
U R B A N  A N T I C S
Whi le  some spec ies  o f

mushrooms are tasty and safe to
eat, others have a bad taste and
some are poisonous. A few of
the  po isonous types ,  such as

species of Amanlta, can be fatal it
ea ten .  ln  legend and fa i ry ta les ,

mushrooms tha t  a re  Po isonous or
have a bad taste are often referred to
as toadstools.

S ince  the  emergence o f  humans,
i t  was  very  l i ke ly  tha t  mushrooms
were part of our diet, as they
were very easy to gather and, as
we know today ,  a  source  o f

phy to  nu t r ien ts - r i ch  in  V i tamin  B
a n d  c o n t a i n i n g  m i n e r a l s  s u c h  a s
potass ium,  phosphoru5 and i ron .

And so  i t  was ,  when th is  l i t t le
'Neander tha l 'was  taken on  p icn ics ,  a
long t ime ago,  to  the  mushroom
Mecca of WA; my auntie Poll 's poopy

litt le cow paddock right ln the town
of  G ing in .  Fo l low ing  the  f i rs t  decent
ra ins  o f  every  au tumn,  my dad wou ld
th ink  no th ing  o f  d ragg ing  u5  k ids
th rough a  mine f ie ld  o f  f resh  pa ts  to
gather  our  de l i c ious ,  de lec tab le ,
saucer  s ized  'mush ies ' .  F r ied  in  bu t te r
with salt and pepper, then served on
toas t  they  were ,  and s t i l l  a re ,
abso lu te ly  to  d ie  fo r  .  we l l ,  no t  qu i te .

Most mycologists (scientists who
study  fung i )  l i s t  mushrooms as  e i ther
agar ics  o r  bo le tes .  Agar ic  rnushrooms
h a v e  g i l l s  u n d e r  t h e i r  c a p s ,  a n d
bo le tes  have tubes .  When the
mushroom is  r ipe ,  the  g i l l s  o r  tubes
re lease mi l l ions  o f  minu te  spores  tha t
5(dr le r  w i th  the  w ind  Af te r  reach ing
a p lace  w i th  idea l  food and mois tu re ,
a  5pore  sends  ou t  d  14 ic roscop i ( ,
th read ' l i ke  f i lament  ca l led  a  hypha.
The hypha lengthens  f rom i ts  t ip  and
branches out into a root-l ike system
ca l led  a  myce l ium.  On var ious  par ts  o f
the  myce l ium,  p inhead-s ize  bu t tons
appear  and,  as  they  mature ,  t iny  caPs
and s ta lks  become recogn isab le .  Wi th
the onset of enough moisture, such as
a ra ins to rm,  the  ce l l s  o f  the
underground f ru i t  w i ld ly  expand,
shoot ing  the  s ta lk  upwards ,  the  cap
unfo ld ing  l i ke  an  umbre l la  Wi th in
two days ,  a  f ie ld  mushroom matures ,
as  the  g i l l s  go  f rom p ink  to  b rown and

the  spores  beg in  to  shed.  The f ru i t
w i t h e r s  a n d  d i e s ,  b u l  l h e  m y c e l i u m i n
the  so i l  con t inues  i t s  spread,  a long
wi th  the  new spore  germinat ion ,  to
produce fo r  many years  to  come.

The loca l  common wh i t i sh-
co loured f ie ld  mushroom,  w i th  i t s
choco la te  b rown g i l l s ,  and the  smal le r
tab le  mushroom,  found in  most
supermarke ts ,  a re  c lose  re la t i ves
However, the cultivated. and usually
undeve loped and ins ip id , 'mposter  i s
not a patch on its cousin for f lavour.

A  word  o f  warn ing :  a l l  mushrooms
absorb  heavy  and tox ic  chemica ls .
Even ed ib le  f ie ld  mushrooms found in
c i t ies  and near  d ra ins  can be  tox ic !
You would be better to stick to a
hea l thy  l i t t le  sheep paddock

somewhere. Now, that's even better
habitat than cow pasture
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DID YOU KNOW?

O Mushrooms are an important
food source for insects and
mang small animak. They also

cause decag of the mqterials on

which they liue, in tum

releasing important minerals

back into the soil.
() The 2000-gear-old book, Shen

,lvor?gb Herbal Classiq
describes some species of

mushrooms as ha'ing strong

medicina I ualue, Todag \

scientists haue discouered

compounds in mushrooms that

stimulate human immune

sgstems, combat tumours and
preuent blood platelet adhesion

that is responsible for coronarg

arterg disease and strokes.

O The uold mushroom is from

the French mouss€ron, 4
derioatiue of the word 'moss' on

which some species grou.

A SAUCERFUL OF
SECRETS

Mushrooms. . .  no t  p laces  where
you t ra in  5 lber ian  husk ies ,  bu t  ra ther ,
r r t t le ,  l la r  o '  round capped be ings
tha t  a re  ne i ther  p lan ts  nor  an ima ls ,
where  gnomes and fa i r ies  migh t
dwe l l .

A  mushroom is  any  o f  a  var ie ty  o f
f leshy ,  umbre l la -shaped f ru i t ing
bod ies  o f  fung i  tha t  spr ing  up  f rom
the ground a f te r  a  n igh t  o f  heavy
ra in  They  occur  in  e i ther  wooded or
grassed areas ,  usua l ly  in  la te  au tumn
ano onwdrqs .  They  are  regatded as
the  f i f th  k ingdom ( fung i )  o f  l i v ing
th ings  and d i f fe r  f rom the  green p lan t

k ingdom (p lan tae)  in  tha t  they  lack
ch lo rophy l l ,  the  green subs tance tha t
is  used to  make food.  Ins tead,
mushrooms surv ive  ma in  l y  by
absorb ing  food mater ia  I  f rom
s u r r o u n d i n g  l i v i 1 9  d n d  d e c a y  1 9
p lan ts  o r  an  ima ls .

A l though there  are  hundreds  o f
spec ies  o f  fung i  th roughout  the
south-west of the state, many have
not yet been named or described,
They  vary  in  shape,  s ize ,  co lour  and
texture. Mushrooms and toadstools
are  the  bes t  known fung i ,  bu t  the
brackets  and je l l ies  on  wood,
pu f fba l15  in  the  back  lawn,  s t inkhorns ,
yeas t  and common mou lds  on  bread
are also fungi Gee TANDSCOPE, Vol.
18 ,  spr ing  2002) .
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Cane toads are poisonous, prolific
breeders cnd are getting closer to the
WA border. Hop to page 10.

Discouer some of the prehistoric
megafauna that once rcamed the State
in 'Walking with WA giants' on page 23.

Lichens decorate Lake Mui, near
Manjimup, with varying colours and
shapes. Tum to page 43 to leam more
about these fascinating life forns.

Once thought to be extinct, Cilbefi s
potoroo has ouercome mong obstacles,
What is being done to improae its
chances of surubal! See page 28.

The tuart once twified the coastal strip
north cnd south of Perth. Wlry should we
cherish this majestic tree? See page 16.
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Royal hakea rises aboue the surrounding
heath, straight and column-like. When
sunlit from aboae or below its unusuol
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as the Chinese lantem bush. Among the birds
that obtain nectar from its llouers (hidden at
the base of the leaues) is the westem spinebill.
Royal hakea grows almost exclusiuel! in
Fitzgerald Riuer National Park, an area that

larye uariegated leaaes appear to gtou $
like lantems, so the shrub is also knoum

uas reserued on the recommendation of
Gouemment Botankt Charles Gardner
(see 'Botanic Guardian' on page 36)-

Couer illustration bg Philiwa Nikulinsk!




