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The Edibility Issue 

 
In this special issue of Fungimap Newsletter 
we focus on the topic of edibility.  
 
Alison Pouliot introduces the issue with a 
foreword: ‘To Foray or to forage?’ and Tom 
May provides an afterword: ‘Towards a 
Fungimap policy on collecting of wild fungi’. 
In between are eleven articles on the issue, 
which we hope provide a range of views, to 
stimulate discussion.  
 
Thanks to all the contributors to this special 
issue. 
 

 
The Conservation Issue 

 
Later this year we are planning another special 
issue of Fungimap Newsletter on the topic of 
conservation.  
 
Articles on all aspects of fungi conservation 
are welcome, including summaries of threat 
status for the fungi of particular regions, 
suggestions for species to be listed and species 
profiles for known or suspected rare and 
endangered species. Please contact Tom May 
(tom.may@rbg.vic.gov.au) if you are 
interested in contributing.  
 
 
 

This special issue of Fungimap Newsletter was edited by Tom May, Alison Pouliot and Christina Hall. 
Thanks to Wendy Cook for proof-reading. 
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To Foray or to Forage? 
 

Alison Pouliot 
 

According to Pliny, foragers seeking edible mushrooms 
should steer clear of serpents' dens as their breath 
renders mushrooms toxic. Despite his counsel, great 
flourishing crops of poisonous Yellow Stainer 
mushrooms (Agaricus xanthodermus) are becoming 
commonplace on urban nature strips, sans serpents. 
This special issue of Fungimap Newsletter addresses 
the germane yet contentious theme of foraging for wild 
edible mushrooms in Australia. What are the risks and 
benefits of foraging for wild edible fungi? What 
position should Fungimap take regarding the increasing 
number of requests for information about the edibility 
of fungi? And what can we learn from responses to the 
rapid rise of foraging in similarly traditionally 
mycophobic nations such as the UK and the USA in 
recent decades? 
 

 
 

How might restricted species such as Cyttaria gunnii be 
affected by increased interest in foraging? 

Image: Alison Pouliot 
 

Since its founding in 1996, Fungimap has focussed on 
the scientific collection of fungus data with the aim to 
map the distribution of Australian macrofungi and 
contribute to knowledge about fungal ecology, life 
histories and conservation. A core part of the activities 
of Fungimap is identification of the numerous records 
that are submitted each year as part of the ongoing 
mapping scheme for Australian fungi, focussed on 
target species, but also covering other fungi that are 
recognisable in the field. All images submitted with 
records are checked, and data are also checked via 
inspection of maps to detect outliers that might be 

dubious records. In addition to records of fungi, 
Fungimap is increasingly receiving requests for 
identification in relation to edibility (a typical email is a 
couple of images with the request: ‘Can I eat this 
mushroom?’). In this special issue, various authors 
share their experiences and views on the potential perks 
and perils involved in foraging for wild edible fungi, 
and how Fungimap should respond to this growing 
interest. 
 

People have been eating edible fungi for thousands of 
years — potentially tens of thousands of years — the 
first possibly being Aboriginal Australians. In dozens 
of developing countries wild edible fungi provides an 
important food source for alleviating hunger and 
poverty. In contrast, wild edible fungi are eaten 
predominantly as a gourmet speciality in the developed 
world including Australia. However, relative to many 
other countries (e.g. continental Europe, particularly 
Slavic countries, Russia and some African, South-east 
Asian and South American cultures) little is known 
about the edibility of Australian fungi. 
 

Poisonings from the ingestion of toxic mushrooms do 
occur in Australia, most notably and lethally from the 
Deathcap (Amanita phalloides). Cultural issues also 
come into play here. Despite stronger foraging 
traditions in other countries, knowledge about the 
edibility of fungi does not always translate to Australia 
where foragers encounter different species and 
environments. Moreover, unlike European fungus field 
guides, it is only in the rare exception that Australian 
guides indicate the edibility of a species. The disparity 
between the level of public knowledge about wild 
edible fungi and that required for safe foraging is an 
issue of great concern to Fungimap.  
 

In Australia, other than Aboriginal use of fungi for 
which records are scant, interest in fungi has 
predominantly been among field naturalists who mostly 
take a scientific approach. The Field Naturalists Club 
of Victoria (FNCV) has held fungus forays since its 
founding in 1880. Interestingly, early reports from the 
FNCV journal, The Victorian Naturalist, reveal that 
some field naturalists also collected fungi as food. 
However, given the unstable taxonomy of Australian 
fungi and growing awareness of conservation as from 
the 1970s, field naturalists today mostly only pursue 
fungi as a scientific interest. Nevertheless, in countries 
such as Sweden, foraying and foraging often occurs 
simultaneously and many folk consider them to be 
mutually compatible, encouraging a wide appreciation 
of the many values of fungi. Much can be understood 
about the compatibilities and conflicts between 
foraying and foraging by looking beyond our shores. 
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The rapid increase in foraging in the UK and USA and 
the consequent environmental and social issues could 
inform an Australian response and protocol. Reviewing 
these situations could allow us to anticipate potential 
problems, hence minimizing environmental damage, 
social conflict and the need for regulation by fostering 
more sensitive and sustainable foraging practices. 
 

 
 

Two of the more commonly foraged species in Australia, 
Lactarius deliciosus and Suillus luteus, are both often sought 

from pine plantations. Image: Alison Pouliot. 
 

Further to human health risks associated with foraging, 
potential conservation issues, particularly from the 
commercial exploitation of wild edible fungi, require 
informed discussion. Lack of knowledge about species 
distributions and life histories make it difficult to 
predict potential impacts on popularly harvested 
species and environments, hence the need for a 
precautionary approach. Australia currently has no 
guidelines or recommendations for the collection of 
wild edible fungi, although all fungi are implicitly 
protected on public land (being lumped under plants if 
not specifically mentioned in legislation). Biodiversity 
conservation in Australia, indeed globally, has focussed 
on the protection of plants and animals, with fungi 
being largely overlooked. All current conservation 
efforts in Australia stem from NGOs, community 
groups and interested individuals. Recent initiatives 
such as the Global Fungal Red List 
<http://iucn.ekoo.se/en/iucn/welcome> are making 
important inroads into the recognition of fungi in 
conservation. Could interest in wild edible fungi also 
stimulate greater interest in the ecology and 
conservation as has been the case with many hunters 
and fishers? 
 

The issue opens with two articles by fungus enthusiast 
and field guide author Patrick Leonard. He provides a 
fascinating historical summary of the various uses of 
fungi by Aboriginal and early European Australians. 

His humorous account of the development of the 
commercial mushroom industry that produced a 
mushroom (Agaricus bisporus) that tastes like ‘wet 
cardboard’ might be a stimulus, he suggests, for a 
return to foraging. He lists several known edible 
Australian species, dispels some myths and provides 
some cautionary tips for foragers, and concludes by 
reminding us that despite the pleasures and benefits of 
foraging, there are ‘far too many of us to indulge in it 
regularly’. 
 

Leonard’s second article focusses on the issue of 
whether foraging poses a conservation threat to fungi. 
As very few people forage for edible fungi in Australia 
it is unsurprising that there is little research to assess 
potential environmental effects. Hence, Leonard looks 
into research further afield — to China, the USA and 
Europe — to discover that commercial harvesting has 
led to a decline in fungus populations. Leonard 
addresses four major issues which he summarises as 
questionable sustainability, collateral damage, conflicts 
with local residents and habitat damage. While a 
commercial licensing system exists in Australia, 
Leonard outlines its failings particularly the challenge 
of determining sustainable yields and a lack of 
monitoring and policing. He concludes that regulation 
is necessary due to declining fungus populations. 
 

Leonard provides a thoughtful assessment of many 
aspects of the argument while other contributors 
strongly represent a particular stance. A keen forager, 
Kim Nguyen insists that conversations about edibility 
need to be had among the mycological community. She 
discusses the various approaches to public queries 
regarding edibility among fungal studies groups and 
mycological societies in Australia and beyond. 
Furthering the argument for foraging, data 
administrator of the iFungi Au iPhone app, Gregg 
Cook, acknowledges the risks involved for uninformed 
foragers but considers that ‘is it is irresponsible or 
negligent’ to withhold knowledge about the edibility or 
toxicity of a species.  
 

Chef, George Biron writes of his passion for forging 
for wild edible fungi but also the dangers, noting that a 
‘short half day foray’ is not sufficient to train someone 
to safely identify edible mushrooms. Biron recognises 
the growing interest in foraging for wild fungi and 
encourages the production of an ‘ecologically sound’ 
guide and accreditation courses. He suggests that 
accredited commercial foragers would not only become 
the preferred providers for provedores and 
restaurateurs, but that knowledge gained through 
courses would lead to greater respect for environments 
where fungi grow. In a more lighthearted article, self-
confessed ‘boletivore-Biron’ introduces the French 
notion of ‘terroir’ as potentially influencing the flavour 
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of Australian grown Boletus edulis. Like Nguyen, he 
also sees a link between foraging and conservation.  
 

Representing the other end of the foraging spectrum, 
mycologist Genevieve Gates begins her article by 
stating the difficulty in defining any fungus as 
definitively edible due to the differing responses of 
individuals (e.g. allergic reactions) to other types of 
supposedly edible foods such as shellfish and 
strawberries. Further to poisoning risks, Gates strongly 
conveys her belief that that fungi exist for species other 
than Homo sapiens and human foraging would not be 
sustainable and could not be regulated in an Australian 
context. 
 

There are various arguments against foraging that 
mostly centre around conservation concerns and 
poisoning risks. Mycologist, Tom May provides an 
insightful overview of his observations of the general 
public's poor ability to accurately identify mushrooms. 
As a Senior Mycologist at the Royal Botanic Gardens 
Victoria and an honorary consultant to the Victorian 
Poisons Information Centre, May is probably the most 
experienced person in the country in identifying 
specimens provided by the public and advising on cases 
of fungal poisoning. May cites several incidents of mis-
identification where major identification features such 
as morphology, colour, spore colour, habitat and other 
conspicuous characteristics were overlooked. In 
reference to specimens brought to the herbarium by the 
general public, he comments, ‘Indeed, it is quite rare 
for the identification to be correct!’. His concerns echo 
those of mycologist Ian Pascoe who commented in the 
1980s that the public are often poor observers and 
unlikely to have the necessary skills to differentiate 
species. However, May is not steadfastly opposed to 
foraging but encourages a cautious and slow approach 
— an ‘apprenticeship’ in learning how to accurately 
identify fungi. 

 

Other authors relate their personal experiences of 
foraging. Sarah Lloyd and partner Ron have sampled 
various fungi that grow on their Tasmanian property — 
with mixed reactions and lament the loss of knowledge 
about the edibility of fungi held by the Traditional 
Owners of the region. While not specifically focussed 
on edible fungi, in their article, Lloyd and mycologist 
Sapphire McMullan-Fisher reiterate the 
connectedness of nature including fungi and provide a 
set of codes for ensuring that the environment is not 
damaged through the collection of fungi. 
 

Masters of BioSciences student, Grace Boxshall, is 
conducting research on the poisonous species, Agaricus 
xanthodermus (and its allies), the species responsible 
for most poisonings in Victoria. The results of her work 
should provide valuable insights into the phylogeny for 
Australian representatives of the genus and a better 
understanding on variations in toxicity within the 
genus. Boxshall puts out a call to the public to assist in 
her research by submitting sightings of species of 
Agaricus, Chlorophyllum and Macrolepiota.  
 

