
Mushrooms are the golden apples of the subterranean
world; a world we may not always see, but in its own
way the fungi beneath our feet are as vital and ripe

with myth as the forest above. The extensive underground
fungal network, or mycelium, has been known for generations.
Break open an old log or pile of leaves and you will see masses
of white filaments occasionally attached to a fruiting mushroom.
What we are really looking at are tens of thousands of
microscopically thin strands called hyphae, all bundled together
and sometimes from different species. 
Fungi live in symbiosis with plants and trees. The green

plants share carbohydrates in the form of sugar, while the fungi
contribute to the pot-luck with their extraordinary supplies of
water and minerals. Without fungi many plants and trees would
die. In recent years some fascinating research has shown just
how vital and fragile this relationship really is. In an area where
green plants and trees grow, the roots intertwine with the
mycelia to form a matrix, known as a mycorrhiza, and like a
tango, these two systems become very intimate and grow into
each other. Kill one and the mate may also die. In any healthy
forest or garden, the mycorrhiza will cover acres; in
Washington’s Olympic Peninsula complex mycorrhiza extend
to thousands of acres, growing at a rate of several centimeters a
day in all directions.
When the sun shines, green plants and trees make sugar.

Fungal mycelia are equally efficient at soaking up water and
minerals that they can move rapidly along the fine hyphael
threads. Solutions of phosphorus, necessary for plant growth,
watered onto logs or wood chips containing fungi, can be
detected in adjacent plant leaves within four hours and on the
top of a large tree nearby come sunrise next morning. What is
almost eerie, is that the same tracer phosphorus will show up in
trees fifty or a hundred feet away within a few days: the fungal
highway does not sleep. In short, fungi help to decompose dead
plant and animal material, concentrate the sugars and minerals
and move them over large distances. This process is called

translocation. A study by Bjorn Lindahl in Upsalla Sweden
documented a 25% translocation of inoculated phosphorus to
trees a hundred feet away in thirty days in what he describes as
a ‘short cut’ in nutrient cycling.
I recall, from my college days in the early sixties, that plants

will respond to reduced light by growing faster. They put on
extra growth to reach the light they need. Now, another really
neat observation demonstrated is that when stressed, the fungal
mycelia associated with plants and small trees will increase the
rate of translocation to a stressed plant’s roots thereby providing
additional nutrition to support the symbiotic relationship. Small
plants and tree seedlings under a shady canopy of large trees are
kept alive by nutrients taken from adjacent trees and
translocated by the fungi. This is in addition to those nutrients
provided by the fungi itself. Later, if a large tree falls or is
removed, the younger saplings and undergrowth sustained by
the fungi are primed to grow and occupy the space quickly.     
Fungi are able to absorb essential minerals far faster than

most plants, and the long mycelial hyphae are also able to
concentrate as well as transport these minerals. The American
mycologist, Paul Stamets, discovered that a mycelium will
absorb many other things beside minerals and water. It will, for
example, soak up toxins, oil and pesticides. Fungal mycelia serve
to clean up the garden and forest. Stamets is engaged in research
work in mycelial remediation of contaminated land and
ecological restoration programs where spills and contaminants
are treated by covering the ground with straw or wood chips
inoculated with fungi. 
It is not surprising then, that fungi/mushrooms are a very

rich food and source of the B-vitamins as well as at least eight
essential minerals. ‘Fruit of the earth’, mushrooms are edible
and mysterious, initiating legions of religious and cultural
practices. According to Stamets, the ancient Greek Eleusian
Mysteries were religious ceremonies conducted around the
consumption of hallucinogenic mushrooms and included such
luminaries as Aristotle, Plato and Sophocles. So, I guess if you
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The Magic of Mushrooms - Brian Crumblehulme
The difference between the field mushrooms of my childhood and today’s cultivatedmushrooms—the cultivated ones are easy to get and very nice but they lack magic.

—Elizabeth David, An Omelette and a Glass of Wine



like magic mushrooms, you are in good company. 
For taste, health and extraordinary visions, mushrooms have

been gathered since time began. Indeed, the earliest records for
cultivation appear around 600AD in China where the culture has
continued. Ganoderma lucidum (the name says it all), the
‘mushroom of immortality’, has been gathered from the wild in
Japan and China for at least 2,000 years. So, gathering or
cultivating mushrooms can be both tasty and lucrative—with a
caveat. Less than one percent of mushrooms are naturally very
toxic and can make you quite sick if you eat them. This is roughly
the same ratio as for ingesting certain green plants and some
animals. 
But there is another concern. As Stamets learned, and many

research projects have confirmed, fungal mycelia are very
efficient at absorbing and concentrating minerals and toxins,
both wild and synthetic. There is no simple answer to the
question ‘why?’, but given their propensity for accumulating
minerals, it is reasonable to conjecture that some toxins are
preferentially stored as well. Bitter tasting toxins are used by
many plants to discourage animals from eating them.  And that
applies to mushrooms too. You need to be sure not just of the
species of mushroom, but also where it was grown before you
add it to the pasta sauce. If it has not been chemically treated, a
commercially grown crop is probably quite safe, but one
growing happily near an oil spill or the neighbour’s paint dump
may be better admired than sauteed.     

Recipes
Most of the older mushroom recipes do not specify the type—I
guess it all depended on what you could find. My oldest and still
a favourite, is Roman. In his 2nd century notebook, Gaius

Apicius recorded loads of recipes for mushrooms.
Roman Candied Mushrooms
Mix equal parts red wine with a strong meat stock, add black

pepper, honey, chopped lovage and a little starch to thicken. Boil
gently until smooth, add olive oil if necessary. Take select
mushrooms, clean them and cook quickly in the sauce. 
Serve hot with cinnamon and sauce poured over the top.

These are like spiced candied apples!
Russian Mushrooms
Russians love wild mushrooms (grebi) and sellers can be

seen at every market in every village in every kind of weather.
Fry a cup of chopped onions in butter until transparent. Add

chopped mushrooms, salt, pepper, paprika and marjoram; cook
for 10 minutes stirring frequently until the mixture starts to
thicken. 
Dollop on some thick sour cream, stir until hot and serve with

champanskoi  (sweet Champagne). 
Middle Eastern Mushrooms
The London chef Yotam Ottolenghi has some great

contemporary variations on traditional dishes. This example is
taken from North Africa/Middle East.
Buy, or better still make, some flatbread with yogurt and

cilantro mixed into the dough. Or use cous cous.
Then: cook a little barley in salted water for a ½ hour. Drain.

Make a sauce with olive oil, thyme, garlic, salt and pepper, white
wine and Greek yogurt. Get some fresh mushrooms, chop them
and mix into the sauce.
Grill the flatbread, heap the mushroom ragout over, spritz

with lemon and serve with a good Shiraz.    0
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