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Editorial: Mycology, New and Old

Figure 1: George Edward Massee (1845-1917)
Image Credit: Tolson Memorial Museum, Huddersfield

The first #MycoBookClub of the new year focused on the work of George Edward Massee (Figure1:
1945-1917) who was the first President of the British Mycological Society. Whilst discussion covered
a range of his publications, discussion centred on one of Massee’s more obscure papers entitled
‘Mycology, New and Old’ (Massee, 1912). In this paper, Massee lays out competing visions of
mycology. The ‘new’ school of mycology is beset by those with “considerable experience…in a
modern laboratory” who proceed with fungal identification as if “solving a mathematical problem”.
For this group, “[i]f a specimen does not conform with the type in all particulars, it is something else,
and in the majority of instances has to be made a new species”. In contrast, the older school who are
“familiar with the fungi as seen in their native habitats” and with their tacit knowledge “rightly or
wrongly, admit that there is a latitude of variation in practically every species”. A mycological
meditation on the perennial taxonomic debate of lumpers versus splitters, the article rather
democratically concludes that “perhaps the mean will commend itself to most”.
Reading Massee’s words today, they remain as prescient as ever. Whilst modern British mycology is
truly a broad church that incorporates a wide range of philosophies and practices, these are often
viewed competing and contradictory towards each other. Sadly, these perceived contradictions have
often led to conflicts and stymied the productive discussions between different camps that are often
the genesis of exciting developments. Even within our society there is a formal split, with the Fungal
Biological Research Committee representing modern laboratory fungal biology and the Field
Mycology and Conservation Committee representing taxonomic and sporocarp-focused mycology;
“those familiar with the fungi as seen in their native habitats”.
And yet, as Massee put forward over 100 years ago, perhaps the mean does commend itself to most.
Substantial changes in the BMS and British mycology have occurred over the past few months that
aim to build bridges across distinct wings of the society and the discipline and look to make the 125th
anniversary of the Society an exciting time indeed for British mycology. Whilst reports and results
from these initiatives will hopefully grace the pages of future issues of this newsletter, it is certainly
worth mentioning them now. The recent appointment of Dr. Emma Thompson as Scientific
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Communications and Development Officer will hopefully allow the BMS to facilitate communication
both between its members and to a wider audience and I’m sure we all look forward to the exciting
ideas and energy she will bring to the Society. Furthermore, a BMS fungus-barcode working group
has been established and provided funds by the society to build on the success of the Kew Lost and
Found Fungi (LAFF) project and complement the BMS fungal-barcoding training courses organised by
Carol Hobart. Brian Douglas as Project Facilitator already has a number of recording groups across
the country engaging in genetic barcoding and analysis. Exciting results are already coming forth
from this project and it has the potential to truly change the landscape of British mycology—
combining the unequalled field expertise of recording groups with the cutting edge of genetics and
bioinformatics.
In this issue of the BMS Newsletter, we celebrate the new year, and the 125th Anniversary of the
Society, though looking at mycology both new and old. Professor Janet Quinn, who became
President of the BMS at the beginning of this year, gives a welcome address to all members. Penny
Cullington details how the Bucks Fungus Group adapted to the pandemic last year and shares
exciting results of this new approach. Rowena Millar, of the Cornwall Wildlife Trust’s Launceston
Area Parish Wildlife Group, details another innovative approach to foraying from last year’s UK
Fungus Day (for more UK Fungus Day 2020 Reports, see the last issue of the BMS Newsletter).
Rebecca Michael, a new member, details her journey into mycology. Looking back, Clare Blencowe
contributes a brilliant retrospective book review on Somerville Hastings’ classic Toadstools at Home
(Hastings, 1906) and an article is provided about the importance of museums to mycology.
This issue also contains an obituary for Dr Jim W. Deacon. Collated by Christine Henry, it contains
contributions from numerous friends and colleagues who detail their memories of someone who
contributed substantially to mycology and education. It is a touching tribute.
Nathan Smith
References
Hastings, S. (1906) Toadstools at Home. Glasgow: Gowan & Gray, Ltd.
Massee, G. E. (1912) ‘Mycology, New and Old.’, The Naturalist, 37(371), pp. 366–367.
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Welcome from the BMS President
Thank you very much for giving me the opportunity to introduce
myself to you, and to give you some insight into the vision that I have
whilst I have the privilege of being the President of the British
Mycological Society.
Currently, I am Professor of Eukaryotic Microbiology at Newcastle
University, where I also hold the position of Deputy Dean of the
Newcastle University Biosciences Institute (NUBI)
https://www.ncl.ac.uk/medicalsciences/people/profile/janetquinn.html
Regarding my education and research history, I obtained a BSc in
Biochemistry from the University of Wales followed by a PhD from
Newcastle University - more years ago that I care to remember! It was
only after my PhD that I started working with fungi, with a postdoctoral fellowship at the University
of Massachusetts Medical School to study chromatin remodelling in the model yeast Saccharomyces
cerevisiae. After a second postdoc studying stress-signalling mechanisms in the fission yeast
Schizosaccharomyces pombe, I was fortunate enough to be awarded an MRC Career Development
Fellowship -some 20 years ago now,. This allowed me to embark on my independent research
journey and to start to develop what is now my lab’s primary research focus - stress-sensing and
signaling mechanisms in human fungal pathogens. I am fascinated by the diverse mechanisms
employed by a range of pathogenic Candida spp to survive innate immune defenses and other
hostile environments within the host. This research spans diverse areas including MAPK signaling,
redox biology, and nutrient acquisition strategies. More recently I have also become interested in
how fungi survive stresses found in polymicrobial environments. In particular, we are studying how
Candida species survive antifungal effectors that are directly injected into the fungal cell by a specific
bacterial secretion system. Finally, we are also pursuing avenues to exploit our knowledge of fungal
stress-sensing and signaling mechanisms to identify small molecules that inhibit processes vital for
the virulence of these medically important pathogens.
Although many of you may not know me, I am not a stranger to the BMS as I sat on the Fungal
Biology Research committee for two terms between 2015-2018. What has always struck me about
our Society is the diversity in our membership, which brings together field mycologists, researchers,
and education and outreach ambassadors, all of whom share a fascination with the fungal kingdom
that surrounds us. I am very fortunate to be taking over the Presidency from Professor Simon Avery,
as in his charge a number of exciting initiatives were sanctioned. These include initiatives to support
our next generation of mycologists such as a dedicated session at the annual scientific meeting for
PhD research students and recent post-doctoral scientists. It will be fantastic if we can foster an
environment, where our early career members feel a part of an interactive and supportive cohort.
I’m also very excited about the forthcoming recruitment of a Communications and Development
Officer that will help us to further raise the profile of our society across academics, field mycologists,
and the general public. During my presidency, I will endeavor to maintain the upward trajectory
initiated by my predecessors in bringing together all areas of our society with the common goal of
promoting fungal research, conservation, and education. I hope, Covid-permitting, to meet many of
you in person this coming year where I’ll be delighted to hear your ideas on how we can ensure our
society goes from strength to strength.
Professor Janet Quinn
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BFG: Beating the COVID Blues*
*This article originally appeared in the January 2021 Issue of the BMS Recording Network News
The onset of Corona virus in the UK soon brought the activities of many local fungus groups to a
complete standstill, the Buckinghamshire Fungus Group amongst them. Ironically this coincided with
the best and most prolific Autumn fruiting of fungi in our area for years. Sod’s law comes to mind!
The group has a large though not particularly active or expert membership, so we needed something
which would replace our normal activities and which everyone could enjoy and contribute to,
however limited their expertise. Our website was the obvious way forward, so our Members’ Finds
Autumn 2020 page was set up and members were encouraged to get out there and start sending in
their photos which, if suitable and able to be identified, were to be uploaded together with helpful
field identification notes.
We started off at the beginning of September in a modest way but it was not long before a dated
species list was needed to help navigate around the many and varied collections sent in from all over
the county by a range of people. A few collections were identified using a scope but most were sent
in by beginners eager to learn and just thoroughly enjoying being involved and seeing their photos
on the website. It really took off in October with ridiculous numbers of interesting things appearing
and the photos and skills of many members clearly improving – that after all was the main object of
the exercise.
None of this would have been possible without our webmaster, Peter Davis, being prepared to
update the site day by day – his patience and fortitude were just amazing. We went from one
unlikely target to another: first could we get to 200 species? Then possibly 300? Eventually by the
end of December we’d made it to 508, including over 30 species new to the county, 2 of which,
having been sequenced, are new to the UK (both found on the same day at the same site and only a
matter of few yards apart - what a day that was!)

