Mushrooming in Magnificent Mexico

By Margie Guyot

(Reprinted from the Fall 2003 issue of  Spores Illustrated, the newsletter of the Michigan Mushroom Hunters Club.)

When you think of Mexico, you think of sand, cactus, mariachis & tequila – right?  Mushrooms?  No.  Well, friends, you should think of mushrooms because there are scads of them! In August, two MMHC members (Kevin Honke and your editor) flew down to Mexico to spend a glorious week in beautiful, verdant, fungus-encrusted Tlaxcala (“Lox-cala”).  The trip package, Mexican Mushroom Tours, is run by ex-Canadians Erik and Gundi (short for Hildegund), a husband and wife team who bend over backwards to please. 

 Mycologists claim that there are over 5,000 kinds of mushrooms in Tlaxcala, Mexico’s smallest state.  Yet only about 500 have been properly identified.  For eons, poor natives hunted mushrooms to supplement their diet. Our first morning out, we were joined by two local women, each with a baby on their hip.  As soon as babies can walk, they are taught how to hunt. Nowadays, many wild mushrooms are dried and sold in market.  But there are problems with occasional poisonings.  In fact, the city of Puebla has outlawed the sale of wild mushrooms, claiming an average of 12 mushroom deaths a year. 

After a sumptuous breakfast at the beautiful 16th Century hacienda where we stayed, we’d board a bus for a brief ride to the hunt.  Oh, the lavender fields of wild cosmos!  Can I pound it into you to realize how magnificent it was?  Deep blue, wild morning glories (in bush form, not vine) hugged the roadside.  And little red flowers – some kind of bean? –  popped up everywhere.  Acres upon acres of agave, sturdy fava beans.  Just everywhere it seemed like all the farmers planted blue corn.   I think I enjoyed the rides to the hunt at least as much as the actual hunts.  Every day we’d visit a different slope of La Malinche, an extinct volcano covered in pine and mixed hardwoods.  It rained every afternoon, so the mushies were out in profusion.  You could easily fill a basket within an hour or two. 

It’s pretty strange to visit another country, look down, see mushrooms -- but not know what the hell they are!  Fortunately, there was a crew of several mycologists from the university, and they taught us how to recognize the edibles.  Right off the bat I found 2 poisonous lizards.  “Oh, DO watch out for the poisonous snakes, folks!”  But with all the fantastic mushrooms, great food and people, nobody gave much of a twit about slithering/crawling dangers.  

While we were feasting on lunch one afternoon, a trio of hunters came walking by.   They were very friendly, happily showing us their catch and most willing to pose for photos.  One woman was especially delighted to sell her 5-gallon basket full of boletus pinnulus to us for about $22. 

Know how we all go out up here in Michigan, lusting only for the edibles?  After a few days on this trip I found myself collecting a wide selection of interesting things.  Gomphus – I’d never found a giant, old, scaly gomphus -- and it was a thrill!  Kevin found some of the biggest, strangest things – I don’t know if they ever were identified.  But they were cool!   Another woman (from Key West) found a large cauliflower mushroom. 

Curious fact: I can spot a grifola frondosa from the car, 200 feet away, zooming by in the car, but I find it nearly impossible to see a black morel six inches away from my foot.  Yet, there we were in August, and Lord-honey if I didn’t find 3 of the biggest blacks ever in my life!  You should have heard the whoops and shrieks going on as our group found a whole hillside of them.  I tell ya -- the world could have ended at that moment and nobody would have minded.

Ever ride a Mexican dumptruck?  You could have, on this trip.  A thrill – and you missed it!  One slope of La Malinche had roads too horrid for the bus to transverse, so it was a job for el dumptrucko.  At this point it might be of interest to note that the bulk of the participants were doctors, nurses, presidents of mycological societies, directors of foundations, engineers.  As usual, I was the “token blue-collar”.  Ain’t nothing like a good-old Mexican dumptruck ride to give the day a bit of zest…...
One afternoon, as a special luncheon treat, Erik had contracted with some village women to make a batch of their famous mushroom tamales.  Due to various dietary requests, he told the women to make the tamales “vegetarian, with no cheese and no hot peppers”.  They were to be ready the next day at noon.  Erik showed up to pick up the goodies at noon and gee-whiz, the tamales hadn’t even been started!  Erik was in a panic. Two hours later, the tamales and cooks (in native dress) were delivered to our gathering on the mountainside.  Forget vegetarian tamales.  They all had meat and very hot peppers.  C’est la vie…..

