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The truffles are coming

A new crop of American dreamers are betting the farm on truffles, which Europeans have savored like sex for ages. But can the Yanks get the mysterious mushrooms to grow?

By Peter Alsop
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                          Reuters / Jean-Paul Pelissier

Feb. 16, 2008 | Last spring, I stood in an orchard in eastern Tennessee with a man who cupped in his hands one of the earth's great treasures. It was black and coarse, about the size of a baby's fist, and covered in mud. The man, a farmer and scientist named Tom Michaels, lifted it to his nose, closed his eyes and inhaled deeply. He was kneeling before a hazelnut tree, among dozens of rows of hazelnuts and oaks, and his hands were wet from digging. The sun had fallen beyond the mountains and the hillside offered a quintessential Tennessee view -- bright red dirt roads, a fine mist in the valley, tobacco barns, blue hills in the distance. When Michaels opened his eyes, he was smiling. "Isn't it funny?" he said, glancing down at the lump in his grasp. "Everyone's after this thing and here it is and it looks just like a turd." 
The "thing," in this case, was a French black truffle, "the black diamond," a mushroom revered in the circles of high cuisine. Dark and damp and sheathed in what look like tiny warts, it seemed an unlikely object of desire. Yet its scent, among the most powerful of any food, has long inspired a peculiar, almost irrational devotion. It is a paradoxical smell -- light and heavy, redolent of both flowers and decay -- that contains a hint of something neither nose nor tongue can at first name but which is, in the end, quietly evocative of nothing so much as sex. A sliver of truffle can transform a simple serving of pasta into something mysterious and carnal -- a meal for which, as chefs know, you might be willing to empty your wallet. As one woman told me, "If I had a piece of truffle in my mouth, I'd probably say yes to anything." Or as the Roman scholar Pliny put it nearly 2,000 years ago, "Better to suffer a wheat famine than a shortage of truffles." Such exuberance accounts for the odd fact that the mushroom in Michaels' hand -- at $800 a pound -- was worth more than the watch on his wrist.      
Michaels slipped the truffle into a handkerchief in his pocket and together we ambled along between the orchard rows, - continued on page 2-
the remnants of last year's leaves crunching underfoot. Beneath us, buried in the rich red soil, were untold numbers of black diamonds. Last January, six years after Michaels had planted this orchard, they had begun to appear -- a few of them surfacing like gems. Their emergence on this Tennessee hillside was a peculiar thing; until recently such truffles were only to be found in the chalky soils of the Mediterranean. But stranger still, if you consider the history of truffles, is that they could be coaxed into growing at all -- that they could, in fact, be farmed. For if the record of our encounters with food is one of ceaseless subjection -- we bend to our will the plants we like, we yoke the animals we favor -- truffles have long offered a stubborn exception. For most of recorded history, they've remained elusive, appearing suddenly in one place one year and then not again the next, a fickleness that led the Greek historian Plutarch to guess that they were the deposits of thunderbolts. 
In the red clay of Tom Michaels' orchard was evidence of the taming of one of the last truly wild foods. And while Michaels is an American pioneer, a Johnny Appleseed of mushrooms, there are others like him -- a handful of people who've managed, against odds, to produce truffles on American soil. In doing so, they have stolen a cultural cornerstone of Europe -- a culinary birthright of the French and Italians, who worship the truffle like no other food. And the ranks of American truffle producers will soon swell. By some estimates there are now several hundred truffle orchards across the States (the numbers multiply yearly), with trees planted, awaiting their virgin crop. If the gods deign it, many of those truffles could begin to appear this winter, in places as far-flung from Europe as King, N.C., and Templeton, Calif., and Eugene, Ore. 
The town of Chuckey sits in the northeast corner of Tennessee, amid the dark valleys of the Smokies, and Tom Michaels lives just outside of the town center, beyond a boarded-up bank and an abandoned hardware store, in a one-story house set on a hill. When I arrived, he greeted me at his doorway, grinning. Nearing 60, with a gray mustache and gray beetling eyebrows, he had the build of a younger man -- thick forearms, a broad chest and a wide-set stance. Cats swirled about his legs. "I'm not a dog person," he said, eyeing them. "In terms of truffles, that might be a strategic blunder." Dogs, trained to detect the underground scent of ripe truffles, are fixtures on truffle farms (before dogs, trufflers used pigs), and without a beast of one sort or another, locating the mushrooms is maddeningly difficult. When truffles appeared suddenly on Michaels' property last winter, he paid a man to travel from Oregon with a truffle dog to help him harvest. 