Figure 2. Above left: Rhodocybe fumanellii, new to the UK from Rushbeds Wood, Bucks, 28.09.2020 Penny Cullington
Above right: Battarrea phalloides, new to Bucks from Hambledon Churchyard, 05.10.2020 Richard Fortey
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It was gratifying to receive the many appreciative messages both from members and non-members
as the project gained momentum, and it does seem to have really ticked the boxes and given
participants a much needed sense of purpose and achievement in what has been for all of us a very
trying time to say the least. Now, at the start of 2021 as we’re all about to enter yet another testing
lockdown period, we’ve just introduced our follow-up project – Members Finds 2021 - to give
members another challenge: something everyone can support by keeping an eye on their local
patch.
I’d highly recommend this sort of activity to other groups but it does need a few people to head it up
and take on the commitment: there is certainly a fair amount of work involved but it has turned out
to be one of the most rewarding and enjoyable things I’ve done in mycology. The one thing we’ve all
got plenty of at the moment is time and anything which gives us a reason to get out there and enjoy
fungi has to be good. It’s also produced a whole load of records which we’d otherwise have missed –
that has to be another plus. Go to www.bucksfungusgroup.org.uk/finds.htm to take a look at how it
works.
Penny Cullington
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Local fungi in pictures
On UK Fungus Day 2020 I should have been leading the first ‘artistic fungus foray’ held by Cornwall
Wildlife Trust’s Launceston Area Parish Wildlife Group (LAPWG). Instead, another idea was coming
together – a photographic foray to share.
The original plan
Early in the year, our wildlife group had sat comfortably together under one roof, preparing a varied
programme of walks and talks throughout 2020. We had reached October when I piped up that it
would be nice to do something creative and artistic, such as drawing, painting or writing about
wildlife. Someone suggested that it would be a good idea to combine this with a fungus foray, and so
our first ‘artistic fungus foray’ was added to our schedule.
As the nominated event leader for the foray, and anxious to get everything right from the start, I
gained the permission, approval and blessing of the Duchy of Cornwall, who own the woods. With
the help of our hardworking volunteer LAPWG Vice-chair Jen Bousfield, the necessary safety
procedures and checks for a potentially quite large group event were soon in place. I invited
Cornwall Fungus Recording Group, who were very positive about the idea and keen to come along. I
was already vaguely thinking about what equipment, tea and cakes we might need by the time
COVID-19 struck.
A new plan
As the months wore on and various restrictions remained in place, it was becoming increasingly
unlikely that the artistic fungus foray could happen as we had envisaged. We thought about holding
a socially distanced version, but with the usual level of interest it might have been difficult to
manage groups of six, with each person distanced. I had been imagining close collaboration and a
group atmosphere, walking and sitting close together, viewing each other’s work, and helping each
other with identification. In September, a final decision had to be made.
Out in the woods
I cancelled the event, but decided to scour the woods for fungi alone, taking photographs and then
sharing them with the others. We could share any fungal artwork we felt inspired to create, too.
For a couple of weeks leading up to the day of the event, I walked many beaten and less beaten
woodland tracks, photographing an array of fungi to the best of my ability. I found rich purples,
chestnut browns, dusky pinks, brilliant whites, rich yellows, reds, buffs and subtle greys galore.
I was expecting to find the usual bracket fungi, but there were also many ‘classic’ mushrooms or
toadstools, some with spots, some with skirts or shaggy stems or caps, some found singly and some
in crowded clumps, changing over a few days from masses of little stalked buttons to stacks of flat
plates. What our local fungi had in common was individuality. They could be sleek, or dry and puffy,
or slimy, or soft and delicate, or hard like wood, or blobby, or black and burnt-looking, or jellylike, or
crumbly like old polystyrene. Some were scattered in drifts, some small and cuplike; some were
bulky like cakes, while others resembled cocktail umbrellas or the soft antlers of tiny fairy stags.
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Their habitats varied too. Some fungi seemed happy to grow on muddy paths where they were
spattered by passing dog walkers’ boots, while others found a foothold further into the woodland on
patches of bare or mossy soil. Some grew among deciduous leaf litter, while others preferred starker
areas of evergreen plantation. Some covered stumps or perched on fallen logs, protruded from
trunks, formed lines along rotting twigs or perched high on living trees. Many were hiding in dappled
shade along the banks of the woodland edges.
While looking, I found signs of more mobile wildlife that roam the area by night – stashes of
cherrystones in a hollow tree stump and nuts hidden under an overhanging slate, maybe left by
wood mice. Paths traversed the woods where humans rarely ventured, made by wild creatures.
Deep in the woods, heaps of loose soil, little paths and tracks, claw marks and hoofmarks indicated
activity by larger mammals. One dry day, a handsome fox emerged from the path where I and my
dog had been a minute or two earlier. It strolled slowly into the middle of the pasture field adjoining
the woods and lay down to relax on the grass, stretching its nose appreciatively towards the early
autumn sun.
The day of the original planned event – 4th October – arrived and I set out on the final foray.
Trudging uphill and downhill along muddy pathways in strong winds and cold rain, I realised it
wouldn’t have been suitable weather for drawing or painting fungi that day, even if the pandemic
hadn’t struck.
A photographic montage
After my soaking, and with muddy memories plus a few scratches and minor bruises from
clambering to get a closer shot, I gathered my dozens of fungi photographs together and sent 30 or
40 or so to Jen. They ranged from ones I knew (Fly Agaric, Chanterelle, Sulphur Tuft) to some that
were new and strange.
Jen chose a selection encompassing better known and unknown specimens, compiling a pdf
montage of 12 species to share. She circulated them to LAPWG members by email and on the
website, giving people the option of just enjoying the variety of fungi in the photos, or trying to
identify what they saw. We also invited people to do a bit of fungal artwork if they felt like it (Figure
1).
Pauline Penna, a knowledgeable enthusiast from Cornwall Fungus Recording Group, put in time and
effort trying to identify the species in our fungal montage (and a few more) just from photos. She
reminded me that fungus identification usually involves almost all of one’s senses, as well as taking
samples to test spore prints and do further microscopical analysis.
Using Pauline’s ID of the obvious species, her best guesses about others, plus suggestions from
members of our group, we ended up with a non-definitive ID list, and we had a couple of pieces of
artwork for our newsletter too.
What happened next
Subsequently the Cornwall Fungus Recording Group arranged their own foray in the same woodland
later in October, with social distancing rules in place and ID as the focus. They have kindly sent me a
long list of the names of species they found, which I will gradually look up and compare with my
photographs. One species I found will join the official records with my own name, photo and grid
reference.
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Now with hundreds of fungus photos in the camera and on my computer, I know I have found at
least three probable rare specimens. This makes fungi finding all the more addictive.
My forays left me appreciating the sheer range of fungi around us, how much individual mushrooms
change as they expand, and how each species has its own smell, its own texture, and its own way of
fruiting. I now notice the variety of stems as well as caps and gills, and that some stain a different
colour when damaged.
I am more aware of how much fungal mycelium is alive and active throughout our woodlands,
waiting until the optimal moment to fruit in extraordinarily varied and often colourful ways.
People are now coming to realise that fungi are vital components of an ancient ‘wood wide web’ of
communication that makes a wood or a forest into a sort of group entity that is more in touch as a
community than we had realised. This wondrous complexity makes ongoing casual destruction of
woods and trees for human ‘development’ all the more tragic.
Even the experts are learning and discovering all the time. However, I’ve learned that anyone can
find spectacular and rare fungi. You don’t have to be an expert to look deep into our world and begin
to realise how amazing it is.
Rowena Millar
www.naturalword.co.uk

