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 Crossbills near Culpeppers Dish 

Photo by Tom Ensom 
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Pine Cone Toadstools 

By Ian Cross 

Picture 1 - Pine-cone Bonnet sprouting from the side of a fallen cone 

Photo by Ian Cross 

 

Ian Cross: Many fungi have evolved to live on dead or dying wood. Pine cones 

ŀǊŜ ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭƭȅ ǿƻƻŘȅΣ ǎƻ ƛǘ ǎƘƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ōŜ ǎǳǊǇǊƛǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻƴŜǎ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ Ƙƻǎǘ 

fungi. What is interesting though, are a small, select group of toadstools that 

are only found sprouting from pine cones. 

 

We have a least two species of these pine cone specialists in the parish. One of 

these is the Pine-cone Bonnet Mycena seynii. This is a small, delicate pink-

flushed toadstool όǇƛŎǘǳǊŜ мύΦ LŦ ƛǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŦƻǊ ƛǘǎ ǳƴǳǎǳŀƭ Ƙŀōƛǘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ 

an unremarkable, easily-overlooked fungus. If you look under the cap, you find 

it sports a circle of fine gills radiating from the stem like spokes on a wheel 

(picture 2). This is the usual arrangement for most mushrooms and toadstools 

and is the same as all its close relatives in the mighty genus Mycena. 
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Picture 2 - Under its cap, the Pine-cone Bonnet has a standard gill arrangement 

Photo by Ian Cross 
 

A personal favourite of mine is the Earpick Fungus Auriscalpium vulgare 

(picture 3). This is a small, brown toadstool that would barely be noticed if it 

ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŦƻǊ ƛǘǎ Ƙŀōƛǘ ƻŦ ƎǊƻǿƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǇƛƴŜ ŎƻƴŜǎ όǇƛŎǘǳǊŜ пύΦ ²ƘŜƴ ȅƻǳ ƭƻƻƪ ǳƴŘŜǊ 

the cap things start to get seriously peculiar. Instead of gills like most other 

toadstools, the Earpick bears a dense layer of spines (picture 5). This 

combination of growing on pine cones and having spines instead of gills makes 

the Earpick absolutely unmistakeable.  

 

Despite this, it does seem to be rarely recorded. I personally find it tricky to 

find and I suspect it is overlooked rather than genuinely rare. 

 

A lot of fungus websites tie themselves in knots trying to explain how this 

toadstool gets its name. My own theory is that the cap is slightly kidney-

shaped with the stem attached off-centre. You can get an idea of this in picture 

5. From certain angles this gives the impression of a small ear impaled on a 

short stick ς ǘƘŜ άŜŀǊǇƛŎƪέ ƛƴ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴΦ 
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Picture 3 - Earpick Fungus.        Photo by Ian Cross. 



5 
 

 
Picture 4 - Earpick Fungus on a Scots Pine cone, the favourite host 

Photos by Ian Cross 

Picture 5 - Under the cap, the Earpick has no gills, but shows an impressive battery of spines.    

 
 


