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BBC Breathing Places is a major 
BBC Learning campaign to inspire 
and motivate you to create and care
for nature-friendly green spaces 
where you live.
Getting out and enjoying nature can have great
benefits for you and there are lots of exciting
ways you can get involved.

Go wild with Breathing Places at
bbc.co.uk/breathingplaces

“In the UK there are over 3,000 of
these unique organisms waiting 
to be discovered. So why not get
out there and sort your stinkhorns
from your snakeskin brownies?”
Bill Oddie
BBC’s Autumnwatch presenter



Fascinating fungi
Fungi is the name given to a group of living
things which are neither plants nor animals.
They include mushrooms, toadstools, moulds
and other weird and wonderful things too.

Fungi love damp areas and can be found nearly
everywhere: in woods, gardens and parks –
even between your toes! If you see something
strange growing outside, and you’re not sure
what it is, it could well be a fungus.

Did you know?

– There are over 3,000 types of fungi in the UK.

– 50 species of fungi are good to eat.

– Fungi reproduce by producing ‘spores’.

– Trees and fungi have relied on each other 
for the last 130 million years.

– We use a type of fungus, called yeast, 
to make bread.

– Wildlife need fungi – and slugs love them.

– Some fungi are used to help make medicine.
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Breaking the ‘mould’ –
how fungi reproduce
If fungi are neither plants nor animals, how do
they reproduce?

The answer lies in the mushrooms and
toadstools you often see in woodlands during
autumn and early winter.

Mushrooms and toadstools (the visible section
above the ground) are only a small part of a
much larger organism. The main body is usually
hidden underground or on rotting wood. 
Some fungus bodies can spread up to 15 miles
across a woodland floor!

Every so often, the fungus will reproduce and 
a brightly coloured, sometimes stinky fruit
packed with spores will break through the
ground. These are the mushrooms which you
will see – and smell – on woodland walks. 
The spores are fungi’s equivalent of seeds.
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Nature’s recyclers
Fungi get their food from decaying material,
like dead or dying trees.

They are fantastic at absorbing nutrients, 
which are everywhere, locked up in plants and
animals. As soon as something dies, fungi get 
to work rotting, digesting and recycling, which
keeps the soil healthy and nutritious.

Some plants, and particularly trees, put this 
to good use. Fungi live on – or even inside – 
the roots, giving nutrients to the plant in return
for a share of its sugars.

And there are lots of fungi about to help out.
Some are colourful and look like jelly while
others are rather smelly. Some are rare and
some can be eaten BUT others are very
poisonous. That’s why it is important not 
to touch any fungi without expert advice.

Lots have fantastic names, like hoof fungus,
fairies’ bonnet, witches’ butter, lemon disco 
and snakeskin brownie.



‘Fun guys’ to be around
Fungi are essential to the survival of wildlife –
and our gardens. They are everywhere but we
rarely see them. They don’t need the sun to
grow, unlike plants. Fungi love moist and shady
places and help create a really rich environment,
particularly in compost heaps.

Why not help fungi and other wildlife by
building a compost heap?

1. Choose a hidden corner of your garden 
but not too shady – sunlight should stop it
going slimy.

2. Decide how to store it; options include a
home-made box, a bought compost bin 
or just a ‘heap’.

3. Make sure the ground is fairly level so the
heap is stable as it gets bigger.

4. Next, start composting your garden waste
and kitchen vegetable scraps – to avoid
unwanted visitors like rats, it’s better not 
to compost meat or fish.
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5. Over time, the bottom layer of the heap will
become the most interesting. It will have all
kinds of fungi and bacteria in it. These will
help to feed all kinds of creatures, such as
spiders, snails and beetles.

6. In turn, these creatures will create a real feast
for garden wildlife such as thrushes, blackbirds
and bank voles.

7. Rotting vegetation also generates heat:
lizards, slow worms and grass snakes love it.

8. And our favourite garden animal, the
hedgehog, will often seek shelter in compost
heaps, hibernating over the winter.

One of the great things about wildlife-friendly
compost heaps is that there is no rush. Slower,
cooler compost heaps tend to be best for
wildlife. So take a tip from nature – sit back, relax
and wait for the wildlife to take up residence.



Seen Seen

Fungi 
bingo

Why not see how many of these you can identify?

Remember – do not touch any fungi without
expert advice. Some are rare and some are 
very poisonous.

Candle snuff fungus – Found 
in woodlands, usually in
clusters on stumps of dead
trees. White when young,
these fungi get darker 
with age.

Chanterelle – The chefs’
favourite, which smells of
apricots and is delicious 
to eat. You will find them in
woodlands during the autumn. 



Seen Bingo!

Seen Seen

Common bonnet – Found in
woodlands, often in clusters, 
on tree stumps and the fallen
branches of broad-leaved trees.
Usually grey or beige in colour.

Deathcap – Highly poisonous
with a sickly sweet smell. You’ll
spot its green-tinged cap and
white stem in woods, under 
oak or beech.

Fly agaric – One of our most
recognisable toadstools, it has
a red cap and white flecks.
These colours warn you to
stay away – it is poisonous.

Stinkhorn – Pooh! This fungus
lives up to its name and attracts
flies, thanks to the mucus 
which holds the spores at the 
tip of its oval-shaped stalk. 



Do One Thing
Check out these other 
fungi-related activities:
Fungal forays 
Become an amateur fungi detective by joining 
a hosted walk or event.Try organisations like the
Forestry Commission and The Wildlife Trusts.

Mushroom cartoons
Draw a picture to show what you think the fungi
listed on page 3 look like. Next, compare your
drawings with the real thing (check online or 
in a book). How do you think they compare? 
You could also try these: lumpy bracket, parrot
wax cap, death cap and tiered hedgehog.

Grow your own fungus
Check with your mum, dad or teacher first. Put
an orange or a piece of bread on a paper plate
and place somewhere warm. After a few days,
you will notice a green, dust-like covering on
them. This is a type of fungus. Remember to 
put it on a compost heap afterwards.
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Fascinating fungi 
Become a Fungus Group volunteer and discover
more about wild fungi. Contact the British
Mycological Society or The Association of British
Fungus Groups to find your nearest branch.

Check out what’s ‘down under’
Use a mirror (dental mirrors are perfect for this)
to look beneath the caps of mushrooms and
toadstools and see what colours and shapes 
are there.

Make a fungal spore print
Take open, ripe, shop-bought mushrooms,
place them gills down on a piece of light card
and cover them with an empty, upturned glass
bowl – this stops draughts blowing the spores
away. Overnight, the spores (which are dark in
colour) will have created a pattern on the card.
Remove the bowl and fungus and fix the spores
to the card with hairspray.

For more details regarding these and other
ideas, check out: bbc.co.uk/breathingplaces
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thing

For more ideas of what you can 
do for nature, why not check out 
other Do One Thing activities at: 

bbc.co.uk/breathingplaces
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