Figure 3. Pastel drawing of a fly agaric mushroom produced from the foray (Image Credit: Gill Naylor)
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What mycology means to a data specialist
21st April 2014, I found my first Dryad’s Saddle on the remains
of a tree trunk in my grandparent’s garden. Well, I didn’t find
it, my nan did, and she showed it to me because she thought
it was beautiful and knew I would too. I took a few snaps and
posted my favourite on Instagram. That was the first find that
bought fungi to my attention. Little did I know it was going to
be such a significant part of my life from that moment
onwards.
For a few months after, the Baader-Meinhof phenomenon
kicked in and I noticed mushrooms much more (you know what it’s like when someone has pointed
something out unfamiliar to you.) However, it wasn’t until the autumn and winter months of the
year that I started feeling the effects of the shorter days and the early darkness - I needed to get
outside each day to clear my mind, get a little exercise and vitamin D. It really worked for me. I
started walking in my local woods frequently, and I walked off-path, delving down a layer and paying
more attention to the smaller details in my surroundings.
This is when I began discovering so many species of fungi,
mycelium, lichen and slime mould in several
environments. I fell in love with their different textures
and such varying colours - it was so exciting for me as I
had never realised there were so many types (Amethyst
Deceiver’s are so common in the UK, but I had never seen
a purple mushroom before!) My outings pivoted from
findings shrooms on my walks, to walking to find shrooms.
Before I knew it, I was travelling further around
Hertfordshire to visit different parks, trails, fields and
woods, adding to my collection of photographs and
documentation on my social media. I would sometimes
take specimens home to create spore prints and ID them.
As I’m sure you know, a hobby like ours isn’t the most popular, and for some people is unheard of,
especially in the UK. At first, online was one of the only ways I could discuss and communicate with
people who had similar interests and most of them were USA based, though I eventually found more
local groups and hashtags. Recently there’s more networking available for people interested in
mushrooms and foraging, and it seems to be increasingly popular. In the past, I would say there have
been times where I’ve kept my hobby to myself in order to avoid answering questions, for example when meeting new people or starting new jobs – it’s not really something you can casually drop into
a conversation, particularly as I don’t work in a related or similar sector. Now, my passion for
mycology is something I’m so grateful for and has supported and encouraged my life’s social
elements. Luckily for me, my partner, friends and family all get involved, and shrooming has kept us
close during the various government restrictions since last year. It has enabled us to do something
fun, yet safe, and it is especially important to remain in contact with each other during these
unprecedented times.
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I’m a data specialist by day, recently transitioning during the pandemic, from a data scientist role in
the utilities industry, to a data analyst role in a research and development team, at a global leader of
engineering and industrial software. I’m yet to meet my new colleagues as I have had to work from
home ever since joining the company. I spend my weekdays looking at an abundance of data, code
and spreadsheets - I absolutely love my career, but it does mean I spend hours indoors each week in
front of a screen. I spend my weekends hunting fungi in the great outdoors. At first, the two may
seem like a massive contrast to each other, but the big differences are the working environment,
methodology and the type of the metadata. The concept itself is similar - I analyse data for a living,
but I analyse mycology finds as a hobby (and take lots of photos!)
For nearly 7 years I’ve remained a passionate mycology hobbyist, I even run a small business which
sells homemade Fly Agaric themed jewellery on Etsy. In the future I hope to do something that
combines my data-oriented career and my mycology hobby together.
Spending time fungi hunting outdoors has helped me through a lot through life; fresh air, natural
daylight and a hobby can go a long way. Like many others I spend increasing time involved with
technology, so for me, mycology preserves my connection with nature, and encourages a balance
between work, relationships, friendships, and leisure.
Rebecca Michael
@Shroomnatoon
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Toadstools at Home:
Revisiting two little old books with ‘myco book club’
“To Somerville Hastings
— who has done so much to educate the public in mycology —
with kindest regards & thanks, J. Ramsbottom”

Figure 4. Inscription in a second-hand copy of Mushrooms & Toadstools by John Ramsbottom (1953). Photograph by Nick
Aplin.

In minute writing, this was the inscription that Nick Aplin encountered in his recently-acquired
second-hand copy of the classic Mushrooms & Toadstools by John Ramsbottom, published in 1953.
In August last year, the Ramsbottom book was our subject for ‘myco book club’, an online initiative
which has already been introduced to readers of the BMS Newsletter (Blencowe, 2020). During that
month’s discussions, we noted that several photographs featured in Mushrooms & Toadstools are
attributed to “Somerville Hastings”, including fine specimens of “Lysurus australiensis” (current
name Lysurus cruciatus, the Lizard’s Claw) and both Hydnum coralloides and H. erinaceus. Somerville
Hastings was evidently someone who put the hours in, finding and photographing fungi.
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Figure 5. Somerville Hastings' photograph of Lysurus australiensis. Scanned image from Mushrooms & Toadstools
(Ramsbottom, 1953).

We learnt that Somerville Hastings F.R.C.S. was an author of mycological books himself, having put
out Toadstools at Home in 1906 and Toadstools at Home (Second Series) in 1911 — part of the
‘Gowans’s Nature Books’ series: “little books” designed to “stimulate a love for nature and a desire
to study it”.

Figure 6. Cover images from Toadstools At Home (1906) and Toadstools At Home (Second Series) (1911) by Somerville
Hastings F.R.C.S. Public domain images accessed via the Biodiversity Heritage Library.
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Both books are available to browse in the Biodiversity Heritage Library. We had a quick look – as an
aside to that month’s #MycoBookClub discussions – but they seemed rather curious relics. The
publishers introduce the first book by noting, “This little volume breaks comparatively new ground,
as far as cheap books are concerned, and the publishers hope it will be the means of awakening
interest in a subject which is little pursued, but which is capable of affording great pleasure to those
students of nature who may be attracted by it.” But to a 21st century mycologist, these cheap little
books, with their black and white photos and discoloured hand-drawn covers, did not – at first
glance – grab one’s attention. The ‘myco book club’ conversation moved on…
***
In November, I treated myself to a brand-new copy of John Cage: A Mycological Foray (2020). I’d
almost forgotten about Somerville Hastings’ little books, until I saw that a copy which belonged to
John Cage (1912-1992) gets its own two-page spread in this intriguing publication. Its grubby cover,
dog-eared corners and handwritten annotations tell their own story about Cage’s mycological forays.
And suddenly Somerville Hastings and his little old books were cast in a new light.

