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The first mushroom captured on the 2003 Veracruz Tour wasn’t found in any forest, but under a palm tree in the central square of Veracruz, the lively port city where our week-long Mexican foray began.

The leathery cap was passed around at the first evening’s welcome reception to appreciative murmurs. Our 14 fellow travellers were psychology professors, engineers, chefs, stu​dents and foragers all mad about mushrooms. Representing Canada were Sandro Julita, owner of Piatto, his partner Cyn​thia and amateur mycologists Joan and Peter Banks of Bright’s Grove, near Sarnia.

Our friendly hosts Gundi Jeffrey and Erik Purre Ports​mouth moved from Toronto to Mexico in 1997 and haven’t looked back. These MST members began offering annual tours near their home of Tlaxcala in 2000. Last year, was their first venture into Veracruz, a wedge of land stretching along Mexico’s east coast.

After a hearty breakfast of eggs, black beans and tortillas the next morning, we piled onto our luxury tour bus and headed to the biological station of La Mancha. Though Gundi had prepared us for wet, bug-infested jungle conditions, we were secretly relieved to find neither.

We soon learned that mushrooms in tropical climates are often small, due to the harsh extremes in climate. Our first specimen, a stalked puffball, had a stem no larger than a pin-head. As we walked through the tropical forest, we acted like kids, bringing our finds to Dr. Gaston Guzman, one of Mex​ico’s most distinguished mycologists, for identification. “What genus is this?” became the question of the day as we collected fungi in the yellow woven baskets Gundi had provided.

After two hours in the humid forest, we were happy to head to a nearby restaurant for lunch. While we sat back and en​joyed a well-earned cerveza or red hibiscus juice, Gaston hud​dled around a table with his assistant, Florencia, and his beau​tiful wife Isabel, to identify each specimen and lay them on trays. He then invited us to gather around for the first of two daily briefings.

By the end of the week, we had identified 260 species, which the professor later confirmed in his laboratory in Xalapa the state capital. At one point we thought Erik might have discovered a new ‘shroom, but it was not to be.

Most of our finds fell into the agaricales category, with fa​miliar names like amanita, lactarius and pleurotus. Other groups included ascomycetes, basidiomycetes, aphyllopho​rales, polyporaceae.

Each day included a few hours of mushroom hunting in a different location, followed by a hearty meal and a few hours of sightseeing or relaxing in our clean. basic hotels before din​ner. We covered an immense distance, from the seaside to lush plantations in the sierra foothills and busy market towns where few people spoke English. In one colourful village, people still use donkeys to transport firewood.

Occasionally, even our meals had a mushroom theme. Out-side Papantla, the vanilla capital of Mexico, we stopped for a noon-hour feast at an ecological farm. A tiny elderly woman, her long black hair streaked with gray, patted dough into patties and filled them with dried strands of a black fungus. Another day, Gundi and Sharon, a bona fide chef, fried up the day’s edible finds for sampling before dinner.

Another highlight was hunting for fungi among citrus and coffee trees at Rancho El Carmen, where we spent two nights. We also spent an hour in a field staring at cow paddies while their lean, long-eared owners looked on, wondering what on earth we were doing.

The trip’s leisurely pace left plenty of time to explore the sights of Veracruz. One day we visited the mysterious archeo​logical site of El Tajin with a private guide, and watched four costumed Voladores catapult themselves from a pole high above our heads in a sacred dance. The next day we found ourselves in inflatable rafts paddling like mad through a gorge on the Filobobus River, to the foot of a stunning waterfall.

At a farewell banquet in bustling Xalapa, we said goodbye reluctantly to our new friends. We all agreed the week had been a mycological and cultural success.