Michaels, whose father had been a button mushroom farmer in Illinois, earned a Ph.D. in mycology from Oregon State University, one of the epicenters of mushroom science in the United States. He then went on to run mushroom research and development for Dole Food. Mushrooms have long fascinated him, and truffles have been a decades-long obsession. "I've loved fungi all my life," he told me. "The bug bit me as a kid." 
Truffles, of which there are at least 60 species (and perhaps many more; no one knows for sure), are uniquely priggish -- the mushroom equivalent of picky lovers. The black diamond, for instance, will only unite with particular trees (mainly oaks, hazelnuts and filberts) and, like other truffle species, it will only grow under highly specific conditions (extremely alkaline soil, cold winters and warm, wet summers). They refuse planting. You can take an acorn and deposit it in truffle-rich soil and in time, if you're lucky, the tree that grows there might come to host truffles. But if you take a truffle and bury it along the roots of an oak in virgin soil, in all likelihood nothing will come of your efforts. For most of human history truffles remained a foraged food because, without a means to reliably grow them, and so to alter their genes, we couldn't improve their predictability. Unlike wheat or maize, they couldn't be forced into domesticity. 
In the early 1970s, the truffle at last relented. Led by mycologist Gerard Chevalier, a team of French scientists discovered a way to inoculate the roots of oak trees with the spores of the black diamond. Their technique, which they kept confidential, was to bathe the roots, under laboratory conditions of sterility, in a fertilized slurry of water and truffle spores. If enough spores took to a seedling's roots, then the seedling could be planted and in 10 or 15 years, under the right growing conditions, a truffle might fruit. Just as easily, it might not. The process was far from foolproof but it allowed, for the first time, a degree of control over the life of a truffle. Where once truffles were to be found only by hunting in the woods, now they could be farmed. 
In time, others learned how to repeat and improve upon the French breakthrough (Tom Michaels has his own secret slurry concoction and inoculates his own trees), and the ripples of that discovery have radiated outward ever since, so that today there are French black truffle orchards not only in France but in Spain, Italy, Hungary, New Zealand, Australia and, finally, the United States. An international industry has developed, with sales in the tens of millions. Truffles are shipped overnight from orchards in Spain and Australia and delivered the next afternoon to the top restaurants in San Francisco, New York, London and Hong Kong. The "wild" black truffle has been relegated to the sidelines as nearly the entire supply of the world's French black truffles now come from orchards. 
But the process of farming truffles nonetheless remains tricky. On account of their economic value, truffles are among the most studied mushrooms on earth and yet scientists still cannot say with any measure of certainty what finally triggers them, after years of dormancy, to fruit, nor precisely when in the year the fruiting process begins, nor why one species of truffle will cling to, say, a hazelnut but not a pine. In part this is a reflection of the truffle's own peculiar biology and the difficulty with which it offers itself up to study, but it is also a reflection of our state of knowledge about the world of fungi in general. As one mycologist put it to me, "The amount we don't know is simply vast. It's much greater than what we do know." 
"Listen," Michaels said to me, seated at his dining table, "this thing" -- by which he meant growing truffles -- "is 20 percent science and 80 percent art. Most of the time, we're shooting in the dark." As evidence of this, he mentioned, with sorrow and something like bewildered respect, the case of the first attempt to start a large truffle plantation in America: In the early 1990s, a man named Roy Carver planted 45,000 truffle trees in Hext, Texas, at a cost of untold millions, and for his efforts only a few pounds of truffles were ever harvested. 



To plant a truffle tree, even today, is still to take one of the larger gambles in farming -- and it's a blind bet. A truffle farmer can help his truffles along -- by carefully pruning his trees, liming his soil, watering at the right time -- but even so he has little way of telling what's happening beneath the soil of his orchard, along the roots of his trees. Six or seven or even 10 years might pass before he finds out if truffles will form, years in which he will begin to doubt himself and the wisdom of his pursuit. 
I asked Michaels what he thought the chances were that the process could be improved. "We'll figure it out," he said, "and there'll be people who get in big, with big orchards. Heck, if Bill Gates decided he wanted to grow truffles, this industry would change overnight. Ten pounds an acre is laughable! Forty years from now we'll chuckle that annual world production was once as low as 30 tons. We'll have 10 times that many truffles! Or more. It's totally possible to make this a non-elite food. They'll be able get them down at Safeway." 
It was a bizarre vision, beautiful in its hubris. Michaels, flush with recent success, seemed drunk on that same reckless hope that afflicts gamblers and gold miners -- the dream of the big strike. Later, standing with him next to his pickup truck in the soft light of the Tennessee evening, I asked whether he thought he could survive on what he earned from his fledgling truffle farm -- not an inconsequential matter now that truffles have become a full-time pursuit for him and he has two children soon to enter college. 
His reply came more measured then. "I don't need to make a killing on this," he said. "I just want to be able to put a little away, maybe enough, when all the bills are paid, to be able to go on vacation somewhere nice." He thought for a little while and spoke again in a quiet voice. "I'd like to be able to get a decent piano. I have this fantasy about playing the piano at a little bluesy place." 
As much as he was a hard-nosed scientist, he was also an unreformed romantic, and it made sense that truffles would attract such a man. Only the most hopeful of people could spend years growing a thing that cannot be seen, and that might never consent to appear. 

