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   Introduction
There are over 750 species of macrofungi found 

within Kansas, which is minuscule compared to the 
10,000+ species found throughout North America. 
Mushrooms are the most mystifying group of 
organisms on this planet, yet we know very little about 
them. Neither a plant or animal, they’re more closely 
related to lobsters than flowers. The roles they play in 
an ecosystem are vital and without them there would 
be a significant collapse in that system. They recycle 
nutrients by breaking down dead or dying organisms, 
keeping the world free from piles of dead things. They 
form significant symbiotic relationships with trees and 
other plants, connecting entire communities, acting 
as the telephone network for trees, and providing 
the plants with water and nutrients they couldn’t 
get on their own. Mushrooms provide medicine and 
food for humans, and act as our cleanup crew by 
breaking down oil and other pollutants. They can be 
parasites, assisting with controlling other species and 
preventing ecosystem takeovers. Mycology, the study 
of fungi, has yet to reveal all of the secrets held within 
this diverse Kingdom. Who knows what we’ll learn 
from these reclusive organisms?

This guide serves to introduce you to mushrooms 
you’re most likely to find in the Great Plains. 
Unfortunately, there is no rhyme or reason when 
it comes to identifying mushrooms and no single 
characteristic that connects edible species to each other. 
It comes down to observation, precise measurements 
and patience. To make matters more complicated, 
species can exhibit a vast range of characteristics 
so it’s important to refer to multiple identification 
guides, keys, quality internet resources, and never 
rely on images alone. Many images don’t capture the 
information needed to accurately identify mushrooms 
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such as gill attachment, gill spacing, texture, time 
of year, location, etc. Many mushrooms can only be 
identified to the species level by microscopic analysis. 
Microscopic features are not included in this guide 
due to the difficulties surrounding access to equipment 
and there aren’t enough pages to describe the process 
of collecting samples and how to characterize them.

This guide is not intended to be used solely for 
finding and identifying edible species, but rather 
to further the exploration of all mushrooms. It’s 
organized alphabetically by scientific name as not all 
species have common names; those that do may have 
more than one common name or share a common 
name with an entirely different mushroom. You’ll find 
that common names in field guides differ radically, so 
it's best to identify by scientific names. It’s important 
to note as more information is discovered, scientific 
names change so old field guides may have different 
names for certain mushrooms than newer ones. Many 
species have look-a-likes and should be carefully 
compared, especially if that species is considered 
edible. Even after careful comparison, it’s advisable to 
get a second opinion before consuming mushrooms. 
You never know how you’ll react to something even if 
your friend has had no issues; think of peanut allergies 
as an analogy for this. 

When it comes to forays, or looking for 
mushrooms, time of year, location, moisture and 
temperature all play a factor. Fungi thrive on moisture 
so you’re more likely to find mushrooms after it rains. 
Most species require specific temperatures for them 
to produce fruiting bodies (mushrooms), so warmer 
temperatures are ideal, but too much heat can be 
detrimental. Spring and fall will yield the highest 
diversity. Western Kansas tends to be drier and open 
prairie, whereas eastern Kansas gets more rainfall and 
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has more trees. Diversity increases across the state 
as you move to the east, so you’re more likely to find 
more fungus the further east you go. So get out there, 
go for a walk and discover something new about your 
local park, favorite trail, or even your own backyard.

Groups
Some mushrooms may look similar but that 

does not necessarily mean they are related. The 
following depictions and descriptions describe basic 
characteristics that species may share.

Bird’s nest fungi (Cyathus, 
crucibulum): a pea-size cup, often 
filled with “eggs.” These eggs are 
actually called periodoles and house 
the spores. 

Boletes (Boletus and allies): 
instead of gills, underside of cap 
has tubes with pore-like openings.

Amanitas (Amanita):   
Pale gilled mushrooms with 
remnants of a universal veil 
in the form of a sac at the 
base. Many have a ring or 
skirt on the stem. 

© Rachel Roth

© Rachel Roth

© Rachel Roth
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Puffballs (Calvatia, 
Lycoperdon): roundish; 
powdery spores form inside 
the ball and escape in a 
puff of smoke.

   

Conks (Ganoderma 
and allies): thick, woody 
shelves that grow on tree 
trunks and look like flat 
conch shells. 

Corals (Ramaria 
and allies): typically 
branched like coral; 

some are coral in 
color as well.

Earthstars 
(Geastrum): the 
outer skin breaks 
and peels back to 
form a star.

Inkies 
(Coprinus): when 

old, the caps liquefy 
into an inky goo. 

