Mexican Mushroom Magic

By Carol Hellums

It all started in May, with a terse email from Mark Thomsen. This was sent to the MSSF. It is neither endorsed by nor affiliated with the MSSF. That being said it will probably be of interest to some of our members. Attached was a description of a foray to be held in Mexico in late August. We sent off a few requests for more information, and eventually – with some trepidation – wired a biggish chunk of money to a Mexican bank to pay for what we hoped would be an exciting opportunity to experience the mushrooms of Mexico in stunning, out-of-the way locations and with expert guidance. That’s what the e-mail said, anyhow. Guess what? It was all that and more.

August 27

We emerge from customs in Mexico City and look around. We’re supposed to be met at the airport. Will someone be waiting, or will we find out that wiring money to Mexico on the strength of a couple e-mails and an appealing web site is a really bad idea? We see the mushroom before we see the man –  a two-foot tall sign reading “Tlaxcala Mushroom Tours.” The man holding it reminds me a bit of Crocodile Dundee; that is, if Crocodile Dundee were much taller, better looking, and a lot more gracious. He introduces himself as Erik Portsmouth, one of the tour organizers, and husband to Gundi Jeffrey, with

whom we’ve been corresponding.

That night we stay in a hotel near the airport. There’s an evening reception – a buffet table loaded with mushroom dishes typical of the region and the season. We sip wine from Baja California and meet the rest of the group. There are 17 of us in all, plus a mycologist from the University of Tlaxcala and three tour leaders. We discover that MSSF and the Bay Area are well represented, with Connie Green, Kathy Faircloth, Toni Moore, and Bill and me.

The mycologist, Arturo Estrada Torres, introduces us to the area where we’ll be foraying.

Tlaxcala is the smallest state in Mexico, in the highlands about an hour’s drive east of

Mexico City. It’s a place where tropical and temperate flora meet and mingle. We can expect to see familiar U.S. mushrooms, unfamiliar tropical ones, and a few that are unique to the area. It’s clear already that both food and mycology are going to be well served on this trip.

August 28

Our caravan departs for Tlaxcala around 10: Two white passenger vans, Erik and Gundi’s

SUV, and a motorcycle driven by the intrepid Frank, who has ridden it all the way from Toronto, Ontario. Our van climbs up and out of the cornfields and endless, depressing housing tracts of the Valley of Mexico, into pines and fog. It’s the end of the rainy season, and everything is green and damp. We pull off the freeway at a rest stop on the slopes of Popocateptl, a not-so-inactive volcano that is Mexico’s second highest mountain, and spend a couple of hours wandering through the trees and meadows. My foraying isn’t very successful – I’m too distracted at just being in Mexico again, a place that I love, enjoying the wet green grass after a California summer, admiring the scenery, the donkeys, and the old farm buildings. 

Back to the rest stop for a comida corrida. That can be translated as a “fast meal,” but Macdonald’s was never like this: a bubbling stew of chicken and tomatillos, served in a molcajete (a three-legged stone bowl usually used for grinding spices), plus a plate with savory beans, rice, little roasted onions, nopales (cactus), and a mild string cheese.

Then it’s on to Tlaxcala. We ride out of the mountains, the pines, the fog and the rain, into sunshine and oaks, hills and cornfields. Our destination is a 16th-century hacienda, now a hotel, called La Escondida, where we’ll spend the next four nights.

At first sight, La Escondida is a surprise. It may be a 16th-century hacienda, but the main façade is something out of a Victorian fantasy – or nightmare – of the Middle Ages, all turrets and battlements and crenellation. Bad remodeling job. The interior is pure Mexico, though: a courtyard vivid with flowers, and cool, high-ceilinged rooms and hallways. (There are a few architectural flights of fancy inside, though Œ ask Connie Green about her bathroom.) The hotel is located on the lower slopes of La Malinche – an extinct volcano almost 15,000 feet high. The windows of our room look out on some of the old hacienda buildings, then across a sweep of green fields, then forests, and up to the mountain’s peak, about six miles away.

Dinner is amazing. In fact, the meals in general are amazing. No Taco Bell for us!