- - - - - - - - - - - -
The godfather of American truffles lives off a dirt road outside of Hillsborough, N.C., in a house he built himself, on land that will someday, if he has anything to say about it, bear him a fortune. In the still small world of American truffle farmers, Franklin Garland has a reputation for being gruff, contentious, proud and undeniably successful. He was the first in the country to produce a truffle, in 1991. As far back as 1978, after he read an article in the Wall Street Journal about the French discovery, he began "fooling around" with truffles. "I like high-tech and agriculture," he told me, "and truffles are a fusion of the two." 
I had called Garland several weeks before I visited, asking if I might stop by. He was cool on the phone. He wanted to know what publication I worked for. "I don't trust the New York Times or the L.A. Times," he said. He wanted to know if I'd talked to "the other guy," his competitor (upon whom he'd dropped a cease-and-desist letter). He wanted to know what my "angle" was. In Garland, I hoped to take some measure of the future of Americans truffles, to see where all of this was headed. With his wife and two employees, he's in the business of selling inoculated truffle trees, using his own secret inoculation recipe and producing something on the order of 30,000 seedlings a year (which he sells at $22 a piece). He also consults with prospective farmers, many of them in neighboring towns. The climate of the Carolinas is, Garland says, well suited to truffles; he calls it the Mediterranean of the United States. His method for growing truffles (what sun exposure to look for, how much lime to use, how to prune) is classified, but for a price -- and a confidentiality agreement -- he'll share it with anyone. He told me he can "force" truffles to appear in six years. He's had hundreds of clients -- among them, 50 tobacco farmers in North Carolina who are testing the idea of truffles in a time when tobacco is suddenly no longer a sure thing. 

Chief among Garland's concerns was the Chinese truffle, an ignominious cousin to the French black truffle. In almost all respects, it resembles the black diamond -- in color, size and, if you slice it up, even in the appearance of its spores. It has a very weak smell, however, and so for culinary purposes it's practically useless. It sells for $50 a bushel. Yet placed among French truffles for a period of time, a Chinese truffle will come to absorb their scent for a few hours. When it first appeared in Europe in the mid-1990s, all manner of scams were perpetrated, roiling the truffle markets. 

Subterfuge has always been part of the truffle story. "Truffles are subterranean in every sense of the word," says Charles Lefevre, an American truffle authority. "They evoke a criminal mentality." In Europe, there are tales of truffle poachers with night vision goggles, of dogs being poisoned with strychnine meatballs. There are rumors of mafia connections, of truffle muggings. Americans, in their truffle innocence, seem suitable targets for such chicanery and Garland told me he was worried about the credibility of the industry. "Americans aren't knowledgeable about mushrooms," he said. "And most chefs here can't tell the difference between a real truffle and a fake, which is why I have famous chefs calling me up and asking me to look at their truffles." 

I asked him if the days of $800 truffle prices might be numbered, especially as more and more growers get in on the act. He didn't pause. "To produce enough volume so that the price comes down," he said, "it will take 30 to 40 years. And even if the price drops to $350 a pound, it's still going to be profitable. Truffles are the highest paying legal crop in the world. This industry is in its infancy here. And so is the American appetite for truffles. Until a few years ago, most Americans thought truffles were chocolate. Now I can go into some podunk town in North Carolina and the kid changing tires at the gas station will know what truffles are. So I don't think we'll ever be lacking in demand. This is going to grow. By a lot.”


