
Making Room  
for Mushrooms 

Looking for an ice-breaker? Ask someone what food they 

hate and why they hate it. They may whisper it to you in se-

cret, they may find delight in sharing it with you, but no mat-

ter, you’re bound to get a conversation going. That’s because 

our aversions to food are deeply personal, lugging with them 

a backstory filled with the nags of a harrowing association. 

That, or I guess they just don’t like 
the taste. A likely story that I don’t al-
ways buy. 

I’m breaking the ice right now to 
talk about the mushroom. 

These days, I could wax poetic about 
the simple and savory sauteed mush-
room---the pleasurable ease of cutting 
into a raw button on a really hard day, 
the adorable squeak you hear when 
the first few hit the pan, and how its 
mild and woodsy flavor can trans-
form just about any dish if you let it. 
Mushrooms have become a staple in 
my kitchen, scribbled with haste just 
below the milk and eggs on the gro-
cery list. Most of the time I want them 
in, on, and with everything I eat, but 
it took me a long time to make room 
for the mushroom, let alone touch one, 
let alone eat one without making the 

most overly-dramatic and horrible of 
pre-teen faces. 

“Don’t make that face,” my father 
would say, a man who spent years liv-
ing with my grandmother---his moth-
er---a woman whose opinion of you can 
change faster than a mushroom can 
soften if you don’t agree to just try it.

“I hate mushrooms,” I’d say, shud-
dering for effect. “They’re gross!”

“You don’t even know what you’re 
missing,” he’d reply, absolutely correct. 
“What are you so afraid of?”

To be blunt, fungus. I was afraid of 
fungus. 

Around the time my parents started 
sneaking mushrooms into dinner (for 
flavor!), I was in seventh grade science 
class learning all about the five King-
doms of Life: Monera, those single-
celled organisms lacking a nucleus; 
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Protists, those mostly single-celled 
organisms with a nucleus; Plants, the 
flower- and fruit-producing kind, as 
well as the ones that don’t produce 
flowers or fruit; Animals, the most 
complex multi-celled organisms on 
Earth; and what was the last one? Ah, 
yes, Fungi. Motionless organisms that 
absorb nutrients from decaying mate-
rials in order to survive. You know—
yeasts, molds, and mushrooms. 

My textbook slams shut.  
That did it for me. And it had noth-

ing to do with the taste of a mushroom, 
the texture of a mushroom, the smell 
of a mushroom, or the look of a mush-
room. I didn’t care that Mario grew 
bigger by way of a mushroom. Good 
for him. It was a fungus that grew on 
excrement, and I wasn’t eating it. My 
brain, young and budding, also wan-

dering, thought heavy about boys and 
if they liked me, but then there were 
the grotesque visuals of Athlete’s Foot 
and various other fungal infections 
coming to get me when I wasn’t look-
ing. In the mornings when I woke up,  
I would frequently check in between 
my toes to see if there were any toad-
stools growing. From what I knew, 
they appeared overnight very quickly. 
Too quickly. 

When I was younger, coping with 
this aversion was a piece of cake, at 
least compared to my poor brother 
whose own fears ran the gamut from 
clowns, to dolls, to a painted portrait 
of himself. Sleepover parties did not 
put bowls of mushrooms next to the 
Cheez Doodles, thank goodness, and I 
slowly got better about scooping them 
out of wonton soup when we ordered 

Chinese. To me, it seemed like mush-
rooms were rarely the main event, just 
a weird topping someone might ask for 
on their pizza. It was when I grew up 
that it got harder, watching my friends 
and the rest of the mushroom-loving 
world go gaga for them. Celebrate 
them. Write articles about them. De-
vote entire cookbooks to them. I’d 
done my very best to avoid them, but 
then out of nowhere, there they were. 
In all their dirt-storing glory. Stuffed 
with breadcrumbs. Tossed with pap-
pardelle. Creamed into soup. Grilled 
like a burger.  

It’s a weird thing when so many 
people love something you hate. I 
never considered my lifelong avoid-
ance of mushrooms to be a feat in defi-
ance, something to show off and wave 
around like an A+ science paper---I 
think I was mostly tired of dragging 
it around like an old pull-toy. So be-
ing the complex multi-celled organ-
ism that I am, I chose to think on it 
for a while. I knew this particular food 
aversion went back years and years to 
this one junior high school class; I also 
knew it had absolutely nothing to do 
with taste. The answer was clear.

In 2008, I was dating my husband, 
a man who loves his mushrooms, and 
it was clear how much he loved them 
because every time we were invited to 
dinner at his parents’ house, a plate 
of prosciutto and parmesan stuffed 
mushrooms was brought out and 
placed on the living room coffee table. 

A room of rear ends would lift up off 
the couch and before I could stifle 
my disgust with an overly-dramatic 
and horrible pre-teen face, those caps 
would be gone. 

There are times when all you want is 
to love something as much as the ones 
you love do. For me, it was scary, scary 
fungus. When I started to see the child-
ishness of my repugnance, I knew the 
time had come to try them. Better late 
than never, right? 

I didn’t start with a recipe for my 
husband; I started with a recipe for 
someone else’s husband. Soon af-
ter the time I refused my last stuffed 
mushroom, I was reading my favorite 
blog, Smitten Kitchen, in which Deb 
Perelmen had penned a new post en-
titled “Alex’s Chicken and Mushroom 
Marsala.” Alex was her husband and 
clearly a major fan of her chicken and 
mushroom marsala. She wrote and I 
quote, “It is all about the mushrooms. 
The buttery, marsala-ed mushrooms 
are mind-bogglingly delicious. You 
won’t believe the flavor they can ex-
tract from so few ingredients, and in 
such a reasonable amount of time.” 
One does not throw the term “mind-
bogglingly delicious” around like a 
ball. I knew then that these were the 
mushrooms to taste.  R

It’s a weird thing when  
so many people love  
something you hate. 
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MUSHROOM MARSALA

MAKES 6 SERVINGS  | ADAPTED FROM SMITTEN KITCHEN

Today, I make these mushrooms with and without the chicken 
because of how delicious they are all on their own. I love them 
spooned over a long pasta like fettucine or pappardelle, or mixed 
into a creamy risotto, or stuffed into a cheesy quesadilla, or as 
a gorgeous side to mashed potatoes. I think I once put them in a 
salad because... 

Mushrooms. How did we live apart for so long? 
 

 1 1/2  Tbsps olive oil

 2 1/2   Tbsps unsalted but-
ter

 1   onion, sliced very 
thin

 3/4   pound white button 
mushrooms, sliced 
very thin 

 1/2  cup Marsala wine

 1  cup chicken broth

 2   Tbsps fresh  
parsley, minced

1.  In a large skillet, heat the olive oil and butter over 
medium-high heat. When the skillet is hot, saute 
the onion and mushrooms together, stirring oc-
casionally, until liquid mushrooms give off is 
evaporated.

2.  Add Marsala and stir until it’s almost evaporated. 

3.  Add the chicken broth and simmer until liquid 
is reduced to about 1/2 cup. Remove skillet from 
heat and season with salt and pepper to taste. 
Sprinkle with parsley.

I S S U E  N º 17:  TA S T E  23