We meet the other two mycologists who will be accompanying us for the rest of the tour: Alejandro Kong Luz and Adriana Montoya Esquivel – along with their six-year-old daughter, another Adriana, who has charm to burn. Alejandro does a slide show on his research on the Russulae, and other mushrooms, of nearby La Malinche National Park, which is where we’ll be foraying. It’s a tribute to everyone involved that most of us manage to stay awake after such a day, such a meal, and unlimited Baja California wine.

August 29 - 31

We spend the next three days foraying at various sites around La Malinche National Park. The park is a circle over 20 km. in diameter, centered on the mountain of La Malinche. Most of the foray sites are  around 9000 - 10,000 feet, and the trees are primarily pine, fir, alder, and oak. Most of the time we travel from spot to spot quite comfortably in the vans, but on two occasions we transfer to pickup trucks to go where the vans can’t, or won’t, go. A few miles of being tossed around in the back of a pickup can seem very long –some-one even falls out, but hops back in unscathed. For the first time, I envy Frank his motorcycle. But the destinations are worth the pain.

Every day we collect baskets and baskets of mushrooms. Just to name a few, there are morels, Boletus pinophilus, Collybia dryophila, several varieties of Amanita – caesarea, rubescens and a lot of muscaria that were just too pretty to resist – and much more. (For a species list, check www.mexmush.com.)

Although our group includes everyone from mushroom neophytes to a man who has three mushrooms named after him (David Lewis, the president of the Gulf States Mycological Association), an interest in food is something we all have in common. The three little words we most want to hear: “Yes, it's edible.”

Getting us out of the woods when it's time to go is rarely a problem. Gourmet lunches under the pines have us trotting happily back to eat and, after lunch, there's dinner to look forward to. In the evenings we return to La Escondida for more fabulous food, including pre-dinner tastings of the mushrooms we've found, sautéed in butter. At first I worry that our Mexican mycologists seem much more relaxed about identifying edible amanitas than has been my experience in the U.S.; but I decide that they know what they're doing and I should relax.

One night, Adriana talks about her ethnomycological work in Tlaxcala. She's investigating the relationships between the people in rural areas and the wild mushrooms they collect and use, for food, medicine, and profit. The next day we visit a village where she's been doing research, on the eastern slopes of La Malinche. A family in the village prepares mushroom tamales for our lunch, and that evening they come to La Escondida and serve a buffet dinner. Here's what we have to eat:

· Ramaria in tomato sauce.

· Chanterelles in salsa verde with cilantro.

· Boletes with fava beans, pork, and epazote.

· Fried ramaria with eggs.

· Laccaria with poblano chiles.

· Amanita rubescens with pork, epazote, garlic, and onion.

· Gomphus floccosus with peas and squash.

· Lyophyllum decastes with chicken, tomato, and guajillo chiles.

It may not have been the place for a delicate stomach, but our group all but licked the dishes clean, and we were very happy indeed. In addition to the nightly mycological talks by Arturo, Adriana, and Alejandro, we have special guest lecturers on the last evening.

Professor Gastón Guzmán, president of the Latin American Association of Mycology and the world's authority on Psilocybes, speaks on the sacred mushrooms of Mexico. Dr. Francisco de Diego Calonge, director of the Royal Botanical Gardens in Madrid, speaks on the medicinal properties of mushrooms. And after dinner these two distinguished and charming gentlemen join those of us who are so inclined (which is most of the group) on the terrace in front of the hotel for a roaring good party.

September 1

Oh no! It's our last day. Our vans take us to the city of Tlaxcala for a day of sightseeing. That evening there's a farewell dinner at the country home of our hosts, complete with mariachi music and even more delicious, mushroom-oriented, food.

When I look back on the trip, it's hard to find a flaw. Well, there was the traffic noise. The hacienda was bisected by a rural highway, which at night seemed to run right through our bedroom. But after the first night we didn't notice it much. And the little rattlesnakes in the woods (did I mention them?). But the setting was beautiful and exotic. The food was delicious and exotic. The expertise of the mycologists, and their enthusiasm and availability, provided an opportunity to make the trip as educational as one could wish. Gundi and Erik appeared to be equal to any emergency, from recalcitrant van drivers to one guest’s acute appendicitis attack. And everyone involved – organizers, mycologists, and group members alike – was congenial, interesting, and a whole lot of fun. And I haven't even mentioned the puppet show, the horseback riding, the pulque-making (and drinking), the hacienda's long history, or the story of how it got its present name.
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