Figure 7. A battered old copy of Toadstools at Home (1906) gets a two-page spread in John Cage: A Mycological Foray
(2020). Image © Atelier Éditions, 2020.

More evidence of the extensive influence of Somerville Hastings is provided by E.J.H. Corner (19061996), then Emeritus Professor of Tropical Botany at the University of Cambridge, in his British
Mycological Society Benefactors’ Lecture given to the International Symposium on Tropical
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Mycology in 1992. Under the title, “I am a part of all that I have met”, a quote from Tennyson’s
Ulysses, – in a lecture described as “charismatic and spell-binding” (Watling & Ginns, 1998) –
Professor Corner recalls how, as a schoolboy with two sixpences in his pocket, he encountered
Toadstools at Home in a bookshop: “As I turned the pages and looked at the photographs, curiosity
grew. Intrigued, I bought them and that summer and early autumn I became a mycologist”. He goes
on to relate that, “My copies of Toadstools at Home have disappeared. I never saw others until 1983
when I had given a talk to the Japanese Mycological Society in Tokyo. I had mentioned the little
books and, next day, Rokuya Imazeki showed me his battered copies; they had started him on his
mycological career.” (Corner, 1993).
Somerville Hastings, or Dr Somerville Hastings as he is known in other circles, was a medical doctor
and politician. G. C. Ainsworth (1991) has already done us the service of providing a short biography
of Somerville Hastings (1878-1967) in his ‘British Mycologists’ series and his account includes many
interesting details. Somerville Hastings’ interest in mycology must have developed as a relatively
young man as he was in his late twenties — early thirties when he published his Toadstools at Home
volumes; this was before he joined the British Mycological Society in 1913.
I remember being intrigued by some of the common names in Toadstools at Home when I first read
it. “The Slayer” as a common name for Lactarius rufus is one I found particularly engaging. Ainsworth
explains that, “The publisher had insisted that each species should be given a common name, so
Somerville Hastings complied, adapting French and German names and coining others himself”. As is
the way with names, some caught on – e.g. ‘the black bulgar’ – while others didn’t.
It is well over one hundred years since Toadstools at Home was published. These two volumes, in
common with the rest of the ‘Gowans’s Nature Books’ series, were founded on an idea that people
might study fungi in their homes, for interest and for pleasure. It’s an idea that we perhaps take for
granted nowadays; while we heed government advice and ‘Stay At Home’, any internet-enabled
device can provide us with access to a plethora of mycological information and resources. The
challenge nowadays is in discerning between all the sources there are to choose from. But back
then, Gowans and Gray were in the vanguard of publishers making knowledge and culture accessible
to a broad public (The Victorian Web, 2021).
Between the first and second volume, with the introduction of a key and a diagram illustrating
different gill attachments, we see the progression from getting readers interested in fungi to
assisting readers in the correct identification of fungi. The author notes that “strict scientific accuracy
will in some cases have to be sacrificed for the sake of simplicity”.
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Figure 8. Diagram from Toadstools at Home (Second Series), 1911. Public domain image accessed via the Biodiversity
Heritage Library.

Somerville Hastings produced no other mycological books, as far as I am aware. The year after he
joined the British Mycological Society, the First World War broke out. Somerville Hastings served as
a Captain in the Royal Army Medical Corps (Obituary Notice in the BMJ, 1967). After publishing
Summer Flowers of the High Alps in 1910, his next publication was First Aid for the Trenches in 1917.
After that, his professional interests in medicine and politics must have kept him well occupied.
The BMS Newsletter is not the place to relate his involvement in health reform and developing
proposals for a National Health Service – but, if you are interested, this side of his life is addressed in
depth in the journal Medical History (Stewart, 1995). These different spheres in which Somerville
Hastings operated were perhaps not, however, entirely separate. I was amused to discover that his
introductory lecture to students commencing their medical studies at Middlesex Hospital, ostensibly
on the subject of “Team-work in Nature” (Somerville Hastings, 1923), focussed almost entirely on an
introduction to fungi and their associations with other organisms. One wonders what the medical
students made of it all!
Lady Summerskill wrote in Somerville Hastings’ obituary that he was “a shy man without personal
ambition…” (Obituary Notice in the BMJ, 1967) which would perhaps explain why, in researching this
piece, I feel I have glimpsed more of his influence through tributes from others, than through
Somerville Hastings’ own output.
Ainsworth (1991) notes that “he had a life-long attachment for fungi and after his retirement
entertained forays in the Reading area to tea at his home on Peppard Common”. If British
Mycological Society members have any more information about Somerville Hastings and his little
books, I should be interested to hear it.
Clare Blencowe
clareblencowe@gmail.com
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Mycological Possibilities in Local Museums*
*This article originally appeared in the July 2020 Issue of the BMS Recording Network News
Introduction
Dotted across the country, local museums are treasure troves of natural history collections
representing over 150 years collective work of ardent naturalists, amateur and otherwise.
Their mycological collections are of national and international importance (for examples,
see Baker, 2016; Blackwell, 1966; Seaward, 1971), but which remain critically underutilised,
both by museum professionals and the mycological community.
This paper, originally planned to be given at the Group Leaders’ Meeting in 2020, focuses on
the benefits for mycologists that can be obtained through collaboration with museum
professionals. As such, it is designed as a companion piece to the paper presented at the
Natural Science Collections Association Conference in 2019 (Smith, 2020) on the benefit to
museum professionals of collaborating with mycological groups. Here, I present a brief
applied history of the origins of local museums within the UK before focusing on the
historical relationship between museums and mycology. I go on to explore potential
avenues of collaboration of benefit to local mycological groups. In writing this, I am aware
that several mycological groups are currently engaged in the early stages of collaboration
with museums, notably the Norfolk Fungus Study Group with the Castle Museum, Norwich,
and hope this article provides motivation and encouragement for other groups to follow
suit.
The Origins of Local Museums and Their Relationship to Mycology
Local museums, like much of the natural history infrastructure within the UK, find their origins in the
Victorian era. Whilst museums existed previously to this, they were often inaccessible to all but the
most elite of society. However, the Museums Act of 1845enabled town councils to establish
museums via taxation and subsequently led to a large boom in the number of publicly accessible
museums in the second half of the twentieth century, often with specific remits in natural history.
This rise in the number of museums coincided with the rise of natural history societies and field
clubs across the UK and museums often housed these societies’ meetings and collections and
facilitated adult scientific teaching. Furthermore, the rise in the number of museums also coincided
with a peak in ‘civic pride’, where towns and regions developed keen rivalries that were often
expressed through their competitive embracement of natural history and other intellectual pursuits.
As such, local museums are well distributed throughout the UK, and often still hold the archives of
present and previous natural history societies, many of which were perennial in their nature.
As regards mycology, historically, museums and mycologists have been closely associated. This is no
more evident than in the historic strong representation of field mycologists within the museum
sector, despite often being substantially underrepresented in other institutions. Mycologists such as
Ted Ellis(Castle Museum, Norwich)and Ernest Swanton (Haslemere Educational Museum) both spent
the vast majority of their careers working for local museums, as well as contributing significantly to
the progress and popularisation of mycology within the UK, to write little of the numerous
mycologists who found homes within the British Museum (Natural History), such as John
Ramsbottom and Annie Lorrain Smith. Furthermore, many mycologists maintained short-term or
informal relationships with museums, and museums often supported the publication of a range of
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mycological texts (a key example being Lister’s ‘A Monograph on the Mycetozoa’ (1894), printed by
order of the Trustees of the British Museum, which went through several editions and remained the
standard text on the group for a large number of years). Those interested in the history of mycology
will find much of the work of field mycologists often remains at institutions they were formally or
informally associated with (Baker, 2016; Peterson, 1980; West, 2018), or with their local museum
(Blackwell, 1966; Seaward, 1971), including mycological collections, correspondence, and annotated
books, the majority of which will have previously been unstudied.
Mycological Benefits
However, the benefits of museums to mycology are not just historical. The mycological collections
and associated archives contained within museums are also of significant benefit to field mycologists
today, providing vital information to those interested in taxonomy, conservation, and fungal
ecology.
Firstly, the mycological collections and archives present in local museums are often undocumented
and usually not digitised. As such, they represent an underutilised set of fungal records that are
likely to be absent from all major fungal records databases, such as the FRDBI, local biodiversity
records centres, and National Biodiversity Network Atlases. These records can provide vital
information in understanding how fungal species distributions have changed over time and how they
are likely to continue to change (Wollan et al. 2008). They can also give a greater understanding of
fungal communities and cooccurrence of species, and in highlighting the changing geography of the
region.
Collaboration with local museums could also provide benefit beyond their collections and archives.
Increasingly, local groups are adopting DNA extraction and analysis into their activities with this
capacity now being developed in a number of fungus recording groups and already leading to results
of substantial interest (for example, see Harries, 2018; Pembrokeshire Fungus Recording Network,
2017). However, for groups or individuals seeking to publish their work, access to type specimens
and a good phylogenetic and geographical range of samples is essential. At present, access to these
samples needs to be negotiated through institutions and, as a result, studies can suffer substantial
delays, expansions in scope, and diversions in aim and field mycologists can receive insufficient
recognition for their contributions. However, local museums can act as institutional points of contact
to facilitate transfer of mycological material for genetic, and morphological, examination and, as
such, return control to field mycologists in conducting and publishing their research.
Finally, there is the potential for outreach. Several groups have worked with local museums in
running events, particularly for UK Fungus Day (Cullington, 2016, 2017, 2019; Maddy, 2016; Minter,
2014). Additionally, this year saw both Ipswich Art Gallery (part of Colchester + Ipswich Museums)
and Somerset House, London, organise successful myco-centric exhibitions. Museums provide
fantastic venues for groups wishing to organise temporary exhibitions, talks, or workshops. Given
museums’ remit for public outreach, there is substantial common ground, and their expertise in
event planning and advertisement can bring greater reach to recording group’s public events.
Conclusions
To conclude, it is evident that there is much to gain and little to lose from collaboration with local
museums. Field mycologists and museum professionals possess complimentary skill sets that can
applied to mutually beneficial goals, such as increasing public education on fungi or increasing access
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to fungal collections. Furthermore, as British field mycology undergoes its own genetic revolution,
access to a wide range of mycology material, particularly type material, will be essential if field
mycologists’ work is to be accepted by the wider scientific community. Working with local museums
can provide fungal recording groups with the institutional support required to access these
collections. Field mycology is at the precipice of a whole new world of discovery, and field
mycologists have renewed opportunity to take charge of their research and its outputs.
Collaboration with local museums can provide access to the expertise and material required to take
these leaps.
Nathan Smith
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Obituary: Dr Jim W. Deacon
We are sad to inform you of the passing on January 11th of Dr Jim W.
Deacon, formerly of Edinburgh University, a long-serving member of the
BMS, and author of numerous works on fungal biology. Jim's career was
cut short by the early onset of Alzheimer's disease. Jim is survived by his
wife Joy, daughters Kate and Lucy, granddaughter Kaya, grandsons Coll
and Finn and great-granddaughter Sofía. His fascination with the
wonders of the natural world inspired the same passion in generations
of students. He had a boundless enthusiasm for science and particularly
for plant and fungal ecosystems. He loved going for walks in the
countryside and collecting and photographing plants and fungi for his
lectures and books. His students remember his fascinating lectures and
the friendly atmosphere he created in lectures and in his lab, but also his
deep knowledge of plant fungal interactions and his innovative
experimentalism. He was a workaholic with an uncompromisingly strict
work ethic that he transmitted to his research teams.

