
If you go down to the woods today…you might well 
spot some of the organisms featured here. Autumn in 

temperate zones is one of the few times we become aware of 
fungi. That’s because this is the season when many produce 
toadstools — their reproductive structures. These fruiting 
bodies (also known as mushrooms) are produced only 
occasionally by some fungi, with many years of growth 
unseen before the next crop.

This is true of the fly agaric (A), which spends the 
majority of its time underground growing on and around 
plant roots. But these plants do not become diseased as a 
result — they benefit. The fungi produce tiny thread-like 
structures called hyphae, which create a mantle around the 
roots and extend out into the soil. So while the fungi take 
in the sugars they need from the plants, they take up more 
water and minerals (which the plants need) than the roots 
would be able to absorb on their own. Plants grown without 
their fungal partners grow significantly less well than plants 
grown with their fungi.

Spore dispersal
There are many different types of fungal fruiting body. 
Morels (B) have honeycomb-like caps, which, like the fly 
agaric, release spores into the air where they can be carried 
to new sites by the slightest breeze. Stinkhorns (C) rely on 
animal dispersal. The top part contains spores in a foul-
smelling slime. When flies, attracted by the smell, land on 
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the cap, they get the spores stuck to their feet 
and so distribute the fungus when they land 
elsewhere.

While many fruiting bodies are soft, 
sometimes even jelly-like, such as the jew’s 
ear (D), some are hard and very tough, such 
as some of the bracket fungi (E). This is not 
because they contain wood, but because 
the cells walls of fungi contain chitin — a 
nitrogen-containing polysaccharide. This is 
the polysaccharide that insects, including the 
moth shown in F, have in their exoskeletons 
(protective outer-layers). This moth was no 
match for the Cordyceps fungus that killed 
it, however. Cordyceps fungi invade their 
hosts while they are still alive, often causing 
behavioural changes, such as causing the host 
to climb to a high point in the vegetation. 
Then, when the fungus has consumed and 
killed the host, the sporing structures break 
through the exoskeleton and release their 
spores, where they can fly through the air to 
the next victim.

Fungi and human disease
Relatively few fungi cause problems for 
humans, but Aspergillus (G) — a fungus 
that often grows on damp hay — is one 
exception. Farmers who inhale the spores 
can develop a condition called farmer’s lung 
— inflammation of the lungs that results 
from an allergic reaction to the fungus. 
Continued exposure to the fungus can cause 
permanent lung damage, physical disability 
and even death.
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