People seek and relate to fungi in many different ways. 
Mycologists study the ecological and evolutionary 
significance of fungi to situate them within larger 
schemes of life. Naturalists make lists of species to 
understand fungal ecology and geography. For visual 
artists and aesthetes, form and colour are the focus. 
Foragers seek edible mushrooms. All of these 
approaches contribute to the understanding and 
appreciation of fungi. The trick might be to focus on 
the common ground between them, so as to ensure a 
sensitive and sustainable approach that will minimise 
environmental damage, poisoning risk and ensure the 
ongoing flourishing of Australia's rich and unique 
mycota. 

 

Eating wild fungi in Australia 
 

Patrick Leonard 
 
Introduction 
The gathering of fungi has been undertaken by humans 
around the world for millennia. We tend to think of this 
as part of a food gathering tradition, but fungi have also 
been gathered for their medicinal, religious, 
recreational and practical values as tinder and dyes. 
Different cultures have had very different views on 
fungi (1). 
 

Fungi are challenging, there are many species, they 
differ from country to country, place to place, they can 
delight or poison us. There are many myths and stories 
surrounding our use of fungi, very few of which have a 
sound basis in the science of mycology.  
 

People differ radically on the question of whether we 
should eat wild fungi. Frequently their views reflect 
cultural roots: if you are from the Mediterranean or 
northern Europe you expect to eat fungi; if you are a 
Celt from the western fringes of Europe you will not. 
Similar differences occur in Asian cultures. Most of us 
do not seem to be aware of the cultural basis of our 
views. It is against this background that I venture 
cautiously in to the minefield of whether we should 
collect fungi for the pot in the Australian bush. 
 

Gathering wild fungi in Australia 
Early Australians have left no records of whether they 
regularly ate fungi. There is no tradition of holding a 
Corroboree to celebrate a flush of fungi which would 
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be the equivalent of that celebrating the Bunya nut 
harvest in Queensland. There is evidence for fungi 
being used as tinder to light and transport fire, and as 
medicine. They may also have been used as dyes (2). 
Some desert truffles, the ascomycete Beech Orange 
(Cyttaria gunnii) and the sclerotium forming Native 
Bread (Laccocephalum mylittae) were all used as food. 
It is noticeable that these are either fungi that can be 
eaten raw like the Beech Orange or which lend 
themselves to baking or roasting. Tim Low suggests 
that it is the link between fungi and cooking methods 
that may explain why so few were eaten in Australia 
(3). 
 

The first Europeans to arrive in Australia were mostly 
from mycophobic cultures and despite having periods 
of severe hunger when their crops failed, they do not 
seem to have resorted to collecting wild fungi as food. 
They were hampered by not being able to recognise 
any familiar edible species. That changed with the 
arrival of cattle farming and the accompanying 
introduction of the Field Mushroom (Agaricus 
campestris) (4). The first mention of this fungus being 
present in Van Diemen’s Land comes from Backhouse 
in 1834 (5). Edward Abbott gives a recipe for 
Mushroom Ketchup in his English and Australian 
Cookery Book, written in Tasmania and published in 
London in 1868 (6); the first Australian cookery book. 
 

The only fungus regularly collected in the wild by 
country people in Australia was the Field Mushroom. 
One can still meet people, brought up on dairy farms 
who can remember going out to the paddocks in the 
early morning, with the dew still on the grass and 
collecting mushrooms for a breakfast treat. Cooked in 
bacon fat and eaten on toast with a dash of cream from 
the house cow; the stuff of dreams. Much less 
publicised, was a thriving commercial enterprise, 
collecting Wood Ears (Auricularia cornea) for export 
to China. Started during the gold rush in the 1850s an 
export industry was established in both Australia and 
New Zealand.  
 

The 1960s saw an increasing interest in wild foods, 
generally described as ‘bush tucker’, this included both 
indigenous and introduced species which could be 
garnered from the bush. In 1976 Alan and Joan Cribb 
published Wild Food in Australia (7) which included a 
dozen fungi as edible and warned of ill effects from 
half a dozen others. They included several introduced 
or widely distributed species. Most other bush tucker 
guides stick to plants. 
 

Eating wild fungi in Australia 
Fungi are now widely farmed in Australia and Asia and 
available for purchase fresh in supermarkets, with the 
more exotic fungi available from specialist grocers and 
from markets in some cities. Purchasing fungi from a 
reputable trader is the easiest way of eliminating the 

risks of poisoning or of ending up with a gastric upset 
that could result from picking wild fungi.  
 

Since the start of fungi farming in New South Wales in 
the 1930s, fungi (largely Agaricus bisporus) have 
undergone selective breeding for increased yields, to 
improve their shelf life, and to reduce bruising. All this 
has resulted in fine looking fungi that are clean and safe 
and which you can bounce off the kitchen floor and 
which taste of wet cardboard.  
 

So, why the move back to wild foods? The principal 
reasons that most consumers give relate to either taste 
or levels of pollution associated with farmed fungi. 
 

Which fungi are edible and which poisonous 
There is no tradition of collecting wild fungi for the pot 
in Australia; that does not mean that there are no edible 
fungi in the bush. Seven species of Chanterelle occur, 
all edible, although only two occur in reasonable 
quantities. It has recently been established that there are 
at least four species of Hedgehog Fungi (masquerading 
under the name of Hydnum repandum but all differing 
from the European species), all are good eating. Native 
Agaricus species, Lepista sublilacina, morels and 
Lentinus sajor-caju all make good eating. There is no 
doubt that some Russula, Lactarius, Boletus and 
Amanita species will also prove to be edible, but no one 
has yet tried them; the last two genera pose dangers as 
there are known to be poisonous species amongst them.  
 

There are numerous methods in the folklore of long 
settled countries that claim to distinguish edible 
mushrooms for you. Amongst the most prominent 
myths are: 
 If you can peel the cap of the fungus, then it is 

edible. Unfortunately several poisonous species can 
be peeled readily. 

 If you put a silver spoon in the cooking liquid and it 
discolours then the fungus is poisonous. 
Unfortunately Amanita phalloides, the Death Cap, 
has no effect on silver spoons. 

 If there are teeth marks in the cap then it is edible. 
Slug, snails, small marsupials and a myriad of 
insects eat fungi that are poisonous to humans but 
good food for them. 

 

None of the folkloric rules of thumb work (1, 9). The 
only safe way to proceed is to learn to identify and 
name fungi and then consult the literature to 
determine which can be eaten safely and which not. 
You must also assess the degree of risk that you will 
die or damage your health; it is a very small but very 
real risk. 

 

Good practice tips for collecting edible fungi include: 
 Ask an experienced mycologist to name any fungus 

you are collecting for the first time. Don’t be 
tempted to say ‘I think this is a hedgehog, do you 
agree?’; ask ‘what is this mushroom?’. If the reply 
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matches your own conclusion: good; if not, discard 
the fungus. 

 Always keep one of the fruit bodies on your bedside 
table (or in the fridge). It will be useful to the 
doctors if you have made a mistake. 

 Only eat a small quantity of a fungus if you have not 
tried it before, remember that it may be edible, but 
you might be allergic to it. 

 Never use a foreign field guide to identify an 
Australian fungus. 

 

Conclusions 
Eating wild mushrooms can be a great experience, 
particularly if you have collected, identified, cooked 
and eaten them. It combines the child-like pleasures of 
a treasure hunt, with the experience of exploring a 
natural landscape, challenges your mind and finally 
satisfies your palate if you have the skills to prepare 

and cook your finds. And it costs nothing. Whilst all 
humans should have the right to share this experience, 
there are far too many of us to indulge in it regularly; or 
at all in some of the more populated parts of the planet. 
 

Notes and References: 
1. Spooner, B. & Roberts, P. (2006) Fungi. New Naturalist Library An 
excellent and comprehensive account of the history and many uses of fungi. 
2. Kalotas, A. (1996) Aboriginal knowledge and use of Fungi, Fungi of 
Australia 1B. 
3. Low, T. (1988) Wild Food Plants of Australia. Angus and Robertson. 
4. There appears to be doubt as to when and how Agaricus campestris 
arrived in Australia. 
5. Backhouse, J. (1834) Some remarks on the roots and other indigenous 
esculents of Van Diemen’s Land. In Van Diemen’s Land Annual and Hobart 
Town Almanack. 
6. Abbot, E. (1864) The English and Australian Cookery Book. Samson 
Low, London. 
8. Cribb, A. & Cribb, J. (1974) Wild Food in Australia. Collins. 
9. Shorten, D. (1994) Guide for the Kitchen Collector - Preservation and 
Cooking of Fungi. British Mycological Society Guide 4. 

 

Is collecting wild fungi to eat a threat to the conservation of our fungal populations? 
 

Patrick Leonard 
 
Gathering wild fungi in Australia 
Early Australians collected very few fungi. Some desert 
truffles were reportedly eaten in central Australia. The 
Beech Orange (Cyttaria gunnii) was collected where 
there were Nothofagus forests in the south and east. 
The sclerotium forming Native Bread (Laccocephalum 
mylittae) was used as food in the west (1). But, none of 
these were collected in quantity, nor traded or stored. 
So far as can be determined none of this activity had 
any effect on fungal populations. 
 

The arrival of European settlers in 1787 did not change 
matters. The only fungus regularly collected by country 
people in Australia was the Field Mushroom (Agaricus 
campestris) (2). Unlike Australian native plants, many 
of which were exploited for trade, only one fungus was 
traded. The Chinese who came to Australia during the 
gold rush in the 1850s noticed that Wood Ears 
(Auricularia cornea) thrived in damper parts of 
Australia. An export industry was established in both 
Australia and New Zealand, but this seems to have had 
no effect on the Auricularia population. 
 

The effects of collecting fungi in the wild on the 
environment in Australia are at present negligible when 
compared to other threats. Land clearance, grazing and 
soil compaction by feral and farm animals, fire and 
chemical pollution, are all reducing fungal populations. 
Even the field mushroom is far less common than it 
was as a result of changing pasture management 
techniques and the feeding of antifungal additives to 
cows on dairy farms.  
 

Although collecting of fungi for the pot, commercial or 
otherwise has seen no measurable effect on fungal 
populations, we know that the world of food is 

changing, and changing rapidly. We live in the age of 
the celebrity chef and mycologists are increasingly 
being asked about edible fungi. The interest in wild 
food has been rekindled by the likes of Rene Redzepi, 
the Copenhagen restaurateur who founded Noma and 
has built his worldwide reputation on the use of fresh 
ingredients from the wild. Lest you dismiss this as a 
foreign phenomenon, Noma opened a popup restaurant 
in Sydney in 2016 for six weeks, 10,000 bookings were 
sold within seconds of opening for business and 27,000 
people went on the waiting list (3). 
 

The concern about the collection of wild fungi has 
rekindled. There is no definitive research in Australia 
to shed light on this question. It is necessary to look at 
what has happened in other parts of the world to 
understand why this might be important. 
 

In China, the north-west of the United States and parts 
of Europe there are substantial commercial operations 
that involve the collection of fungi from the wild and 
research has shown declining fungal populations in 
these areas (4). 
 