Jim graduated from Hull University in 1968 with a first-class honours degree. He then did a PhD on
‘Survival of the eyespot fungus (Cercosporella herpotrichoides) and other cereal foot-rot fungi on
infected wheat stubble’ at the University of Cambridge School of Botany supervised by Professor
Denis Garrett in 1968-1971. He followed this up with a further two years post doc research from
1971- 1973 on Ophiobolus Patch Disease of turf (caused by Gaeumannomyces graminis) and its
control by Phialophora graminicola in the same lab at Cambridge.
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He joined Edinburgh University as a lecturer in the Microbiology dept in September 1973 and
progressed to Senior Lecturer. Jim had a sabbatical from 1983-1985 in South Africa studying
Banana Wilt. On his return he remained at Edinburgh where he carried out research on plantmicrobe-fungal interactions.
In the late 1990s he became involved in the Biology Teaching Organisation, at first as Deputy
Director of teaching, then overall Director. He retired in 2008.
The majority of his research work concerned plant-microbe-fungal interactions, particularly working
on soil fungi and root pathogens. Having absorbed the ecological approach to experimental
mycology of Denis Garrett, he applied that to developing the work of Dr John Holden on the effects
of natural root cortex death on the cereal root pathogen causing take all disease (Gaeumannomyces
graminis vs. tritici), and its control by Phialophora sp. He was a leader in investigating the role of
root cortex death in pathology and in ectomycorrhizal fungal successions. Jim’s concept of inoculum
potential contributed significantly to pioneering work on ectomycorrhizal succession, in
collaboration with colleagues from the Institute of Terrestrial Ecology Bush (now the Centre for
Ecology & Hydrology (CEH). The concept has never been more evident than is seen in the sudden
onslaught of invasive fungal tree diseases in the UK and Ireland.
He also carried out research into host-specificity and recognition by root-infecting pathogens, hostspecific triggering of propagule germination, the pre-infection sequence of zoosporic pathogens
(Pythium, Phytophthora, Aphanomyces spp.), recognition systems for chemotaxis to root diffusates
and encystment, and cyst germination.
He had a long-term interest in the mechanisms involved in mycoparasitism and its potential use in
biocontrol, especially in Pythium oligandrum, P. acanthophoron and P. mycoparasiticum. He was
particularly famous for his early use of video for tracking the interactions of mycoparasites with their
targets.
He developed a body of work covering many aspects of the interactions between plant roots,
beneficial fungi and root pathogens. His research papers and books remain relevant today and have
provided the basis for the development of control methods for root pathogens. He was also one of
the first academics to develop online resources for mycology undergraduate teaching, which was
typical of Jim’s innovative approaches to teaching and research.
He was an inspiring and gifted communicator and writer. He published over 100 scientific papers in
peer-reviewed journals, was keynote speaker at international symposia and congresses around the
world, and acted as a consultant to biotechnology companies. He published several books, including
his ‘Introduction to Modern Mycology’ first published in 1980, which ran into 4 editions, and was
well used and loved by students as an easy-to-digest introduction to the world of fungi. In 2010 Jim
was awarded the BMS Benefactor’s Medal for his research and contributions to education, including
his very successful textbooks on Fungal Biology and his website
(http://archive.bio.ed.ac.uk/jdeacon/FungalBiology/index.htm) still freely available for use.
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Memories of Jim Deacon:
Maurice Gallagher, Professor of Microbial Science and Education, University of Edinburgh
Jim was a remarkable, inspirational and highly charismatic teacher. Part of his talent lay in his great
story-telling ability but also in his understanding of how to engage people. He had a very attentive
and calming manner when people were talking to him and this carried over into his lectures. In the
teaching lab, the technicians used to say that when he spoke, it was ‘as if you had just uncovered a
major new biological finding for the very first time’. Jim was also a passionate and prolific science
writer and even today, his skills legacy to our students is still available and used in the School of
Biological Sciences. These included online guides such as: ‘How to write proper!’ and ‘Statistics made
easy.’ Jim had a cheeky sense of humour but also a better understanding of students and University
educational systems than anyone I have ever met. He truly loved teaching and prided himself on
excelling as a communicator. As a scientist he also harnessed his talents imaginatively. He was a
workaholic and prolific writer but perhaps some of his most memorable material was the captivating
videos that he made of fungal mycoparasitism. A truly gifted and personable individual and
definitely ahead of his time.
Dr Stephen Donaldson, Retired Senior R&D Director Procter & Gamble
British Mycology Society Conference: Portsmouth 1991
Jim was giving a talk at this conference and so Jim took 5 of his PhD students in his Ford estate to the
conference. En route we stopped at Tewkesbury Abbey and bought 10 litres of red wine.
Jim gave a tremendous talk of biocontrol with Pythium oligandrum and that evening he was a
magnet for other delegates and students alike. We met Professor Mel Fuller and his team (Athens,
Georgia, USA) and we collectively finished all of the red wine with much merriment. The drive home
(which Jim did in record speed) was horrendous as most of us (not Jim) were still the worse for wear.
However, it was a wonderful conference and Jim (complete with video footage; largely unheard of at
the time for a conference presentation) was the star of the show.
Jim as the scientist, coach, mentor and friend
I recall telling Jim, when I came back to Edinburgh for
my PhD viva in November 1992, that I felt the same
way about him, that he felt about Denis Garrett. I
think Jim was touched by this as he thought Denis was
a god.
To this day I have never met anyone who had a train
of thought like Jim. I recall in the second year of my
PhD undertaking some work quickly generated lots of
data. I knew the data was important but I was not
clear on what it meant. Excitedly, I told Jim about it.
Two weeks later I was sitting at home by the fire
having some supper and started to read a draft of a paper that Jim had given me that day on fungal
zoospores (“let me know what you think”). I quickly grasped that the paper was based on my results.
Jim had figured out what my data meant in a way that I could not have done. The implications of
what the data was telling us was far from obvious but like a scientific detective, Jim had elegantly
pieced it all together. I still remember how my jaw dropped and I was in awe of his intellect to have
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come up with such a train of thought and hypothesis. I think this was our best paper together (from
a total of six) and this work has been referenced hundreds of times over the years.
Even after I left P&G, Jim was kind enough to send me hand written notes (to the “underarm
department”; I did do work on deodorants) and I still have and cherish these letters.
However, the biggest lesson I learned from Jim, was how to write logically and concisely. I remember
when I did my honours project with Jim, I had submitted a hand written 20-page thesis-introduction
on the Friday morning and he told me he would leave me his comments in his room on the Saturday.
I drove into Edinburgh from Bathgate and saw that of the 20 pages, he had crossed out 19 of them
and edited the 20th page. To be honest I was furious to say the least! However, Jim had attached a
handwritten note where he explained that he had been “vigorous with the pencil”. He went on to
explain that it was a painful process being able to write concisely and that he went through the same
process with Denis Garrett. I did learn from this and continued to improve and, as a result, my final
PhD thesis only required 6 spelling corrections (whereas most students required a considerable
amount of re-work).
I further used this learning to write scientific reports in P&G and continue to use the learning today
e.g. whenever I’m writing a letter of complaint to any authority.
I still have this original letter that Jim wrote and I also made a copy that I pinned to my office no
matter where my home location was in the P&G world (London, Cincinnati, Newcastle) as a
reminder of, not only how to write, but also to remember how it would feel to others when I
similarly edited their reports, papers etc.
My happiest times in the whole of my academic career was undoubtedly when I was with Jim, either
in his office talking about research or even down the pub (no matter the subject; Jim would often
discuss how proud he was of his wife Joy’s scientific research with Sir Harry Godwin and his
admiration for the independence of his girls Kate & Lucy). Just to be in Jim’s company was wonderful
and a memory that I will never forget.
I am so lucky and privileged that I was able to work with and learn from Jim.
Vin Fleming (Joint Nature Conservation Committee) & Fran Giaquinto
We were both fortunate and privileged to do our PhD and postdoc with Jim in the early 1980s. Of all
the people we have since worked for and with, we can both say with confidence that his influence
