
			Cover

		
			[image: Cover of Fungal by Ariel Gordon]
		

			About This Book

  In this engaging collection of essays, Ariel Gordon takes the reader through ditches and puddles in search of morels, through the hallways of a mushroom factory, down city sidewalks and beside riverbanks as she considers all things found and fungal. Smart, funny and poetic, Gordon moves seamlessly from the natural world to the personal in Fungal: Foraging in the Urban Forest, examining the interconnectedness of all things and delighting in the rich variety of the world around her.


			Praise

		
			Praise for Fungal

			“In Fungal, Ariel Gordon leads us on an intimate journey through diverse landscapes of mushrooms and the people who love them, from urban to wild, commercial to kitschy. Her blend of wisdom and humour enriches the experience, offering insightful reflections and emotional depth. I loved it! I got lost in new worlds and emerged all the better for it.” 

			– Kim Anderson, author of A Recognition of Being: Reconstructing Native Womanhood




			“Ariel Gordon’s Fungal: Foraging in the Urban Forest is a perfect companion for anyone curious about not only mushrooms but the complexities of ecosystems of all kinds, natural and human-made. Every page is animated by wild energy and muddy joy. How lucky we are to have this excellent forager’s guide not only to mushrooms and their possibilities (culinary, medicinal, psychotropic) but also to big ideas, to happiness and to community.” 

			– Theresa Kishkan, author of Blue Portugal and Other Essays



			“Ariel Gordon’s Fungal is an ecstasy of attention. For over twenty years, she has pored over the urban forest, neighbourhoods, riverbanks and surrounding parklands of her Winnipeg home to celebrate the everyday, everywhere presence of beings at our feet: mushrooms. Her quirky, compelling pursuit of fungi slaps mosquitos, crams in reams of material from the library and the internet, and slogs through muddy back roads as she forages from the days of Selkirk’s treaty with Chief Peguis in 1817 to her harvesting alongside Cantonese- or Somali-speaking factory workers in 2021 and onwards to her rummaging with Ukrainian neighbours in flight from the current war with Russia in search of pidpanki honey mushrooms. Ariel Gordon treats readers to the world of wonders in a fungal spore.” 

			– Daniel Coleman, author of Yardwork: A Biography of an Urban Place



			“Ariel Gordon’s complex collection of essays clusters together like a living organism – a fleshy and fruitful species that captures the essence of life, inoculating readers with the succulence of what spawns from moments when we truly pay attention. Revelling in the intricacies of mushroom varieties – those glorious layers of spores – and treasures found in the muck, Gordon focuses a magnifying glass on what is hidden in our ecosystem, and what can be found if we look closely. The essays in Fungal are akin to the mushrooms Gordon is consumed by – they attach and root within, showing us how to forage our way through the shit and harvest joy. Make no mistake, Fungal will grow on you in ways you can’t imagine.” 

			– Adrienne Gruber, author of Monsters, Martyrs, and Marionettes: Essays on Motherhood
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			Dedication


		
			To Mike and Anna. My favourites!

		




		
			Mushroom Tourist

			For the last twenty years, I have mushroom-travelled. Which is not to say that I went on magic mushroom trips. No, just that whenever I travelled, I would go for walks – solo ones I researched in advance and ones with friends to their favourite walking spots – and while walking, I would look for mushrooms. 

			Some people use travel as a way of broadening their horizons; I use it as a way to add more mushrooms to my repertoire. It’s become my way of being in the wider world: when in doubt, walk under the trees and look for mushrooms. 

			And then take pictures of those mushrooms and post them to social media, because I want people to feel some of the same connection I feel in those moments. The same pleasure. 

			During the three-plus years of the Covid-19 pandemic, it became harder to travel as widely as we were all used to. The concurrent climate crisis, as evidenced by grinding drought, wildfire smoke and stunted crops, also made me reconsider how much and how often I wanted to travel once things got back to some kind of normal.

			So I tried to sightsee in my home place – my yard, my neighbourhood and my city – while also travelling within the prairie provinces between variant outbreaks. 

			This is my mushroom diary from these years, though really it is more like a bundle of picture postcards from me to the world. Or a stack of flash cards where the test I’m cramming for is surviving the world.

			March 28, 2021

			Went for a willowy walk in Assiniboine Forest today, where I also found a pre-bent hoop of dogwood whose red-orange almost matched the orange-red of my long sweater-coat, an enormous conk – a shelf-like bracket-shaped fruiting body of certain fungi that grow on trees, that are hard like trees – and some other small mushrooms nearby …

			[The splitgill mushroom or Schizophyllum commune is small and grey-white and furred. It is the mushroom you would expect the White Witch to be wearing as decoration on her person/robes/carriage in Narnia. I found it clustered along the entire length of a young trembling aspen.]