Commercial collecting raises a number of issues: 
 Sustainability. The sheer quantity of fruiting bodies 

collected may be beyond sustainable yield levels. 
Fungi, like fish and other wild foods are subject to 
the ‘tragedy of the commons’. It is not in the 
economic interest of any of the participants to 
reduce their harvest unless other participants do 
likewise; so they exploit the resource until it 
disappears. 

 Collateral damage. In many cases it has proved 
difficult to train collectors, who are often not 
skilled, to recognise target species. People who can 
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distinguish edible fungi readily are scarce and often 
old and not very fit. So, businesses ask collectors to 
harvest broad categories of fungi, boletes or yellow 
fungi with decurrent gills, for example, which are 
then all taken to a sorting point where the skilled 
identifier discards non-edible species as waste. 
Unfortunately that can include rare and threatened 
species. 

 Conflicts with residents. The best collecting areas in 
Europe, China and Japan are in districts where the 
local population have traditionally collected small 
quantities of fungi for their own use. Serious 
tensions can arise between commercial collectors 
and locals, evidenced in Scotland (over chanterelles) 
and in Europe where there is at least one 
commercial team that collects Boletus edulis, 
starting in north Sweden in July and working their 
way south through Germany, France and Spain to 
complete their collecting in Galicia on the Atlantic 
coast in mid-December. They leave a trail of 
unhappy local residents in their wake. 

 Habitat damage. Minimizing habitat damage is not a 
high priority for commercial teams. 

 

Collecting of small quantities of fungi for local 
consumption has had little or no measurable effect on 
fungal populations. That includes areas where 
collection is undertaken to supply local restaurants as is 
the case in the French and Swiss Jura, the Basque 
country, Catalunya and the Sierra de Aracena in 
southern Spain where restaurants specialise in 
collecting and serving Caesar’s Mushroom (Amanita 
caesarea). Many local councils in France, Switzerland 
and northern Italy have by-laws limiting collecting 
amounts and wardens (rangers) empowered to 
confiscate and fine offenders. The ‘garde champetre’ is 
a feature of the French countryside.  
 

Controlling fungal collection 
There are comprehensive regulations in place 
throughout Australia controlling the collection of fungi 
on public land. Most states draw a distinction between 
scientific collection for identification and research 
purposes and commercial collection of wild fungi 
which is controlled by a system of licences.  
 

The commercial licencing systems in place in Australia 
offer a means of controlling damage through over-
collecting. They suffer from weaknesses when it comes 
to fungi. There is no research base on which to 
determine sustainable yields. There also appears to be 
no systematic monitoring to determine what has been 
taken. There is virtually no supervision. These 
licencing systems are designed for boots on the ground 
enforcement, but there is none. 
 

For non-commercial collecting there is a system of 
permits for all public land. The system is administered 
by state governments’ environmental, parks and 

forestry agencies. The exact arrangements and terms of 
permits differ from state to state; a list of contact 
websites is included below under references (5). As a 
general rule you will need a permit to collect fungi on 
any public land, so in addition to having a state permit 
you may need a further permit from your local council 
if you intend to collect on local sports fields or 
reserves. One of the great potential benefits of this 
permit system is that it often requires collectors to 
submit detailed records of what has been collected and 
where and when. It is good practice for fungi 
enthusiasts to keep records that will allow monitoring 
of fungal populations in future. 
 

National Parks and State Forests tend to have different 
sets of rules. In most cases you will not be allowed to 
collect fungi for consumption in National Parks. Rules 
are less strong in other forests and particularly in 
plantation forests of exotic trees such as pines.  
 

Collecting fungi on private land is not regulated in 
Australia. No rare or threatened species of fungi have 
been listed as yet, so there is no requirement to 
consider them. If you are going to collect on private 
land you will need to obtain the owner’s permission. 
Likewise you will need permission to collect on 
Aboriginal lands. 

 

Conclusions 
Unfortunately, the collecting of fungi from the wild 
does need to be regulated as fungal populations are 
declining. The permit and licencing systems in place do 
need to be operated to protect rare and threatened 
species and to ensure that only sustainable harvests are 
taken. In this context sustainable does not mean ‘all 
that humans can take’, it means ‘how many can be 
taken without damaging the ecosystem’.  
 

Fungi feed lots of other creatures from native 
marsupials down to fungus gnats and stealing their food 
has consequences for them and for the environment. 
Although a system of controls has been devised, there 
is no evidence that it has the resources or skills to 
deliver a sound outcome that will sustain fungal 
populations into the future. There are no boots on the 
ground protecting the feet of trained mycologists. 
Virtually no fungi are listed as rare or threatened in 
Australia because the political system has failed to 
recognise the problem and provide the necessary 
resources to fix it. 
 

Notes and References: 
1. Kalotas, A. (1996) Aboriginal knowledge and use of Fungi, 
Fungi of Australia 1B. 
2. There appears to be doubt as to when and how Agaricus 
campestris arrived in Australia. 
3. See press reports in the Sydney Morning Herald, Australian 
Good Food Guide and even the Business Review. 
4. Moore, D. (Ed) (2009) Fungal Conservation Issues and 
Solutions. Cambridge University Press 
.
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Licences and permits 
 

Western Australia dpaw.wa.gov.au 
Northern Territory nt.gov.au 
South Australia environment.sa.gov.au 
Queensland ehp.qld.gov.au 
 Forestry ehp.qld.gov.au 

New South Wales environment.nsw.gov.au 
 Forestry dpi.nsw.gov.au 
Australian Capital Territory  accesscanberra.act.gov.au 
Tasmania parks.tas.gov.au 
Victoria parkweb.vic.gov.au 

 

Can I eat it? And other good questions you should ask about fungi 
 

Kim Q. Nguyen 
 

[This article arose from a talk given by Kim to the 
Queensland Mycological Society, and is reprinted 
with permission from Queensland Mycologist 10(4): 
7-10] 
 
I’d like to start with my own interest in the edibility of 
mushrooms. I would describe myself as a 
‘mycophagist’, one who eats fungi. I’ve been a 
cultivator of edible and medicinal fungi and a forager 
of wild mushrooms and I’m still a forager of wild 
mushrooms. I sometimes buy mushrooms, but 
generally only ones that were foraged or where I know 
the farmer’s growing methods. I generally don’t eat 
supermarket varieties as they are grown with a lot of 
chemical additives and I prefer organic food. I 
absolutely believe in the conservation of fungi and the 
sustainable use of any natural resource, including 
fungi. 
 

I reckon most of us in this room are mad about 
mushrooms, either it’s a recently acquired thing or a 
longstanding obsession. At some point we’ve either 
asked CAN I EAT THIS MUSHROOM?! or been on 
the receiving end of that question. Whatever the case 
it is a very vexing question! Yet a question every 
person interested in fungi will end up thinking about at 
some point in their mycological journey. 
 

It is a funny thing that while efforts to understand 
plants and animals seem very common-sensical and 
generally scientific (most people do have a clue about 
these two kingdoms!), some ideas about fungi seem 
positively medieval! Some wild yet widespread myths 
about eating fungi include: 
 A silver utensil will go black if touched by a 

poisonous mushroom! 
 Watch to see if other animals consume it … if they 

can eat it so can humans.  
 Once you peel the cap you can eat any likely 

looking mushroom. 
 Cook the hell out of it and you’ll be rid of all the 

toxins. 
 Poisonous mushrooms will taste terrible … and 

that’s how you know! 
Also unscientific is the idea that most fungi are 
poisonous … actually less than 100 species are 
definitely known to be poisonous …many more are to 
be sure, but out of the described fungi, that’s how 

many are definitely known to be not for consumption. 
Now, the number of edible species…that is more 
difficult to quantify given the vast number of 
undescribed species. There is edible (where ingestion 
won’t kill maim or harm you) and then there is 
palatable (pleasing to your average keen forager). Best 
keep the conversation to the more manageable 
question of which ones are toxic. 
 

There is a belief that many people die from mushroom 
poisoning … the proportion of fatalities to foragers is 
actually not at all high. Most foragers are experienced 
and have a level of the relevant taxonomic skills and 
caution required to forage. In the USA 1% of reported 
poisonings are due to mushrooms. Of that number, 1% 
are fatal. As for Oz … I reckon taboos about 
collecting and eating in Oz means any really reliable 
baseline information is still a ways off, though it 
shouldn’t be. My take on that is, any data collected 
about fungi is good data. 
 

Another incorrect generalisation is that species that are 
known edibles are safe to eat … this is not always 
true! Individuals react differently to different 
compounds in food … think of your gluten-intolerant 
friends and those who go into anaphylactic shock 
when they eat nuts. One person’s tasty mushroom 
omelette is another’s vomiting misadventure. Other 
reasons why not all edibles should be eaten are related 
to why I don’t buy the ones in supermarkets. The 
specimens collected might be old and spoiled or 
growing in a polluted spot by the road or near 
agricultural spray drift. 
 

A quick look and it is clear there are a whole lot of 
‘ifs’, ‘buts’ and ‘maybes’ around the question. One 
way mycological groups deal with the confounding 
issue is by having an express policy about edibility. 
QMS for example, we are all about conservation, 
education and supporting scientific bodies like the 
Queensland Herbarium and Fungimap, mostly with 
information that members collect on forays. It is the 
society’s policy that wild mushrooms are not to be 
consumed. As a member, even in casual conversations 
within the group, the issue of edibility is regarded as a 
tricky one and best avoided. Many of you will be 
familiar with the wildly popular Tasmanian Fungi 
Facebook group. This active group with many 
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thousand members expressly states that it is not about 
edibility. Nor is it by the way a ‘shroom’ page. 
Another Facebook group of mushroom lovers is the 
Fungimap Group. This group also explicitly states 
‘please don’t eat wild fungi unless you are 110% sure 
of the identification and edibility status’ … ’we are 
not an edible fungi group.’ 
 

Yet my issue with having a hard-line attitude about 
not eating is that it does not stop people from asking 
the question. People still ask and I am sure many who 
are silenced still ask themselves, ‘I wonder if that is an 
edible species?’ I reckon there are plenty of good 
reasons why newbies as well as experts should be 
asking the question. 
 

An Australian mycological society that has taken a 
different approach is the Sydney Fungal Studies 
Group. In the past they have hosted forays in the hills 
around Sydney with foraging experts, chasing 
Slippery Jacks, Saffron milk caps and other edibles. 
This group has recipes on their website for wild fungi. 
 

One of the most fascinating and venerable 
mycological societies around is the 50-year-old New 
York Mycological Society. In their words, a not- for- 
profit 'dedicated to raising awareness of mushrooms in 
science, cuisine and more’. This organisation just 
sounds so cool! Aside from a serious lecture series in 
winter when pickings are few, as well as walks 
(undertaken by the awesomely named Foul Weather 
Friends), the society famously throws an annual 
banquet called the Mycophagists’ Table with a 
different host every year. I have read about and seen 
pictures of members on their well-attended forays. 
Many sport baskets full of collected fungi! 
Identification in this group also extends to determining 
whether the specimen are good to eat or not. The 
NYMS has had a few illustrious members, including 
Gary Lincoff (past president of the North American 
Mycological Association and author of the Audubon 
Society’s Field Guide to American Mushrooms). 
Eugenia Bone has been a past prez. She is a well-
known food writer and author of the fantastic book 
Mycotopia. The society’s founding member, the 
avant-garde composer John Cage, is famous for eating 
an apple on stage as a performance. John Cage was an 
admirer of the American amateur mycologist Charles 
Mc’Ilvaine, who wrote the book One Thousand 
American Fungi. It is known as a classic work on 
mycology as well as mycophagy. Mc’Ilvaine includes 
many, many recipes for preparing wild fungi. He 
claimed to have sampled over 600 species of 
American fungi! The NAMA (North American 
Mycological Association) publishes a scientific 
periodical named in his honour, the Mcilvainea. John 
Cage said of Mc’Ilvaine, ‘[he] was able to eat 
anything, providing it was a fungus. People say he had 

an iron stomach. We take his remarks about edibility 
with some skepticism, but his spirit spurs us on.’ 
 

