Fairy Rings


Ever wonder about why mushrooms often grow in circles, especially those that seem to pop up from nowhere in your yard right after a summer rain?   And how come the grass grows taller and greener along the borders of the mushroom circle?  Well, the answer according to mycologists (people who study fungi) has to do with the way mushrooms feed, grow, and reproduce.  The circles of mushrooms are often referred to as “fairy rings” because of the medieval legend that they are caused by little fairies dancing in circles during the night.  Often a dead ring of grass lies between two rings of tall, greener grass which indeed very much reminds one of a well-trodden footpath.  Though the answer to this mysterious phenomenon has nothing to do with Tinkerbell and her friends, it does provide fascinating insight into the world of fungi and the nature of things.
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The fairy ring shown in the picture above sprang up overnight recently on the Dyersburg State Community College Campus.  Notice the pine trees in the background.  More than likely those trees are the reason these mushrooms are found in this particular spot.  The mushrooms and the fungus it is associated with are symbionts with the roots of the Loblolly Pines.  This means these two species, tree and fungus, live together in a way where both organisms derive a benefit.  Strangely enough, just about all trees have a particular type of fungus as a symbiont and this often provides a clue in identification of the mushroom.


How it works is like this:  The mushroom is just the tip of the iceberg so to speak.  The rest of the fungal body is invisible for the most part in the form of underground microscopic filaments called mycelium.  These filaments grow in and around the tree roots to form mycorrhizae where they secrete special digestive enzymes which dissolve nutrients in the soil making them absorbable and useful to both the fungus and the tree.  The tree, capable of making its own food through photosynthesis may have trouble obtaining certain minerals from the soil.  The fungus enhances the chances of the tree absorbing these minerals by breaking down dead vegetation and other organic matter.  The tree provides the fungus with carbohydrates and energy obtained from the sun.  



Only occasionally does the fungus show itself, when it’s time for reproduction.  That’s what a mushroom is, a sort of fungus “flower” for spreading spores.  Now the reason they so often appear as “fairy rings” is due to the fact that as a fungus grows it depletes the available nutrients in the soil.  To find more, the mycelium spread out, forming an expanding circle of rapidly growing fungus while at the center of the expanding circle the original fungal cells die off.  Just outside this expanding ring of fungus growth, new nutrients are suddenly made available by fungal enzymes to benefit both grass and fungus.  That’s why the tallest, greenest, grass surrounds the fairy ring making the appearance of a path in the grass made by dancing fairies a plausible theory, at least by medieval standards.

Pat Walker examining one of over a hundred toadstools in a fairy ring on the DSCC campus





Besides provoking mythological legends, mushrooms also attract beautiful maidens, nymphs and other angelic beings.