			April 11, 2021

			I found a mushroom that has it all, including a moustache of pixie-cup lichens and moss. It was the only mushroom I was able to get close to, as it was right next to the boardwalk at the Brokenhead Wetland Interpretive Trail. (This was my first time there, though I’d heard about it for years!) There were various lichens and mushrooms everywhere in the white cedar swamp as well as red carnivorous pitcher plants glittering in the sun but I very carefully stayed on the boardwalk. I was grateful to have the opportunity to walk in this place, that it was made available to me. Some of the time I lay down on the boardwalk so I could see mushrooms better, but that’s as close as I got …

			[A polypore, which is a mushroom with pores for dispersing spores instead of gills, with bands of green and brown and cream, with silvery-green lichen and forest-green moss blurring the distinction between mushroom and tree. You can see the dark soil here, how it is crossed with brown conifer needles.]

			April 25, 2021

			My partner Mike and I took our AstraZeneca vaccine hangovers to Little Mountain Park, looking for late prairie crocuses. In the whole park, we only found three, and only when we remembered to look in the same spot as last year. Their translucent lilac is what gets me, I think, inflates me like a hot-air balloon, but it should go without saying that I am always on the lookout for mushrooms. When it’s unseasonable, my best bet is always the more durable mushrooms that grow on wood instead of from the soil. 

			[A stack of creamy mushrooms on a downed log, like a plate full of pancakes plunked down in front of you.] 

			May 24, 2021

			We drove out to the Belair Provincial Forest yesterday to look for morels. Found a bunch of false morels (Gyromitra spp.), abandoned cars, tiny wild strawberries, emerging bracken, new-to-me wildflowers and six drive-home ticks instead.

			[Gyromitra is also known as brain fungus, which goes a long way to explaining what this palmful of gorgeous deep-brown mushroom looks like. Also: experimental chandelier/airship.]

			May 29, 2021

			Mike and I finally found morels, likely Morchella americana! At Belair! But only a squat handful after two to three hours of wandering, the woods a new-to-me mix of conifers and trembling aspen. Still, it was very nice to go out looking for morels and then to find morels. (Mike spotted them first, the bastard …)

			[Imagine three mushrooms with brown-black honeycombed heads and stems that are simultaneously beige and taupe. Dust them with soil and sand and you’re there.]

			June 19, 2021

			Drove out to the Brokenhead Wetland Interpretive Trail again to ogle orchids, pitcher plant flowers and mushrooms. I had never seen so many wild orchids, from the big showy pink and white ones to tiny subtle ones you’d hardly notice if you weren’t looking for them. White cedar swamps are new-to-me and sooooo cool. By which I mean interesting but also having a mineral feeling that oak/aspen parkland lacks.

			[A pale brown polypore on a cut log on the ground, which holds a diversity of new green and a browned cedar frond …]

			July 20, 2021

			I found a mushroom on a stump along Wolseley Avenue near my house. It doesn’t look like much but it’s been so dry that I haven’t spied a single mushroom all summer so I thought I’d better take/post a pic to remind myself that they exist. (I exaggerate but not by much, given how yellow/dead the surrounding grass was.)

			[A cluster of past-their-due-date oyster mushrooms – usually a choice edible – on a broad grey stump just inside someone’s property line. The edges of some caps split, others withered.]

			August 29, 2021

			Two tiny lawn-shrooms, picked and placed on the stump of my mother-in-law’s rosy pink crabapple. She was surprised that I wanted the apples but settlers have been making cider from Manitoba’s native crabapples for generations. I made applesauce from its fruit for ten years, boiling them whole and straining out the cores. At first, I dumped everything in a colander and used a spatula to extrude the applesauce but I asked for, and got, a food mill for Xmas, from my mother-in-law, I think! 

			I am not very interested in Christmas, which is to say the birth of Jesus Christ, but there’s no escaping it in Canada. Carols on the radio, Secret Santa gift exchanges at work, emails from my generous MiL, asking for our wish lists. So I use the word “Xmas,” which to me means the secular aspects of the holiday.

			All of which is to say: I have picked crabapples from this tree’s lower branches, bent so low with fruit so that I could put out my hand and pick, and branches almost beyond my reach. My daughter, Anna, was always so drawn to the ladder, those times I dragged it under the tree, to get me and my hungry hands higher. 

			[Two tiny mushrooms, one white and one yellow, their gills impossible but also sort of like birds’ wings, lying on a weathered grey background.]