Jellies (Tremella and allies): 
like jelly or rubber when fresh or wet. 

Milkies (Lactarius): exude a milky latex when cut. 

Morels 
(Morchella): 
conelike head 
honeycombed 
with brain-like 
ridges and pits. 

© Rachel Roth © Rachel Roth

© Rachel Roth
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    Identification Characteristics
This list introduces you to the absolute basics of 

what to look for when you encounter an unknown 
mushroom. It should not be used as a key as it will not 
lead you to a specific species or group of mushrooms. 

Observation is the most important part of 
correctly identifying mushrooms. These can be 
evaluated in any order.

• Determine where the mushroom is located.
• If located near or on a tree, make note of the
   species of tree.
• Is it found in the woods, open grassland, or
   mixture?
• What is it growing on?
      i. Wood, terrestrial (out of the ground), on a
         living tree, on an insect, on a leaf or 
         woodchip, etc.
                1. If found growing on the ground, dig a 
                    little below and around it to determine if

Scarlet cups 
(Sarcoscypha): bright 
red and more or less 
cup shaped. 

Stinkhorns 
(Phallus and 
allies): a stalk 
like a phallus 
and putrid 
smelling. 

 
Spine fungi (Hericium and 

allies): instead of gills or pores, 
many toothlike spines that hang 
down like icicles. 

© Rachel Roth

© Rachel Roth

© Rachel Roth
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                    it’s growing on buried wood or other
                    material.
		  2.	If growing on a tree, is it growing at the 	

			   base of the tree, on the trunk, on a branch, 	
			   high up on the trunk, etc.?

• Consider the time of year (spring, summer, fall,
   winter). Think about the amount of moisture
   the area has recently experienced. 
• Touch it.
• Is it fuzzy, slimy, dry, smooth, spiny, hairy,
   scaly, waxy, gelatinous, or some other texture?
• When you touch it, does it bruise?
	 i.	If it bruises does it change colors?
		 What color is it?
	 ii.	If you cut it, does it turn a different color? 
		 What color is it?
• Look closely.
• Does it have a cap?
	 i.	Does it have gills, pores, folds, or is it smooth
		 on the underside?
	 ii.	Does the cap have fine hairs, scales, patches,
		 or any evidence of a universal veil?
	 iii.	Can the top layer of the cap be easily peeled
		 back from the cap?
• Is it cup-like?
• Is it a round ball?
• Does it have a skirt or ring on the stalk?
• Does it have a volva (sack) at the base of the stalk?
• Does it look like a star?
• Does the stalk/stem have any texture to it? Is it
   covered in a fine powder, hairy, slimy, smooth, etc.?
	 i.	What color is the stalk? Does it change color
		 as you move up or down?
	 ii.	Does it change shape?
	 iii.	When you slice into it, is it hollow, fleshy,
		 have holes/pockets throughout, or have
		 strands of fiber inside?
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How to Make a Spore Print
     Mushroom spores come in all colors, ranging from 
white and black to pink and purple and everything 
in between. Determining the color of the spores can 
help identify a mushroom. Spores are the microscopic 
packets of genetic information mushrooms use to 
reproduce. Even though they’re invisible to the naked 
eye, you can see the color by making a spore print. To 
make a spore print, follow these simple steps:
   1.  If a stem is present, carefully cut it away from the
        cap and avoid damaging the gills.
   2.  Place the mushroom cap, gills facing down on a
        piece of glass. Most sites and guides advise paper
        but with glass you can see the color more clearly
        and not worry about them blending in with the
        paper. 
   3.  Cover it with something to protect it from any
        drafts.
   4.  Leave it for a couple of hours or even overnight.
   5.  Gently remove the cover and the spent cap from
        the glass to reveal a beautiful – and delicate –
        spore print.

     Mushrooms that don’t have gills produce spores via 
other structures but may still provide a sport print 	
				       with a little practice.

A spore print 
from Amanita 
prairiicola, 
collected in 
August, 2019. 

© Lyndzee Rhine
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Agaricus campestris – Meadow Mushroom

Description:
CAP: 	3-11 cm across; convex, occasionally nearly flat; whitish; bald and glossy 

to silky to nearly wooly or scaly. 	
GILLS: Free from the stem; deep pink becoming brown with maturity; crowded; 

covered with a thin, white partial veil in button stage. 
STEM: 2-6 cm long; 1-2.5 cm thick; sometimes tapering slightly to base; with 

a quickly collapsing white ring; whitish; not bruising. Flesh is thick and 
white throughout; sometimes, but rarely, changing to pinkish in wet 
weather. 