Many of us are already aware of the mycophobic 
cultural tendencies we have here in Oz, thanks largely 
to an Anglo-Saxon heritage. Fungi are unknowable 
mysteries at best and associated with toads, snails, 
spiders, witches, all scary things …at worse. Even if 
we put these old-fashioned unscientific ideas in the 
past there is a modern phenomenon informing people 
to think eating wild fungi is unwise. The inhabitants of 
modern societies don’t generally have a hands-on 
intimacy with natural and wild things. Foraging for 
your food and knowing the names of plants and 
animals or fungi just isn’t done much. Interacting with 
the wild and acquiring bush know-how is done by 
fewer and fewer people. Oz indigenous knowledge of 
fungi is mostly lost, and non-indigenous knowledge is 
newer than most other places.  
 

Because this is the type of society we live in, Charles 
Mc’Ilvaine’s passion for experimentation is a 
sensibility that really speaks to me. It is essentially 
why I think that CAN I EAT IT? is an important 
question to ask and answer. That enthusiastic people 
want to go beyond the packages in the supermarket to 
where the wild fungi grow is a heartening thing. 
Mc’Ilvaine’s spirit, as I read, it is about curiosity and 
seeking to understand nature in a visceral way. He 
was, at the same time, extremely methodical and not 
foolhardy! He wrote a detailed tome of a book and 
survived those 600 tastings!  
 

If, as mycophiles, we can bear to be asked (again) 
CAN I EAT IT? we could patiently point out, as 
suggested by Dr John Danon of the Eastern 
Pennsylvanian Mushroomers Club, that better 
questions to ask might be:  
 How can I tell whether this mushroom is edible or 

not? And then … 
 If I want to identify this mushroom how do I go 

about it? 
 

Experienced foragers can have a lot of useful l advice 
to impart to a newbie mycophile. In reality, most of it 
will be caveats in the form of cautious mottos like ‘if 
in doubt throw it out’ or ‘start with only the ones that 
can not be confused with anything else’ or ‘leave one 
mushroom for the mycologist and one for the doctor’. 
 

A preoccupation with edibility, in the right hands, can 
turn into an understanding of taxonomy and the 
bricks-and-mortar basics of identification. And from 
an appreciation of taxonomy and scientific research 
skills, understanding can radiate out in many 
interesting and digressive directions. Correct 
identification in the wild involves understanding 
substrate, habitat, climates and ecosystems, which can 
turn an amateur forager into a thoughtful 
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conservationist. Good taxonomic practices can turn a 
‘shroomer’ into a more generalist appreciator of all 
things fungal. I’ve seen this over and over in online 
communities. A little knowledge in edibles can propel 
a person to seek out other mycophagists, who more 
likely than not are also into: 
 The fascinating history of cultural uses of fungi 

(from dyeing fabric to lighting fires to treating 
illnesses to getting high to getting spiritual). 

 Cultivating mushrooms (think truffles, think grow 
your own mushroom courses, think Paul Stamets) 

 Applied mycology. Here I think of past QMS 
president Di Leemon and her work with fungal 
insecticides. I think of cutting edge company 
Ecovative and their pioneering work with 
mycelium housing insulation and packaging 
material. I think of Paul Stamets, who frankly 
seems to have a finger in everything! 

 And then there are the slimes moulds and the 
lichens and of course so many more directions an 
interest in fungi can go. 

 

That initial amateur’s query, CAN I EAT IT? can be 
the start of a long, complex and beautiful relationship 
with fungi, which most of us here are lucky enough to 
have. As a member of a few fungi groups I would like 
to see our bias against asking the question be a thing 
of the past. Evidence shows us that it isn’t a deeply 
dangerous question nor is mycophagy a more 
dangerous activity than many things we do, accepting 
that some guidelines will reduce our risks. Censorship 
and prohibition get in the way of knowledge and 
understanding, be that cultural or scientific 
understanding. Not asking that one question may 

mean that folks don’t have a starting point for asking 
better questions. Once enthusiastic newbies have their 
questions about edibility answered thoughtfully and 
with respect, many people expand their interests 
quickly beyond the palate. Those who stay attached to 
the palate become expert mycophagists with a wealth 
of firsthand experience. In any case, open 
engagement, in my experience, enhances 
understanding all-round. 
 

I wanted to finish by talking about SEQ FUNGI, an 
online group many QMS members also contribute to. 
So far it has been a fast-growing open and passionate 
bunch of folks. About 700 converts so far. Edibility 
does come up occasionally as a topic. There is a wide 
spectrum of views on the wisdom of ingesting 
anything that is not store-bought, and all opinions are 
open to discussion. The administrators have a very 
vague policy of caution but not prohibition, slightly 
more reticent than Charles Mc’Ilvaine’s outlook. I 
actually see parallels between his words ‘I take no 
man’s word for the qualities of a toadstool! I go for it 
myself!’ and the attitudes of the members of SEQ 
FUNGI and QMS. We may start out with a lot of 
naive questions, if then encouraged to explore, 
experiment and learn by doing, we end up doing a lot 
of things ourselves! Taking great pics. Using field 
guides correctly. Wrangling with microscopes 
ourselves and making the correct identification 
ourselves. Allowing all questions means we each can 
then eventually make an informed decision about the 
type of interaction and intimacy we have with these 
mysterious mongrels we choose as our particular 
interest. 

 
Publishing Fungi Edibility Information. Edibility vs Palatability vs Toxicity vs Deadly 

 

Gregg Cook 
Sydney Fungal Studies Group Member & iFungi Au iPhone app administrator 

 
The smell and taste of a classic ‘mushroomy’ flavour 
has a name. It is known as a fungi’s ‘Umami’. It is 
Japanese for ‘good taste’. It generally describes that 
‘meaty savouriness’ your senses easily recognise but 
find it difficult to describe as that ‘mushroomy’ smell 
or taste. 
 

On our regular fungi forays we are often asked ‘Can I 
eat that?’. The common tongue in cheek answer is that 
‘You can eat all mushrooms; however, eating all 
mushrooms is not necessarily a wise, safe or pleasant 
experience’. We need to know how palatable, 
poisonous or lethal a particular mushroom is before we 
can say how edible it might be. 
 

Very little is known about the edibility of Australia’s 
unique mushrooms. Many Europeans and Asians do get 
in trouble from eating incorrectly identified fungi that 
they see as being the same species that they eagerly 

forage in their homelands. To avoid this incorrect 
identification it is critical that we do not attempt to eat 
anything unless we are certain it was not either toxic or 
deadly. 
 

There appears to be a reluctance by Australian authors 
to record any information they may have on edibility 
for fear of litigation. That fear is based on the risk of 
recklessly suggesting something is edible and then 
being held accountable for negligence if someone 
wrongly identifies a mushroom based on what they had 
published and becomes sick. My attitude is that many 
people do have an inquisitive interest in what is tasty 
and what is toxic and it is irresponsible or negligent to 
withhold that information if it is known. Margaret 
Fuller captures the importance of sharing knowledge in 
her 1800’s quote: ‘If you have knowledge, let others 
light their candles in it’. 
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Since 1982, the American Association of Poison 
Control Centers data reports that between 0.5 and 1% 
of poisonings each year are due to mushrooms and 
from the 30+ years of recording only about 1% of these 
mushroom poisonings end in death. The majority of the 
reports describe gastrointestinal upsets like vomiting 
and diarrhoea (Bone, 2011). 
 

Bone (2011) goes on to suggest that worldwide there 
are about 10,000 fleshy-looking fungi that people might 
be interested in eating. Of those, 2000 would be 
considered edible and only 100 are known to be 
consumed, with only 15 to 30 being commonly eaten. 
Of the 10,000 known fleshy mushrooms only about 400 
are toxic. Of those 400, about 20 are commonly found 
and six are considered deadly. Only four of those six 
are found in Australia and all are contained within the 
genera Amanita and Cortinarius. The bottom line is 
that very few mushrooms will kill you, but you do need 
to know how to find the information you need so you 
can identify and avoid the 20 or so that might make you 
sick or even worse! 
 

A handy resource for this type of information is the 
Australian mushroom identification iPhone app called 
iFungi Au. As the administrator of the data in the 
iFungi Au iPhone app I have tried to take this lack of 
edibility knowledge into account and present the 
information I have gleaned from the literature by 
dividing the edibility up into ‘Edible’, ‘Inedible’, 
‘Suspect’, ‘Poisonous’, and ‘Deadly’.  
 

To gain an ‘Edible’ rating I need to find somewhere in 
the credible literature a written record of it being 
edible. I then further break each edible species down on 
their palatability into: ‘Mediocre’ an example being 
something like Tremella mesenterica; ‘Good’ could be 
something like Auricularia auricular-judae; or 
‘Excellent’ eating such as Lactarius deliciosus. 
 

Palatability is not always a good method of 
categorising edibility – many mushrooms are 
unpleasant eating or tough and rubbery but they have 
been known and valued for their medicinal qualities 
that make them sought after for consumption. Such an 
example is Trametes versicolor. This is the tough 
colourful bracket fungus known as Turkey Tail. To me, 
eating these would be as pleasant and palatable as 
eating my old Blundstone work boots; however, 
according to Hobbs (1995) T. versicolor has been 
proven to increase longevity amongst sufferers of 
digestive system cancers. If a spoon full of sugar makes 
the medicine go down then I guess I could cope with 
eating a tough old ‘turkey tail’ sautéed in garlic and 
cream if it was going to help if I was suffering from 
stomach cancer.  
 

The ‘Inedible’ category is usually based on something 
being too small, rare or unpalatable to even be 
considered for eating. I also have a category of 
‘Suspect’ mushrooms. This includes any mushroom 
where I have not been able to find written literature 
from credible sources to indicate if it is edible or not. I 
know of some mushrooms genera that are not known to 
have any poisonous species. However, I have heard 
from an ‘old mate’ that he has been ‘eating them for 
years and there ain’t nothing wrong with me’. This is 
still only from one source and it is not published data 
so I classify these with a ‘Suspect’ rating. In addition, 
if I find edibility literature on a species and it looks 
vaguely similar to a poisonous species, I will warn 
people of the risks associated with poor identification 
and again publish it as a ‘suspect’ species. 
 

The ‘Poisonous’ category includes anything that is not 
deadly but will make you sick. The ‘poisonous’ 
category also includes any of the hallucinogenic 
mushrooms such as Psilocybe subaeruginosa. Finally 
the ‘Deadly’ category, such as Amanita phalloides, of 
which there is a relatively small group speaks for itself. 