Mushrooms have not always been the fanciful food they are today, nor as rare. At the turn of the 20th century, Europe was procuring somewhere between 1,000 and 2,000 tons of truffles a year. By comparison, the worldwide harvest today hovers between 20 and 40 tons, an amount that could fit into just a few cargo containers. Truffles were so plentiful a century ago that they were eaten in portions that simply stagger the mind: dropped, like matzo balls, into soups; tucked whole into fowl. Whereas today you'll be lucky to have a few slivers of a truffle sliced onto your plate (at outrageous expense), a recipe for "truffles in cream" in the first edition of "Le Guide Culinaire," Auguste Escoffier's 1903 bible of French cuisine, calls for a pound of the mushrooms, raw and peeled -- a meal that would cost nearly a thousand dollars today. 
The truffle boom of a century ago made the fortunes of hundreds of Frenchmen, and, talking with Garland, I wanted to know if the same riches might be bestowed upon farmers here. I asked how much he thought he could make. In the shroud of secrecy that hovers over the truffle world, people are reluctant to tell you even where their truffle orchards are, let alone how much money they're pulling from the ground. But Garland smiled knowingly and nodded his head and pointed out the window to an open expanse of meadow beyond his house. "That's 15 acres," he said. "Even if the price drops to $500 a pound, if I can manage to get 50 pounds an acre, by the time I retire I'll be making a quarter of a million dollars a year. That's pretty good, don't you think?"  
"How many kings and queens eat truffles three times a day?" Rick Smith asked me. "Well, we're hoggin' it in." With his wife, Jane, we were standing in the kitchen of their home in King, N.C., a suburb of Winston-Salem. The Smiths, both retired, were the latest truffle success story; as with Tom Michaels, truffles had arrived in their orchard last winter. Unlike Michaels, however, they had no mushroom or even farming background: Jane had been a corporate secretary, Rick had worked for an electronics company; their trees came six years ago from Franklin Garland. 

"Truffles didn't do anything for me at first," Rick told me. He spoke in an unhurried way, in a thick Carolina accent. "Now I love 'em," he said. "I put truffle butter on spaghetti. On cinnamon toast. On sweet potatoes, popcorn, chocolate chip cookies." As if to underscore this point, he began handing me Triscuit crackers slathered in his homemade low-fat truffle margarine. 

I was with the Smiths in the wake of their brief flirtation with the national spotlight. In January, just a few weeks after they unearthed truffles, Martha Stewart came to visit them, trailed by a phalanx of television cameras. Now, two months later, they still seemed faintly shell-shocked by the experience. Jane was handing me photos that her daughter took of the visit: Martha with a crowd of production assistants, Martha next to her black Hummer. "She was so nice," Jane said. "It was just like having a friend come to visit." Across the room, the tape of the Stewart show was playing. There was Martha in a red topcoat, trudging along in the Smith's muddy backyard orchard. And there were Rick and Jane, standing quietly to one side, slightly awestruck. 

In the kitchen, Jane confessed that she didn't care much for truffles at first. "The smell," she said, wrinkling her nose and almost shuddering. 
The smell of a truffle is a stroke of evolutionary cunning. Mycologists believe that truffles likely evolved from above-ground fungi into below-ground fungi in order to protect themselves from drying out. In their skin-encapsulated sacks, truffles can survive in some of the most arid conditions in the world (among other places, they can be found in the deserts of Mesopotamia). But hiding underground deprived them of the tool by which mushrooms have always dispersed their spores: the wind. So the truffles took a new tack. They developed a smell strong enough to permeate several inches of soil and compelling enough to draw the interest of passing animals. By coaxing us to eat them, and thus scatter their spores, they effectively rendered us agents of their own bidding. 

Truffles have perpetrated against us a great scam of natural history. Of little nutritional value themselves, they've manipulated us into eating them, providing, in return, a rare sensory treat but little nourishment. And truffles were clever. By appealing to our sense of smell, they slipped through the unguarded back door of our consciousness -- for smell, in evolutionary terms, is one of the oldest of the five senses. It has few connections with the "younger" parts of the brain, where language is formed, but it holds many connections with the "older" parts of the brain, where emotions reside. Unlike other senses, smells can bypass our powers of reasoning; they can act on us in surprising ways. 



In the kitchen, as Jane and Rick and I shoveled truffle Triscuits down our throats, Rick shared with me the dream that had come to him the previous night. "It's night," he said. "I'm coming into the orchard close to the ground, like a mole. And what I see is that the ground is cracked and bursting with truffles. There are truffles everywhere. There are truffles under every tree. The whole orchard is filled with truffles." 

