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AmeriCorps volunteers back 
in the valley for six weeks
Team is renovating 
TwispWorks’ West Shed
BY RALPH SCHWARTZ

AmeriCorps volunteers are back 
in the Methow Valley this spring 
and summer, helping TwispWorks 
with campus improvements and fin-
ishing work on homes near Pateros 
that were rebuilt after the Carlton 
Complex Fire.

The 10 volunteers, from across 
the United States, arrived in Twisp 
on May 20. That first week, they 
removed siding from the Twisp-
Works West Shed, leaving only 
the frame. (They also left Kathy 
B’s Kitchen intact.) The group also 
landscaped the TwispWorks cam-
pus and lent a hand to Classroom in 
Bloom and Methow Trails.

All this was accomplished in 

one week by a group of early-
20-somethings, many of whom were 
looking for an interesting “gap year” 
after college that included travel. 
What the AmeriCorps National 
Civilian Community Corps (NCCC) 
program provides goes deeper than 
that. 

“Not knowing what I wanted to 
do with my life, I knew I enjoyed 
doing community service,” said 
Haley Coates, 23, who is from Flor-
ida. “It’s important to humble your-
self sometimes.”

Team leader Amy Singer, a 
23-year-old from Baltimore, has 
enjoyed the travel but has also 
bonded with fellow team members.

“It’s been an awesome experience 
to work with people of all differ-
ent backgrounds and perspectives,” 
Singer said. 

Jury must decide WDFW 
role in Twisp River Fire
Judge’s decision part of 
larger, ongoing lawsuit
BY MARCY STAMPER

One more legal determination has 
emerged from a complicated lawsuit 
related to responsibility for the 2015 
Twisp River Fire: A jury trial will 
be necessary to clarify the respon-
sibility of the Washington Depart-
ment of Fish and Wildlife (WDFW) 
to maintain property it leased for a 
salmon-recovery project from the 
Douglas County Public Utility Dis-
trict (PUD). The deadly Twisp River 
Fire started on the PUD property in 
August 2015.

WDFW had submitted a motion 
in Okanogan County Superior Court 
seeking to be removed as a defen-
dant in the complex lawsuit, which 
has multiple plaintiffs and defen-
dants. WDFW is named in the suit 
because it operates an acclimation 
pond and weir on the property under 
contract with the PUD.

An investigation by the state 
Department of Natural Resources 
(DNR) determined that the Twisp 
River Fire started on the PUD prop-
erty when tree branches rubbed 
against a powerline operated by the 
Okanogan County Electric Coop-
erative (OCEC). 

Pool supporters, pursuing park district, face old demons
Eminent domain issue may 
again be a hurdle for voters
BY RALPH SCHWARTZ

People who attended the first public 
meeting about a long-term funding option 
for Twisp’s swimming pool found them-
selves on familiar turf.

The meeting, held Thursday (May 30) at 
the Winthrop Rink, was actually the third 

roundtable on the Ernst O. Wagner Memo-
rial Pool’s financial future. The first two 
meetings were small, announced only to 
specific pool proponents and people who 
had been involved in the 2013-14 cam-
paign that asked voters to create a metro-
politan park district — a taxing authority 
that would fund the pool and other recre-
ational opportunities. 

Running the May 30 meeting, Sarah 
Schrock, president of the fundraising orga-
nization Friends of the Pool, said the select 

groups at the first two meetings decided 
the best option for securing the pool’s 
future would be another run at forming a 
park district.

What that might look like is still 
unclear. Schrock said more meetings 
would be scheduled, and she asked for vol-
unteers to form a steering committee that 
would give the idea some traction.

If the 18 who attended the May 30 
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Shyann Willis, 20, a student at Eastern New Mexico University-Roswell, re-
moves siding May 22 from the West Shed at TwispWorks. The wood will be re-
used when the building is renovated later this year. Willis and the rest of her 
AmeriCorps team are dividing their time between TwispWorks and Pateros this 
year.
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Brian Bond, a mushroom buyer from Portland, wrote up a sale. Driven by supply and demand, the price of morels dropped from a high of 
$22 per pound to about $6 per pound last week.

Mushroom pickers spring up
Intense competition is 
affecting harvest, prices
BY MARCY STAMPER

Morel pickers are popping up like the 
proverbial mushrooms, combing burned 
slopes in the Twisp River drainage for the 
prized fungi. 

This year, the Methow Valley is the 
heart of the morel harvest, one of the few 
places in the Northwest open to commer-
cial picking. The ephemeral morel has 
attracted hundreds of pickers. 