 

	 	 	 	
 

Images from the app iFungi Au showing examples of Excellent, Good and Mediocre edible fungi. 
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The reason we are negligent if we do not share all 
information regarding fungi edibility is best summed 
up by this quote from the book of Deuteronomy: ‘In 
vain have you acquired knowledge if you have not 
imparted it to others’ (Deuteronomy Rabbah c 900). 
 

In conclusion, sourcing credible information and 
correctly identifying a mushroom is critical before 
being tempted to eat it. If in the slightest doubt, there 
is a risk and it is best to leave it out of our menu. 
However, if we have credible information on edibility 

then it is entirely responsible to share that information 
so that we can all collectively be better informed.  
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Towards safer foraging or Can you really eat that? 
 

George Biron (Kyneton) 
	
My introduction to the cooking of wild fungi began in 
the early eighties in London where ceps, chanterelles, 
morels and other wild fungi were quite commonplace 
on restaurant menus. A decade later when we opened 
our restaurant ‘Sunnybrae’ near Birregurra I was 
privileged to employ a young chef who had been 
introduced by another older French chef to wild edible 
Australian fungi that are quite common in the forests 
in and around the Otway ranges in Victoria. So began 
a passion for foraging for wild edible fungi.  
 

The notion that we are still a largely white Anglo-
Australian fungi-phobic community has changed 
remarkably in these three decades. I believe we are 
now, due to the enormous interest in food and cooking, 
a largely neophillic society actively seeking out the 
new and exotic food experiences. An extreme 
manifestation of this lust for the new in relation to 
edible fungi has even seen Cordyceps used on 
Masterchef! [season 7 episode 52] with virtually no 
background or explanation. I wonder if Coles was 
inundated with requests for Cordyceps after that 
episode? 
 

As we were also a cooking school I began to host fungi 
foraging excursions and fungi cooking classes often 
with expert guides. I did this as much to expand my 
own knowledge as for the benefit of the others on the 
hunt. I bought as many books on the subject as I could 
find and began a study that still fascinates me now. 
These trips ended with a meal made with our finds on 
the day. 
 

Many farmers’ markets and seasonal restaurant menus 
abound in the sale and use of wild fungi but in Victoria 
it is mainly two common varieties Saffron Milk Caps, 
Slippery Jacks and their variants. In South Australia 
large flushes of Boletus edulis in recent years have also 
entered the trading mix and are being seen at Victorian 
and other interstate markets. I have also seen Wood 
Blewits, Horse Mushrooms, morels and a few other 

varieties offered for sale in markets and used in 
restaurants. 
 

 In the forest I often encounter people from European 
and Asian backgrounds and also younger and older 
Australian foragers picking all sorts of other fungi that 
I would not consider edible, but that they are familiar 
with and comfortable with and use in their cooking. 
While some of these hunter-gatherers have solid 
experience I have also seen baskets full of mixed fungi 
picked and disturbed by amateurs just because they 
look ‘cool’. 
 

The more I learned about wild fungi, their relationship 
to the environment and the dangers of indiscriminate 
foraging, the more careful I became. There seemed to 
be an endless public appetite to learn more about fungi 
and especially edible fungi but there were very few, if 
any, in depth courses available that were run by 
experts. Eventually I gave up hosting forays even 
though they became more and more popular. The last 
forays that I conducted had the most experienced 
guides I could find to minimise the risks. I eventually 
realised that even though we were very clear in our 
warnings, someone who had been on one of our forays 
could inadvertently make a mistake and suffer the 
consequences. I also began to fear that an 
inexperienced forager-chef could after one of our 
classes mistakenly use a dangerous mushroom on a 
restaurant menu with catastrophic results. I realised 
that a short half day foray and cooking class was just 
not enough.  
 

The other day, while having lunch at my local café in 
Kyneton, my partner alerted me to an interesting wild 
fungi exchange going on at the back of the café. I 
wandered out the back and discretely inquired as to 
what the fungi being discussed was? The forager was 
trying to sell truffle-like fungi to the cook. It looked 
like a type of Melanogaster? I did not know what it 
was. On further inspection the smooth exterior rang 
warning bells but to an untrained eye the cross-section 
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could easily have been mistaken for a black truffle 
which it was very clearly not. I gave my two bobs 
worth and suggested they do a bit more investigating 
before thinking about cooking with it.  
 

The interest in all wild foods is undeniably increasing, 
as is the interest in ecologically sound and sustainable 
living. I believe we have an opportunity to develop a 
series of courses run by academically trained and 
professionally experienced people to promote an 
ecologically sound guide to fungi foraging in Victoria.  
 

The bulk of wild fungi sold into food service comes 
from private foragers selling directly to restaurants or 
to larger aggregating provedores. Farmers’ markets 
also sell a lot of wild fungi that is often in less than 
optimum condition. I believe the managers of these 
organisations would embrace courses of this nature for 
themselves and their buyers.  
 

Commercial foragers who I have spoken with, who 
also have a professional attitude to this activity, are 
very keen to be able to gain more experience in this 
area to safeguard their clients and their livelihoods. I 
have also spoken to Matteo Pingnatelli, the National 
President of the Restaurant and Caterers Association, 
who is also keen to see such courses being made 
available to his members.  
 

On the other hand, a lot of this activity is taking place 
in the cash economy and there will be resistance from 

that quarter. However, I believe that if such courses 
were available, provedores, executive chefs and 
Farmers’ market managers would only be too happy to 
buy from dealers who have been through such a 
course. I am not suggesting compulsory accreditation, 
but commercial foragers who have been through these 
courses would become the preferred provider leading 
to a growth of knowledge and development of a deeper 
respect for the environment. Interest in these courses 
will also come from many private individuals who 
have a strong interest in cooking, ecology and 
conservation. Rather than create a ‘gold rush’-like 
culture, as has developed in some parts of Europe and 
the United States, an ordered and well-conducted 
series of fungi education courses would be able to 
explain the ecology and special relationships that fungi 
have with the environment and confront the limited 
knowledge that we have about the edibility of native 
fungi. Such courses and the interaction created with 
people currently consuming ‘not documented as 
edible’ fungi can only add to the growing wealth of 
knowledge that academic researchers are undertaking. 
 

The confirmation of the edibility of wild fungi is a 
very complicated area of study; but the provision of 
solid well-researched and delivered courses to 
understand the subject and the limitations of current 
knowledge can only direct this fascination for wild 
foods in a positive direction. 

 

Boletivorus australis 
 

George Biron (Kyneton) 
 

I am a self-confessed boletivore, not one of the two 
species described by David Arora in his bible-like 
tome Mushrooms Demystified [p. 546, I know you all 
have a copy] but another rather rarer form found 
mainly in Australia. This common form of Boletivorus 
australis has suffered the pain of feasting from the 
more generous forests, markets and restaurants of 
Europe only to return to their country carrying 
withdrawal symptoms that can only be only be 
partially placated by frozen, tinned or dried porcini. 
 

When I heard that Boletus edulis (Cep) had been found 
growing in the southern hemisphere, in and near 
Christchurch, New Zealand, in 1996, I found it hard to 
repress the urge to go over. I had previously shared a 
podium discussing the cooking and cultivation of the 
Périgord truffles with mycologist and the father of 
truffle cultivation in New Zealand, Dr. Ian Hall who 
confirmed the finds. 
 

He put me in touch with some newly invigorated 
boletivore bros in Christchurch and I decided to jump 
the ditch. These New Zealand brothers were more of 
the Boletivorus clandestinus [Arora] type and did their 

best to distract me from finding my grail, and after 
three days of enjoyable foraging around Christchurch 
and Hamner Springs I was resigned to returning 
empty-handed. As I strolled through Hagley Park on 
my last morning in Christchurch I stumbled upon the 
memorial to John Lennon and near the patch of 
strawberry fields that marks the spot I saw my first B. 
edulis growing in the southern hemisphere. 
 

When news came through a couple of years ago that 
Ceps had been confirmed growing in the Adelaide 
Hills I managed to repress the desire to rush over until 
I saw the magnificent looking flushes posted on the 
Facebook page Mushroom Foragers of South Australia 
https://www.facebook.com/groups/MushroomforagersSA/ 
and I persuaded a kind member Boletivorus anonymus 
to send over a kilo of fresh and some dried examples.  
 

While they were wonderful specimens they lacked the 
strong savoury flavours and aromas that I had learned 
to love from cooking with ones I had tried in Europe. 
This is not to say they were not great just a lot more 
delicate than the European examples and they need 
different and more careful ways of preparation. 
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Slicing Ceps. Image: Simon Griffiths  
 

I tried about four dishes to best bring out their 
characteristics. Our tasters were a disparate group 
during our annual salami making session. 
 Raw. I found an echo of their flavour in radishes 

and prepared a Salad of Cep and Radish with a 
simple dressing of EV olive oil and salt with good 
crusty sourdough and cultured butter.  

 Next I roasted some pumpkin and flash fried some 
Ceps on extra high heat, a technique I learned from 
Elizabeth Chong who showed me how to cook 
Shiitake. This high heat also accentuates the flavour 
of B. edulis. The caramelised sweetness of the 
pumpkin harmonized well with the flavour and 
texture of the Ceps. 

 Then I made some delicate saffron pasta with not 
too much saffron and again cooked the Ceps on 
high heat in clarified butter. I finished it with some 
young Parmigiano Reggiano and Parsley. 

 We then cooked some globe artichokes in lemon 
water, braised some local cipollini [flat sweet 
onions] till they were caramelised, added the Ceps 

and brought the warm salad together with some 
light vinaigrette and chervil. You don’t need the 
recipes but the high heat really brings out the 
elusive flavour of these Australian cultivars.  

 

 
 

Fried Cep with roasted pumpkin. Image: Simon Griffiths. 
 
How the flavours got there I will leave to the scientists 
amongst you but as a cook I was surprised that the 
concept of ‘terroir’ could also apply to fungi. Whereas 
the European Porcini are used to impart a very strong 
flavour, rich in Umami tones; these South Australian 
ones are very delicate even in their dried form. I hope 
that one day we will be able to ascertain whether 
native Australian boletes are edible and as Boletivorus 
australis we can celebrate our own native culture in 
the kitchen. Or perhaps the latest work on growing 
Boletus on Cistus will liberate the forests from 
rampant boletivores disturbing the delicate balance of 
the habitat. 
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To eat or not to eat? That is the question! 
 

Genevieve Gates 
Tasmanian Institute of Agriculture, Private Bag 54, Hobart, Tasmania 7001, Australia 

 
How do we know which species are edible and which 
are toxic? - Anything that people can safely eat is 
described as ‘edible’, and ‘toxic’ is defined as 
containing poisonous substances. There is no need to 
recount the ridiculous myths. Chemical analysis of 
every species of mushroom would help answer this 
question. However, we know that many people are 
allergic to shellfish, strawberries, nuts, etc. Therefore, 
how can anyone say to the general public that 
something is truly edible? Apart from allergic 
reactions, to determine the question we need many 
volunteers. Apparently people are still volunteering in 
many European, North American and Asian countries 
given the number of deaths that are reported each year 
during fungi season in the Northern Hemisphere. 
There are also unreported poisonings from fungi in 
Australia. When a patient presents in emergency they 
are treated for the symptoms caused by the fungal 
toxins, e.g. kidney failure, hallucinations and these 
poisonings are usually not reported unless they result 
in deaths. 
 

