BFG Foray at Stoke Common on September 16th 2012
report by Penny Cullington
This was our first foray of the autumn season, and eight of us met up to enjoy this SSSI site which has produced many interesting species despite having been on our list of foray sites for only a few years. We were not that hopeful this year, however, as this part of the country seems to have been almost devoid of fungi recently with the main fruiting season having as yet failed to kick off. Certainly fruitbodies were in short supply today, with such common early fruiters as Collybia dryophylla (Russet Toughshank) and Hypholoma fasciculare (Sulphur tuft) conspicuous by their absence, though in the end we managed a list of sorts which included a few of the species which this site is noted for as well as a couple of really unusual things which were new to the county.

This is an area of acid heathland with a good mix of trees around the perimeter and very sandy gravelly soil throughout but with an underlying layer of clay. The site drains very poorly in many areas and for this reason is under water for much of the year, but even so we were surprised how dry much of it appeared. It is an unusual habitat to find in this part of the country which is mainly dominated by the typical Chiltern chalky flinty soil, but no doubt this explains why we find fungi here which are not common elsewhere in the county. The only agaric species we found in any profusion was Lactarius helvus growing under the mix of Pine and Birch with its telltale colourless watery milk and smell of cumin or curry powder. Also in evidence were Suillus bovinus and S. luteus, both members of the Bolete family and having a sticky cap and a liking for Pine. We came across only a very few Russula species which was a shame because they can abound here, but it was nice to be able to compare three different yellow-capped Russulas. The intensely yellow R. claroflava which has a preference for Sphagnum under Birch was here, also the odd specimen of the much more common and ochre yellow R. ochroleuca, but a third species we were unsure of and I hoped might be something unusual. This, however, turned out to be a rather buff-yellow form of R. heterophylla, which normally has a distinctly green cap, but the stem’s strong salmon reaction when rubbed with a crystal of Ferrous Sulphate together with very small spores and a white spore print made it impossible for it to be anything else.
Of the 37 species on the final list, two were of particular interest. Toni Standing picked up what she thought was a single specimen of Xylaria polymorpha, Dead Man’s Fingers, but the bright chrome yellow base alerted me to the fact that it was something much more unusual, in fact new to the site and to the county. Having seen Cordiceps ophioglossoides (Snaketongue Truffleclub) only very occasionally in Scotland, I remembered that one has to dig down below the fruitbody and follow the ‘root’ to find the truffle on which it is always growing. Unfortunately we couldn’t trace the exact point where Toni had found it so the truffle went undetected, but even so this was a very unusual and exciting find. I caused further excitement a little later on when I wandered off the main path onto a recently cleared area near to where a species new to Britain from this site had turned up a couple of times, as I was keen to find it again. Within half a minute I had come across colonies of tiny bright orange cups amongst the moss and soil – Bingo, I thought! It looked identical to what had proved previously to be Aleuria congrex, a species like a small version of the fairly common A. aurantia (Orange Peel), and written up in the magazine Field Mycology by Brian Spooner, then Head of Mycology at Kew. Cameras clicked away, and I couldn’t wait to get it home to check if it was indeed this rare species again.
Sadly the microscopic details showed that it was in fact a completely different genus despite the amazing similarity in the field. The spores, instead of being highly ornamented and ridged with pointed ends like a canoe as in Aleuria, were smooth with rounded ends and with droplets inside, and the paraphyses around the spore cases (asci) were shaped like hockey sticks at the tip and filled with black granules – very unlike anything in Aleuria. I eventually tracked this down to a species called Octospora humosa, discovering that it grows in very sandy soil amongst Polytrichum moss – a perfect match for where I’d found it. So not as exciting as I’d hoped, but at least a new species to me, for the site and also for the county.

For photos of the two interesting finds see below; for further details of what we found see the complete list. 
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The tiny discs of Octospora humosa amongst the moss at Stoke Common, less than 1 cm across; a new species for the county.
[image: image2.jpg]



Octospora humosa again, this showing the asci containing the eight spores typical of an ascomycete, together with the surrounding long thin cells called paraphyses.
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The spores of Octospora humosa, very different from that of an Aleuria species which the fruitbodies can easily be mistaken for.
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The orange paraphyses of Octospora humosa showing the black granules within and the hockey stick shape.
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Another ascomycete found at Stoke Common and also new to the county, Cordiceps ophioglossoides.