The morel business is almost like a 
mini-stock market. In the scarcity of the 
early season, prices in the Methow started 
at $18 a pound and soon surged to $22 as 
more buyers arrived. 

Wet weather over Memorial Day 
weekend — followed by days of sun-
shine — improved the harvest, but it also 
affected the prices. After the weekend, 
morel prices started at $8 per pound, but 
dropped to $7 before landing at $6 by the 
end of the day, said buyer Jessica Cruz of 
Oregon-based Wild Mushrooms.

Cruz is one of half-a-dozen buyers 
who’ve set up shop in Twisp. The buy-
ers truck shipments of mushrooms sev-
eral times a week to Portland and Seattle 
to supply restaurants and specialty gro-
cers around the country. Many also sell 
directly to locals and to grocery stores in 
the valley.

A huge crop in Canada has also 
depressed prices here. Most buyers in 
Twisp are paying within 50 cents of one 
another, said Charlie Wiley, who owns 
PNW Wild Mushrooms with his wife, 
Dena. 

“The money doesn’t seem fair for the 
work they’re going through,” said Brian 
Bond, a buyer from Portland who special-
izes in dried mushrooms.

Average is down
This year, most of the biggest buyers are 

purchasing 500 to 800 pounds of mush-
rooms a day, said Wiley. In ideal condi-
tions, a good picker can gather 65 to 100 
pounds a day, but this year, the average is 
just 10 to 12 pounds, he said. A skilled 
picker can carry three to five baskets a 
day, but the pros carry two more baskets 
on their head, said Bond. 

Bond, who bought mushrooms in Okan-
ogan County after the Tripod Fire in the 
mid-2000s, recalls a haul of 18,000 to 
20,000 pounds of morels each day. This 
year, he predicts just 5,000 pounds a day.

Pickers have to compete with harvests 

in Canada, Europe and Turkey. And about 
three years ago, China developed a culti-
vated morel, which is sold inexpensively 
both fresh and dried. Although the culti-
vated mushrooms have a bland flavor, they 
look beautiful, said Wiley. “That really put 
the hurt on the market,” he said.

Although there are some “natural” 
morels, which grow in established patches 
every year, the prized “burn” morels grow 
only in certain conditions in the year fol-
lowing a wildfire. With the right balance 
of moisture and warm days, the mush-
rooms will regrow every few days for 

Jessica Cruz, left, finalized a deal with Megan McLaughlin, one of the first pickers to arrive 
in the valley this spring. Both women love the work because it keeps them outdoors.
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In denying WDFW’s motion, 
Okanogan County Superior 
Court Judge Chris Culp ruled 
on May 29 that there are at least 
four material questions of fact 
in the contract between WDFW 
and the PUD. 

The contract states that 
WDFW is responsible for per-
forming routine maintenance 
and for notifying the PUD when 
major maintenance is required, 
said Culp. Although the contract 
doesn’t define either routine or 
major maintenance, there’s a gen-
uine issue of material fact as to 
who was responsible, said Culp. 

Question to consider
The question for the jury is 

WDFW’s responsibility for what 
the agency didn’t do — not what 
the agency did do, said Culp. 
WDFW also must prove to a jury 
the extent of its use of the prop-
erty for the pond and weir. 

A jury would have to deter-
mine whether WDFW should 
have known that tree branches 
were growing dangerously close 
to the powerline, posing a risk 
of fire, said Culp. The contract 
didn’t specify whether trimming 
trees constitutes routine or major 
maintenance, said Culp.

DNR and several insurance 
companies are suing OCEC to 
recover costs associated with the 
fire. 

There is no evidence that 
WDFW staff knew — or should 
have known — about the risk 

posed by the tree branches, said 
Jennifer Loynd, the Washington 
assistant attorney general repre-
senting WDFW. No one identi-
fied WDFW personnel on site 
at the time of the fire, nor in the 
months preceding the fire, she 
said. WDFW staff are typically 
on site from mid-March through 
July, according to court docu-
ments. In 2015, their work was 
completed in June.

WDFW staff focus on hus-
bandry of the pond. While 
there was a small house on the 
PUD property across from the 
pond, WDFW staff didn’t live 
there, but instead stayed in a 
trailer adjacent to the river, said 
Loynd.

The PUD’s 6-acre parcel is on 
both sides of Twisp River Road. 
The holding pond for juvenile 
fish and the weir are on the south 
side of the road. The fire started 
behind an abandoned house 
(since demolished) on the north 
side of the road.