What is the appropriate answer to ‘can I eat that 
fungus’? - Of course, there are the facetious replies: 
‘you can eat anything once’ or ‘leave a bit behind for 
the coroner’s report’. Some poisons take days, weeks 
and even years to have an effect and there is research 
emerging now that shows that certain species that were 
considered ‘edible’ are no longer. And there is the 
individual allergic reaction to consider. 
 

Is there a need for regulation of wild-collected fungi?- 
How, in a country as large as Australia, can you 
regulate the collection of fungi?  
 

Sustainability, including over-harvesting and damage 
to the ecosystem during collecting activities. Fungi in 
the wild are not there for humans; they are there to 
provide food and shelter for many invertebrates and 
other organisms. Furthermore, the fruitbodies, which 
certain humans in their arrogance feel the need to 
destroy and ingest with no regard for anything else on 
this planet, represent the sexual stage in the life cycle 
of the fungus which is very important for the health of 
the species population. Imagine if every single person 
in Australia thought it was their right to take fungi 
from the wild, including large brackets that for some 
species take decades to grow? I doubt it would be 
sustainable for very long.  
 

Should field guides indicate edibility? - There is no 
reason to indicate edibility and there are many reasons 
not to indicate edibility, to name a few: fungi present 
in many different ways and often what you have in 

your hand does not resemble the photo in the book, 
some species are only identifiable using a microscope, 
often the authors of the field guide have got the species 
wrong, and I (as the coauthor of a field guide) for one 
do not want to be responsible for someone losing their 
kidneys, their liver or their life. There is an assumption 
that somehow with the use of field guides and apps 
that people can learn to distinguish fungi in the field. It 
is irresponsible of both authors and consumers to add 
to the overcrowded health system to satisfy a certain 
percentage of the human race that thinks it is their 
right to collect wild fungi.  
 

Are permits required to collect wild fungi? - In 
Tasmania, you need a Parks and Wildlife permit to 
collect for scientific purposes in National Parks and 
reserves. All collections must be deposited in a 
herbarium and recorded in the Tasmanian Natural 
Values Atlas. The Wellington Park Trust also requires 
a permit for any collecting on Mt Wellington and 
Forestry Tasmania also requires a permit for collecting 
in their areas. Permits are not required on private 
property, only the permission of the property owner. 
 

Is ‘foraying’ compatible with ‘foraging’ to collect for 
the table? - To me, foraying means making collections 
and recording for my scientific taxonomy projects; 
how can that be compatible with foraging to collect for 
the table of overfed arrogant individuals who are on 
some sort of back to nature trip? 
 

How do fungi groups engage with people interested in 
eating wild fungi? - The Tasmanian fungi Facebook 
page has over 5000 members. It is the largest 
membership of any of the Australian Facebook pages 
devoted to fungi and we refuse to discuss edibility of 
fungi in the wild. We encourage people to do their 
foraging at the supermarket, or grow their own. We 
promote the way in which fungi enhance the 
environment and are pivotal to the provision of the 
goods and services that we enjoy from our ecosystem. 
When I have been asked to lead a walk to point out the 
fungi that are ‘edible’, I refuse, saying I will lead a 
walk and point out other much more interesting things 
about fungi and I get 40 people turning up and going 
away saying they had learned so much.  
 

Finally, it is lamentable that the organisation of 
Fungimap feels the need to contemplate engaging in 
this debate which is much more complex than the 
uniformed public realises. There are many 
ramifications to our environment, let alone our health, 
and more than what the issues suggested to consider 
for this article cover. I find it sadly ironic that on one 
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hand the directors of health in New South Wales and 
Victoria have issued warnings against the consumption 
of mushrooms outside of the supermarket and on the 
other hand Fungimap is contemplating encouraging the 
consumption of fungi from our environment. 

Collecting of fungi in the wild to eat by humans is 
absolutely unnecessary and solely an expression of 
man’s arrogance or ignorance as there is the ready 
availability of cultivated species which can be bought 
or grown.  

 
Observations on the ability of members of the general public to identify mushrooms 

 

Tom May 
Royal Botanic Gardens Victoria 

 
Royal Botanic Gardens Victoria offers an 
identification service for fungi. Most samples 
submitted are fungi from biodiversity surveys or 
wood-decay fungi from urban trees; also with some 
identifications related to quarantine intercepts or 
veterinary poisoning cases. There is a charge for the 
service, although this may be waived if the specimens 
are well-prepared and suitable for lodging in the 
National Herbarium of Victoria; for instance when 
they represent new species, new records or significant 
range extensions. 
 

RBGV Mycologists also provide an on-call 
identification service to the Victorian Poisons 
Information Centre. Cases that come via the Poisons 
Centre are treated as ‘poison cases’ and involve 
identifying fungi that have or are suspected to have 
caused poisonings. For such cases, there has been a 
deliberate ingestion, or in the case of young children, 
ingestion is possible (even if unlikely). 
 

Where an enquiring member of the public has not yet 
consumed a fungal sample, but intends to do so subject 
to the response — this is treated as an ‘edibility 
enquiry’. This type of enquiry is distinct from a 
‘toxicity enquiry’, where, for example, a mushroom in 
a garden is suspected of being toxic, and there is 
concern about potential ingestion by children or pets. 
For the latter, most turn out to be species of Coprinus 
(in the broad sense) or other fungi that are not of 
concern,  
 

Every year, we receive a handful of ’edibility 
enquiries’. These are not encouraged. Indeed, the 
RBGV website states that the identification service 
‘does not provide advice about the edibility of fungi’. 
Our standard advice is: ‘The only safe way to consume 
wild fungi is to recognise with absolute certainty the 
small number of distinctive edible species’. If an 
identification is provided, it is with the disclaimer 
‘This identification should not be relied on for 
purposes of determining edibility’. 
 

A case from 2016 illustrates some of the issues around 
identifying fungi that are submitted for identification 
with a view to eating them. In autumn last year, a 
member of the public brought in some mushroom 
samples for identification. He was aware of Yellow 

Stainers, which were fruiting in abundance at the time, 
but thought that he had collected Pine Mushrooms 
(Lactarius deliciosus). However, the samples were 
members of the Paxillus involutus group, which 
contains several very similar species that occur 
naturally in the Northern Hemisphere, and occurs as an 
exotic in Australia (it is not clear yet which one or 
several species are present in Australia). Paxillus 
involutus (Brown Roll-rim) is toxic, causing ‘immune 
haemolytic anaemia’ which develops after multiple 
exposure to the fungus (Benjamin 1995). For the P. 
involutus supposed to be L. deliciosus, I could see a 
vague resemblance between the two species in shape, 
but the colour is quite different (orange in L. deliciosus 
versus brown in P. involutus), and the spore prints also 
differ (white versus brown). Key spotting characters 
for Lactarius are the carrot coloured latex and the 
green stains as it is handled or in age. Furthermore, the 
Lactarius is associated in Australia with exotic pine 
trees, whereas the Paxillus was found under broad-
leaved trees (see endnote). In Australia, Paxillus 
involutus is reported from various deciduous trees such 
as oak, poplar, birch or alder, sometimes with conifers 
intermixed in nearby plantings, but always with at least 
one deciduous tree species present. I suggested the 
person take one of the courses on edible mushroom 
identification that are offered, often in association with 
wineries. He had! 
 

 
 
Paxillus involutus group, associated with exotic birch trees a 

toxic mushroom. Image: Tom May. 
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Over the years, I have dealt with quite a few similar 
examples, where people bring in supposed edible 
species, that turn out to be mis-identified, and actually 
are often toxic species. Indeed, it is quite rare for the 
identification to be correct! Some case are summarised 
in the table below. 
 

Supposed identification 
as edible species 

Confirmed 
identification. 

Grey highlight - toxic 
Agaricus campestris or 
other edible Agaricus 

Agaricus xanthodermus 

Lactarius deliciosus Paxillus involutus 
Lactarius deliciosus Gymnopilus junonius 

Boletus edulis Suillus granulatus 
Tuber melanosporum Scleroderma sp. 
Tuber melanosporum Melanogaster ambiguus 

 

In one case where a toxic Scleroderma was presented 
for identification, the person mentioned that they had 
shown the sample to a chef at a ‘French restaurant’ and 
they had enthused over the marvelous odour! 
 

When I first dealt with media requests about eating 
wild fungi, I was very hard line about not doing it at 
all. This was based on my experiences dealing with 
‘poison cases’, including fatalities from Amanita 
phalloides Death Cap, and with my observations from 
‘edibility enquiries’ of the ease with which people 
confused edible and toxic species.  
 

Recognising that many people are regularly eating 
wild fungi, I now advocate a more nuanced approach. I 
encourage an ‘apprenticeship’, where familiarity with 
the characters utilised for mushroom identification is 
gained (spore print, lamellae attachment etc.), along 
with a very good understanding of key field spotting 
characters for a few well-known species and their 
look-a-likes. This apprenticeship should be carried out 
over a number of field seasons — you need to see a 

variety of species to understand the diversity of 
Australian mushrooms; and also encounter both edible 
species and their toxic look-a-likes. 
 

An initial list of wild fungi for potential consumption 
could be as simple as Lactarius deliciosus (with exotic 
conifers) along with Coprinus comatus and Marasmius 
oreades (in parks and gardens). Even for these species, 
there is potential for confusion. For example, the toxic 
Lactarius pubescens – torminosus group occurs in 
Australia (but with birch rather than pines).  
 

If you are going to collect and eat wild fungi you also 
need to have an appreciation of how mushrooms 
change during development from button to mature, and 
how their appearance changes according to 
environmental conditions. Most people have an in-
built ability to determine if fruit is unripe, ripe, or 
rotten (using appearance, feel and odour). It is 
surprising that this same ability does not seem to 
extend to fungi — with patently ‘off’ mushrooms 
sometimes considered for the pot (such as when 
mouldy or maggoty).  
 

If you are willing to undertake your mushroom 
identification apprenticeship, even if you do not end up 
applying your skills to the culinary side of fungi — at 
least you will increase your understanding and 
appreciation for the amazing biodiversity of Australian 
fungi! 
 

Endnote 
Host data for Paxillus involutus were retrieved from 
specimen-based records in Australia’s Virtual Herbarium 
(AVH, 2016). 
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Mycophagy at Black Sugarloaf 
 

Sarah Lloyd 
 
Apart from the resident pademelons and other 
nocturnal browsers that nibble on Russulas and boletes 
and devour Armillaria luteobubalina, Ron is the main 
mycophagous mammal at Black Sugarloaf after an 
unfortunate incident made me cautious about 
consuming species with uncertain identity.  
 

Not long after we arrived at Black Sugarloaf 30 years 
ago we had a visitor who after noticing an abundance 
of an Agaricus sp. growing under the dogwood 
(Pomaderris apetala) offered to cook dinner. He 
collected a large number of fruiting bodies and used 
them all in a brothy soup. The result was delicious but 
I felt slightly nauseous the following morning and 
declined an invitation to finish the soup for lunch. Ron 

and our visitor did finish the soup – with unfortunate 
consequences. The mushrooms did not have an 
unpleasant odour nor did they stain yellow. 
 

