Finding fungi

Question: How many kinds of native truffle are there in Australia? Answer: 1000 and still counting. Question: How many of them are edible? Answer: Native furry things eat them all, and some are not poisonous to humans (which is how I have to put it so I don’t get sued!).Question: And how many of them taste like, well, truffle? Answer: Not the one we’ve just found in the Blackheath Primary School yard (an undistinguished Rhizopogon) which tastes and feels like that foam they pad car seats with when it gets old and grungy and hard. Native truffles form 80% of the diet of smaller marsupials like bettongs and potoroos, but it’s no surprise to learn that bettongs, at least, faced with this unappetizing fare have turned to raiding the Perigord truffle farms in Tasmania.
We are learning all of this  - fifteen Harbour City Slow Food adventurers come a-mushrooming in Blackheath on a crisp late April morn – from Dr Teresa Lebel, resident mycologist with the Royal Botanical Gardens Melbourne, and one of only a handful of mycology specialists in Australia. It’s been dry dry dry all this year and even today’s clouds look more likely to drop snow than rain. Prospects are looking lower than a stinkhorn’s mycelium (mycologists’ joke). Still, we’ve stoked the foraging fits with baked pear and soft almond turnovers from Hominy in Katoomba,  and we’ve found two Fly Agarics (Amanita muscaria, the scarlet and creamy-flecked one’s fairies sit on – pretty but poisonous) under the pines in the schoolyard, a couple more at the school gate, and the aforementioned truffle. 
But soon it’s clear there’s little more to find here so we head off to another site on the other side of the railway line. Here, at the edge of the plateau, a fire trail winding around the grounds of a private college makes a feeble attempt at holding back a thick scrub of imported pines and holly and native eucalypts, a mixture that has the positive benefit of doubling our foraging options. And we hit gold straightaway - a couple of aged Slippery Jacks, Suillus luteus and slightly less aged Saffron Milk Caps, Lactarius deliciosus, a.k.a pine mushrooms. These, along with the amanita, are migrants arriving here with the Pinus radiata, but are edible, unlike their prettier fellow traveler. Wouldn’t you know it: it’s the evil sister Amanita that’s jumped host species and started wrapping its mycelium around the roots of myrtle beech (Nothofagaus), stopping the growth of indigenous fungi.
With this sobering thought clouding our pleasure, we head off down the fire trail. It’s damper here, and there’s much more leaf mould than in the schoolyard – no little feet scuffing and kicking and stamping the ground bare. There’s red bracket fungi and blue-green lichen a-plenty on fallen trees. You can eat the fungi, but you’re unlikely to swap over to it from oyster mushies in a hurry; and the lichen is probably better employed dyeing fabric. Teresa tells us a bracket fungi version of the old joke about cooking a galah; boil the fungi in plenty of water with an old boot for several hours, then throw away the fungi and water and eat the boot. 

We continue down the trail, and soon spy some fresher Slippery Jacks, but it’s still not the clumps I know we all are hoping for. Then, pushing out of a pile of scraggy deadwood, the unmistakable slimy tan caps of newish Slipperies are spotted. Then more, and still more,  as we scrape away at the bark and leaves and branches, till there is a tidy pile on the track. Smiles all round. But wait – these aren’t Slippery Jacks, they are, pronounces Teresa, Slippery Jills (Suillus granulatus), the female of the specie (it’s all to do with a lack of a ring around the stem – I kid you not!), though thankfully in this case Kipling doesn’t hold true – the female is just as un-deadly as the male.
Now the group scatters along the trail, perhaps content with the foraging after the slippery jills. But then one of those moments you hope for on a forage; four Russula purpureoflava, a native edible agaric, and one of the most beautiful mushrooms I’ve ever seen. Its cap a seductive deep ruby-maroon; the gills, palest lime-greeny cream; a slender stem the colour of cream on school milk left too long in the sun, and a taste…Times like these I envy Teresa her fungi palette which identifies flavour combinations like cinnamon and berries. All I can come up with is ‘barely mushroomy with just the lightest peppery kick at the finish’, which almost damns it with faint praise. I am slightly mollified when Teresa says that the taste of fungi is still very much in the palate of the taster; there is no standard description of fungi flavours as there is for wine. 
Too soon the ramble is over. Back at the cars, lunch has been ranged along a stone wall. Lucienne Francisco, Harbour City Slow Committee member and owner/chef of the Chelsea Tea House in Avalon, couldn’t join us today, but she’s sent along the most enormous tub I have ever, and probably will ever, see of wagyu beef brisket roll that’s been marinated and braised for 5 hours in honey, mustard and spices (she is not letting on which), a coleslaw of red cabbage in a pickling solution of vinegar, sugar, red onions (grilled) and cumin seeds, and a Provencal style picnic sandwich for the vegos amongst us made up of layers of roasted vegetables and basil & rocket from her garden on ciabatta with aioli and goat’s curd, vinaigrette poured over and weighted overnight. Villa Maria wines, Monteith beer and a bottle of scotch are foraged from the back of Franz ‘Australian Gourmet’ Scheurer’s canary yellow wagon. We eat, drink in moderation (it’s a long drive home for most of us), divvy up the mushies and head home.

This is the second time Harbour City has gone foraging in the Blue Mountains, but with this strike rate, it certainly won’t be the last. Oh, and in case you were wondering, Teresa is still to find a local truffle that’s worth the eating, though there are 5 she reckons show promise.

