
Autumn is a wonderful season for mushrooms, and over the weekend I was fortunate enough to get to observe a unique species growing in the yard of a friend.  Though not rare, this mushroom (Omphalotus olearius) is still uncommon enough to attract attention whenever it sprouts.  Aptly named the Jack-O’- Lantern mushroom, not only is it the same bright orange color as a Halloween pumpkin, but it also glows in the dark!  Having never personally witnessed this phenomenon, I was keenly interested when Ms. June Lannom phoned me to inquire about identifying the fungus growing on a red oak in her yard.  When she told me of its bright orange color, and where it was growing, I was pretty certain it was Omphalotus, the only poisonous mushroom that you will ever see growing on a living tree.  I pulled out some mycology books, clicked on a few web sites, and this is what I learned about the Jack-O’-Lantern mushroom.


It is one of only a few fungi to exhibit the fascinating phenomenon called bioluminescence, or the production of visible radiation by a living organism.  This poorly understood reaction involves luciferin and luciferinase, two enzymatic proteins whose combination produces heatless light.  The same reaction occurs when fireflies perform their mating rituals, but in fungi the reason for glowing in the dark has yet to be explained.  Some have suggested that insects such as moths might be attracted to the glowing fungi and help spread and propagate the spores.  Production of spores for reproduction is really the only reason mushrooms sprout, and the fact that only the gills glow on the Jack-O’-Lantern fungus supports the propagation theory.  That is where the spores are produced, literally by the millions.


They also favor oak trees, though some other hardwood species may be infected.  Unfortunately, according to one reference, once the Jack-O’-Lantern mushroom is observed on a particular tree it usually means that tree is dying.  That is why the mushroom forms, to provide the fungus the means to escape and colonize a new host somewhere in the forest.    


Because there was a street light nearby, the only way to observe the glowing effect would be to pick a few specimens and view them in a dark room.  Later that evening in the basement of a friend’s house, a few of us observed the show.  It took a few minutes for our eyes to become adjusted to the darkness, but as they did the mushrooms began to glow.  Each mushroom gave off a soft, eerie, greenish glow, just right for a perfect Halloween show.  I warned everyone to wash their hands afterward because Omphalotus is a very toxic species.  According to the literature, it rarely kills, but it causes so much pain, vomiting, diarrhea and other symptoms that it makes “you wish you were dead.”  Often confused with the delicious Chanterelles, the Jack-O’-Lantern’s toxic effects are well documented.  In fact, it has recently been the subject of much research precisely because of the toxic agents it produces. 


This toxin is especially effective against cancer cells and has been successfully used in animal chemotherapy experiments.  It seems to do so without causing permanent liver damage or some of the other negative side effects often associated similar treatments.  Perhaps in the near future this pretty, but poisonous mushroom will be saving lives rather than harming them, just another ironic twist from Mother Nature. 