"We should be so lucky," said Jane. 
- - - - - - - - - - - -
Not long ago, I passed an afternoon with a man who'd spent years searching New Jersey for a thing that couldn't be found: the Italian white truffle. He was a mason, born in Italy, and had come to the States when he was 20. In his 40s he began going out into the woods of southern New Jersey with his dog, searching for truffles. He found some, he told me, but never the white truffle, the truffle of his homeland (it was he who told me, proudly, about the largest truffle ever found: an Italian white, weighing five and a half pounds, delivered as a gift to Harry Truman in 1951). His was a doomed quest, although he couldn't see this or wouldn't admit it to himself. While there are edible truffle species native to the U.S -- including the Oregon white truffle, which grows along the roots of the Douglas fir in the Pacific Northwest -- none of those discovered so far possesses the singular scent and flavor of the Italian white, a truffle that has never been found very far outside the hills of northern Italy. But the man was obstinate, even obsessive, and his search, in time, took him to Pennsylvania, Georgia and the Carolinas. He's 61 now. If he was younger, he told me, he'd go to California. "That's where it'll be," he said. I asked if he would take me with him on a hunt and show me where he's found truffles. He looked at me in a pitying way. "I wouldn't tell my own brother that," he said. 
The world of truffles harbors those at the hopeful fringes -- hustlers and gamblers and dreamers of the most determined sort. The dream of the truffle farmer is a dream of control: to bend the truffle to our wishes, to make it grow where it has not yet appeared. In pursuit of this we have poked and prodded it, subjecting an ancient and willful thing to all the tools of our modern minds. And in the end, we may have tamed it, insofar as one can tame a thing that is still only half understood. But it might be fair to say, too, that the truffle has tamed us. For in humans it has found a mammal far superior to pigs in scattering its spores. Through us it has succeeded in delivering its DNA to the far corners of the globe. Perhaps ours is a partnership, as between truffle and tree. We clear a path for the truffle, lifting it from the scrum of life, ensuring its survival among a multitude of competing fungi. And in return, the truffle grants us a taste of haunting pleasure. 
Whether that taste will appeal to Americans is another matter. We are not, by inclination, a mushroom people, in the way that Europeans are. We have no history of mushroom picking in this country. In general, we tend not to trust the fungi family -- fearing, not unreasonably, for our health. Evidence of this distrust can be found in the market itself: While sales of button mushrooms (white and smooth, the Bambi of the mushroom universe) have climbed slowly but steadily over the past few decades, other mushrooms have fared far less well. Oyster and shiitake mushrooms have managed to seize just 2 percent of the mushroom market, and sales in recent years have slunk. Could truffles -- cased in pimply shells, dirt-encrusted, smelling of things scandalous -- ever find a foothold in the gleaming white world of American cuisine? And if they manage to, and if they become more popular, will that itself detract from their appeal? For quite apart from the taste of the truffle is its scarcity. We love a thing that resists us, and truffles, like few other foods, have held us at bay. 
http://www.salon.com/mwt/food/eat_drink/2008/02/16/truffle_farming/index3.html
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MINUTES OF THE NORTH AMERICAN  TRUFFLING SOCIETY
The North American Truffling Society met February 5, 2008 in Corvallis at the Multicultural Literacy Center.

Vice President Marilyn Hinds conducted the meeting in the absence of President Charles LeFevre.

Jim Trappe reported that he had spoken with Welles Bushnell and he is on the road to recovery.

Matt Trappe reported that the foray to Paul Bishops on January 19th was a success.  Everyone found truffles and some sent truffles back with Matt to give to the festival.  However, when Matt called Charlie to arrange delivery of the truffles he was told that more truffles were not needed.  Lucky Matt!  He got to enjoy them.  Ninety two people signed the guest book and he figured that more than one hundred had attended.  The majority attending were OMS members.  He cancelled the foray on the 2nd of February due to inclement weather.  No announcement was made for the March foray.  Matt said he would send a letter to OMS in response to them asking for forays in the Portland area.  He will suggest that people take a rake with them and look for truffles whenever they are out in the woods as now they know how to find them.

Dave Pilz announced that he has 163 paid members at this time and that he receives an average of a couple each day in the mail.  There are still 71 members who were paid up in 2007 but have not renewed their dues for 2008.  He also announced that he has not heard back from Robert Bixler about participation in a mushroom club survey.  Because members of OMS have received the survey via email, he is assuming Bixler has decided he does not want to do a mail-in survey as well as email.   Those attending our meeting did not feel he needed to contact Robert Bixler any further.

Dave reported that the Truffle Festival was a success.  Two hundred eighty attended the Grand Truffle Dinner and he said it was the first time he really tasted truffles throughout the meal.  He attended the forum on Friday where speakers Ian Hall, Tom Michaels and Alessandra Zambonelli spoke.  On Saturday there were forays in two areas.  Matt went to the one close to Eugene and Dave went to one off Peoria Road and also an area by Camp Adair.  The foray he was on had a truffle dog who demonstrated finding truffles.  Dave also gave a talk on the White Paper he prepared.

