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spilling the beans

Obsession with Mushrooms:

Known illlv.-_-ild}' for his pairing of the Mavers of Food and wine, Boston

Harbor Hotel Chel Thaniel Bruce has another passion that consumes
his liedle bic of dme and energy away from the horel kitchens: Often,
berween July and Movember, he'll leave the horel after a long day-into-
night of cooking, and instzad of heading home for a good nighe’s sleep,
will drive out into the woods with a flashlight and stare in on his sec-
ond, much less known obsession, mushreom foraging.

His wife, thankfully, understands his mushreom luse, *1 dream of
r{'.r.,“-_’_illg." says Bruce.

He has the same intense care and concern for mushrooms, it rums
our, 25 he does for wine, and couples dhar with a serious sudy of the
various rypes of mushrooms thar grow all over Massachuserrs, where
they can be found, when they're ar their peak and what wine and recipe
ingredients pair best with them.

Bruce could tell you exactly where in this state—whether its in a
field behind a privage home, or a forest near the Berkshires, or a
riverbed ar 1||r: southern fn:|g\q-._\. nearest Lonnes teut 1||-;'rq- Erows i cer-
rain wild mushroom, bur he won't. Devoress are secretive and procec-
tive of their favarire foraging sites, which rake awhile o discover. He
doesn’t waste any of the as much as 5,000 pounds he finds per yvear, bur
brings them home o freeze, dry and make broths to serve to friends
and family. He cannot bring them back to the hotel because health de-
partment rules dictare that hotel mushroems must be purchased from
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a wholesaler, He says this is a good idea, because he does not want in-
-.-:xp-.-:rirnq'ﬂj restaurant chels 1o I'r,tru,_u;: without the kllm\'l::lr_’_r and
background of wild mushreoms he has gleaned from a lifetime en-
gaged in the activing.

It a narural, perhaps genetic, ralent, he admirs. Bruce grew up in
northern New England where his father was o part-time Maine guide,
acoustic counery and Western musician and mechanic. “1 love being in
the woods,” he says, noting, “lots of things are happening here.”

There was another reason he I"q;-r._“-_’_ﬂl.' Borh of Bruce's paren s were
reenagers, who married because he was on the way Neither finished
high school, and money was righe. Feeding four children on barely
£15, 0000 per year was hard, and the chef says he foraged our of neces-
sity: the family was hungry. He spenr a lot of time with his marernal
grandmaother, who was in her 30s and loved to can food, make pick-
les and bake Christmas cookies, and he was fascinated with food prepa-
raricK,

Mfilrl“‘llilq‘. hie mother was o waitress at o restaurant :|r|d gol him a
job as a bushoy there. “1 hared ic,” he recalled. “l wanred o be in the
kitchen.”

Within a year, he was a prep cook. He was 16 vears old. By a series
of lucky happenings and very hard work, the chef began to move up
in the word of fine cuisine, The cwner of the restaurant, The Can-
dielight. in Skowhegan, Maine, took him to live with her and seeing
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his talent, gor him 2 grane through cthe Rorary club and a series of
Ioans to attend Johnson & Wales. While there, a chef from Traly
came 1o the school during it Distinguished Visiting Chef series.
The chef, Angelo Paracucchi of Restaurant Locanda del’ Angelo of
Marinalla di Sarzana, warched him work ar the school all day and
then go o work ar a rescawrant ar nighe. Appreciaring the voung
man’s intense work ethic and ralent, he invited him to ceavel ro his
restaurant o work and learn.

“I had never been outside Mew England,” recalled Bruce, *Did-
n't know 1 needed a passport. Didn't know any [talian.”

He learned Iralian, eventually worked at Harry's Bar in Venice,
and then in a restaurant in Paris and, eventually, with Paracucchi's
connections in Mew York, cooked ar the famous Le Cirque in New
York, where then Boston Harbor Horel general manager Francois
Mivaud lured him away from an offer ar the Drake Hotel in NYC
and back to Boston and Mew England.

As he talked, Bruce took us to an unmarked place in the woeds
at the Blue Hills Reservation to show us how o change our un-
trained eye, which saw nothing but leaves and dead limbs, into a
mushroom forager’s eye, which sees mushrooms everywhere. “How
did you know there were mushrooms here?” we asked in wonder.

“There's a sense you develop if you'ne a forager.” he noted. *The
lay of the land, the types of tree growing here, the condition of
the land. If it’s sloping and wet, that’s good for mushreoms, Ii's a
matter of being aware of your surroundings.” That said, he pointed
out a simple white mushroom thar was growing on some rotting
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wood. “Ifs an Amanira,” * he declared, "and poisonous. Toxic
mushrooms don’t necessarily taste bad.”™ The Amanita is one such
mushroom,

Quickly, amidst whar we had seen as a pile of sticks and dirr,
he pointed our Lare Fall Oysrer and Hen of the Woods mush-
rooms, borh edible and boch rolly invisible to us wnril we began
o look ar the ground through the chets eves. “Oryarers don'r like
these kinds of trees,” said Broce. "Each type of mushroom likes
certain things.” He next came upon a Russula mushroem and de-
clared it “edible, but this ene is old, past its prime. 1t's good if you
need 1o eat, though.”

T'monet a mycologist” (scientist whe studies mushrooms) he
said as he pointed our “LEMs” or Livde Brown Mushrooms, also
poisonows, “hur [ am a feld expere. This red oak tree is where you
can usually find Hen of the Woods mushreoms, bur we've a little
lare in the season now for them, and they're gone.”

Bruce’s father asked him to take him foraging, and the Maine
guide learned a new talent from his son. As we began to see thar
this woods was bursting with mushrooms, he pointed our the
Rirch Polypore, which he said American Indians found useful for
honing their knives, as it gers harder when it gers bigger. The
Horserail mushroom, which he showed ws, is “premy, bur nor ed-
ible. Meither is this Turkey Tail. [ can identiry 29 species thar can
be caren,” all of them within about an hour or less drive from the
hotel.

We came upon Blewits, which Bruce harvests in Ocober, Iis
Larin name is Clirsepde aude and the chef said they can be found
in glacial bowls of land. Bruce said there are five orher srares near
Massachuseres where they can be found. "5mell chis Black Trum-
pet,” he urged, noting their woodsy oder. “The Lare Fall Oysters
are edible and acrually do smell like oyscers. | make a wild mush-
room soup with these, and a wild mushroom polent maold,”

Tl'lr n;;l'u-Fls [ulrnl, '|-|:|r pu;ﬁng wine wi:lﬂ I-uud COniinues wi:l‘l |'|is
marching of wine with mushrooms. Pinor noirs, he savs, go “very
well” with mushrooms, a3 do older chardonnays and Old World
syrahs.

Bruce's latest endeavor ar the Boston hotel, the new waterfront
Rowes Wharf Sea Grille, has a menu that reflects the best of the
local carch prepared in a minimalist and artful way. Mo doubt, ar
the right time of vear, it often includes wild mushrooms—even if
purchased according ro the health deparment’s rules.
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