			September 13, 2021

			I find a bustling mushroom metropolis. I am staying at St. Peter’s Abbey in Muenster, Saskatchewan, working on a poetry manuscript and we have decided to go for a walk en masse. A gaggle of poets, looking at shaggy manes popping up on the lawn and elm oyster mushrooms growing from the cut edges on trees, at the abbey’s gloriously productive gardens – flowers and vegetables, shrubs and herbs – and its aging trees. We listen to the sheep bleating from a distant pasture and geese honking from the pond, to our soft exclamations at finding ourselves here, swamped by fall sun. While the others exclaim over the abbey’s honey house, I find a mushroom in the understory. It is past its prime, but then, so am I.

			[The underside of a pale mushroom with grey-and-brown gills, in the midday sun, teeming with small pale insects, travelling up and down and through the gills.]

			September 19, 2021

			A Leccinum mushroom, with its polypore cap and scabrous stalk, from today’s walk in Assiniboine Forest. They are suddenly enormous and everywhere, which is my favourite mushroom trick.

			[I stood the bolete up on my hand, like a magic trick, to reveal the creamy white pores of the cap and the bulbous cream/black stem.]

			September 23, 2021

			Another day, another mushroom, this one an elm oyster or Hypsizygus ulmarius on a tree in Omand’s Creek Park, which is the halfway point in my local walk, the Wolseley/Wellington loop. Some people call that route “The Full Rachel” after a runner who lived in Wolseley and loved that run. (Now I want the route I take most often in Assiniboine Forest to be called “Ariel’s I-only-have-an-hour”!)

			[A gilled mushroom the size of my fist growing from a branch scar on an elm, its stem textured, its gills purest white. I especially like that it looks like itself but also like a marble sculpture.]

			October 3, 2021

			So I found what appears to be a lobster mushroom (Hypomyces lactifluorum) but it is really the sun, fallen and rustling in the oak leaves at our feet …

			[This unusually shaped lobster mushroom – round and flat instead of bent and furled – is mottled with deep reds and pale oranges. It is surrounded by dying grass and the olive of aspen leaves, fading from lemon yellow after falling to the ground.]

			December 27, 2021

			Winter mushrooming isn’t as varied as other times of year but I still look for them when walking in Assiniboine Forest. Polypores are your best bet, or mushrooms that were protected from the elements somehow, either in the shadow of fallen logs or by rocky outcrops. Lichens, which consist of a fungal partner with a bacteria or an algae or both, also make for good mushrooming.

			[The deep browns of young aspen brackets or Phellinus tremulae, dusted with snow that looks like granulated sugar, on a grey-brown aspen trunk, everything else shades of white.]

			January 16, 2022

			A greeny conk on a trembling aspen beside the path in Assiniboine Forest. Normally, aspen brackets are nut-brown and velvety to the touch, like a horse’s nose, but this one is old. It was a beautiful day in the forest …

			[What looks like a brittle turtle’s shell growing out of a branch scar on a whiter-than-usual trembling aspen, the sky mostly haze.]

			April 11, 2022

			I was planning to walk the Bunn’s Creek Trail today but instead walked around the flooded creek, taking residential streets to keep the creek in view. For a second, I mistook an ice and sand mushroom by the side of the road for a real mushroom. But it was only an effect created by an entire winter of sand and a fresh layer of ice, by the great melt. It is a great accomplishment, these days, to walk next to a road and not get splashed by passing cars.

			[The entire trail under water, the riverbanks erased by water. No mushrooms anywhere, though everything sodden.]

			April 30, 2022

			I spent my puddle-walk in Assiniboine Forest today collecting aspen colours/textures and new mushrooms.

			[Rows of velvety beige mushrooms on a downed log like lead type being set into a page of newsprint, like a collection of dentures, mostly uppers.]

			May 5, 2022

			Mushroooooooms! On a burr oak, halfway up the hill from Bunn’s Creek.

			[Beige-banded polypores on grey-and-brown bark, the ground beneath grey and brown. A long half-drowned spring.]

			May 23, 2022

			Oh stump-loving wild enoki, a.k.a. velvet foot a.k.a. Flammulina velutipes, I love you … These mushrooms are one of my only consolations for the loss of our boulevard elms to Dutch elm disease, which is caused by a sac fungi. They are beautiful brown-orange mushrooms and grow in rosettes on leftover elm stumps, like ribbons awarded to prize horses, except they’re posthumous awards for trees. Post-humus?

			[A sticky bun-sized cluster of mushrooms, growing out of the side of an enormous elm stump, weathered and grey. It might be years before the stump is removed and another tree planted in its place. The house behind the lost tree suddenly without dappled light, without shade.]