On Sunday because of the snow there were not as many attending the Market Place as last year.  NATS members Laurel, Betty, Mysti and Marilyn were present to answer questions and gave out samples of truffled cream cheese made by Mysti.  Mysti received raves about her recipe for truffled cream cheese.
Matt Trappe was the guest speaker, presenting a preview of his upcoming dissertation defense, “Effects of disturbances on mycorrhizal fungus fruiting and mat formation at Crater Lake National Park.”
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What lies beneath: a new mushroom

Hydrologist happens onto a novel gilled species that seems to thrive underwater in the upper Rogue River
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A new species of mushroom, dubbed Psathyrella aquatic, has been discovered in the upper Rogue River. Biologists believe this is the first gilled mushroom to be found living underwater in the world. The bubbles on the top of the mushroom are caused by an unknown gas. 
Photo courtesy of Robert Coffan

By: Paul Fattig
Mail Tribune

November 20, 2007
SHADY COVE — Hydrologist Robert Coffan knew he was looking at something very unusual in the knee-deep summer waters of the upper Rogue River.

Here were gilled mushrooms, swaying in the main current of the clear, cold river in early July through late September.

"But since gilled mushrooms DO NOT live and grow underwater, I was real nervous" about approaching a mycological expert, admitted the adjunct professor at Southern Oregon University.

Indeed, Darlene Southworth, a retired SOU biology professor, was plenty skeptical when he broached the subject. Although she was impressed by underwater photographs taken by Coffan, she wanted to see the evidence firsthand.

Not only did she witness the mushrooms found by Coffan, but she discovered others during an August visit to a stretch of the north fork of the river within a few miles of Woodruff Bridge in the Rogue River-Siskiyou National Forest.

"There are no known gilled mushrooms living underwater," Southworth explained. "And this is not a slime mold or anything like that. These are regular gilled mushrooms.
"We believe this is a new species," she concluded of the mushrooms that are typically about 10 centimeters tall with caps that are about 2 centimeters wide. 

The find was unveiled Monday night at the November meeting of the Upper Rogue Watershed Association, for whom Coffan had prepared a water assessment last year.

Dubbed Psathyrella aquatic, the mushroom is being introduced to the broader scientific community in a 14-page paper submitted Nov. 9 to the science journal Mycologia. The paper was written by Coffan in collaboration with Southworth and Jonathan Frank, a laboratory technician at SOU.

Coffan credits Southworth, who now conducts research under a National Science Foundation grant at the university, for focusing on mycorrhizal fungi, and Frank for the paper and much of the research in determining the mushroom's uniqueness.

Up at Oregon State University, Matt Trappe, a doctoral candidate in forest mycology, says Coffan has found a unique mushroom. He and his father, Jim Trappe, a retired U.S. Forest Service mycologist who now teaches in OSU's botany and plant pathology department, were consulted on the find.

"As far as we've determined, this is a first in Oregon as well as a first in the world," Matt Trappe said of gilled mushrooms living in water. "We're not aware of anything at all like this in mycology where the reproductive mushroom structure appears to be perennially underwater.

"If this evolved in Oregon, what are the odds it can be found in streams and rivers around the world?" he asked. "This raises all kinds of questions about spore disbursement and evolution."

There are more questions than answers at this point, acknowledged Coffan, who originally discovered the water-dwelling gilled mushrooms in summer 2005. None of the mushrooms were found in slack water, he noted.

A DNA analysis at SOU's Bio Tech Center and a cross-check of references and experts, including mycologists at the University of Minnesota, determined the mushrooms belonged to the genus Psathyrella, Southworth said. Samples were sent to OSU and to San Francisco State University.

There are about 600 known species of Psathyrella, all terrestrial, she said.

"How do we identify them? We look at the morphology — the form, the shape and the DNA," she said.

It has a small bell-shaped cap, a thin stipe (stem) and gills underneath, she said. They examined the cells in the cap and made a spore print.

Researchers have ruled out the possibility the mushrooms were growing along the banks and were merely submerged by rising waters brought on by snowmelt.

The mushrooms were found in the spring-fed "base" flow of the river, Coffan said, noting that flow is consistent and keeps the mushrooms submerged.

The mushrooms tend to grow on submerged wood but can also be found growing in the gravel, Southworth said.

"These are growing in the same place for three months," she said, adding they have been found as late as Sept. 21.

Although there are some known freshwater aquatic fungi, this is the only known gilled mushroom that grows underwater, she reiterated.

"We noticed there is a gas bubble underwater," she said. "When we pulled the mushroom out, we could hold it up for some seconds before the spore burst. But they would not be uniformly distributed. They would stick to the cap, to the stipe, to Jonathan's fingers."

They don't know what the gas is, she noted.

They are also intrigued by its three-month fruiting season.

"That's way long for mushrooms," she observed.

As for their edibility, Southworth figures the waterborne mushrooms are too small to warrant collecting for food.

However, several of the terrestrial Psathyrella are edible, although most have never been tested as a food source, according to her research.