over our thinking and approach to work has lasted all our lives. He was a great guide to mycology, to
designing and thinking about approaches to experiments, helping us to consider how to ask the right
questions, and how to write well and succinctly. And he also brought a discipline, work ethic and
‘can do’ approach to our studies. He expected us to write up our theses within the three-year time
period – and we did – neither of us carrying the burden of writing up into future roles. Jim also
extended to us, and all his students, the courtesy of not putting his name on papers arising from our
doctoral studies – a tradition he inherited from his own mentor Denis Garrett but, what he said of
Garrett was true of himself, ‘the best ideas were often his and he often played no small part in the
writing’.
Jim taught us about plant-fungal interactions, from pathogens to symbionts, and his enthusiasm and
insight turned it into an endlessly fascinating subject which has continued until today. He
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encouraged us to apply our findings and recently a photograph of Jim turned up sitting on an upsidedown crate, working as hard as the rest of us, dipping countless thousands of Sitka spruce seedlings
into mycorrhizal-inoculated alginate gel.
But Jim was more than a great academic mentor – he was such great fun to be with. He had a
mischievous and irreverent sense of humour. We recall fondly now incidents and anecdotes that still
make us smile nearly four decades later, such as the experiments planned on the backs of beer mats
or cigarette packets in pubs or the union bar (why didn’t we keep some of them?) and the time he
submitted a photo of the back of his head for the departmental staff chart, arguing that people had
as good a chance of seeing him from behind, disappearing down a corridor, as from the front. Or the
occasion he and another student, Stuart Donaldson (we think) mistakenly entered a room at the FC
Northern Research Station which had a meeting in progress. Apologising, they marched purposefully
to the door on the opposite side – and found themselves in a broom cupboard with no exit. How
long did they stay inside before they exited through the same room, all eyes on them? We don’t
know…. There are far more stories to share than space here allows but thinking of Jim and our time
with him in Edinburgh always brings back the fondest of memories.
We also remember fondly and gratefully our visits to Jim’s home where Joy and their two then
young daughters Kate and Lucy, always made us welcome.
Dr Lisa Ward, Principal Scientist Biosecurity and Plant Pathology, Royal Horticultural Society: RHS
Garden Harlow Carr
I was saddened to hear about the loss of Jim Deacon. I was very honoured and grateful to have Jim
as my PhD supervisor. He was a world-class mycologist and a caring and dedicated supervisor. Jim’s
experimental ideas were innovative and ahead of their time which made doing a PhD with him
exciting, rewarding and a huge learning experience.
Jim’s sense of fun always ensured that his PhD research students were a close-knit family, and there
was always much camaraderie and laughter along with the hard work. I still look back on my PhD
years in Jim’s lab as one of the happiest times of my life.
Jim was also an excellent lecturer for the undergraduate students; his lectures were delivered with a
sense of fun and drama and his passion for mycology always shone through. He always left students
in awe as he showcased some of his lab’s exciting videos of mycoparasites in action.
It was hard to imagine that such a talented mind could succumb to Alzheimer’s disease. I hope that
he is now in a better place and that his amazing mind is once again free.
Peter Jeffries, Emeritus Professor of Microbiology, School of Biosciences, University of Kent
I remember him as a kind and welcoming colleague - very enthusiastic about teaching and
promoting mycology. He had original research ideas and was a leader in investigating the role of root
cortex death in pathology and in ectomycorrhizal fungal successions. He was always very down-toearth despite his illustrious Cambridge pedigree.
Dr Colin Jeffries, SASA
During my time at The East of Scotland College of Agriculture, studying for a PhD 1974-1978, with Dr
Andrew Boyd, Jim was always very helpful to me. He was a willing listener and provided solutions
when necessary. His lectures were inspirational. I can still remember sitting in his office, discussing
the various challenges of my PhD and using the large centrifuges in microbiology! The world has lost
a microbiological legend.
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Professor Simon van Heyningen, retired Vice Principal, University of Edinburgh
Jim was an excellent teacher and an inspiring lecturer, not only in his own immediate field, but in
modern biology in general. At one time he was Edinburgh University’s Director of Biology Teaching,
a major task as the University is strong in almost all areas of biology from molecular biology and
biochemistry through genetics to field zoology and botany. He also had the demanding task of
presenting the University’s teaching in the area in the early days of outside judgement, when the
Teaching Quality Assessment became important. Edinburgh’s teaching of biology was highly rated.
Dr E Jones, Associate Professor, Dept of Pest-management and Conservation, Lincoln University,
New Zealand
It is with great sadness to hear of the loss of Jim Deacon. I was extremely privileged to have had Jim
as my PhD supervisor and mentor. He was a world-class mycologist and being part of Jim’s research
laboratory provided a huge learning opportunity. Jim was a very supportive, dedicated and caring
supervisor. For me this was evident from the initial interactions I had with Jim during the interview
process for the PhD position in his laboratory. Jim personally met me at the train station, took me on
a mini tour of Edinburgh (well he knew that would make a good impression!) before the formal
interview back at King’s Buildings. But, I now know that this was part of the interview process, to
determine how I would fit into his laboratory group, as he understood that this was an important
factor in maintaining the positive laboratory group dynamics. Jim nurtured a supportive, cohesive
research group, along with the expected hard work there was a lot of laughter. I look back fondly at
my time in his research group as some of my happiest years. This camaraderie is something that I try
to emulate in my research group.
Jim was also a passionate, enthusiastic and talented lecturer; he enjoyed lecturing and imparting his
vast knowledge to students. He was able to clearly explain complex concepts to undergraduate
students. From his lecture material, he developed and wrote a text book, ‘Fungal biology’, a book I
still find invaluable for my University undergraduate teaching. He was also one of the first academics
to develop online resources for mycology undergraduate teaching, which was typical of Jim’s
innovative approaches to teaching and research.
Professor Neil A.R. Gow, Deputy Vice Chancellor Research and Impact, University of Exeter
I wouldn’t have become a mycologist without the influence of Jim Deacon. I arrived at Edinburgh
University as an undergraduate with the intention of becoming a marine scientist, but then found
the allure of microbiology more compelling. I still remember the details of Jim’s lectures in my third
year – so clearly articulated, and delivered with insight and humour. Those foundations in mycology
helped me throughout my entire career. My final year honour’s research project was with Jim and
again that helped ignite my own passion for experimental mycology. Generously, while I was in my
final year, he arranged an interview for me with Graham Gooday when he came to Edinburgh to give
a seminar on chitin synthesis. That led to me going to Aberdeen for my PhD and a career long focus
on fungal cell walls and medical mycology. I felt honoured and was delighted to be invited back to
Edinburgh from time to time to talk to the current cohort of undergraduates as Jim’s guest. Those
were also occasions to enjoy an evening of good cheer, and beers. News of Jim’s death came as a
blow on top of other blows. He held a special place for me in the community of mycologists – so
cruelly fated in the last two years with the loss of Geoff Robson, Nick, Read, Frank Odds, Tony Trinci,
Russell Poulter and others. I’ll remember Jim as one of the brightest minds in mycology and
someone who generously gave his time to support others. In addition, I don’t think there has been a
mycologist with a better grasp of the biology of fungal kingdom.
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Christine Henry retired Principal Scientist, Fera Science Ltd.
I first encountered Jim in about 1974 when I was in my third year at Edinburgh University. I can
remember him giving lectures dressed in a pink shirt, purple trousers, sandals and with his hair tied
back in a pink ribbon. That definitely got my attention and his sheer enthusiasm for his subject came
across in his teaching. His lectures made such an impression on me that I applied for and got into the
Microbiology Honours year. During my Honours year I did two of my projects with Jim, the last one
being on the mycoparasite, Pythium oligandrum, and at the end of my degree he took me on as his
research assistant. During the three years that I worked for Jim I learned more about science
generally, scientific principles and research approaches than I had in the previous four years of my
