Shop-bought mushrooms

If you want to make spore prints but don’t want to collect wild mushrooms, there’s nothing
wrong with shop-bought (cultivated) mushrooms, BUT you must understand their biology
sufficiently to make sure you get suitable material. Button mushrooms are young mushrooms
and have not usually developed enough to produce spores — they often still have a protective
membrane completely covering the gills. You need to buy ‘open-cap’ or ‘large flat” mushrooms.

HOWEVER, these mushrooms
are often displayed (and stored
and distributed) upside down so
the customers can see the gills.
But the gills are gravitropic - they
can sense they are away from the
vertical and try to grow back to the
vertical (now there’s an interesting
discussion point about growth and
development!).

Here’s an example in the packet shown above; note the
flattened gills — particularly evident at top and bottom of the
‘picture. These are not damaged, they’re just trying to adjust
themselves back to the vertical. The true vertical in the original
“transport tray was in the approximately “two o’clock” position,
so the gills from about “9 o’clock to 2 o’clock” have flattened
o onto their right hand side, and gills from “2 o’clock to 7 o’clock”

have flattened onto their left hand side, leaving those at about 2
‘o clock (and at 8 o’clock under the label) still vertical.

You can get the gills to re-orient themselves by putting the
fruit body the right way up (i.e. gills downwards!) in a moist

chamber overnight. No grand apparatus is required. The :
moist chamber can be a dinner plate covered with a mixing:
basin and a layer of moist kitchen tissue. If the stem or fruit
body margin get in the way and prevent the cap sitting
horizontally, then spear the stem onto a cocktail stick (or? .
toothpick) supported in a piece of potato. Leave for 24-36
hours. On the right is the same fruit body after 36 hours in
moist chamber; note that many of the gills have returned to
the vertical a{1d now /r};nwduce a rather nice spore print

You can do this preparation in your kitchen before
the activity. Alternatively, set up the moist
chamber in the classroom with the children and
use the exercise to discuss growth and
development in these organisms. The next page
explains the biology in outline.
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