
D i s c o v e r y
Mendocino, California
December 1984

After seven years of heat, smog, and rock-and-roll, I left 
Los Angeles for greener surroundings and cleaner air. I 
wanted to be north of San Francisco but still in Califor-

nia, so I meandered up and down the coast until I happened upon 
the sleepy little artist town of Mendocino. Sensing that this was a 
good place to stay and get my bearings, I moved into a secluded 
cabin surrounded by trees and a view of the Pacifi c Ocean.

It was an unusually warm, wet winter. Within a week, I was 
so impressed by the beautiful mushrooms in the surrounding 
woods, that I wanted to take their portraits. I went to the local 
camera store and bought a camera, fl ash, macro lens, and fi lm—
with mushrooms on my mind.

Though my fi rst photos were not very impressive, I had years 
of art in my life and a sense of what I wanted to accomplish. 
After a lot of experimentation with camera, fl ash, refl ectors, 

and many rolls of fi lm, I started seeing some acceptable results. After 
about nine months of continuous mushroom hunting and photogra-
phy, I attended a local photographers’ group meeting. I learned that 
if your goal was to publish your work, slide fi lm was the medium of 
choice. By the time I shot my fi rst roll of slide fi lm, I had quite a bit of 
experience behind me. So when I opened my fi rst box of processed 
slides, I was amazed. The images were beautiful! Although beauty is 
relative and my standards have changed and risen over time, I still 
have some images in my catalog from that fi rst roll.

In 1985, I started meeting other people who were into mush-
rooms. In December of that year, I attended the San Francisco Fungus Fair at the Hall of Flowers in Golden Gate 
Park. People were very friendly and touched by my newfound passion and the prints that fruited from it. There were 
many introductions, but one of the most memorable was to the president of the Los Angeles Mycological Society 
(LAMS), Greg Wright. Not considering that my words were 
closer to aspiration than to reality, I told him I had a slide show 
of mushroom photographs set to music. He seemed mildly in-
terested and went on his way, as I did mine.

About three weeks later, I got a letter from Greg saying that 
he had talked it over with the organizing council for the LAMS 
mushroom fair, and they were inviting me as a special guest to 
present my show. Oh my god! I had no show! However, I real-
ized this was a special opportunity, so I decided to give it my 
best shot.

I took a reel-to-reel tape recorder to the house of some 
friends who had a good selection of baroque and classical 
music. Armed with recording skills I learned in Hollywood, 

I edited, cut, and spliced over the next several days 
until I produced something I was happy with.

However, at that point, I hadn’t yet given a 
mushroom show, and I was very nervous. I spent 
the remainder of the week shuffl ing slides into the 
program I called “The Hidden Forest.” Nervous or 
not, I presented the show for the fi rst time at the 
1986 LAMS Mushroom Fair and got a standing 
ovation for my efforts. The spores of passion had 
germinated!

In time, I changed the name of the program to 
“Treasures from the Kingdom of Fungi.” Over the 
next fi fteen years, I showed it hundreds of times in 
America and other parts of the world.
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Montgomery Woods, Mendocino, California

Taylor Lockwood, Mendocino, California, 1984

Stropharia ambigua with show logo

 From the “Treasures” slide show

Young Gomphus fl occosus from the fi rst roll of slides



Elements of Style

When I started out, I knew I wanted to 
use electronic fl ash to get the proper 
colors of the mushrooms on fi lm. Forest 

canopies usually fi lter out red and yellow light, so 
uncorrected photography using natural light often 
produces a blue-gray cast to the images.

The Jiffypop Connection

I wasn’t very happy with the harsh shadows in some of my photographs. 
I needed something that softened the fl ash yet, unlike a photo umbrella, 
would direct the light right to the small scenes I was photographing. I 

needed a lightweight, portable, diffusing refl ector which I could attach to my 
fl ash unit easily—one that could be repaired or replaced easily, as well. It be-
came apparent to me that I would have to make the equipment I wanted. 

