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While most little kids saved for candy, I hoarded pennies and pulled weeds to buy mushrooms from the corner Cuban bodega on Packer and Virginia. They were canned mushrooms; in the 1950’s, there were no cultivated store bought ones. Sounds strange but then I am a native Key Wester and, well, strange isn’t so bizarre here. 

Only last year did I learn that there were others (old Conchs call us people with “leaky attics”), many others, who share my zeal for fungi. There are actually people who get together monthly and speak Latin to one another. It was in an article in the New York Times travel section that I learned this and about a couple who organize forays and eat mushrooms three times a day, in the least inhabited part of Mexico, up in the mountains of La Malinche Volcano (extinct) National Forest. 

My name was on the list the very next day and I waited with anticipation for an entire year to join a small assemblage of mushroom groupies from around the world. An added bonus was that the visit took place in the
heat of August, but up in the hills where the average temperature was 70 unsweaty degrees. In addition to 17 aficionados, there were four prestigious mycologists from the University of Mexico and the University of Tlaxcala and indigenous guides. 

One of the scientists is an ethno-mycologist who studies the modern day mushroom culture and the two thousand year old tradition of Mexican mushrooms. No, we’re not talking about the sacred mushroom exclusively. Mushrooms of all types form a good portion of the economy, diet and culture of these high-altitude people. 

Traditions run deep, so much so that one of our guides, Guadalupe, carried her month old daughter as we ventured through the forest where she spends much of her life. Children are brought along by their mothers from birth and learn to distinguish the edible and dangerous at a very early age. Guadalupe is a widow who supports her three children and ailing mom on her mushroom gathering expeditions along with maize farming. “Would you like to remarry?” I asked the 29 year old Guadalupe. “Not really, my mushrooms take care of me and I can take good care of my own family.” was her response. Not many single moms can make do as well was pointed out by the summer vacation literature on the bed stand, Barbara Erhenwright’s “Nickled & Dimed”. 

One of Mexico’s most dreadful problems is a worldwide woe, desertion of the country folk to the city. Mexico City’s last census left it at 30,000,000, the largest city in the world. So the Mexican government should be thrilled by this cottage industry that provides that capital, as well as Paris, Buenos Aires and Milan, with quantities of fragrant, earthly delights like morels and boletus. In Mexico City, the only thing that seems to mushroom are the enormous billboards that blot out the sun.

Back to the mushroom expedition, the hosts Gundi and Erik, transplanted European/Canadians, have childhood
mushroom memories not unlike my own, except that they originated in the charming forests of continental
Europe. In every respect, they were excellent hosts (just what good innkeepers in Key West aspire to). 
Years ago, they fell in love with Mexico and this unpopulated region, the smallest state called Tlaxcala, and built a home within two hours of some of the most spectacular fir and pine mountain vistas and mushroom woods. 

They arranged accommodations at centuries old haciendas with character and beauty. La Escondida, a 17th century ex-hacienda near Huamantla, had everything I could ask for: a rustic kitchen with gracious staff who prepared a traditional buffets of regional specialties and who allowed us to invade their large kitchen make extra mushroom dishes out of the plethora of edibles we collected daily. One of these regional delights was corn silk smut. Yes, I tried it. They served it on a steak and it was interesting, and had a faint earthy flavor, mushroom bisque perhaps. Sounds a lot less appetizing than Bernaise and it is. Some of the enthusiasts were greatly impressed as corn silk smut is sold in the U.S. at specialty stores at exorbitant prices. It is comforting to know that  there are some expensive things that one doesn’t like.


On the true amenity side, there was an Olympic size pool; a lovely begonia garden cared for by a grandmother who traces her origins to the first padrones, and a clean, old-fashioned stable with healthy almost chubby horses. One was named Hilary and always had to be ahead of all the rest! We rode in arroyos and up on the surrounding hills, with views  of the snow topped, 14,640 foot La Malinche at every turn.

Our week passed with morning forays, pick-nicks in the woods and, back at the hotel, the identification tables were set up with an opportunity to view the day’s finds, explained by the mycologists. A microscope was set up for those wishing a closer look. 

Looking at spores under a microscope was not something I thought of as a vacation plan but, once you took a close look, they were so interesting: their shapes not only allowed guaranteed identification but Darwinian characteristics. Some of those tiny little spores have ventriculated surfaces to attach themselves to any hapless creature or bit of passing debris. Divining their purpose is an entire field of study. Spores under the microscope are also strikingly attractive. 

After dinner, there were illustrated talks. Adriana Montoya, the enthnomycologist, explained her work with some of the indigenous villages in the foothills of La Malinche where Guadalupe and others live. 

We went to very difficult to access areas, like Cañada Grande on La Malinche Volcano. Our transportation over the last couple of kilometers was a small dump truck that we bumped up the trail on. Why didn’t one walk? Well coming from sea level to five thousand feet and tromping around in a forest all day was quite a lot for this seafarer. One had to scramble up embankments for the best mushrooms. 

Dr. Joaquin Cifuentes, one of the top mycologists in Mexico, explained the agaricus/lepiota families that evening and, even if I hadn’t been feeling the effects of the altitude, I would have been dizzy. At the end of his lecture, he did bring all of the Latin into perspective, explaining that only 5% of all the fungi on the planet have been described. We identified several new species on the trip.

The group of 17 tour participants was all over the planet mushroom wise. There were several of us who like to eat and pick to eat, then there were real devotees who seemed to know as much as the mycologists. What was truly appealing about the group was that they were all very nice people, with a large smattering of Unitarian Universalists.

We spent the last two days at the picturesque rustic mountain resort of Al Final de La Senda (The End of the Trail). After settling in, we forayed the lodge’s hilly 80-acre, fungi-rich property, where I found the prize of the trip, a three and one half pound mushroom commonly called the cauliflower mushroom, although it looked more like a local Florida Keys sponge to me.  Everyone oohed and we had it for dinner. My mushroom appetite finally sated. 

Gundi is planning a trip to Copper Canyon, another national park to the north, next year and the summer heat and mushroom obsession might drive me to the mountains of Mexico again, but this time I’ll take along the Bernaise. 

For more info: http://www.mexmush.com/ 



