
So many of us!

So many of us!
Sylvia Plath, 'Mushrooms'

Elegant and strikingly beautiful, but often weird
and sinister-looking, fungi are one of the
strangest groups of organisms to be found
anywhere on the planet.

Shotover embraces a remarkable range of fungi,
including the Shaggy Inkcap (Coprinus comatus,
right), with its dripping black gills - mysterious
slime moulds that can
creep along a log (due
to an amoeba-like
stage in their life cycle)
- and the hard fruiting
bodies of the bracket
fungi - which can
spread to an
astonishing diameter
of 1.5 metres.

In addition there are
countless fungi
perhaps less often
noted, including rusts,
mildews, yeasts,
blights, scabs, smuts,
cankers, conks, and
causers of ʻwitchesʼ 
brooms' - all fulfilling
their particular niches
in the ecology of the
hill.

It is thought there may be around 1.5 million
species of fungi worldwide, and en masse the
underground threads (the mycelium) of some
species are probably the largest living organisms
on Earth. Over 12,000 have been recorded in the
UK, with species new to science being
discovered all the time.

Fungal diversity at Shotover

On Shotover we have a recorded inventory of
over 350 species, with more doubtless still to be
found.

Larger fungi include the parasols, funnel-caps
and brackets. There are also many species of
tiny cup-, goblet- and disc-fungi.

Interestingly, many bracket fungi are perennial,
producing a new spore-bearing layer each year.
You can count the growth rings of these fungi just
like tree rings, with some brackets able to show
20 years of growth.

Take a walk through Shotover’s woodland at
night, and in the darkness you may make out a
faint glow on the forest floor. This could be
luminescence from the mycelium of the Honey
Fungus (Armillaria mellea). When the mycelia
are exposed to oxygen (for example, when a
damp rotting log is freshly broken open) they can
emit light which is perfectly visible to the naked
eye.

Interesting fungi at Shotover

The deadly poisonous Death Cap (Amanita
phalloides) appears most years at Shotover and
is found in woodland. It can be easily confused
with the False Death Cap (Amanita citrina), with
which it often appears, but this fungus is not
poisonous.

The rare Silky Rosegill (Volvariella bombycina)
was recorded on Shotover in 2005 by Shotover
Wildlife. It has a beautiful bell-shaped cap
covered in fine silky fibres, giving it a luxuriantly
textured surface. Also in 2005, a few tiny flies
were collected from the cap of this fungus and
when identified, contributed to the naming of a
new species to science, Leiomyza birkheadi.

Cobalt Crust (Terana caerulea) is unusual due
to its vivid rich blue colour. It forms smooth
patches on the undersides of branches and was
recorded in 2007 by Shotover Wildlife. It is
scarce outside Wales and the West Country and
is not often seen in Oxfordshire.
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Earthstars (cover illustration)

To stumble upon an Earthstar at Shotover must

surely be one of the highlights of an autumnal

walk in the woods. If you are lucky enough to

find the Collared Earthstar (Geastrum triplex)

at a young stage, you can watch its ‘flowering’

over the following days. The bulb-shaped

fruiting body expands until its outer wall splits

into pointed 'rays', looking like some strange

fungal flower. The rays arch over backwards to

form a ‘stool’ that raises the spore sac off the

ground. On ripening, the sac's opening at the

top eventually releases millions of spores,

ejected in small puffs each time a raindrop hits

the sac. The ultimate mission of dispersal now

completed the Earthstar withers and collapses
axcaps are important indicators of old
assland and Shotover has a good diversity of
ese delightful fungi. The Crimson Waxcap
ygrocybe punicea), which has a blood-red,
easy cap fading to orange-red, is our rarest
axcap at Shotover.

sh dieback fungus

e fungus Chalara fraxinea/Hymenoscyphus
axineus is responsible for Ash Dieback
isease, which arrived in the UK from Denmark
February 2012 and in Oxfordshire the following

ovember. Although there are many thousands
Ash trees on Shotover, the disease has not
en recorded there so far.

and becomes part of the soil layer once more.



The beautiful Green Elfcup (Chlorociboria
aeruginascens) is not a difficult fungus to find in
the woods. It is seen as an emerald-green stain
on rotten wood amongst the leaf litter. If you are
lucky you may see the small but striking emerald
cups too - a much rarer sight and a colour not
often seen in woodland.

Ecology of fungi

Many fungi are stimulated to produce their
fruiting bodies and spores in autumn. At this time
of year the ground is often more moist, there is
less difference between day and night-time
temperatures, and in the woodland, leaf-fall
allows more light to reach the ground.

Over 1,000 species of invertebrate are known to
have associations with fungi in Britain, especially
beetles and flies. For example, flies are a vital
partner of the Stinkhorn (Phallus impudicus), a
fungus which is usually smelled before it is seen.
Bluebottles and other flies are attracted to the
stink (like decaying flesh) and swarm onto the
fruiting body to feed on the slimy, sugary spore-
mass. The spores eventually reappear in the
flies' faeces, and so are spread to other
locations.

Of particular importance in the ecology of fungi
are the highly specialised associations between
mycorrhizal fungi and the roots of plants, helping
plants to make use of nutrients in the soil.
Mycorrhizal dependence varies greatly among
plants, but is critical for some species. For
example, the heather of Shotover would struggle
to survive on the nutrient-poor, acidic soils
without its special mycorrhizal partner. This
fungus breaks down nutrients that are locked into
the soil, and converts them to a more accessible
form for absorption by the heather.
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Shotover Wildlife is an independent
voluntary organisation founded to research

and communicate the importance of
Shotover Hill for wildlife

Contact: Ivan Wright, Chair
Tel: 01865 874423

enquiries@shotover-wildlife.org.uk
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Fungi that trap animals!

know that on some trees at Shotover
find the Oyster Mushroom

tus ostreatus), which is able to trap
minute animals such as Springtails
atode worms?

shroom produces sticky pimples on
al threads that spread into cracks on
and under the bark. When these tiny
get stuck to the pimples they are

ed and dissolved by the fungus, which
e nutrients from the disintegrating
d illustrated by Jacqueline Wright
llared Earthstar (Geastrum triplex)
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