After trying various pans, pie tins, and other refl ective items, I found the 
perfect light redirector, an empty Jiffypop pan. It came with a built-in handle, 
which I could bend to fi t my fl ash unit. With tape or rubber bands, it would 
stay in place as long as I needed it.

This generally worked very well, as long as the subject was not highly 

refl ective. If it was, the results could be unpredictable, unless I was very 
conscious of the refl ections on the mushroom I was photographing. The Jif-
fypop system lasted for a few years, until I refi ned the fl ash unit even more.

By the time I went to Australia in 1995, I had taken apart and rewired 
my main fl ash incorporating a parabolic refl ector which allowed me to di-
rect the light straight down (like softened, natural sunlight) or any other di-
rection I chose. This design, with the addition of other fl ash heads, remains 
the heart of my lighting equipment to this day. 

As time went on though, I became increasingly interested in having 
more of the surroundings in my photos while still featuring the subjects and 
their gills in the light of my fl ashes. This is accomplished using a tripod (I 
use a modifi ed Benbo Trekker) and the addition of natural light.

As this book is roughly chronological, you will see the evolution of my 
technique, from the dramatic to the more subtle and inclusive, as you go 
through the chapters.

Because of the terrain in this area (steep hill-
sides with lots of fallen trees), I could just as easily 
shoot up at a mushroom as shoot down. This gave 
me what has become an important element, almost 
a signature of my style—the gill shot. And, through 
the use of light above and camera below methods, 
I became fascinated by and endeared to the trans-
lucence of the mushrooms. The result was more 
dramatic, high contrast images.
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Working a log in Queensland, Australia (mushroom photo pg. 25) 

Cortinarius vanduzerensis

Mycena abramsii

Pleurocybella porrigens

Hygrocybe coccineus
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Panus conchatus, California

Russula aff. azurea, California

Hypomyces chrysospermum, California Ramaria araiospora, California

Agaricus augustus, California

Hygrocybe sp., California

Clitocybe nebularis, California

Aleuria aurantia, California Amanita gemmata, California

Hygrocybe fl avescens, California
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Crepidotus sp., California

Hygrocybe laeta, California Hohenbuehelia mastrucata, California Russula rosacea, California Bolbitius vitellinus, California Arcangeliella sp., California

Xeromphalina campanella, California



Branching Out

Over the next few years, I expanded my hunting range to include all of Cali-
fornia and the West Coast, the Rockies, and then the rest of the country. I 
had a great time meeting the wide range of interesting people who are into 

mushrooms (like Ardean Watts, facing page). As I went, I asked a lot of questions 
and became aware of the vast knowledge that many of them possess.

One thing I found especially interesting is that regionality is very important, 
not only to identifi cation, but to the likelihood of fi nding rare or unusual species. 
I’ve been very lucky to have seen so many varieties of mushrooms on my travels. 
However, those who are locals always have the advantage of being there when the 
mushrooms appear. No matter where you live or travel, there is always the potential 
of fi nding something that is unusual, rare, or just shouldn’t be there. 

For example, the South and the East Coast of the U.S. are known for having 
many Boletes with heavily reticulate stems. At one foray in Priest Lake, Idaho, I found 
one that looked like it came from thousands of miles away! Another time, I offered 
some images to a Seattle group for their yearly poster. After reviewing the images, a 
local mycologist said that one of the species was only known from the Midwest and 
farther east. As my image catalog is strictly chronological, I determined that the spe-
cies in question, Microglossum rufum, was taken before I ever left the west coast!

Revelations about mushrooming and mycology are continuous and frequent. 
They feed the passion of the mushroom world. No one mycologist knows them all, 
and even amateurs fi nd mushrooms that were previously unknown.
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Ardean Watts, Utah

Stropharia kaufmanii, Oregon

Spathularia velutipes, North Carolina

Phyllotopsis nidulans, Wisconsin

Boletus sp., Idaho

Microglossum rufum,
Washington