SPORE PRINT: Brown. 
GROWTH AND DISTRIBUTION: Grows in meadows, fields, lawns and 

grassy areas; alone, gregariously or sometimes in fairy rings; March to 
October. Very common and found widely throughout the state.

Comments: Good field characteristics to look for include growing in grass, 
whitish cap, short stature, pink, immature gills, and lack of bruising 
reactions. Agaricus porphyrocephalus is similar but features a brown cap.

© Lyndzee Rhine
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Amanita fulva – Tawny Grisette

Description:
CAP: 	4-10 cm across, and oval at first but becomes convex to nearly flat with 

a bump in the center. The cap is sticky when young (or when it gets wet) 
and orange-brown in color, sometimes with a few white patches scattered 
about. The edge of the cap is noticeably grooved.

GILLS: Free from the stem but can be slightly attached to it, close together and 
white. 

STEM: 7-16 cm and 0.5-1.5 cm thick, wider at the base and tapering toward 
the cap. It’s bald, and lacks an annulus/ring. Look for a white volva/
sack at the base that fits loosely around the stem and can discolor to an 
orange-brown. 

SPORE PRINT: White. 
GROWTH AND DISTRIBUTION: Mycorrhizal with hardwoods and conifers 

from July to October.
Comments: The cap color can vary but tends to hover in the orange-brown 

range. Compare with A. vaginata, which has a gray cap.
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Amanita rubescens – The Blusher

Description:
CAP: 4-20 cm broad and convex when young to broadly convex or flat with 

maturity. It’s dry or can be slightly sticky. When it is young, it’s a pale 
bronze color or brown that takes on red tones with maturity; eventually 
it will turn a red-brown color or remain a brown color. It also has yellow 
warts when young but the warts soon fade to pink, gray or dull tan/
brown. Sometimes it will have a central knob. 

GILLS: Free from the stem or just barely attached to it, close together and 
white, sometimes taking on a slightly red hue. 

STEM: 5-14 cm long and can be 1.5-3 cm thick and may have a slightly 
enlarged base. There is a fragile, skirt-like ring that usually persists in 
maturity. Sometimes there may be a few scales or zones indicating a 
volva. The stem is white but stains pinkish to brownish red.

SPORE PRINT: White.
GROWTH AND DISTRIBUTION: Mycorrhizal with hardwoods but it favors 

oak trees, can sometimes be seen with conifers. Found from May to 
October.

Comments: A good field identifier is all parts of the mushroom will bruise a 
reddish brown color whereas A. flavorubescens only bruises on the lower 
part of the stem. A. flavorubescens is poisonous and is very similar to 
A. rubescens. 
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Amanita thiersii – Thiers’ Lepidella

Description:
CAP: 	5-20 cm across, convex becoming more flat with age and covered with a 

powdery/shaggy, sticky material from the universal veil. It’s also white 
and may have universal veil remnants hanging from the edge of the cap. 

GILLS: Nearly free, close together and white. 
STEM: 8-20 cm long and 1-2 cm wide, covered in the same material as the cap 

with a skirt-like ring. If a volva is present, it will be powdery like the 
rest of the mushroom, but probably indistinct. 

SPORE PRINT: White.
GROWTH AND DISTRIBUTION: Saprobic; can be found growing in lawns 

and grassy areas either alone, scattered, gregariously or in fairy rings/
partial rings. It flourishes in open grassy areas and warm weather, so it’s 
found from July to September.

Comments: This is a large, common, and noticeable mushroom. Most 
mushrooms in the genus Amanita are mycorrhizal but A. thiersii is 
saprobic and therefore not associated with trees. One of the most 
frequently encountered species in the summer as it grows in lawns 
and ditches in hard to miss groupings. Compare with Chlorophyllum 
molybdites (pg. 25) which lacks a powdery, sticky coating and has a 
greenish spore print but is also very commonly found in grassy areas 
like yards.
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Armillaria mellea – The Honey Mushroom

Description:
CAP: 	2.5-7 cm but can get up to 15 cm across, convex but flattening with age. 

The cap is dry or tacky and the color varies quite a bit but is typically 
honey-yellow and may have a few tiny dark scales near the center.

GILLS: Attached or barely begin to run down the stem and are nearly distant. 
They’re whitish, sometimes will bruise a darker color. When young, 
they’re covered by a whitish, partial veil. 

STEM: 5-20 cm long and 0.5-3.5 cm thick, the stem tapers toward the base 
and it’s tough and fibrous. It’s bald and pale near the cap but darkens 
toward the base and can be a bit on the hairy side; the ring is persistent 
with maturity. 

