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A year after the 2004 wildfires in interior

/\ etustu, wild, edible, morel mushrooms

-la.flourished throughout the more than 63 ffrrl-

lion scorched acres - ripe for commercial harvest-

ing. Tiouble was, few locals knew how to harvest

th! deHcacies, let alone market them at a profit'

Even worse, Jay Southard worried about "local

yokels mishandling the product'" The mushroom

tty"t from Oregon has traveled around the Pacffic

Northwest for 20-odd Years.
"Evety time you go into a new community like

this, ma and pa go out there and they do it wrong"

he said in the Los Angeles Times' "They pull'em'

they pack'em in bags, they put'em in their truck

-hln it't 80 degrees and they melt down I:
always the local guy (whose mushrooms)

are crawling with maggots, they're cov-

ered in dirt."
With that scenario in mind and a

CSREES grant in hand, the Alaska Coop-

erative Extension Service and the USDA

Forest Service, Boreal Ecology Cooperative

Research Unit set out in summer 2005 to

better understand the social and economic

aspects of a morel harvest. Fieldwork cen-

tered on Tok-the morel harvest hub' Dur-

ing June and july, researchers encountered

several mushroom buyers, pickers from

Alaska and out-of-state and local residents'

Telephone interviews, e-mails and news

media articles later filled in the picture'

Overall, the commercial mushroom scene

proved complex and fast-paced, with many activi-

ties around the clock.

Learning the hard waY
Severi=l wholesale mushroom buying companies

operated around Tok: Alpine Forager's Exchange'

fi*u and Perry, Inc., Sierra Madre, Foods in Sea-

son and Cascade Mushroom Company' Each outfit

had set up buying and drying stations, as well as

temporary buying stations in Chicken, Northway'

Eagie and Chatanika (near Fairbanks)'

The businesses also rented six commercial

properties at rates ranging from $1,000 to $2'500 per

-""tft. While most buyers were from out-of-state'

two Alaska-based enterprises took part:

Capriccio Specialties (Anchorage) and The

Great Alaska Mushroom Company, a busi-

ness that oPened in 2005'

The mushroom-Picking season

stretched from the first week in june

through the third week in ]uly, with buyers

estimating a harvest of 175,000 pounds'

According to the buyers, local pickers sold

21,000 pounds of morels (12% of the total

harvest). Despite these numbers, buyers

were disappointed. They'd hoped to pur-

chase uP to four times that amount'

Heie's where lack of information plays

a big role. In order to succeed, a mushroom

buyer must be aware of current

A worker reads a Fairbanks Daily News
-Miner article, "Wating for the Shroom
Boom." The article hung on a buying
station wall during the 2005 harvest'
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Workshops provide information to novices, who
then feel more comfortable about entering the field,
where thev then can rnake other connections.

An economic boorn to the community
Aside from picking and selling mushrooms,

some locals profited from renting their cars and

ATVs to pickers from Outside, collecting fees for

river transportation, organizing food provisions and

other logistics. More than 200 people stayed in the

Tok area for 3-7 weeks and spent daily on food and

gas, as well as motel rooms and camping sites.

The most negative feedback pertained to lit-

ter. The Tok office of the Alaska Department of Fish

and Game received several complaints about trash

being left in the woods-snack wrappers and plastic

bottles.
In addition to full-time harvesters, every com-

mercial mushroom harvest sees a number of short-

term pickers, many from local communities. The

2005 Alaska morel harvest was no exception, as

hundreds of locals tried their luck typically over

two or three weekends, combining morel picking

with a family camping trip or a fish outing. One or

more of the members had attended morel harvest-

ing workshops by the UAF Cooperative Extension

Service in spring 2005. Nearly 340 of the known 56-1

workshop attendees were contacted after the season.

Of those 340 attendees, 114 had picked morels u'ith

some degree of success. Many did not use formal

measuring units: they said they had "filled a grocerv

bag," or "probably got a few pounds," or described

the containers (bags, buckets, baskets, etc.) and then

speculated about weight and content. Therefore it is

difficult to estimate how many pounds were col-

lected by Extension workshop attendees and other

local pickers.

Workers transfer freshly harvested mushrooms
onto dryer shelves.

Most rookies appreciated the Extension work-

shops, but the old-timers frequently knew more than

the r'r'orkshop organizers. The best sources were

buvers and other professional pickers. Overall, the

n'orkshops fulfilled their purpose, said Sveta Yamin,

a UAF graduate student in cultural anthropology

r,r,ho experienced the harvest firsthand.
"They provide information to the novices, who

then feel more comfortable about entering the field,

where they then can make other connections."

But the workshops tended to over-promote the

enterprise, flashing the high retail prices on morels

and not emphasizing the hard work involved to

harvest them in commercial quantities, Yamin added

via e-mail.
"The workshops do very well to explain the

logistics and they do say that it requires work and

patience, but perhaps in the future more emphasis

should be placed on the magnitude of the effort

required for those who want to derive substantial

income from this."
Most likely hundreds of Alaskans became first-

time pickers. They went out with their friends or

families, learned how to find and identify morel

mushrooms, picked enough for a meal or two and,

in some cases, sold a few pounds for fun. They mayA worker sun dries fresh morels at a buying station.

l2 - Rural Development Proiect
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