degree. He was always generous with his time and inclusive, taking me on a grand tour of the
research groups involved in take-all disease soon after I started – he introduced me to Denis Garett
(just after he had retired) and Harry Hudson at Cambridge and the research group at Rothamsted
Experimental Station (now Rothamsted Research), including David Hornby, D. Slope, M. Brown, R.
Gutteridge etc. I fondly remember lots of cold wet days spent digging up wheat plants in fields at
Rosemaund(now ADAS Rosemaund) as part of the work we did on root cortex death followed by
numerous visits to pubs to consume cider in the evenings and the all day and night experiment
setting up sessions in the lab when he started one of his very comprehensive experiment plans! Jim
was writing his first version of the textbook, Introduction to Modern Mycology, when I was there
and while proof-reading it I also painlessly absorbed a comprehensive background in mycology. The
amazing amount that I learned while working for Jim set me on the road to making plant pathology
my lifelong career and I am immensely grateful for that.
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Reviews
BMS Talks: Professor Janet Quinn - Killer Fungi: A Clear and Present Danger to Life on Earth.
Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WGgpyvclGy0
The 10th of February saw a rather special seminar which provided a thrilling start to the year that
marks the Society’s 125th Anniversary. Professor Janet Quinn, our recently appointed President,
gave a talk introducing a range of “Killer Fungi”. A well thought out introduction to the area, our
noble president covered fungal pathogens of plants, bats, frogs, and people. Equal parts horrifying
and informative, I found myself glued to my computer screen.
Sadly, it must be noted the event got off to rather a slow start. Despite being queued up and ready
at the start time of 7:30pm, “technical issues” left me in the waiting room for 15 minutes. Though I
know I shouldn’t, I worried for the professional reputation of the society. I need not have! Once
these technical issues were fixed, the talk started in earnest—Professor Quinn unflapped—and I
found myself in a diverse world of fungal foes.
I need not detail her presentation for it has been recorded and uploaded onto the Society’s YouTube
channel for all to see. Suffice to say, it is well worth the watch. Though the talk took her outside of
her immediate research interests, her knowledge of the literature was of the highest quality and she
provided a compelling diagnosis of some of the problems our modern world faces and their potential
solutions. Throughout, Professor Quinn was generous in her acknowledgements and promoted a
number of UK-based mycologists engaged in important research to tackle these varied fungal
scourges. Indeed, it is a relief to my hypochondrial fears that we have such talented researchers
tackling these pressing issues.
Most importantly, the event seems to have captured the imagination of the society. Having checked
with the organisers, I can confirm the event attracted around 150 participants from all wings of the
society. Indeed, such was the interest that the BMS was required to upgrade its Zoom licence in
order to meet capacity! The open question session at the end saw participation from across the
society and certainly highlighted the potential importance of field recordings, and our own FRDBI, in
tackling present and future fungal foes.
I wish Professor Quinn well in role as President. Surely, her willingness to engage with the
membership bodes well for the next few years. It should certainly be applauded!
I look forward to future BMS Talks and will be a keen attendee of future events.
Professor N. J. McGinty
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Fly Agaric: A Compendium of History, Pharmacology, Mythology, and Exploration. 2020. Kevin
Feeney (Ed.). Fly Agaric Press. ISBN: 978-0578714424 508 pp. £27.95
Disclaimer: The reviewed book was written by primarily for an American audience. In the USA,
Amanita muscaria is legal and unregulated (except for the state of Louisiana). However, it is
important to note that, in the UK, it is likely that the use of Amanita muscaria (even for culinary
purposes) is considered illegal activity by the Psychoactive Substances Act 2016.
If I might start a review with a confession, I have always had a
soft spot for ethnomycology and particularly its more outlandish
elements. Allegro’s The Sacred Mushroom and the Cross (Allegro,
1970) in particular remains a favourite guilty pleasure of mine for
its brilliant use of academic writing in pursuing absurd aims and I
find that the subject often provides a strong hook with which to
attract the outsider to the world of mycology. Thus I was more
than happy to, when contacted, review the debut volume by the
Fly Agaric Press.
Fly Agaric: A Compendium is a deeply ambitious book. Totalling
thirty chapters of content, with a similar number of listed
contributors, it seeks to explore the multiple facets of the iconic
red capped mushroom. Contributors, from all walks of life, wax
poetical on the fungus and speculate vigorously on its potential
historic and modern day uses.
These chapters are dived across five distinct sections: Mushroom Hunting and Identification;
Religion, Culture & Folklore; Archaeological Evidence; Diet & Cuisine; Pharmacology & Physiological
Effects. It is the second section which commands the greatest number of chapters pages by a
substantial margin and it is clearly where the editor’s passion lies. In comparison, the other sections
often feel too brief and it is noticeable that Kevin Feeney pulls double-duty in writing the majority of
content for some sections, which, whilst serviceable, suffer from the lack of diverse perspectives
that give a frenetic energy to the expanded middle.
Chapters particularly deserving of praise include Kevin Feeney’s interview with Mark Niemoller,
which helps shed light on a peculiar episode of recent mycological history. Similarly, Giorgio
Samorini’s chapter provides a measured review of the archaeological evidence of the use of the fly
agaric which incorporates knowledge gained over a substantial career. An earlier chapter, again by
Kevin Feeney, provides a brilliant combination of laboratory biology and ethnomycology as it seeks
to investigate the potential role of milk in hypothesised ancient ritual preparations of Amanita
muscaria. It provides interesting results and a genuine novel challenge to the work of Wasson
though, somewhat frustratingly, stops short of fully testing its hypothesis for unknown reasons.
Indeed, much like Amanita muscaria itself, the book is unpredictable. More than a few of the
chapters partake too readily in what one contributor termed phanta-ethnomycology—”a literary
vein that has produced and continues to produce pretentious theses based on superficial or
preconceived observations”—with the end result often being much the same: whatever the
question, Amanita muscaria is the answer. Furthermore, it is bulky. Many of the chapters have been
republished from a variety of sources, including historic literature and contemporary journals, and
analysis and sources are often repeated several times across different chapters. Whilst it helps the
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volume achieve compendium status, the novel material often struggles to stand out against the
sheer volume of additional content and a stricter editorial hand would not have gone amiss. One
chapter, an adaptation of the Rapunzel story, although certainly entertaining, is a particularly odd
inclusion. Its drastically different formatting and presentation upends the books consistency, and
one is left wondering why it wasn’t published separately where it would undoubtedly shine stronger
and perhaps find a wider audience.
Of particular interest to readers here is the third chapter: a photographic field guide of North
America Amanitas. Whilst containing substantial promise, it is sadly one of the weaker chapters of
the book. Restricting itself only to the psychoactive species, it ignores all other members of Amanita.
This is particularly negligent given the many poisonous members that can be easily misidentified,
especially by the novice that this volume is likely to inspire. Furthermore, the chapter lacks the
inclusion of an identification key and, without the presence of such a key, is difficult to navigate.
Instead, one is forced to engage in the age-old practice of flicking through the pages in search of
inspiration. It should be stressed, however, that such issues are easily remedied should a second
edition be released in the future.
Despite these criticisms, the volume is, overall, a positive contribution to ethnomycology. The first
book published by this newly established press, Kevin Feeney has taken substantial effort and risk to
publish his vision and this should be both applauded and encouraged. Whilst there is much here that
one might find objectionable, particularly its non-critical approach to homeopathy, it will certainly
cause lively discussion and debate between those who read it. In doing so, the book will certainly
achieve its stated aim. That the majority of chapters are stand alone, allowing the reader to dive into
areas of interest, and perhaps a non-systematic exploration of its pages might provide the greatest
reward. Most importantly, it provides a provocative primer for the uninitiated into the world of
ethnomycology. I look forward to Fly Agaric Press’ future publications and am excited for their next
offering.
Nathan Smith
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Upcoming Events
BMS Talks
17th March 2021:

