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This book is for my new nephews, Rupert and Alfie.
I look forward to our first foraging trips together.
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A gorgeous display by the aptly named orange pore fungus (Favolaschia calocera).


PREFACE

Mushrooms

A word that incites fear in some and sheer excitement in others. But, for all the mixed emotions that our various relationships with fungi can whip up, the fact is that most of us have barely scratched the surface in understanding these mystical beings, let alone mastered using their many wonderful properties in our day-to-day lives.
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Two shield-like parasol mushrooms (Macrolepiota procera) found at sunset in an English cattle grazing field.





Until the turn of the millennium, a passion for fungi was almost shunned: little scientific research was being conducted into the subject and the range of mushrooms that we consumed (in Western culture, at least) was extremely limited. It truly was the dark ages in terms of our relationship with fungi, and it’s an example of human regression, rather than progression – instead of eating higher-quality and more diverse food and feeling happier and healthier, we seemed to be going in the opposite direction due to geopolitical stigma and a lack of understanding and disconnection from nature.

How things have changed! We now live in an exciting time where the lid has been blown off and fungi, along with their glorious offerings, are creeping back into our lives. This welcome infiltration is happening at all levels of society. At the forefront of modern science fungi are demonstrating that the medicines currently used are not necessarily the best option and may even be sub-optimal when compared with some natural alternatives.

In our food chain, the production capabilities and nutritional profile of mushrooms, along with their ability to be grown intensively in an array of environments, are earning them their rightful place as a future contributor to sustainable food. In popular culture, fungi are now at the cutting edge and appearing everywhere, from core materials in high fashion to mainstream TV shows.

Over the coming pages we will delve into how and why we should all engage more with fungi. From step-by-step grow guides to deconstructing scientific research, we will investigate what these beings are all about, how you can reap their benefits and why they could change the way you look at the world forever.

Given that there are roughly 140,000 identified species of fungi and many millions still to discover, it’s clear we are not currently making best use of them. For our ancient ancestors, an intricate understanding of the world around them was essential to survival, but in modern consumer culture most of us have, unsurprisingly, lost this connection and ancient wisdom.

There is so much to be gained from reconnecting with the natural world, and this book is your first step back in time.
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A truly bountiful harvest, grown and foraged by my good friend and keen mycologist Aimée Cornwell.
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In south Wales, Isaac Joyce and I were blown away by a magical world of fly agaric (Amanita muscaria) mushrooms hidden among the pines.




Glossary

AGAR

A jelly-like substance that can be sterilized and have nutrients added, which creates a healthy growing environment for mycelium.

BIOFILTRATION

The process of using living organisms to capture or degrade pollutants. It has been shown that mycelium could be used to achieve this.

BIOLUMINESCENT

Describes a biological material or organism that emits light, such as a jack-o’-lantern mushroom (Omphalotus olearius) or ghost fungus (Omphalotus nidiformis).

BIOREMEDIATION

The process of using naturally occuring, or deliberately introduced, organisms to consume environmental pollutants.

CYTOSKELETONS

A network of protein within the cytoplasm of some living cells. This provides the structure and shape of the cell. Mushroom and human cytoskeletons are made from similar proteins.

ENTHEOGENS

Psychoactive substances that can cause changes to mental state, mood and consciousness, such as cannabis or psilocybin (found in some fungi). The term is particularly used to describe substances used in spiritual or sacred contexts.

ETHNOBOTANIST

Someone who studies the ancient knowledge and customs around the use of plants or other organisms for medical and religious purposes.

EUKARYOTES

An organism that has cell(s) containing a nucleus. Humans and fungi are both eukaryotes.

FLUSHES

Describes a harvest of mushrooms. Mushrooms tend to grow multiple clusters at once, forming a flush.

FRUIT

The mushroom body itself, formed from mycelium.

FRUITING

The process of forming a mushroom fruit body from mycelium.

FUNGI

A group of organisms that produce spores and feed on organic matter.

FUNGICULTURE

The cultivation of fungi, at a commercial or hobbyist level.

GERMINATION

The developmental stage of a fungus when mycelium is formed from a spore.