Because we conjectured that the ill effects resulted 
from the sheer bulk of ingested material rather than 
from a toxin Ron again sampled an Agaricus sp some 
time later. This had an immediate effect with the meal 
being ejected through the mouth. Ron now sticks to 
eating his favourite fungus, a Macrolepiota sp. 
presumably clelandii. This species occurs in the forest 
that surround our home and is very common and 
widespread during autumn and winter – it was 
particularly common in 2016. His method of cooking 
simply involves cutting off the cap and frying it in 
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copious quantities of extra virgin olive oil. Liberal 
quantities of black pepper are added before eating. 
Morels (Morchella elata) are also consumed whenever 
they appear. 
 

 
 

Macrolepiota clelandii, a native edible mushroom. Image: 
Sarah Lloyd. [Note the possibility of confusion with toxic 

species of Chlorophyllum.] 
 

(A friend with an Italian husband informed me that his 
family in Italy would collect immature fruiting bodies 
of Macrolepiota, place them in a glass of water (much 
like a cut flower) and wait until the cap expanded 
before treating it in a similar way to Ron’s method.) 
 

In March this year we tried for the first time Fistulina 
hepatica. It was cooked in olive oil and had a strong 
almost overpowering citrus flavour. This was not 
unpleasant but we concluded that it would be 
preferable to included it in a meaty stew rather than 
having it on its own. 
 

Sadly, information about the edibility of other fungi in 
Tasmania has been lost. It was hinted at by ‘protector’ 
of Aborigines George Augustus Robinson who, on 
July 2 1831 when at Cape Portland in northeast 
Tasmania wrote: ‘Various are the fungus that the 
natives eat, and all are known to them by different 
qualities which they possess, and all are known by 
different names.’ In October of the same year 
Robinson wrote about the intriguing way native bread 
(Laccocephalum mylittae) was found: ‘In our way the 
native showed me a dead tree where there was native 
bread growing: I saw no signs of it myself: they smelt 
the wood and said the plant was a long way in the 
ground … Came to a dead tree and the native women 
went to look for bread fruit: if they pass where this 
plant is they find it out by smelling it.’ 
 

The fungus forms an underground sclerotium, a 
hardened mass of mycelia enclosed in a thin dark skin. 
It has the consistency of boiled rice and was eaten raw 
or cooked.  
 

On May 30 1829 Robinson wrote about other fungi: 
‘When in the company of the aborigines on their 
hunting excursion I observed them knock off the 
fungus from the gum tree, which they eat. I requested a 
piece; it is a vegetable substance, has the appearance 
of wood and is of a sweet flavour, not unlike 
mushroom … There is another sort of fungus 
belonging to the same tree but which they do not eat. 
There is another sort of fungus belonging to the sheoak 
tree resembling sponge, of which they also eat.’ 
 

Reference 
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Treading softly - walking the web-of-life 
 

Sapphire McMullan-Fisher & Sarah Lloyd 
 

[Originally published Fungimap Newsletter 20, Aug 2003] 
 
In the modern world it is easy to become so goal 
oriented that the textured beauty around us passes by 
unseen. It is easy to forget that everything is 
interconnected from the large to the small. It is often 
the microbes or hidden processes that have the largest 
connections. 
 

The glorious trees that have grown from seeds depend 
on their mycorrhizal symbionts for good nutrition and 
protection against pathogen attack at the roots. Many 
of these mycorrhizae are truffle-like fungi and are 
dispersed by mycophagous (fungus-eating) marsupials 
like the long-footed potoroo, Gilberts potoroo, 
bandicoots etc. These creatures dig up and eat these 
fungi, the fungal spores are then dispersed in the 
droppings. These spores then sit in the soil waiting to 

partner with a seed, which one day may become a 
glorious tree! 
 

There are other webs interconnected with this one - 
fallen trees, branches, large woody debris, bark and 
leaf litter that are often viewed as simply waste or fuel 
are in fact extremely important to the structural 
complexity of ecosystems and the recycling of 
nutrients, particularly carbon and nitrogen. All the 
nutrients used by a plant during its life are slowly 
released back to the soil as it breaks down and the 
decay is accelerated by the actions of fungi, bacteria 
and invertebrates (Lindenmayer, 2002). 
 
Most wood-boring insects are unable to digest 
cellulose, the principal component of plants, and many 
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have a symbiotic relationship with wood-decomposing 
fungi or bacteria that break down cellulose into 
digestible components. After insects bore into a log 
and decay has been initiated, the site is further 
colonised by many other species of fungi that in turn 
become food for hundreds of species of insects 
(McQuillan, 1996). 
 

It is interesting to note that the removal of coarse 
woody debris (CWD) has been strongly implicated in 
the decline of some woodland birds such as Bush 
Stone-curlew, Painted Button-Quail, Hooded Robins 
and Spotted Quail-thrush. Not only do these birds feed 
on invertebrates in the ground litter layer (most of 
these invertebrates feed on fungi) many birds use this 
material for shelter and nesting. Scientific committees 
of New South Wales, Queensland and Victoria have 
recently recommended that the loss of CWD from 
native forests and woodlands be listed as a potentially 
threatening process under each state’s conservation 
legislation (Tzaros, 2003). 
 

All these interconnections and more are found in our 
local environment. Although links are difficult to 
recognise, it is important that we are aware of these 
connections so that when we are moving around in the 
natural world we take care of all the elements and try 
not to disturb or damage them. 
 

Macrofungi (mushrooms, boletes, coral-fungi and the 
like) are the reproductive structures of fungi, and 
collecting them probably does no more damage than 
collecting flowers. However, it is important to 
remember that fungi, like flowers, can be habitat too - 
many invertebrates lay their eggs in fungi fruiting 
bodies, while slugs and psocids eat the fruiting bodies 
themselves. 
 

It was great to see so many people at the Fungimap 
conference using mirrors to look at the undersurface of 
the fungi. Using a mirror lets you see the details of 
gills or pores – so it is not necessary to pick every 
fungus you come across. Some people’s mirrors came 
with extendable handles, which is great for those who 
have difficulty getting to ground level.  
 

Naturalists, artists and scientists have learnt from and 
been inspired by the natural world for hundreds of 
years. However, in order to observe more closely, we 
often move or even take small bits of nature with us. 
These small changes probably make no lasting damage 
in the greater scheme of things. Learning about nature 
helps us in the fight to conserve it but we should not be 
careless with that which we love and want to protect. 
 
Gerald and Lee Durrell were two great naturalists who 
produced some codes to help keep our behaviour from 
becoming damaging. The codes below have been 
modified from and inspired by the Codes for the 
Naturalist (Durrell, 1982). 

Codes for the fungal enthusiast 
 

Code for the environment 
1. Leave things as you found them. This means logs 

or branches, litter or soil you may have moved – 
many organisms may be in residence. 

2. Obtain permission to enter private lands and, 
where necessary, public nature reserves. 

3. Make yourself aware of the laws in your country 
pertaining to wild areas and their inhabitants. 

4. Be aware of pests and diseases like Phytophthora. 
Take appropriate measures to prevent the spread 
of diseases and pests. 

5. Consider the necessity of picking fungi for 
identification.  

6. Tell authorities of unusual finds that you make. If 
you are visiting an area of special interest to 
conservationists, supply a list of species found. 

 

Code for the collector of fungi 
1. Take no more specimens than are necessary for 

your purpose. Do you want to make an 
identification, a drawing or a voucher collection? 
The number of specimens you need to take will 
depend on this purpose. 

2. Do not take the same species in numbers from the 
same place year after year. 

3. Predators or parasites of whatever you collect 
should not be destroyed. 

4. Do not disturb all potential home sites in your 
search for a species. For example, don’t turn over 
all the rotting logs in an area or investigate all 
holes in every tree. 

5. For local or rare species, take only one or two 
specimens and avoid collecting in well-worked or 
over-worked areas. 

6. Tell authorities of unusual finds, and if you are 
collecting in an area of special interest to 
conservationists: supply a list of species found. 

7. Have a current collecting permit (NB: each state 
system has different requirements, so you’ll need 
a permit for each state you collect in). 

8. Never collect for commercial gain. 
9. Never disturb an endangered species. 
10. Only collect what you have time to process well. 

Remember examining, drawing, photographing, 
describing and preserving takes time. Record 
locality details at the time of collection. 

11. If the collection makes good voucher material 
consider lodging it at your local herbarium. 

 

References 
Durrell, Gerald M. with Lee Durrell (1982) The Amateur Naturalist. 

Penguin Books, Harmondsworth, pp. 384–385. 
Lindenmayer, D. (2000) Life in the Tall Eucalypt Forests. New Holland 

Publishers, Sydney. 
McQuillan, P. (1996) Understorey as habitat for insects and other 

invertebrates In Understorey in Farm Forests: Proceedings from a 
Forum/Workshop University of Tasmania, Launceston Campus, 
Understorey Network, Launceston, pp. 14–15. 

Tzaros, C. (2003) Woody Debris, Wingspan 13 (2): 6.



 Fungimap Newsletter 57 March 2017  

	 20 

Introducing FungiSight on Facebook 
	

Grace Boxshall 
 
The first question people tend to ask me when I 
describe my research as a Master of BioSciences 
student at the University of Melbourne is: Can I eat 
that mushroom? The answer is never clear cut. 
 

As part of my research, I’m working with supervisors 
at Melbourne and Deakin universities and Royal 
Botanic Gardens Victoria to investigate variation in 
mushroom toxicity in southern temperate Australian 
representatives of Agaricus. My project focusses on 
the yellow staining section of the genus (section 
Xanthodermatei) and the yellow stainer itself, 
Agaricus xanthodermus. As many of you will be 
aware, A. xanthodermus is responsible for the majority 
of poisonings by deliberate ingestion in Victoria 
(Hender et al. 2000), causing gastric irritation, 
including nausea, vomiting and diarrhea. Agaricus 
xanthodermus can resemble more benign species of 
Agaricus and most poisoning cases are believed to 
have arisen due to misidentification. Interestingly, for 
as long as the species has been recognised in Europe, 
there have been cases of people deliberately farming 
and eating the species with no notable ill effects.  
 

My goal is to determine whether (i) all the yellow 
strainers being eaten are actually the one species or 
not; and (ii) variation in the chemical constituents 
accounts for this reported variation in toxicity. I also 
hope to determine whether there may be some 
correlation between toxicity and other factors, such as 
developmental stage, habitat, soil type, or even 
morphologically cryptic species. I will use a 
combination of herbarium and fresh specimens 
collected from across south-eastern Australia. 
Herbarium specimens will help me construct a 
backbone phylogeny for Australian representatives of 
the genus, while the role of fresh samples is three-fold: 
genetic analysis, voucher specimens and chemical 
analysis. 
 

How you can help: 
Fungi don’t like to follow any rulebook, making it 
exceptionally difficult to know where and when to go 
collecting. As a result, I am reaching out to fungi and 
nature enthusiasts to help me by contributing to this 
research.  

 
 

FungiSight is a Facebook page and email created 
specifically to record sightings of Agaricus (especially 
yellow stainers), Chlorophyllum and Macrolepiota. 
The priority at this stage is to gather ‘real-time’ 
sightings for Agaricus in Victoria, Tasmania and South 
Australia, with a view to expanding to a nation-wide 
project in years to come. Sightings can be recorded by 
email or Facebook post or message. When submitting 
a sighting, please include a photo for identification 
purposes, a location (GPS coordinates or a good 
description) and the date of observation. If possible, 
information about gill colour or colour change 
following scratch or bruising is appreciated, as is an 
indication if you would be prepared to assist in making 
a collection should it prove impossible for me to get to 
a site within 24-48 hrs. 
 