Dr. Machiel Noordeloos
Entoloma Revised: What is left of the traditional species
concepts?
In this talk, Machiel Noordeloos will give an impression of the
impact of ITS barcoding on the taxonomic concepts in the genus
Entoloma: highlighting shifting species concepts, surprising new
insights in the value of morphological and microscopical
characters, and the advantages and limitations of these new
insights.
The event will start at 19:30.
Tickets are available for free at:
https://www.eventbrite.co.uk/e/142137395777

21st April 2021:

Dr. Patricia Fara
Survival of the fittest: The life and struggles of Helen GwynneVaughan
Fungal geneticist and former BMS President Helen Gwynne-Vaughan (18791967) served in both World Wars, but she fought for equality throughout
her life. Many of her colleagues followed Charles Darwin’s pronouncement
that women were intellectually inferior, and although she carved out an
eminent career in the Army and as a University professor, she constantly
battled against discrimination. Feeling herself to bean outsider in every
phase of her life, Gwynne-Vaughan repeatedly aroused antagonism by her
rebellion against social norms and her determination to succeed.
In this talk, Patricia will discuss the life of Helen Gwynne-Vaughan. This talk
will describe her successes and her setbacks, setting them within the
context of contemporary attitudes. In doing so, she casts light on concealed
prejudices that survive today, despite equality legislation.
The event will start at 19:30.
Tickets will be released on the 17th of March at:
https://www.eventbrite.co.uk
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BMS Contact Information
British Mycological Society
Charles Darwin House
12 Roger St,
London WC1N 2JU
Tel: +44 (0) 330 1330002
For General Enquiries
Email: admin@britmycolsoc.info
For Membership/Journals
Email: membership@britmycolsoc.info
For Newsletter Items
Email: newsletter@britmycolsoc.info
For UK Fungus Day
Email: ukfungusday@britmycolsoc.info
BMS Facebook group page
URL: www.facebook.com/groups/18843741618/
BMS Webpage
URL: www.britmycolsoc.org.uk

Items for the next newsletter

If you have any reports, future meetings, member news or any other items of interest
please email to newsletter@britmycolsoc.info closing date December 11th 2019