"There is no reason it would go toxic," she observed of a member of the genus growing in water.

Meanwhile, Coffan, Southworth and Frank plan to return to the area to conduct further research to try to determine the extent of the mushroom's habitat. They also want to check out other streams in the region for evidence of the mushrooms.

"But it will be next summer before that is feasible," she said. "Right now we can describe this one river: It's aerated, cold, clear, steady flow. But we want to find out how the spores are dispersed."

"And we want to find out how unique the habitat is," Coffan said. "We have a whole new area to look for mushrooms now. It's mind-boggling."

Reach reporter Paul Fattig at 776-4496 or e-mail him at pfattig@mailtribune.com.
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Photo Courtesy of Steve Giralt
	Duck Breast in Brandy Sauce with Truffles and Mushrooms

	 

	Saveur Magazine online, Feb. 13, 2008

	 

	(Magret de Pato Perfumado al Brandy con Trufas y Setas)

SERVES 4

This dish goes back to 1960s Spain, where it was served by Swiss chefs Otto and Urs Müller at El Bulli, the beachside shack in the coastal town of Roses they transformed into a legendary Michelin-starred restaurant.

1 1⁄4 cups Fundador or other Spanish brandy
1  3 1⁄2-oz. can truffle juice
1  2-lb. whole magret duck breast, cut lengthwise into 2 
   halves
Salt and freshly ground black pepper
20 button mushrooms, cleaned, trimmed, and thinly sliced
1  3⁄4-oz. preserved black truffle, drained and very thinly 
   sliced
2 1⁄2 cups low-sodium chicken stock
2 tbsp. truffle butter
1 tbsp. chopped fresh parsley
1. Put brandy and truffle juice into a deep glass or ceramic dish, add duck, cover, and marinate in the refrigerator for 8 hours.

2. Preheat oven to 400°. Heat a large skillet over medium heat until hot but not smoking. Remove duck from marinade, reserving marinade, and pat dry. Using a sharp knife, score duck skin in a crosshatch pattern. Season duck all over with salt and pepper, then cook in hot skillet, skin side down, until skin is golden brown, 8 - 12 minutes. Turn duck and cook for 1 minute more. Transfer duck, skin side up, to a shallow baking dish and set skillet aside. Roast duck for 3–4 minutes for rare. Remove duck from oven, loosely cover with foil, and set aside.

3. Pour off all but 5 tbsp. of the rendered duck fat from skillet and return skillet to medium-high heat. Add mushrooms to skillet and cook until golden, 8–10 minutes. Stir in reserved marinade and add truffles. Carefully ignite marinade with a kitchen match and allow flame to burn for 1 minute, then add stock. Increase heat to high and cook, stirring often, until sauce thickens, 20–25 minutes. Remove skillet from heat and whisk in truffle butter.

4. Divide mushrooms and sauce among four warm plates. Slice duck, divide evenly among the plates and garnish with parsley.


New Members

Edith Agoff, Corvallis, OR
Kenneth W. Augustus, Seaside, OR
Les Benoy, Veneta, OR
Shannon Berch, Brentwood Bay, BC
Barbara Berthiaume, Port Ludlow, WA
Matt Bessler, Washougal, WA
Dave Bobb, Talent, OR
Valerie & Andrew Booth, Salem, OR
James B. Bowers, III, Yachats, OR
Debbie Brenner,Renton, WA
Bob Brittain, Portland, OR
John D. Brown, Jr., Santa Clara, CA
Margaret Caro, Corvallis, OR
Anne A. Chen, West Linn, OR

Thomas T. Chen, Stockton, CA
Marcus Coldsmith, Walla Walla, WA
Donna Cuthill, Corvallis, OR
Barbara Dallmann, Alsea, OR
Larry Davisson, Corvallis, OR
Dr. & Mrs. Robert Dickstein, North Miami, FL
Jon Donlon, Oakridge, OR
John Donoghue, Corvallis, OR
Emily Dunham, Blodgett, OR
Todd Elliott, Union Mills, NC
Marcy Fischer, Eugene, OR
Geoffrey Foston, Darien, CT
Sylvia Giustina, Eugene, OR
Ian Hall, Dunedin, NZ
Axel D. Haubold, Decatur, TX
Steve Haynack & Adriana Hernandez, Granite Falls, WA
Wayne Hiroshima, San Francisco, CA
Bill Hisey, Springfield, OR
Kentaro Hosaka, Chicago, IL
Cynthia Hurlbut, Walla Walla, WA
Dan Irvin, Eugene, OR
Donald R. Jensen, Lebanon, OR
Lorraine Johnson, Toronto, ON
Robert & Elizabeth Jones, Colfax, WI
Harriett & John Kelly, Eugene, OR
Johnny & Martha Lake, Eugene, OR
Doug Lang, Springfield, OR
Amelia Leung, Portland, OR
Intaba Liff-Anderson, Philomath, OR