Sightings can be submitted to: 
Facebook page: www.facebook.com/fungisight/ 
Email: fungisight@gmail.com 
 

If you suspect you or a loved one are experiencing 
mushroom poisoning, please call the Victorian Poisons 
Information Centre for treatment advice, information 
about poisons, and information packs.  
Phone: 131 126, http://www.austin.org.au/poisons 
 

Good luck and happy hunting! 
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Contacting Fungimap 
 

 Fungimap Incorporated Telephone: (03) 9252 2374 
 Royal Botanic Gardens Victoria Email: info@fugnimap.org.au 
 Private Bag 2000 Website: www.fungimap.org.au 
 South Yarra VIC 3141 ABN: 28 290 974 280 
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Towards a Fungimap policy on collecting wild fungi 
 

Tom May 
Royal Botanic Gardens Victoria / President Fungimap Inc. 

 
The various perspectives offered in this ‘Edibility 
issue’ show that there are indeed issues around 
edibility. How should Fungimap, as a member-based 
organisation respond? A good starting point is looking 
at the objectives of Fungimap, as set out in its 
constitution, from which relevant points are: ‘To 
promote the appreciation of fungi with a focus on 
Australian macrofungi in the natural environment and 
to foster the conservation of Australian macrofungi’. 
 

Enacting these objectives, Fungimap is currently active 
in the development of policy around fungal 
biodiversity and conservation, such as recently 
contributing information about fungi for the next 
Australian State of the Environment report. Should 
Fungimap have a passive response to issues around 
edibility, or actively engage? 
 

Two quite different issues emerge: (1) identification of 
edible fungi, and (2) regulation of collecting, 
especially commercial activities. 
 

Edibility and identification 
For identification, there is no intention (nor capacity) 
to alter Fungimap’s existing practices. Every week 
Fungimap receives emails enquiring about the 
identification of fungi, now almost always 
accompanied by images. We quickly scan all emails 
and reply with an identification, and encouragement to 
provide location details so that records can be entered 
in the Fungimap database, and eventually be provided 
to the Atlas of Living Australia. Some enquiries are 
once-off from people who have no particular interest 
in fungi, others are from people who are interested in 
fungi, and we identify the fungi where possible and 
provide feedback on their images and direct them to 
resources. However, there is one common type of 
email where we do not provide the name of the fungus. 
In its simplest form (from a real example) the email is: 
‘Is it edible?’. For these kinds of enquiries we will 
provide the identity where it is a toxic species (which 
is a surprisingly common situation, involving species 
such as Chlorophyllum molybdites and C. brunneum). 
The rest are non-toxic, with many being innocuous, 
but still misidentified (for example Laccaria collected 
in mistake for Cantharellus), and some being 
apparently edible. Even for seemingly well-known 
edible species, we do not confirm identification, 
because we cannot be sure that the person enquiring 
has the skills to distinguish other, potentially toxic 
species growing nearby. 
 

The current practice of Fungimap in providing an 
‘identification service’ but not venturing into 

confirming edibility mirrors that of a number of other 
organisations and community groups, such as Royal 
Botanic Gardens Victoria: ‘We do not provide advice 
about the edibility of fungi. The only safe way to 
consume wild fungi is to recognise with absolute 
certainty the small number of distinctive edible 
species’. Similar sentiments are echoed in a recent 
posting on an Australian Pharmacy industry website 
<https://ajp.com.au/news/mushroom-poisoning-
warning-for-nsw/>, which states: ‘Due to an 
unseasonal rise in wild mushroom poisonings across 
the State, the Royal Botanic Gardens and Domain 
Trust together with NSW Health have issued a 
warning against eating them’.  
 

Edibility and collecting 
For collecting, it is apparent that collecting of wild 
Australian fungi is being carried out for both food and 
medicinal uses, including commercially (for example, 
an internet search for species such as Cordyceps gunnii 
reveals a number of suppliers). Identification is also an 
issue for commercial foragers. Mistakes are being 
made in identification of wild fungi sold in markets 
and greengrocers (personal observations). Approaches 
to these issues range from outright prohibition to 
engagement with commercial and other foragers.  
 

 
 

Do we want to see mushroom collecting regulated in 
Australia? Image: Alison Pouliot. 

 



 Fungimap Newsletter 57 March 2017  

	 22 

Some examples from Australia and around the world 
that could inform Fungimap policy include: 
 Queensland Mycological Society 

<http://qldfungi.org.au/resources-2/eating>: ‘Not 
enough is known about many fungi in Australia to 
determine their species and whether or not they are 
poisonous. The QMS is unable to advise on the 
edibility of any mushroom. We strongly 
recommend that you do NOT eat any mushrooms 
found in the wild.’ 

 Field Naturalists Club of Victoria 
<http://www.fncv.org.au/fungi-group/>: ‘promotes 
the conservation of our environment. Picking 
mushrooms for consumption, on whatever scale, 
does not fit in with this goal and is not permitted 
during any of our forays. Limited picking for study, 
educative purposes, and the collection of herbarium 
voucher specimens is permitted under our present 
permit. In general this should be performed as 
inconspicuously as possible, without visible 
damage to the surroundings.’ 

 In Chile, fungal conservationist Giuliana Furci 
works through Fundacion Fungi to ‘trabaja para 
apoyar y capacitar a los recolectores, y de esta 
manera aportar a la conservación del bosque nativo 
chileno’ [‘support and train collectors, and in this 
way contribute to the conservation of Chilean 
native forest’]. FF has produced a brochure, in 
Spanish, on Sustainable collection of wild 
mushrooms <http://www.ffungi.org/recoleccin-
sustentable>. 

 In the U.S.A. the University of Michigan, as part 
of its extensions program, runs a ‘Wild mushroom 
certification course’ that offers foragers the 
‘necessary certification for selling wild 
mushrooms’ as required under regulations applying 
in the state of Michigan. 
<http://msue.anr.msu.edu/news/wild_mushroom_certific
ation_course_offered> 

 The International Society for Fungal 
Conservation does not yet have a formal policy on 
foraging, but on their website <http://www.fungal-
conservation.org/> there is thoughtful discussion of a 
number of points including that foraging may affect 
fungal and animal populations, and may also lower 
the recreational value of a place for others. The 
ISFC also notes that ‘chefs and journalists have a 
particular responsibility in respect of foraging’. 

 

It is important to remember that any collecting of wild 
fungi in national parks and conservation reserves is 
completely off limits. It seems that nearly all wild 
fungi collected for food purposes are currently exotic 
species collected from plantations of exotic trees; with 
the exception of morels (Morchella species). It would 
be interesting to know more about the supply chain of 
wild fungi sold in markets and utilised in restaurants. 

 

 
 

 Morel (Morchella species). Morels are collected from the 
wild in Australia and sold in speciality mushroom outlets, 

including over the internet. Image: Sarah Lloyd. 
 
Evolving a Fungimap policy 
The appropriate response to the various issues around 
the intersection of edibility and identification and 
collecting, specifically in relation to the Australian 
environment and culture, is a challenge. However, I 
believe Fungimap should actively address the issues 
and develop an edibility policy. 
 

Respect is one key thread of a workable policy - 
respect for nature, respect for fungi experts (who may 
not wish to engage in identification in relation to 
edibility), respect for the culture of community groups 
(who may or may not wish to engage in foraging) and 
respect for those who wish to engage in ethical and 
sustainable foraging. Engagement is another thread - 
especially with management agencies. There is also 
the option raised in the contribution by George Biron 
of engaging with industry bodies (such as 
restauranteurs) in relation to certification. A mix of 
regulation and certification could provide the 
opportunity for promotion of sound ecological 
practices. 
 

Thanks to all the contributors to this special issue on 
the ‘edibility issue’ and especially to Alison Pouliot 
for her wide-ranging and thoughtful introduction. We 
welcome further contributions on this important issue. 
It would be ideal to have a working group on policy 
development around foraging, and if you are interested 
in participating, please get in touch. 
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Thanks to authors of Australian Subtropical Fungi  

and Fungimap book shop volunteers 
	
Fungimap published Fungi Down Under in 2005 and the book has been reprinted several times since then. Self-
publishing has meant that there is an increased revenue stream from sales of the book, in comparison to using a 
commercial publisher. Fungimap sells the book both retail and also wholesale to a range of bookshops around 
Australia, such as The Gardens Shop (at Royal Botanic Gardens Victoria) and the Botanical Bookshop (at the 
Australian National Botanic Gardens). 
 
We are delighted to add Australian Subtropical Fungi as another book published by Fungimap. After self-
publishing the first issue of this book, the authors —Sapphire McMullan-Fisher, Patrick Leonard and Fran Guard 
— have arranged for a reprint of their book through Fungimap. Fungimap is very grateful to Sapphire, Patrick and 
Fran for offering to forgo royalties. In addition, Fran is assisting by delivering filled orders for south-east 
Queensland. Wholesale orders have already been filled for a number of bookshops around the country, and as with 
the distribution of Fungi Down Under to bookshops, this creates greater visibility and accessibility for books on 
Australian fungi. 
 
The on-line Fungimap bookshop stocks Fungi Down Under and Australian Subtropical Fungi and also a 
comprehensive range of books and brochures about Australian fungi and lichens. Examples of other books in stock 
include: 
 Where the Slime Mould Creeps: The Fascinating World of Myxomycetes by Sarah Lloyd 
 Admiring the Fungi of the Lower Eyre Peninsula by Brian Saunders 
 Investigating Fungi by Gwen Pascoe (book for children) 

 
There are also fold out brochures for fungi and lichens of specific regions such as: 
 A Guide to the Lichens of Morwell National Park 
 Fungi of the Southwest Slopes & Upper Murray of NSW 
 FungiFlip (fungi of Tasmania) 

 
All these books and brochures, as well as items such as hand lenses, are available for purchase at the on-line 
Fungimap bookshop: http://fungimap.org.au/index.php/bookshop 
 
Running a book-selling business does involve a lot of work, in terms of ordering, stock control, invoicing and 
packaging. We are fortunate that dedicated volunteers in the Fungimap office assist with filling book orders. 
Thanks are due to volunteers Sara Romberg (Fungimap Treasurer) and Graham Patterson, who have assisted with 
different facets of the bookshop, and particularly to Hannah Noordah, who has spent every Monday afternoon 
between March 2015 and October 2016 dealing with book orders. Hannah recently finished up this stint as a 
bookshop volunteer, but will continue to assist with Fungimap events. A new crop of Fungimap bookshop 
volunteers is currently in training, and we appreciate their interest and willingness to assist. 
 
If you see a book that you would like Fungimap to stock, do let us know; or if you are looking for a publisher for a 
fungi book, do talk to the Fungimap Coordinator (info@fungimap.org.au). 
 

 

Thanks to volunteers 
 

Thanks to our regular Fungimap volunteers: Wendy Cook, Susan Fisher, Graham Patterson, Christina 
Hall, Tarquin Netherway, Philippa Perry, Ben Sharp, Milly Sundgren, Lachlan Tegart and Luke 
Vaughan. We are also grateful for the efforts of our management committee: Paul George, Roz Hart, 
Tom May, Jasmin Packer and Sara Romberg. 
 

Acknowledgement of recent records will appear in the next Newsletter 
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