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About Those Elms
I’ve been meaning to write an in-depth story on elm trees and why they are

important to morel hunters. Originally, I thought it would be best to publish it right
before the morel season. Alas, time is a luxury from January through June, so I’d
better write it now. It will be available in the archives section of the website for
those who want to read it again prior to the morel season. This brings up another
thought in that the Morel Booster™ was originally supposed to be published
monthly, which hasn’t ever happened. So I guess the
publication rate should be “Every now and then”.

This may be mundane to some of the seasoned
morel hunters, but it’s must have information for
novices who want to be successful. Most of the
experienced morel hunters fall under the
classification “tree hunters”. In other words, when
they walk through the woods, they’re looking for the
right tree. And when they find one, they then look
for morels near it. And one of the best trees to find is
a dead elm tree.

Why elms? Because if you’re going to find the
motherlode of morels in the Midwest, chances are it
will be within the drip line of an elm tree that has
died within the past five years. What’s the drip line?
Think of the perimeter of the leaf canopy of the tree.
That perimeter on the ground is called the drip line.
In other words, rain drops falling from the leaves of
tree would all fall within the drip line. There are
other trees that produce morels: ash, tulip poplar,
cottonwood, and several others. And there are morels
that appear in areas where there isn’t a tree of any
kind within 500 feet or more. But, those are future
stories.

Why a dead elm? The mycelium that produces the
morel is co-existing with the root structure of the
living tree. It breaks down nutrients for the tree and is getting it’s own food from
the tree’s root system. It’s a mutually beneficial relationship that may have been
going on for decades without ever producing a morel. But, when the tree dies, or
lightning or wind breaks a branch, the corresponding roots die also. The
mycelium somehow senses that it is losing its food source (nutritional stress) and
produces fruit (the morel mushroom) for propagation of the species. The morel
produce the spores that float away and hopefully land somewhere condusive to
them forming another symbiotic relationship with a different host.

When the elm dies, morels will appear usually up to five years in diminishing
numbers. However, the bigger the tree and root structure, the longer it will produce
morels. I know of one four feet in diameter elm that produced morels for twenty
years after it died.

How does one recognize an elm tree? First of all let me say that no one ever
taught me how to find an elm or a dead elm, at least not in the conventional way. 
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When I first showed an interest in morels and went
hunting with parents and grand-parents, I was
taken to the woods and told to look for morels
everywhere. Once I/we found some, I was taught
to notice the habitat of the surrounding area.

It wasn’t too long before I noticed a common
factor in many of the areas where the morels were
found. It was this certain kind of tree. And I soon
learned that if I found this particular kind of tree, I
had a better chance of finding morels. So literally,
I knew what a dead elm was before I knew it had a
name.

What distinguishes a dead elm? First of all dead
elms grow in a vase or funnel shape. The main and
secondary branches usually grow up at an angle.
Oaks and maples have branches that grow parallel
to the ground, but not elms.

I’ve taken these pictures in the summer because
there is more contrast between the dead elms and
the living trees. Pictures of dead elms in the spring
don’t show up as well because there are very few
leaves on any of the trees.

The next factor I look for to find a dead elm is
that it has no leaves or leaf buds. The photos on
page one are of elm seeds and leaves. If you see
leaves or leaf buds on the vase shaped tree, don’t
waste too much time on it. It’s still alive.

Another characteristic of a dead elm is “bark slip”. After the tree has died the bark begins
to fall off of the tree. It happens first in the upper branches and twigs and then continues
down the tree until the tree has no or very little bark. In the picture above, most of the bark
and a lot of the branches have fallen. I would still
check this tree but would not expect to find many
morels. But, there could possibly be smaller dead
elms in the area that aren’t visible from a distance.

The tree we want to find still has most of the
bark on it, but the upper branches and twigs are
starting to shed the bark. It’s not evident in the
picture to the right, but most of the bark has fallen
off the upper branches of the trees while the bark
on the trunk is still intact.

Bark slip is important because it’s a tell-tale
sign that the tree is dead. As previosly mentioned,
the lack of leaf buds is a good indicator, but not as
easily seen as bark slip. And the more bark that’s
missing, the longer the tree has been dead.

The perfect dead elm is one  that the twigs in the
crown of the tree have started to fall and the upper
limbs have lost some of their bark. The bark that
is further down the tree and on the main trunk is
starting to fall off. The wood exposed where the
bark has fallen off is a reddish brown. That’s
because the bark has fallen off recently and the
exposed wood has not weathered as much. If the exposed wood is gray, it’s because it has
seen too much wind, sun, and rain. In other words, the tree has been dead a long time.

One final characteristic of elm trees is that they frequently have “feet”. That is where the
tree meets the ground and the roots actually start to form above the ground and are
exposed.

Morel Booster™ • Issue 23 • November 2014• Page 2

-Continued, see Elms on page 3

Elms grow in a vase or funnel shape.
This tree is beyond its morel

producing years because most of the
bark has fallen off.

It’s been dead too long.

Dead elms are easier to see in the
summer because they have no leaves.



Now that you know what to look for, I
suggest practicing spotting dead elm trees all
year long. If you see a vase shaped tree with
brown leaves in the summer, mark the spot and
return in the spring.

Good luck. Email tom@morelmania.com if
se syou have questions or comments.
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Bark missing from the upper branches
of a dead elm tree.

Bark slip on the main
trunk.

Bark slip on the main trunk. The
elm tree is dead and should

produce morels in the spring
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