.76 

California is also said to derive from Kali.77 You can check out any time you like… 

 

Figure 15. grandma’s hands78 

Kali, then, stands for the “ravages” of time, once we are “imprisoned” in matter. When 

you demonize change, you vilify existence. And who is closer to death, Life’s ultimate 
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“betrayal,” than the elderly? Mother Nature’s closest human representatives were the 

witches, the wise woman herbalists of old. Like all pagans and their home — everything 

that flourished before the bulldozer — witches had to be cleared out to make way for 

modern Science/Medicine, which we worship as Our Savior today. 

As civilization “progressed” toward Science, it replaced the Triple Goddess with The 

Father, The Son, and The Holy Ghost. What’s wrong with this picture? 79 Along the way, 

St. Augustine criticized the idea of the Holy Spirit being female. The problem might have 

been not so much that it empowered women as that it implied something too pagan, 

namely, sex: the dirty, carnal, earthly, eco- part of ecofeminism.80 

The ghost that haunts our religion is the living Mother Nature — and every witch, real or 

imagined, killed in God’s name. 

Escape from ScareCity 

 

Figure 16. unsoiled81 

The word nature means “by birth.”82 We are born loving, trusting, and open to life. That 

is our nature. Our separation from nature “out there” isolates us from our own nature. In 

reality, there is no difference. 

Foraging welcomes us into a benevolent world. When we reconnect to that wellspring, 

we regain paradise. Life is no longer a battle. We’re not surrounded by enemies, engulfed 

in competition. We see that we are all working toward the same goal. 

The world beyond our big box thinking is not one of scare-city but abundance: where we 

don’t have to struggle against nature, each other, or ourselves. Becoming a true forager, 

someone who lives in the real world, means no more starving amid plenty, no more 
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anxiety about having enough. It means finally getting out of The System, the nervous 

system. When that happens, you finally see that all our “problems” come from being 

stuck in chronic fight-or-flight. We have nothing to fear, even fear itself. 

What I hope you (re)gain through this book is nothing less than paradise. I want you to 

achieve the ultimate in emotional well-being and food security. Because in your own 

liberation, you enrich everyone. You herald the end of the world as we know it: the end 

of suffering. 

The real Garden of Eden is not locked away in the past. It is literally outside your door. It 

is in your community. It is your own body. It is in your heart. We are ALWAYS in 

nature. We may have left it, but it has never left us. 

Skilled, Not Killed 

 

Figure 17. follow the leader83 

This book is in three parts, basically answering the questions, ‘what’s so great about 

mushrooms?’ ‘how do I gather them?’ and ‘how do I prepare them?’ In case you haven’t 

noticed, there’s a lot of philosophy as well. If you don’t like it, skip it. You don’t have to 

read this book sequentially; there are plenty of cross-references to help you jump around. 

If you’re reading the electronic version, links should jump straight to the relevant 

passage. 

This book, big as it is, isn’t comprehensive. It’s not meant to cover everything. There’s 

need to read it all. In fact, you don’t have to read it at all. All you really need is guidance 

and practice. 

There’s a scene in The Muppet Movie where Fozzie is driving Kermit around. Kermit 

asks Fozzie, “where did you learn to drive?” Fozzie says, “I took a correspondence 

course.” Would you trust me to teach you how to forage if all I’d done is read about it? Is 

that the best way for you to learn? 
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Mushroom hunting, particularly mushroom identification, is a skill, and a skill cannot be 

learned from a book. That’s why this is not a “self-help” book. It’s no DIY manual. Do-

it-yourself doesn’t mean learn-it-yourself. I recommend doing things the natural way, 

which is both the safest and the easiest way. The natural way to learn to forage does not 

rely on books, including this one, apps, or any other tools: only a real guide in the field. 

No one succeeds alone. The time-tested way to forage is “old school,” as in, before 

school. Like any good book, this one can be a great complement to learning. Apps and 

videos can also be helpful, but they can never replace a living mentor (see “What books 

or apps do you recommend?,” page 218). 

Nor is a guide a replacement for this book, which may say a lot of things that your tutor 

doesn’t know or disagrees with. As with so many choices, the answer is both. 

Skills are not “learned” at all; they are gained — and only over time. Consequently, this 

is no “quick start guide.” Quick starts have quick endings. If you’re in a hurry, you’re in 

the wrong hobby, or at least you’re reading the wrong book. This book is not designed to 

be “handy.” It’s designed to change your life. 

Let me lead you beyond civilization’s addiction to books, apps, and other modern 

crutches. Most mushroom hunting books, for example, are primarily devoted to 

identification. They might include a short section on gathering, which they assume you 

will do first. After all, you need the mushrooms before you can identify them, right? 

This book does the opposite. Most of what I have to say about identification is to dispel 

any ideas about what it entails. The bottom line is that, when you go to a foreign country, 

it’s easier to have a guide. When your own country is foreign, the same applies. Finding a 

guide, then, is what I talk about first. 

With that in mind, I don’t mean to be a fungi-duddy, but please do not eat anything solely 

on the basis of this or any other book. Until you are an expert, I do not recommend eating 

any mushroom that you haven’t shown, in person, to your guide. Caveat mentor. 

Remember that I have written this book primarily for my region, which is The Blue 

Ridge Mountains. I am an expert only here, and barely at that. Although most of what I 

say applies anywhere, some of it does not. Find a mentor. 

A well-known proverb in Zambia is kabusha takolelwe bowa, “the one who asks is the 

one who does not get poisoned by a mushroom.” 84 Don’t say I didn’t tell you so! 

Home Free 

Fungi are an underground railroad. They can show you the way to freedom. Back in the 

70’s — the 1770’s — Ben Franklin wrote, “no European who has tasted Savage Life can 

afterwards bear to live in our societies.”85 Salvage your inner savage. Find a friend and 

get out there. Let the sun shine on your face, and life will flow into the palm of your 

hand. 
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Figure 18. happy meal 

Every meal could be your last 

communication with the deep seat of your joy. 

You could go on eating but 

would the trickling spring of delight still be there? 

  

You cannot logically entertain a slight reservation. 

There is no little fear because 

there is no little death. 

Either you will die 

  

in blazing agony or you will hug your belly 

and raise your arms to the October sun 

setting in the maples, 

simon pure, 

smiling. 

Tucker Lieberman 86 
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