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Mushrooms in the Wild

By SUSAN ALLPORT

TELL people you're going to Mexico to hunt for mushrooms and the reaction is likely to be a knowing smile, followed by a recounting of their or someone else's experiences with the hallucinogenic variety. So it will come as a surprise to many that there are mushrooms in Mexico besides those that allow one "to speak with the gods," as one authority on hallucinogens puts it, and Mexicans for whom wild mushrooms are a regular part of the diet.
This little-known aspect of Mexican cuisine, culture and environment is the focus of Mexican Mushroom Tours, a two-year-old operation based in the small state of Tlaxcala, east of Mexico City, home to many of Mexico's edible mushrooms. These trips are not for everyone, but to a devoted forager and neophyte mycologist like myself, they offered the irresistible promise of new tastes in new surroundings, of honing my mushroom identification skills while scrambling up and down the foothills of volcanoes.

The seven-day tour, a combination of forays, tastings and slide shows by a variety of mushroom experts, was put together by Gundi Jeffrey and Erik Portsmouth-Purre, a Canadian couple who transplanted themselves to Mexico five years ago. Gundi and Erik had been members of a local mycological society in Canada, but they had the idea for these excursions only after the North America Mycological Society held its annual foray in Tlaxcala in 1998 and they learned of a group of mycologists at the University of Tlaxcala who were willing to provide the expertise necessary for such an endeavor.

The first tour was in 2000. It had more wrinkles than a linen suit in August, especially with transportation, participants told me, and attracted only five people. But the fact that three of five returned the second year was testimony to the extraordinary nature of this trip, as well as the genial personalities of its organizers.

Mushroom tours take place, of course, during the rainy season, and ours ran from a Monday to Sunday in early September. All day Monday, participants were met at the airport in Mexico City by Erik and Gundi, unmistakable with their large, cardboard mushroom sign and Gundi's dangling mushroom earrings. From there, we were taken to a nearby hotel, where we would spend the night before driving to Tlaxcala (pronounced Ttlahs-KAH-lah).

The group convened at 7 p.m. for wine and a variety of mushroom appetizers. The mushrooms were store-bought and not very interesting, but the other participants more than compensated. They included a professional picker of wild mushrooms from California; a caterer from Dallas with a deep knowledge of pre-conquest cuisine; a mycologist from Texas; an Air Force Reservist who had ridden his motorcycle all the way from Canada; a retired National Institutes of Health researcher; and my roommate for the tour, a 75-year-old woman of German descent who first hunted for mushrooms as a child in occupied France.

In general, I don't like the idea of traveling with a group, but this was a group I knew I could spend a week with. We were 17, plus the 4 organizers and 3 mycologists, two of whom were married and took along their 6-year-old daughter.

After breakfast the next morning, we left in two rented vans, stopping in about an hour for our first foray, in the foothills of Popocatépetl, Popo as it is called locally, the 17,887-foot active volcano that has spewed ash as far away as Mexico City, 40 miles away, since it reawakened in 1994 after decades of dormancy. (Popo has almost daily minor events, and authorities recommend staying at least 7.5 miles from the crater; Gundi says the tours don't forage in that area anymore.) A young shepherd left his flock of muddy sheep to show us the trail that led up the mountain, and we had our first experience of mushroom hunting in Mexico, poking around amid the almost ubiquitous trash at 9,300 feet.

The altitude never bothered me when I was walking slowly and looking for mushrooms, but the minute I picked up the pace, I found myself out of breath. There were plenty of reasons to go slowly, though, for the ground was scattered, not only with litter but also with the wildflowers that also loved the rain: red penstemon, Indian paint brush, lupines, cosmos, orchids and Icelandic poppies.

After a comida corrida (fast midday meal) of baked trout and meat and tomatilla stews at a nearby restaurant, we drove on to the hotel where we would be spending the next four nights, about a mile outside the town of Huamantla. I had an insight into the character of the group when we made a quick stop in Huamantla to change money and buy water: these people would put anything into their mouths. In 15 frenzied minutes, we bought and tasted fresh walnuts, doughnuts, baked fruit and every kind of seed sold by a street vendor, not to mention numerous bottles of tequila and brandy purchased for later consumption.

Normally, I'm the only one in a group who wants to taste everything I see, but in this group I felt almost squeamish. Only Anna, my roommate, held back completely (because of a previous experience with typhoid), but her cautions didn't spare her from the turista that most of us eventually experienced.