			May 30, 2022

			A misty and then moist Wolseley/Wellington loop this morning, ogling flowering crabapples and boulevard mushrooms. I know mica caps or Coprinellus micaceus are ordinary, but I love coming upon a big cluster or even just one or two, like this morning.

			[A trio of small brown mushrooms, growing into/around each other in the dew-beaded grass, that have somehow managed to avoid being stomped by the procession of kids walking to school.]

			June 25, 2022

			Found these gorgeous deep-orange mushrooms, likely cinnabar polypore (Pycnoporus cinnabarinus), on a downed trembling aspen in wet Assiniboine Forest. The colour is deepest where it attaches to the log, becoming paler as it moves toward the edge of the cap, which has a white edge. I do so like finding a new-to-me mushroom.

			[Stealing language the way this mushroom steals nutrients: saprophytic, white-rot decomposer, shelf fungus.]

			July 30, 2022

			It’s chanterelle (Cantharellus enelensis) season. It’s chicken of the woods (Laetiporus sulphureus) and lobster mushroom season. It’s oyster mushroom (Pleurotus spp.) season. Boletes, even. Today, I was hoping I’d come away with a few mushrooms, but Stephenfield Provincial Park seemed very dry and, also, very manicured. So I saw lots of mushrooms, including this one, but nothing … special or, more precisely, edible. Luckily, I’m happy with any mushroom any time and there were lots of wildflowers. I even stood under a Saskatoon and picked warm fruit directly into my mouth.

			[An orange mushroom whose cap and gills resemble the skirts and petticoats of a cancan dancer, amongst sun-shot blades of brown-and-green grass.]

			August 1, 2022

			Aesthetically, I inhabit the midsummer space between weathered elm stumps and clumps of mica caps, surrounded by greenery. I want to somehow insert myself, like a bookmark marking a favourite passage.

			[A grey and weathered stump, whose stark lines are softened by the feathery compound leaves and yellow flowers of silverweed and a newly emerged cluster of caramel-coloured mushrooms.]

			August 31, 2022

			After two weeks in southern Ontario, the last walk we did was the Mill Race Trail in St. Jacobs. A mushroom was growing in a hollow in an ash tree and it was the mushroom that made that whole hot walk worth it, especially knowing that emerald ash borer is on its way to decimating every ash tree in Ontario.

			[The strangeness of seeing a hollow in a still-standing tree. The wonder of seeing a mushroom with a cap the colour of a deer’s hide filling that space.]

			September 6, 2022

			I scrabbled around the slopes of Bunn’s Creek this morning, realizing that much of it was full of broken glass and china. But I also collected mushrooms with my camera, including a pair of beautiful polypores, only realizing afterward that I’d photographed the same ones from the same angle back in May …

			[Two brown-banded polypore mushrooms on ridged bark in dappled light, the undergrowth shades of brown and grey and green.]

			September 20, 2022

			Yesterday, I went and walked around the West End with Julia-Simone Rutgers, a Free Press reporter, looking at and talking about trees (and mushrooms and cities and climate change). One of my favourite activities! I showed them the nuts on an Ohio buckeye, newly planted on the boulevard and, as if it was my reward, I found an enormous new-to-me mushroom, the dryad’s saddle or Polyporus squamosus, encountered on the remains of an elm stump. I gently removed it, wanting to take it home and make a spore print. Of course my bag was full, so I walked six blocks with the mushroom in my hand.

			[A brown-and-gold dinner-plate-sized mushroom with flattened scales, shadowing both the dried grey wood of an elm stump and prickly weeds next to the stump.]

			September 24, 2022

			My best thing about today’s walk at the Weston Family Tall Grass Prairie Interpretive Centre, besides hearing Sarah Ens’s poems? Finding a burr oak with three types of lichen on it: green, grey and orange. The second-best thing? Getting homemade donuts from an Amish man at the farmers’ market in Vita, MB, the community just past the turnoff for the interpretive centre.

			[A side-plate-sized clump of green lichen on ridged brown-and-grey bark, the browning tall grass behind it.]

			September 25, 2022

			There’s a spot across the street from my house, in a dip below a youngish boulevard tree, that is always producing mushrooms. I will often be sitting on my steps and see someone stop and notice the clusters, which makes me happy, as a mushroom tourist of long standing. Today I was heading somewhere on foot but stopped to look at not one but two clusters of mushrooms that were new-to-me instead of the usual velvet foots or mica/inky caps, which I still can’t quite tell apart. The reason we get so many boulevard mushrooms is, of course, because there is so much deadwood underground left over from a century of urban tree-planting. Sometimes, I could swear there is more deadwood than live, despite our three million trees. 