Every afternoon it stormed, so after lunch, we’d repair to the hotel where one could take a siesta, splash in the heated indoor pool, guzzle margaritas at the bar, work out in the gym (yeah, right!), peruse the mushroom exhibit tables, or go shopping in town.  One afternoon I had a dream of a lifetime fulfilled: getting to waltz around with my camera in a Mexican cemetery.   To call a Mexican cemetery ornate is an understatement.  We’re talking massive bunches of flowers (real and plastic), statues of saints, and heavily ornamented headstones.   Packed in so close I had to walk on them, the graves were made of everything from brick to marble to tacky, pastel-colored bathroom tiles.  “Take all the time you want!” Erik purred.  Dear, dear man.  Dramatic, dark thunderclouds filled the sky, giving cemetery shots a more intriguing edge.  Who knows why, but many graves had 3 or 4 crucifixes wired together.  As if Jesus had to die several times over, just to be sure.

Most nights began with mushroom-tastings of edibles found that day.  A lecture by one of the mycologists would follow.  Then dinner, always fabulous.  Erik saw to it that we had an unlimited supply of locally made wines.  Which were very good.

After a few days we left our luxury digs to travel to a more rustic spot.  Set on 80 acres, in the forests of northern Tlaxcala, with a wandering stream and in-ground pool, this adobe brick hotel was sold recently for about $150,000.   Affordable Mexico!  One of Erik and Gundi’s neighbors, a talented chef - and sweetheart of a guy - Rogelio, prepared some astoundingly delicious food, including a most flavorable huitlacoche (corn smut) soup.  Imagine coming in from the woods, a thunderstorm booming outside, to the wonderful smells of fava bean soup, simmering on the woodstove!  Rogelio graciously taught some of us recipes for tomatillo salsa, fava bean soup, as we watched him prepare squash blossom enchiladas from scratch. 

One afternoon we visited another 16th Century hacienda for a grand luncheon.  The food was great, but what I remember most fondly were the extremely high ceilings and cobblestone floors, the windows shaped like Zen eyes (the evil eye? the all-knowing eye?), and the stuffed, prize bull head looming over the dining room table.  After lunch we rode a haywagon around the ranch, viewing the bulls.  This hacienda is where most of Mexico’s prime fighting bulls are bred.  A bit feisty that day, too.    

For our last day, we were to stay in a 5-star hotel in the capital city of Tlaxcala.  On the way, Gundi asked if we minded stopping by their house to “check on the dog”.  Argh!  Must we?  I thought.  I wanted to crash in luxury.  Check out that pool.  Shop.  Honey chile, I’m glad we did!  Erik and Gundi live in the middle of a cornfield, with views of volcanoes (including the still-active Popocateptl).  Their house is a 3-story Aztec-inspired design, complete with marble floors, open floor plan, 4 baths, and an in-ground pool.  Built for “under $100,000”, according to Erik.  Did I say Mexico was affordable?

The last morning.  Bus driver didn’t show, so those of us with early flight reservations were bustled off in taxis.  My driver ran at least 2 red lights, but I did make it to the airport in time.  Which was another adventure.  The departure gate for the flight to Detroit kept changing – and it being Mexico, nobody ever knows what was going on.  They didn’t ever bother officially posting the departure gate, so I wasn’t totally sure if I’d end up landing in Pittsburgh or Seattle, but it all worked out OK.  The trip left me with 7 rolls of exposed slide film, some great new friends, and a hankering for corn tortillas and tomatillo salsa with my eggs….

Check out next year’s tours at www.mexmush.com  .  They also offer a trip to Vera Cruz.

I’m going!

