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INTRODUCTION

Mushrooms are one of the most ubiquitous, yet also most mysterious, life forms on planet Earth. They are neither plants nor animals, but, as members of the fungi kingdom, share characteristics with both of those groups. They can contain enough poison to kill a human, or enough medicinal compounds to help fight cancer and dementia. Other mushrooms have hallucinogenic qualities that can alter our perceptions and transform our experience of the world.

Over thousands of years and across continents, mushrooms have held many meanings for people of different cultures. They’ve been perceived as tools to aid spiritual journeys, gifts from the gods, and wellsprings of healing and longevity; the inspiration behind all types of art, sources of folk stories and superstitions; and the basis of many nutritious, delicious meals.

With modern scientific and ecological research, mushrooms have come to mean even more to us humans. We’ve begun to understand how fungi hold together entire ecosystems, and we’ve looked to mushrooms to help clean up environmental disasters. We’ve explored how mushrooms can protect our immune systems and treat diseases like HIV and depression. We’ve even identified fungi as a key to creating human habitats on other planets.  

In this book, we’ll survey the historical legacies and modern possibilities of mushrooms, as well as the fascinating variety within the mushroom kingdom. We’ll look at ancient cave art depicting fungi, mushrooms on the moon and Mars, and everything in between. We’ll also explore many common mushroom species you can search for in a woodland or park near you, or even in your own backyard. And in the final chapter, you’ll find delicious recipes, so you can sample the culinary possibilities mushrooms have to offer.

Once you’ve read about the many forms that mushrooms can take, and the amazing fungi facts scientists continue to uncover, you’ll never think of a mushroom as just a simple cap and stem again.
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