[bookmark: top]The True Story of How a Dog Became a Truffle Hunter Thanks to Magic Mushrooms
An interview with Ilsa the truffle-hunting dog (and her trainer) proves that you, too, can train your pooch to search for truffles.
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As soon as she’s off her leash, Ilsa the dog darts into the emerald-green woods of Oregon’s Willamette Valley like she’s greeting a long-lost lover.
Now she’s a black-and-gold streak against the brown and green of the closed-canopy forest, occasionally standing still and resuming her form as a seven-year-old Belgian Malinois only long enough to snuffle through the moss blanket of a granite boulder slumbering since the Ice Age, or under the feathery fronds of a six-foot sword fern, or around the earthy-smelling clumps clustered at the foot of a grandfatherly oak—
—and suddenly she’s found one! Ilsa’s whole body tenses up, one long muscle focused entirely on a golf-ball-sized mound among the tree trunks. Her front paws dig all around the clump in rapid motion, and before you know it, there’s a fresh pile of moist black earth on your hiking boots, a beautiful, musky globe of fragrant fungus in your hands, and a Belgian Malinois that knows she just earned some serious playtime with her favorite ball.
In this age of locavore this and artisanal that, we’ve finally started to celebrate the men and women who bring us our custom-butchered dry-aged beef, our locally grown greens, our cheesemongers and fishmongers. Now it’s time to add a dog to that list: Ilsa the truffle dog, a food artist in her own right, whose talent lies in the billions of branches of olfactory axons in her all-powerful nose. She’s earned a national reputation as a truffle hunter, flies across the country to ply her trade, and made history by discovering the first cultivated Perigord truffle in Oregon (in 2012), and at least one new species previously unknown to science.
“She’ll find any truffle that’s out there,” owner Kris Jacobson boasts.
But less than five years ago, not only did no one think Ilsa was going to become a truffle dog—no one was certain she was ever going to walk normally again.
Runt of the Litter Kris Jacobson was a K-9 police officer in Eugene, Oregon. She’d partnered for years with Fryda, another Belgian Malinois, and when Jacobson retired, Fryda retired with her. When Fryda died, Jacobson began looking for another Belgian Malinois as a house pet. That’s when she met the runty little puppy she named Ilsa.
“She was three months old, she was the last of her litter, and nobody really wanted her,” Jacobson says. “All her litter mates were long gone.”
So Jacobson took Ilsa home, where she thrived—until one night when she was about two and a half years old.
“We think it was a freak accident,” Jacobson says. “She might have fallen out of bed one night. She already had a partially torn ligament. All we know for sure was one morning she wasn’t putting any weight on her left back knee.”
What followed was 18 months and thousands of dollars in surgeries and rehab, a long, slow, and painful—and iffy—recovery process, and one normally very active dog who was suddenly partially immobile—and wasn’t happy about it.
“I wasn’t sure that she was really going to recover from it,” Jacobson says.
As a form of physical and mental therapy, the former cop enrolled Ilsa in police-style “nosework” classes, training her to sniff out pretend contraband and bombs in the form of cotton swabs doused with birch or clove oil, then hidden in cars or buildings. It was just the thing—for a while.
“She got bored with it,” Jacobson says. The carefully controlled environments of the sniffer courses didn’t pose enough of a challenge for the Malinois, a highly energetic breed. It was time to try something new, something that would allow her to start getting back her full range of motion.

Ilsa and her trainer, Kris Jacobson
Magic Mushrooms Around January 2011, while Ilsa was still undergoing therapy, Jacobson ran across a notice for the Oregon Truffle Festival—which promotes the state’s increasingly popular native fungi (think butter, hazelnuts, and a hint of garlic), which James Beard in 1977 said was the equal of its European counterpart. But what Jacobson honed in on was the part that mentioned truffle-hunting training for dogs.
“I didn’t even know we had truffles in this part of the world,” Jacobson says. “And the chance to have Ilsa find truffles in my own backyard? I signed up for the seminar right away. And the very next day, she was finding truffles on her own in the forest.”
Ilsa took to truffle hunting as if she’d been born to it. So much so that Jacobson turned Ilsa’s therapy into a new business, Umami Truffle Dogs, where they lead truffle lovers out on hunting expeditions in Oregon’s forests. On a single two-to-four-hour foray, Ilsa can help bag a whopping six to eight pounds of perfectly ripe native Oregon truffles—not a bad haul for a middle-aged dog who couldn’t even walk a few years ago. (Oregon whites are expected to fetch $560 per pound for the upcoming season.)