Stacy Lizzo, Washougal, WA

John Long, Eugene, OR
Krista Lynn, Seattle, WA
   Harold & Anna Lyon, Grand Rhonde, OR
Matthies J. & Patricia Mack, Stayton, OR
Andrew MacMillen, Poulsbo, WA
Mr. & Mrs. William C. Martin, Fort Lauderdale, FL
Kathy & Howard McCormick, Lebanon, OR
Loren McMahill, Salem, OR
Chris Melloti, Springfield, OR
Lisa Monroe, Huntington Beach, CA
Lisa Mueller, Buffalo Grove, IL
Nancy Murray, Portland, OR
Alan Muskat, Asheville, NC
Roger & Nancy Nett, Keizer, OR

Michele Peniakoff, Eugene, OR
Nick Pisias, Corvallis, OR
Greg Pitts, Eugene, OR
Ian Purkayastha, Fayetteville, AR

John & Cheryl Rehley, Corvallis, OR

Don & Laura Schwindt, Woodburn, OR
Sue and Scott Russell, Scappoose, OR
Philip M. Santos, Portland, OR
June Sedarbaum, Eugene, OR
David Selby, Lake Oswego, OR
Jeff Sims, Huntington Beach, CA
Matthew E. Smith, Cambridge, MA
Larry Sommers, Auke Bay,  AK
Vail E. St. Vrain, Seattle, WA
Ed and Tracy Sullivan, Marcola, OR
Mitch & Kim Swecker, Monmouth, OR
Betty Thain, Beaverton, OR
Laviniu Horia Tirca, Belleview, WA
Henry Trione, Santa Rosa, CA
Dustin Twedt, Eugene, OR
Chris Walker, Edinburgh, UK
Diane Westcott, North Plains, OR
Dan Wheeler, Portland, OR
Molly Widmer, Springfield, OR
Robert Wise, Portland, OR
Alana Wood, Bend, OR
Pamela Wright, Eugene, OR
Barry Wymer, Spring Lake, NC
Suzanne and Craig Zarling, Portland, OR

Editors’ Note:
Hello Everyone,
We hope you enjoyed this edition of “The North American Truffler.”  The new members and finds are now current and we look forward to keeping current as further editions of this newsletter are published.
 If you have any suggestions or would like to submit any articles please contact Loren McMahill at lorenmcmahill@yahoo.com or Lauren Holst at holst007@aol.com.  

Sincerely, 

Loren McMahill and Lauren Holst

	North American Truffling Society
P.O. Box 296

Corvallis Oregon 97339
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Taming the Truffle





“One legend told in the Périgord region is about an old woman, tired and hungry, losing her way in the woods.  At last, she stumbles upon a tumbledown house, the home of a man equally poor and old. He invites her in and offers her his meager meal of charred potatoes, cooked in the coals of a dying fire.  The old woman is deeply touched by his generosity and sits down to peel the potatoes.  Suddenly she is transformed into a beautiful fairy.  ‘Lo, do not be alarmed old man,’ she says. ‘I am the fairy of the woods.  You are a kind and noble person and from these poor potatoes, which you have humbly shared with me, will come the end of your trials and tribulations.’ Before his eyes, the charred potatoes are transformed into richly flavoured truffles.  Despite becoming wealthy and respected throughout the region, the old man continues to be kind and helpful to all those less fortunate than himself, but the same cannot be said for his children.  They grew up spoiled and lazy, and when many years later the good fairy returns, disguised as an old woman, they refused her hospitality and food. To punish them, the fairy buries all of the truffles underground and turns the selfish children into pigs to root them out.”


 


Quoted from pages 29&30 of:


 


Hall, Ian R.; Brown, Gordon T.; Zambonelli, Alessandra. 2007. Taming the truffle: the history, lore, and science of the ultimate mushroom. Portland, OR: Timber Press. 304 p.   � HYPERLINK "http://www.timberpress.com/books/isbn.cfm/9780881928600/taming_truffle/hall" \o "http://www.timberpress.com/books/isbn.cfm/9780881928600/taming_truffle/hall" �http://www.timberpress.com/books/isbn.cfm/9780881928600/taming_truffle/hall�








Taming the Truffle is available at most major bookstores, including Powell’s Books, Barnes and Noble, Amazon.com and Bestwebbuys.com
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                                Truffle Market Times





The market price for winter Tuber Oregonense & Leucangium carthusianum (white and black truffles) at the Truffle Festival was $320.00/pound
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