			But it is also true that boulevard mushrooms are the best and most accessible mushrooms.

			[A cluster of grey mushrooms on the grass, amidst clover. Looking like a heap of stones, a geologic wonder, like a harvest of some heirloom potato.]

			October 24, 2022

			I spotted a big clump of velvet foot on an elm stump this morning while walking the Wolseley/Wellington loop. I’m hoping we’ll get another good week or so of mushrooms, what with this morning’s rain …

			[A colony of reddy-brown mushrooms against a grey background, with blades of green grass here and there. They look like a toothsome tear-and-share, like a tray of cinnamon buns that have overgrown their pan, but also like a fairy godmother’s stash of teeth. Have you ever seen the orange teeth of a porcupine, high up in a tree?]

			December 27, 2022

			Dragged myself out of the house, coughing, for a walk in Assiniboine Forest with Jordi Malasiuk, a childhood friend. She had a glorious new made-in-Ukraine sweater-coat. I found a wasp’s nest, which resembles nothing so much as a wad of grey-and-white paper. So we were roughly even, yes? Also, I spied some aspen brackets in the trees and waded through the snow so I could take a picture. I had a burst of energy post-walk, which I promptly spent grocery shopping.

			[A stack of polypore mushrooms on the grey-and-white bark of a trembling aspen. There is what looks like sawdust on the tops of the mushrooms.]

			January 5, 2023

			Went for a glorious walk in Assiniboine Forest this afternoon with writer friend Samantha Beiko, the sun on little bits of frost in the branches. We have pledged to walk at least once a month, so I can see her and air all my complaints about the writing life like laundry but also fill myself up with mushrooms and sky. 

			[In the foreground is a section of tree trunk, covered in grey bark, then grey-green lichen, then a stack of polypore mushrooms. The sky in the background a pale and earnest blue.]

		




		
			Mushrooming

			My partner and I were together for seven years full of walks and hikes, mushrooms and trees, road trips and waxed cups of strong tea – before we got knocked up.

			It took us another decade to acquire an additional dependent. 

			In those ten years – the age of many of my friends’ marriages before they busted up – we had a tank full of fish that included Downie, a black Asian upside-down catfish.

			We hand-fed Downie shrimp pellets, until those weren’t enough and s/he started eating everyone else. (One fish leapt to his/her death to avoid Downie’s jaws of death. S/he became fish-jerky between the dresser where the tank sat and the wall. “It smells in my room,” my daughter noted.)

			We surrendered Downie to the pet store. We didn’t mention s/he was a cannibal.

			Next we got black-and-white mollies, which are starter fish like tetras, the difference being that they are prolific breeders. One female came preloaded with enough sperm that she gave birth every month for six months. She was the alpha: she got huge and monstrous and wouldn’t let any of the other mollies eat, nipping their fins and head-butting them. And then she’d release a brood of baby mollies, which looked like flecks of ash. They’d hide in the aquatic plants we grew in the tank, which came from the store infested with snails. And the starved cousins and sisters of the alpha molly would finally get to eat.

			We surrendered entire litters of small black mollies to the pet store.



			After we drained the fish tank, my daughter pined, though she’d shown very little interest in the fish.

			“I want a real pet,” Anna said. “Can we get a real pet?”

			The summer after we drained the tank, we found a greeny-yellowy wild salamander swimming in the pool with us at the water park in Portage la Prairie. That fall, someone brought a carsick hedgehog to daycare. (“It pooped on two of my friends,” my daughter reported, excited.)

			So we had serious conversations about salamanders, lizards and geckos and then hedgehogs, guinea pigs and rats. Anna pushed for a cat or a dog, though what she really wanted was a perpetual kitten or puppy. I resisted, citing my furry-animal allergies, but was glad that the conversation was about having-a-pet and not about having-a-sister/brother.

			Now, I don’t watch kitten videos or hunt baby animals on the Internet. But when summer rolled around again and a friend posted pictures of a small white kitten stretched out, yawning, I felt a pang.

			A friend of hers was trying to find homes for three kittens, including the white one. It turned out that I knew the friend of a friend, so one Sunday, we went to go see them. The girl could barely contain herself on the way there, but neither of us connected with the kitten, so next we visited a no-kill shelter. I sneezed, my nose dripped, but we were both suddenly determined.

			A week or so later, we brought home a half-grown black-and-white cat.



			My boss and I commuted to work together. When I told David Carr we’d gotten a cat, he had one question: “Who’s home the most?”

			“I am,” I answered.
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