“Ilsa will put her nose down on the ground and get right on top of that truffle and dig it up out of the ground,” Jacobson says. “Then, when she gets right to the very top of it, she’ll stop and will literally sneeze-exhale and look at me.”
And since Ilsa doesn’t actually like to eat the mushrooms, all she asks in return is for a couple minutes of play with her favorite toy, an orange rubber ball.
“She get it, tosses it a foot or two away from her, then she gets it again and gives it back to me, and we’re on to the next truffle.”
Ilsa’s garnered acclaim for her prowess in the field, but more importantly, thanks in part to her new sport, she eventually made a full recovery from her injury. Now it’s as if she’d never been hurt.
“She gets very excited to go out, and knows exactly what we’re doing when we do,” Jacobson says. “I’d do it every single day with her if I could.”
Says Ilsa, into the phone (no, really): “Woof!”
__So You Want to Be a Truffle Dog__Think you’ve got the chops to sniff out white gold? Is your master depending on you to put that essential finishing touch on his pasta tonight?
Then it sounds like you’re considering becoming a truffle dog. We can point you in the right direction, with the help of Jim Sanford, truffle-dog trainer at Blackberry Farms in Tennessee (his best dog, Tom, is a Lagotto Romagnolo, a dog bred specifically to find truffles in Italy), but remember that it’s the rare canine that can turn his nose into truffle-sniffing gold.
Almost Any Dog Can Do It “I think there’s very few domesticated dogs that would fail at this, even dogs that have never done it before,” Sanford says. “I’ve had everything from little dachshunds to big German shepherds and Labrador retrievers do this.”
OK, so, ignore that last thing we said up there. Still, Sanford notes that dogs with compromised senses of smell (think of the smushed-in nose of a pug) or that are hardwired for an entirely different kind of job (truffle-hunting is not necessarily something that would make an Australian sheepdog happy) might have a harder time of it. As long as he can smell and physically move around, then your dog is probably eligible to be a truffle dog, at least physically speaking. And, yes, most three-legged dogs will do fine.
Control Is Key If you can’t get your dog to listen to you, then you’ve got more pressing problems than finding truffles. And an aggressive dog is out. “The foundation for a truffle dog is to have good recall and what I call good manners,” Sanford says. After all, is the dog hunting truffles for himself or for you?
Smell Ya Later Before you let your truffle dog loose, you imprint him by giving him a whiff of what he’s going after—Sanford uses plastic bottles filled with cotton balls infused with truffle oil. “It’s just basic conditioning: You give them something to smell, and indicate to them that there’s a reward for them to find that smell,” he says.
That’s the meat of truffle hunting. But that’s not actually the hard part….
Effective Communication “The real key is training some sort of alert so the dog will let you know he’s found what you’re looking for,” Sanford says. “A bark, or a digging motion, or just sitting down. Some dogs pick this up rather easily. Some don’t.” In other words, this is the part you really need a trainer for.
Trust Is a Two-Way Street “It’s all about trusting the dog,” Sanford says. “When I’m working with Tom, I let him off the lead and, if we’re in a stand of trees, I just kind of indicate which tree I want him to go to. But I also defer to him. I may be thinking, ‘I want to look at this tree,’ but he lets me know, ‘No, we should be looking here.’There’s a little give and take.”
Each Dog Wants a Different Reward Dogs are usually doing this both for the thrill they get from the hunt and the reward they’ve been trained to expect after each successful find. But one dog doesn’t necessarily want what the next one does.
“There are some dogs that I have that are very motivated by food,” Sanford says. “In some cases, they’re doing almost what they were born for, and the reinforcement is just being allowed to find the next truffle.”
Don’t Mix Up Your Elephants With Your Truffle Dogs This probably won’t apply in your case, but Sanford, who was an elephant trainer before he picked up the truffle-dog game, says they’re not that different—but just different enough to matter.
“I wouldn’t recommend someone who’s a dog trainer to go out and train elephants, but you can go the other way pretty easily,” he says.
And, finally, think about entering the Joriad, billed as the first organized truffle-dog competition in North America, next year in Eugene, Oregon. Happy hunting!
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