SPORE PRINT: White.
GROWTH AND DISTRIBUTION: Disease causing (pathogenic) and 

parasitic on living hardwoods but sometimes found on conifers. They 
can also be saprobic on deadwood. They can be found growing in large 
clusters from August to November. They especially thrive on rainy, fall days.

Comments: Compare carefully with Galerina marginata (poisonous) (pg. 
33). This species spreads by black root-like rhizomorphs and they can 
be seen by peeling back bark (please avoid doing this as it is harmful 
to the tree). They will also bioluminesce, producing their own light 
through a chemical reaction, and are responsible for the glowing wood 
known as “foxfire.” Compare with Armillariella tabescens, which lacks 
an annulus.
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Artomyces pyxidatus – Crown Coral or
   Crown-Tipped Coral Fungus

Description:
FRUITING BODY: 4-13 cm high, 2-10 cm across and branches repeatedly. 

A hallmark characteristic for this species are the crown-like tips that 
usually have 3-6 points surrounding a shallow depression on each 
branch. Each branch is 1-5 mm thick, smooth and whitish to pale yellow 
at first but may darken with age. The branches sit on a short, brown base 
that sports brown hairs. 

SPORE PRINT: White.
GROWTH AND DISTRIBUTION: Most coral fungi are terrestrial; A. 

pyxidatus is an exception to that as it’s saprobic and grows on fallen 
wood. It may appear to be terrestrial so look for buried wood; it prefers 
aspens, willows and maples. It most often grows from June to September 
when the weather is dry.

Comments: Good field characteristics include growing from wood and crown 
tips on the branches. Formerly known as Clavicoronoa pyxidate.

© Michael Kuo
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Auricularia sp. – Tree or Wood Ear

Description:
CAP: 	Does not have a true cap or stem and has no gills.
STEM: Wavy and irregular; typically ear-shaped; 2-15 cm wide. Usually found 

clumped together and attached at a central or lateral position. Gelatinous 
in texture, tan to brown in color. The “upper” part of the mushroom is 
silky/downy, veined. The flesh is thin. 

SPORE PRINT: White.
GROWTH AND DISTRIBUTION: Found March to October. Saprobic on 

dead wood, they especially prefer hickories. Found widely throughout 
Kansas.

Comments: Compare it with Exidia recisa which is visually similar. A. 
auricula is considered edible. They will dry out and become hard and 
crusty, but as soon as there is a bit of moisture they reconstitute. 

© Lyndzee Rhine
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Bisporella citrina – Yellow Fairy Cup
   or Lemon Discos

Description:
FRUITING BODY: This small cup fungus can be up to 3 mm across and is 

disc or saucer shaped; bald, smooth, and is usually found without a stem 
although a tiny one may be present. This little fungus is bright yellow.

GROWTH AND DISTRIBUTION: Saprobic on decaying logs and stumps 
of hardwoods and conifers. It grows in dense clusters from October to 
December.

Comments: The individual fruiting bodies are very small but the large clusters 
make them stand out in the woods. It can appear on almost any kind of 
deadwood, including fence posts, old furniture, etc. Some jelly fungi can 
appear to be similar (Genus Dacrymyces) but they have more gelatinous 
fruiting bodies.

© Melissa Kuo
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Boletinellus merulioides – Ash Tree
   Bolete

Description:
CAP: 	5-20 cm and convex when young. With age, they become irregular, 

wavy and nearly bowl-like with an in-rolled margin. The top of the cap 
is light to dark brown, sometimes reddish brown. The cap is dry or tacky 
when wet. It has the feeling of soft leather but gets tough with maturity. 

PORE SURFACE/UNDERSIDE: Runs down the stem and has radially 
elongated pores, sometimes looking like gills. The pores are yellow 
to olive and bruise brownish to almost blue. The tube layer does not 
separate from the top of the cap.

STEM: 2-4 cm long and up to 2.5 cm thick. It’s off-center and yellowish 
toward the cap but changes to brown near the base and bruises a darker 
brown.

SPORE PRINT: Olive brown.
GROWTH AND DISTRIBUTION: Found under ash trees (mostly green 

ash) and have an interesting symbiotic relationship with the leafcurl ash 
aphid (see comments). This species is found growing alone, scattered, or 
gregariously from May to October.