HETEROTROPHS

Organisms that gets their food from other organisms rather than producing food itself. Fungi and humans are heterotrophs, whereas most plants are autotrophs – they produce their own nutrients and energy.

HOLISTIC

Describes treating something as a whole, with the belief that all parts are interconnected. Holistic medicine considers the whole person, rather than just physical symptoms, in the management and prevention of illness. This may include mental, spiritual and societal factors.

HYPHAE

The plural of hypha, the single filamentous strand, which together form mycelium.

INCUBATION

The stage in the process of mushroom cultivation where mycelium is allowed to spread throughout organic material and

HOLISTIC

Describes treating something as a whole, with the belief that all parts are interconnected. Holistic medicine considers the whole person, rather than just physical symptoms, in the management and prevention of illness. This may include mental, spiritual and societal factors.

HYPHAE

The plural of hypha, the single filamentous strand, which together form mycelium.

INCUBATION

The stage in the process of mushroom cultivation where mycelium is allowed to spread throughout organic material and digest it. It requires consistent temperatures and usually takes several weeks.

INOCULATION

The stage in the process of mushroom cultivation where a culture of a fungi is added to an organic material.

KINGDOM

The second highest taxonomic rank, following domain. There are several taxonomic kingdoms, including animals, plants and fungi digest it. It requires consistent temperatures and usually takes several weeks.
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The stage in the process of mushroom cultivation where a culture of a fungi is added to an organic material.

KINGDOM

The second highest taxonomic rank, following domain. There are several taxonomic kingdoms, including animals, plants and fungi.

MASTERS MIX

A blend of a hardwood and supplementary nutrition such as soy hulls, that is the go-to substrate blend for mushroom cultivators looking to grow a broad range of exotic mushroom varieties.

METABOLITE

The waste product from the metabolism of an organism. For mushrooms, this will appear as a brown, gel-like liquid. Excessive amounts could imply something has gone wrong.

MYCELIUM

The web-like vegetative or ‘growth’ part of the fungus. Mycelium is made from billions of filamentous hyphae and is responsible for harvesting nutrients for the fungi.

MYCOLOGIST

Someone who studies mycology, i.e. the study of fungi.

NUCLEUS

A membrane-enclosed organelle within a cell that holds the genetic information of the organism, in the form of DNA, and controls the cell.

ORGANELLE

A specialized, membrane-bound structure found within a living cell, that performs a specific function.

ORGANISM

A living individual, whether animal, plant, fungi or single-celled life form.

PASTEURIZATION

A heat-treatment process that destroys some of the microorangisms found within a product. It differs from sterilization, in which all, rather than some, of the microorganisms present are destroyed.

PATHGOGEN

An organism that causes disease in another organism.

PLASMOGAMY

A key stage in the sexual reproduction of a fungus, in which two hyphae fuse and share genetic information.

POROUS

A description for a material that allows water to pass through it.

PSILOCYBIN

A hallucinogenic alkaloid, found within magic mushrooms.

RIBOSOME

A tiny particle made up of RNA (Ribonucleic acid) and other proteins that is found within the cytoplasm of living cells. Ribosomes have a key role in protein synthesis.

SAPROPHYTIC

Describes an organism that accesses its nutrients by dissolving organic material. Many edible mushrooms fall into this group.

SENESCENCE

The process of ageing within living cells.

SEQUESTRATION

The process of capturing and storing a chemical, most commonly used in reference to carbon. It is being used as one method to tackle climate change. The process occurs naturally in the environment, though it may also be achieved artificially.

SPAWN

An organic material with mycelium growing on it.

SPORE

Tiny particles that are parcels of genetic information and the first stage in the lifecycle of some fungi. They are produced and dispersed by fungi in order to reproduce.

STERILIZATION

A treatment process that results in the complete eradication of all living organisms from a material.

SYMBIOTIC

A mutually beneficial relationship between two different organisms.

TAXONOMY

The system of classification of living organisms.

TINCTURE

A medicine made by dissolving beneficial compounds in alcohol or water.

TROPHIC

Relating to the process of finding or consuming food.

VEGETATIVE PHASE

The stage in an organism’s lifecycle where an organism is focused on increasing its biomass via growth.
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