Brett Goodman, representing 

11 property owners with unin-
sured or underinsured losses, 
told the court that WDFW 
should have noticed a “witch’s 
broom” growth pattern on the 
tree, where the branches had 
grown into the powerline and 
been shorn off by repeated 
contact over more than four 
years. WDFW’s logs show that 
employees spent 502 days at 
the site from 2012 to 2015, said 
Goodman. “They had a duty to 
use reasonable care to inspect 
the property to keep [it] safe, 
which they failed to do,” he said.

If WDFW was responsible 
for taking care of the property, 
that would have been outlined 
in the contract, said Loynd, 

who contrasted it with con-
tracts for employee housing at 
PUD-owned dams that explic-
itly assign maintenance respon-
sibilities. 

Holding WDFW responsible 
is like holding a contractor who 
changed carpet in the court-
room responsible when some-

one trips on the sidewalk outside 
the courthouse, Loynd told the 
court.

Larger case ahead
The purpose of last week’s 

hearing was solely to address 
WDFW’s contention that the 
agency should be removed from 
the case entirely. The substan-
tive issues in the case against 
OCEC haven’t been addressed 
yet. Attorneys for the other par-
ties attended the oral arguments 
by phone but had nothing to add 
to the proceedings.

OCEC attorney Scott Samuel-
son noted at the hearing that the 
electric co-op disputes DNR’s 
conclusions about where and 
how the Twisp River Fire started, 
but all parties agreed that point 
was not pertinent to WDFW’s 
petition to be removed from the 
case. 

OCEC, WDFW and the 
PUD are named as defendants 
in all the lawsuits, which have 
been consolidated. The plain-
tiffs — DNR, several insurance 
agencies, and 11 property own-
ers — allege that the defendants 
failed to take proper safety pre-
cautions by removing or pruning 
the trees to prevent contact with 
the powerlines.

DNR is seeking to recover 
more than $1 million to reim-
burse its costs for firefighting 
and investigation of the blaze. 
The insurance agencies and 
property owners are seeking to 
recover unspecified amounts for 
losses.

Culp was reflective about liti-
gation over wildfires. “These fire 

cases, especially in the Methow 
Valley, are like the new normal. I 
don’t say that lightly,” said Culp, 
who said he’d ruled in lawsuits 
over the 2014 Carlton Complex 
Fire and in the personal-injury 
lawsuit filed by Daniel Lyon, the 
firefighter severely injured in the 
Twisp River Fire. Lyon’s case is 
currently under appeal.

“The new normal is a func-
tion of things largely beyond 
our control as human beings. It 
reminds us we’re all at the mercy 
of Mother Nature,” said Culp, 
who told the court that several of 
his family members have fought 
fires in the Methow Valley. He 

also stated his appreciation for 
WDFW’s role in rearing fish.

Discovery in the Twisp River 
Fire case is ongoing and no trial 
date has been set. The attorneys 
anticipate that a trial could last 
for weeks. Attorneys said they’re 
also exploring alternate means of 
resolution that would satisfy all 
parties.

The Twisp River Fire burned 
more than 11,000 acres and 
destroyed half a dozen homes. In 
addition to the injuries sustained 
by Lyon, three young firefighters 
were killed when their engine 
went off a road near the origin 
point.
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Holding WDFW responsible for maintenance is like holding a contractor 
who changed carpet in the courtroom responsible when someone trips 
on the sidewalk outside the courthouse, said Washington Assistant At-
torney General Jennifer Loynd.

Photto by Marcy Stamper
A mushroom picker from Oregon prepared dinner for his companions, who were still out foraging for morels.

months, said Wiley.
The several varieties of burn 

morels all have a slightly differ-
ent taste and texture. In addition 
to the earthy flavor, burn morels 
command a premium because, 
unlike natural morels, they have 
no worms or bugs. 

The mushrooms on the mar-
ket this week tend to be small, 
because pickers are snatching 
them every few days, as soon 
as they regenerate. “Everyone’s 
walking over everyone’s foot-
prints,” said Wiley.

Not only has Twisp lured 
hordes of mushroom pickers, 
but last weekend, documentary 
filmmakers descended on the 
town to shoot footage of pick-
ers in the forest and of buyers’ 
tents in town, said Wiley, who 
was hired to show the filmmak-
ers around. 

What about permits?
This year, pickers and buyers 

say the Okanogan-Wenatchee 
National Forest is about the only 
forest in the Northwest that’s 
selling commercial permits. The 
Okanogan-Wenatchee has issued 
a total of 337 permits, more 
than half at the Methow Val-

ley Ranger Station, according 
to Public Affairs Officer Holly 
Krake. Commercial permits are 
$100 for the brief season, from 
May 1 through July 30. 

