Wild Mushrooms
by Ali Berlow

Collecting wild mushrooms is a fusion of foraging and hunting an elusive prey that’s neither green plant nor animal. Mushrooms are mysteries of how, when, where and if. If — that is The Big If they are edible or toxic. They appear magically and seemingly at random. The delight in finding a delicacy that tastes of wood and dirt is tinged with the anxiety of eating a malevolent poison.

The other day, around a lazy mid-week lunch we swapped mushroom hunting stories. My Slovak friend spoke of foraging the woods in Czechoslovakia and collecting baskets of liver-colored velvety mushrooms. She and her mother cleaned and prepared them with urgency. Some were dried and hung in parcels in the cellar, others were eaten with satisfying immediacy, with fried onions and meat.

Akira from Japan reminisced about mushroom collectors who wore large bamboo backpacks and rang bells through the mountains to ward off bears. It was a competitive hunt for the those prized for medicinal value and others favored for infusing a miso soup with rooted depth The aroma of simmering wild mushrooms was the fragrance of pre-dawn mountain of spruce and pine.

Stories from exotic lands conjured up images of bygone searches for the ethereal fungi. Today we collect perfectly formed bland tasting mushrooms in shrink-wrap. Or we buy dried mushrooms in hygienically sealed plastic bags, foraged from the gourmet aisle or off the internet. Their fertile appeal relinquished, and cultivated away for the sake of convenience and consistency.

It didn’t even occur to me to hunt for mushrooms on the island until Gene, my 74-year-old neighbor told me he regularly eats mushrooms he finds in the microhabitats of the landscaped yards in town. 

"Take me on your mushroom tour" I pleaded. "The one you afford or the one you can’t?" he responded with undeviating perplexity. "The one that won’t kill me" I replied and we were on our way.

In the vacant lot across from my house Gene quickly spotted what he called ‘Fairy Rings’. They tend to grow in a clump and he pointed out the stem that’s characteristically cord-like in texture and tinsel. Satisfied in his identification of an edible ‘shroom, he took a quick bite. I picked one and with blind trust did the same. ‘So, this is safe to eat?’ I said with it on the tip of my tongue. Gene replied, ‘The one I’m eating is. I don’t know if what you’re eating is.’ Gulp. Lesson #1 became embarrassingly obvious: Don’t be an idiot like me. Know what you’re doing if you’re going to eat wild mushrooms.

We went further down the street to Bebee’s front yard where a chicken mushroom was growing at the base of a towering oak. I wasn’t dead yet, or feeling psychedelic or even vomiting profusely. Bebee was on his porch getting ready to go fishing. We asked him if we could have a hunk of it. ‘Sure’ he said as he bent over to tie his boots, ‘but it’s passing’, meaning its beginning to rot. He told us about a big, round puffball he found at the airport. He was looking forward to frying it for dinner in an egg and milk batter, but when he cut it up — it too was passing and therefore no good to eat.

I asked Bebee if he went to the airport to look for puffballs because he knew they were there, or, did he just happened to find one? ‘Good question.’ He replied and then he snapped his waders shut, signaling that the question and answer period was now over.

Apparently like a good fishing spot — mushroom grounds are grounds for lies and secrets. Privy only to a select few of trusted insiders.

As Gene and I went on our way Bebee yelled out ‘By the way, the cemetery is Not a good place to find mushrooms.’ And then he grumbled something else, more to his fishing pole than to Gene. I looked at Gene, curious. ‘False lead.’ he said and winked. My tour was over.
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