It was obvious that our hotel, a former hacienda that dated back to 1650, had seen better days, and most of our rooms faced a noisy road. But the hotel, named La Escondida (The Hidden One) after a movie that had been filmed there in the 50's, staff members said, had numerous charms as well, including a courtyard filled with pots of geraniums and begonias, 17-foot ceilings, plenty of hot water, spectacular volcano views and a willingness to turn its kitchen and public rooms over to microscopes, drying apparatus and baskets of mushrooms, the flotsam and jetsam of a group of mushroomers.

We all raved over our first dinner of squash flower soup, almond pork with mushrooms and flan, washed down, as usual, with many bottles of very drinkable Baja California wine.
The next day, we foraged on the northern slope of a second volcano, La Malinche, amid Montezuma pine and tufts of grass that harbored more than a few rattlesnakes. We were very careful to watch where we put our feet, but otherwise the forest seemed remarkably benign. It was too high for mosquitoes or ticks, and there were no untouchable plants.

We spread out in small groups, chatting about marriages past and present, mushroom poisonings, and the identity and edibility of the various mushrooms we were collecting. I was surprised, and a little disturbed, that many of the amanitas we were finding were considered edible since this was a family that I had always stayed away from because it includes the deadly death cap and destroying angel as well as the hallucinogenic and frequently poisonous amanita muscaria. But when we tasted the amanita rubescens later that night, it was indeed delicious and produced no ill effects.

Our third day of foraging was the most memorable. We drove by van, then truck, up the rough, unpaved roads to the Grand Canyon, high up on La Malinche, where steep, moss-covered slopes tapered off into a dry river bed. It was mushroom heaven, with a new mushroom, it seemed, under every towering fir tree. I found my first club mushroom, which is so sweet some Mexican children eat it like candy, and a kind of peppery russula that is consumed in Mexico, but not in the United States. The edibility of some mushrooms, I was finding out, is a question of taste.

Before the foray, we had stopped for lunch in the small village of Javier Mina, where most of the inhabitants, men, women and children, collect mushrooms during the season. There, we were treated to some mixed-mushroom tamales prepared by one of the women, Doña Caridad, a friend of one of our mycologists. Granted, I have a weakness for tamales, which seem to me to be close to the perfect food, but these were especially smooth and silky, with a luscious filling of mushrooms, tomatoes and chilies.

The tamales were followed by a tour of Doña Caridad's home, and we were especially intrigued by the temezcal, a stone, igloo-shaped bath, a kind of sweat lodge frequented by the whole family. Two members of our group were lucky enough to be invited back for a bath later in the week, and they said it was a four-hour experience that, if practiced on a wider scale, would render psychotherapy obsolete.

That night, Doña Caridad and members of her family prepared seven different mushroom dishes for us to try, including chanterelles in green chili sauce, boletes with fava beans, and fried coral mushrooms.

I thought the taste of most of the mushrooms was lost in the hot sauces, and the next day, many of us had stomach problems. This could have been from the unpurified water that we unknowingly drank. But, then again, we hadn't followed the first rule of mushroom cuisine: When trying a new species, eat just a small amount to see if it agrees with you. Even agaricus bisporus, the common button mushroom, causes unpleasant reactions in a significant percentage of the population.

We went back to La Malinche the next morning, and that afternoon, some of us rented horses from the hotel's stable and went out with a guide in mariachi garb who sang Mexican love songs to us as we explored the old aqueduct near the hotel. Later, we watched an 86-year-old man prepare the sap of the local maguey plant to make a traditional, sour-tasting alcoholic drink called pulque; then listened, before dinner, to a lecture by Gastón Guzmán, one of the world's authorities on psychedelic mushrooms.

I went to bed early and unfortunately missed the merriment that followed dinner and went on until 3:30 in the morning, but I heard that it included the singing of many more love songs and some unprintable jokes having to do with fungi.

Our group was greatly subdued the next morning when we left the hacienda for our last night in the elegant Hotel Posada San Francisco in Tlaxcala. We spent the day on our own in this charming colonial town, with its handsome square and lively, Saturday market, then drove to the home of our tour leaders for a five-course farewell meal prepared by Tim Knab, a former chef who is now an anthropology professor. It was delicious, putting to excellent use many of the most prized mushrooms we had collected, but it is the memory of those tamales that I carried home with me and for which I know I will, someday, ineluctably, return.

Basic Information

The next weeklong trip offered by Mexican Mushroom Tours starts Sept. 1, departing from Puebla. It costs $1,330 a person, double occupancy, including all meals (single supplement $215). Half-day outings are also offered for $40, and three-day tours, with all meals and lodging, for $525.

This article has been adapted from the original especially for this website.

