Eating locally produced foods can be challenging in February in Central Pennsylvania, but there are options for those determined to try.  The Spring Mills Saturday farmers market in the Old Gregg school (from 10 to 1) and the Tuesday afternoon Lions Club market on Academy Street in Boalsburg (from 3 to 6) can offer interesting alternatives in terms of poultry, meat, eggs and cheese, but the vegetable category is definitely limited.  


Venture out to the edge of Penn State’s campus on Big Hollow Road, and you will find a 1960’s era Butler building mysteriously labeled “MTDF.”  Windowless and nondescript, the primary sign of life is a steaming pile of compost under the covered entryway.  

Welcome to the Mushroom Test Demonstration Facility, where a local delicacy is produced weekly in great abundance.  Dr. John Pecchia is the director at the facility and gives informative tours by special arrangement to groups that want to know what goes on behind the scenes.  The research facility is production-oriented and showcases Penn State’s leadership role in the commercial mushroom industry, integrating research developments in engineering, crop management, pest and disease control, and economics. 

What this means to the local consumer is that the MTDF produces lots of excellent product and sells it every Friday, out the back door, in sturdy 10 pound boxes for $11.00. Mushrooms don’t get any fresher unless you pick them yourself and it will be months before there is any chance of doing that.


“Dr. John’s” tour of the facility lasts about 30 minutes and starts at the compost pile. There horse stall manure is mixed with poultry manure and distiller’s grain to create a mix that balances nitrogen, carbohydrate and a whole lot of water--73%--to reach Phase 1 temperatures of 175°F within the 35,000 to 40,000 pound mass.

    
Phase 2 takes another week and occurs in a reefer trailer adjacent to the pile.  Here the pile is held at 140° for 6 to 8 hours and pasteurized to kill pathogens.  The temperature drop to 115°-120° and the hot, moist heat stabilizes before the compost is ready to fill the trays and be moved into the spawn room.


A Swiss engineered automated tray line fills the massive wooden trays with white mycelia loaded grain and the pasteurized compost.  Peat moss tops trays to hold water and provide an interface and trap the heat.  The trays are then stacked in the spawn room for the spawn run which lasts 17 days. Here the compost temperature is 75° and the humidity and the CO2 high to encourage mycelia growth.  


The final phase is “case hold” where the compost temperature is kept at 68˚ and the humidity near 100%.  The mushrooms are harvested for 3 weeks, during 1st break, 2nd break and 3rd break. The 1st break is the biggest, and the harvest decreases subsequently, with a total yield of 5 ½ pounds of mushrooms per square foot in the 3 weeks time. 

Eat local in winter?  Sure.  Where’s that new Creamery?

Info about the MTDF:
The mushroom sale takes place every Friday between 10 and 2 at the end of Big Hollow Road on Penn State’s campus. To check on mushroom availability call 865-1197.

Pickled Mushrooms 
One of the advantages of buying 10 pounds of mushrooms in bulk is you get a wide range of sizes.  Pick out the large ones and set aside for making stuffed mushrooms.  The medium sized ones can become a wide variety of dishes, from soups to stews to fillings for omelets and quiche.  But the tiny ones are precious and should be reserved so they are enjoyed whole.  Here’s a very easy no fat pickled mushroom recipe that lasts for a couple of weeks in the refrigerator. The mushrooms make an interesting garnish for vodka martinis when skewered on a toothpick. 

Makes one pint
One pound tiny mushrooms, rinsed and wiped dry

One half cup water

One fourth cup white wine vinegar

1 small onion, minced

3 cloves garlic, minced

3 bay leaves

2 teaspoons Kosher salt

2 teaspoons black peppercorns

1 teaspoon whole allspice berries

1 teaspoon mustard seed

1 teaspoon coriander seed

8 whole cloves

3 small dried hot red peppers

Trim the edge off each mushroom stem and set aside while you prepare the pickling solution.  In a non-reactive saucepan, combine all the remaining ingredients and bring to a boil.  Add the mushrooms and stir them until the water comes back to a boil, then reduce the heat and simmer for 15 minutes.  Pack the mushrooms and their liquid into a pint jar and allow to cool putting on the lid and storing the jar in the refrigerator. The mushrooms will last 3 weeks if you don’t eat them all at one sitting. 