Early in the season, interest 
was so high that people had to 
wait in line to buy a permit, she 
said. Areas open to commercial 
harvest are the Crescent Moun-
tain and McLeod fires in the 
Methow and the Cougar Creek 
Fire near the Entiat.

Compared to the Diamond 
Creek Fire, which was in steep, 
inaccessible terrain and largely 
in wilderness, which is off 
limits to pickers, the Crescent 
Mountain Fire has attracted 

a lot of pickers, said Methow 
Valley District Ranger Chris 
Furr. 

Pickers and buyers still talk 
about last year’s highly profit-
able harvest in Montana, where 
mushrooms f lourished after 
three large wildfires. Although 
there were “some really nice 
fires” in Montana and Idaho, no 
one is selling commercial per-
mits there, said Wiley. So pickers 
who’d normally be spread across 
two or three states are all coming 
to Twisp, he said. 

“It’s a shame when there’s 
a forest fire that burned and 
they don’t sell commercial per-
mits — it cuts down on their rev-
enue,” said Cruz.

“I don’t know why the Forest 
Service won’t open in Montana 
and Idaho — the mushrooms will 
rot and be gone in a month,” said 
Wiley. “They don’t realize how 
much money the pickers and 
buyers bring into a small com-
munity.”

While many in the mushroom 
business are frustrated that more 
areas aren’t open to commercial 
picking, some locals are disap-
pointed that there are no areas 
reserved for personal use. 

Leaf Seaburg, a Methow Val-
ley native who owns Methow 
Fishing Adventures, said com-
mercial picking only started in 
earnest in the past five years. 
Even when the commercial 
pickers began coming, after the 
Carlton Complex Fire, the Forest 
Service set aside “personal pick 
zones,” he said.

That wasn’t the case this year, 
he said. People who pick morels 
for personal use are having a 
hard time finding their maxi-
mum allotment of 5 gallons per 
day. 

Attractions of foraging
People are drawn to mush-

room ha r ves t i ng  for  t he 
money — in a good year, peo-
ple can earn $500 or more a 
day — but many have a passion 
for the work.

Cruz started in the mushroom 
business more than 25 years 
ago, leaving behind a career as 
a legal secretary for outdoor 
work. “The mushrooms are so 
delicious, I don’t even eat store-
bought mushrooms anymore,” 
she said.

Wiley has been picking mush-
rooms for years. At first, he fit 
it around his regular job run-
ning ocean-going tugboats while 
Dena ran the company. Now 
they both work year-round in the 
mushroom business.

Megan McLaughlin was one 
of the first pickers to arrive in 
the valley this April. McLaugh-
lin fills the time between morels 
and fall mushrooms by picking 
huckleberries and doing odd 
jobs. “I like it better than being 
inside. And I get to be with my 
dogs all day,” she said. 

Many pickers work almost 
year-round, foraging for differ-
ent types of mushrooms, such 
as chanterelles and truffles as 

the seasons change. Some also 
gather wild foods such as huck-
leberries, fiddlehead ferns or 
clams.

Some pickers at the two des-
ignated camps set up by the For-
est Service on upper Twisp River 
were growing discouraged last 
week. 

Everything was picked over at 
lower elevations, said one man 
who hiked so far up into the 
burned hills that he reached the 
snow line. “You pick a handful, 
then walk a couple of miles,” 
he said. Like many pickers, he 
found the local crop a disap-
pointment after the copious har-
vest in Montana last year.

Cruz enjoys gathering for 
meals and music at the picker 
camps. Pickers are a diverse 
lot, many from the Vietnamese, 
Thai, Laotian and Cambodian 
communities, and others from 
Mexico and Central America, 
she said.

“Mush rooms br ing you 
together. I love working with all 
the different cultures, too — it 
makes it interesting,” she said.

“It’s really nice camarade-
rie — it’s like a family. Just like 
you miss the mushrooms, you 
miss the people,” said Cruz.

“These fire cases, especially in the 
Methow Valley, are like the new 
normal. I don’t say that lightly. 
The new normal is a function of 
things largely beyond our control as 
human beings. It reminds us we’re 
all at the mercy of Mother Nature.

— Okanogan County Superior Court Judge Chris Culp
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“I don’t know why the Forest Service 
won’t open in Montana and Idaho — the 
mushrooms will rot and be gone in a 
month. They don’t realize how much 
money the pickers and buyers bring into 
a small community.

— Charlie Wiley, PNW Wild Mushrooms
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