Comments: Gyrodon merulioides is a synonym. This species forms little 
knots of mycelial tissue that surrounds and protects the leafcurl ash 
aphid; the aphid gives the fungus nutrients. The presence of this species 
suggests your ash tree may have some unwanted pests. Compare with 
Paragyrodon sphaerosporus, which can look superficially similar, but 
has a volva-like ring around the base of the stem.

© Lyndzee Rhine
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Boletus campestris – Field Bolete

Description:
CAP: 	2-4 cm, beginning as convex but becoming nearly flat with maturity. It 

is dry, bald or finely velvety and the rosy to brick red surface may crack 
with age, especially toward the edges of the cap. The color may fade 
slightly.

PORE SURFACE/UNDERSIDE: Yellow but becomes greenish yellow; it will 
quickly bruise blue/bluegreen; 1-3 pore per mm, each pore is about 1 
cm deep. 

STEM: 3-7 cm in length, 0.5-1 cm thick, yellow toward the cap but changing 
to about the same color as the cap toward the base, solid throughout and 
will have yellowish mycelial strands attached to the base. 

SPORE PRINT: Olive brown.
GROWTH AND DISTRIBUTION: Mycorrhizal with hardwoods but tends to 

prefer oaks. Typically found in open, grassy areas but also in the woods. 
Found growing alone, scattered, or gregariously from May to September. 
Most often found in the eastern part of the state.

Comments: It can be virtually impossible to distinguish this little red bolete 
from at least four other species but feel free to try and compare it to 
Boletus bicolor or Boletus rubellus (which may or may not be strictly a 
European species, mycologists aren’t sure yet).
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Calocera cornea – Club-Like Tuning Fork

Description:
FRUITING BODY: Cylindrical with rounded or pointed tips. They stand about 

2 cm high and 3 mm wide; they’re bald and slick, firmly gelatinous and 
orange yellow in color. When they dry out they turn a reddish brown 
color and become hard.

SPORE PRINT: Yellow.
GROWTH AND DISTRIBUTION: Saprobic on barkless deadwood, it favors 

oaks. It can be found growing in clusters from late summer to early fall.
Comments: Individual clusters of this species look almost like antlers and 

some may fork near the tip but they rarely branch, making this species 
look more like a club fungi but with microscopic inspection it falls in 
line with other jelly fungi. They are more easily found after long rains. If 
they dry out they have the ability to revive with moisture. Compare with 
Dacryopinax spathularia, which has more of a spatula shape than a horn 
shape. Also, be aware of coral fungi which are larger and more brittle.

© Michael Kuo
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Calvatia craniiformis – Brain Puffball

Description:
FRUITING BODY: Can be quite large (8-20 cm across), though it is not the 

largest puffball. 6-20 cm tall, and skull shaped. It sits on a sterile base 
that may resemble a “neck.” Bright white when young and bald. The 
outer skin will crack and begin to slough away with age, revealing the 
powdery, brown spore mass it protected. 

GROWTH AND DISTRIBUTION: Saprobic and found growing terrestrially 
either alone or gregariously. It favors lawns and ditches but can also be 
found growing in meadows or among leaf litter in the woods. Generally, 
it grows from March to November, but it’s important to note mature 
bodies may persist year-round. 

Comments: Edible when fresh and young but be sure to slice it in half and 
make sure there are no traces of yellow or brown inside. If there is a 
slight discoloration in the white flesh inside, do not consume it. Compare 
with Calvatia cyathiformis see pg. 23.

© Michael Kuo
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Calvatia cyathiformis – Purple-Spored
   Puffball

Description:
FRUITING BODY: 5-20 cm across, beginning round but becoming more 

upside-down pear-shaped, or it may develop a flattened top with a 
narrower base, like a “neck.” It is whitish to tan/brownish, bald with 
a fairly well-developed sterile base (the neck part). When sliced, the 
flesh is white becoming yellowish and eventually donning a dull purple 
to purplish brown hue and is very powdery. The outside of the fruiting 
body will crack to reveal the purple powdery spore mass.

GROWTH AND DISTRIBUTION: Saprobic, usually found growing in grassy 
areas like lawns, meadows, etc., and either alone, scattered, gregariously 
or even sometimes in fairy rings. It’s found growing from June to 
October but the mature fruiting body may persist year-round.

Comments: When young, they are edible, but be sure to cut into it to make 
sure there is no discoloration in the white flesh. If there is, it is no longer 
edible, and you shouldn’t eat it. Compare with Calvatia craniiformis 
(pg. 22), which has a yellow brown or olive spore mass. A form exists in 
central and western KS, sometimes called C. fragilis but is smaller and 
features a less obvious sterile base.
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