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Earlier in the semester, amidst the usual 
madness that is the Exco Fair, I ran into Chris-
tin Anderson, a 4th year biology major, and was 
pleasantly surprised to find out that she was teach-
ing a Mycology Exco. Mycology, in case you were 
wondering, is the scientific study of fungi. So far, 
the Exco has been a success. We meet once a week, 
and currently we are working on growing our own 
oyster mushrooms to eat. I decided to sit down 
with Chrisitin and find out more about her inter-
est in fungi. 

How did you first get interested in mush-
rooms and fungi?

My parents are national park rangers so I 
grew up in a family of biologists, so I always 
have had a good basic understanding of biol-
ogy. When I was at the library one time, I saw a 
book called Mushrooms and Toadstools, and it 
was full of all these really cool [mushroom] pic-
tures. The library ended up letting me keep the 
book. After that, I started collecting and read-
ing books about mushrooms- I would even ask 
for them for my birthday. All kids go through 
phases and this one just stuck!

You once told me “Fungi could save the 
world.” Why should people care about fungi?

I did say that fungi are going to save the 
world — but I am not actually sure how. It’s 
something that I hope to learn about in the 
class. Paul Stamets wrote a book called Myceli-
um Running. He has written a lot about myco-
remediation — that’s when mycelium are used 
to clean polluted soil.

What are mycellium?
The mycelium is the fungus, the mush-

rooms we see above ground are fruiting bodies, 
analogous to apples on a tree. The mycelium is a 
microscopic net of thread-like cells. They’re ba-
sically everywhere — in wood, soil, all over the 
place. Anyway, in terms of Myco-remediation, 
[mycelium] can get rid of toxic chemicals from 
soils. They even degrade petroleum products.

What inspired you to teach Myco Exco?
That’s an easy one — the Biology depart-

ment currently doesn’t offer a class. This is frus-
trating because we’re missing out on a whole 
kingdom! The Exco was extremely popular. I 
got around 75 applicants, many from the biol-
ogy department.

What advice would you give to other as-
piring Mycologists? 

If you’re an amateur starting out, you 
should go out, get a field guide, and try to “key 
things out.” It’s the same thing with other natu-
ral sciences; learning in the field is the best. You 
just have to try things out. 

There are lots of different topics to study 
within mycology. Most people study mush-
room identification for foraging.  But there’s 
also bioremediation, mushroom cultivation, 
medicine, art. I would tell people interested in 
studying mushrooms to diversify and get famil-
iar with all of the different aspects of mycology 
because there are so many! 

Can you tell me a little bit about the fun-
gal flora of Northeastern Ohio?

There is a huge diversity of mushrooms 
in Ohio. There are lots of edibles: Inky Caps, 
Shaggy Lepiota, giant puffballs, and the orange 
peel cup. I’ve heard there are morels but I’ve 
never actually seen one. There are also lots of 
pathogens — fungi that we don’t seek out — 
Dutch elm disease for example. It’s a big prob-
lem. 

Where is the best place to look for mush-
rooms around Oberlin?

Chance Creek — people should go there 
more often. The fall is really the best time for 
mushrooming. The Arb is also a good place. 

What is your favorite thing about fungi?
We have much more in common with fun-

gi than most people would think. We’re both 
heterotrophs, meaning that we don’t make our 
own food but get it from our environment, get 
food from outside. Fungi and animals also share 
a similar set of proteins. All fungi have cell walls 

of chitin, which is not found in plants. As well 
as being heterotrophs, we both store energy in 
the form of glycogen. And we share most of our 
ribosomal RNA (80-85%), which contributes 
to the difficulty humans have in fighting off 
fungal infection. And we’re both fleshy.

What is your favorite mushroom?
Rhodotus palmatus.  It has a veined, kind of 

wrinkly cap. It sort of looks like a peach.  

As a kid I also went through a phase of 
mushroom fascination. The appeal was in their 
mystery—where did they come from? Why didn’t 
they have visible roots? I used to take photos of the 
mushrooms growing in my yard with a disposable 
camera everyday in hopes that I could create a 
time-lapse movie like the ones on TV. Unfortu-
nately, this phase faded following a fourth grade 
Career Day report on being a mycologist, but 
mushrooms have retained a hold on my imagina-
tion. Christin’s Exco has illuminated many of the 
strange qualities of mushrooms and also brought 
to light some of the potential for the application 
of mushrooms in solving environmental problems. 
One of the first things I did upon arriving back to 
Oberlin was to check a jar of coffee grounds that 
had been sitting in my closed for two weeks after 
being inoculated with the mycelium of an Oyster 
mushroom. Sure enough, some mysterious white 
specks had appeared in the jar, making visible the 
hidden world of mushrooms—the network of my-
celium that permeate the earth beneath our feet.

Interview  by Zoe Lye

Fantastic Fungi

By Purba Tyagi

“[Tax] dollars go to projects that have lit-
tle or nothing to do with the public good — 
things like fruit fly research in Paris, France. I 
kid you not.” – Sarah Palin

Although scientists often mock Sarah Pa-
lin for this quote, it is not immediately clear to 
many non-scientists why it was such a faux pas. 
While working with fruit flies, or Drosophila 
melangoaster (the Linnaean name for fruit-flies 
which translates from Greek to ‘dark-bellied 
dew sipper’), several summers ago, it was hard 
for me to understand how studying a creature 
so different from humans in such intense detail 
could be useful for understanding our biology. 

However, fruit flies are one of the most 
prominent model organisms used in the field 
of biology right now. Biologists have used them 
as a model of multicellular organisms for over 
a hundred years, and the field has only ex-
panded since then. It turns out that Drosophila 
are a vastly important proxy for understanding 
many of the mechanisms that govern our lives, 
especially the ones that rely on genetics (which 
are nearly all of them).

The genetic code found in Drosophila is 
made up of the same DNA as found in hu-
mans and almost all other living organisms. 
Due to this universality of genetic code, prin-
ciples of heredity, sex-linkage, protein synthesis 
and transportation can all be studied in the 
fruit fly and extrapolated in ways that are rel-
evant to human biology. 

It is true that other organisms more closely 
related to humans, mammals like rats, rabbits 
and chimps, share these characteristics as well. 
However, fly-research is hugely more cost ef-
ficient relative to using other living biological 
models. Fruit flies are easy and cheap to main-
tain, reproduce quickly, and produce a great 

deal of offspring, making them successful ge-
netic model organisms. Additionally, they are 
large enough to be examined often with the 
naked eye or which the help of a rudimentary, 
light-microscope, which can make them easily 
accessible to scientists. 

Thomas Hunt Morgan, a Nobel Prize-
winning professor, is credited with being the 
first to use Drosophila in genetic experiments. 
He and a group of graduate students with mag-
nifying glasses conducted genetic experiments 
in a dark Columbia University laboratory 
which came to be known as the first ‘fly room.’ 
The results of their work laid the foundation 
for the science of modern genetics. Mendel’s 
ideas about inheritance had been around for 
many years, but there was no evidence of a 
physical mechanism until Morgan’s work in 
the early 1900s. Morgan bred a number of dif-
ferent fly strains together, analyzed the charac-
teristics of their offspring, and was able to form 
a number of theories which are still accepted 
today.  Additionally, as Morgan began to dis-
cover, many of the genes present in Drosophila 
are similar to, or “homologues” of, those found 
in humans. Indeed, many of these homologues 
have similar functions in Drosophila as they do 
in humans. 

For example, Drosophila produce mol-
ecules similar to insulin to regulate their blood 
sugar levels. Loss of this molecules results in el-
evated blood sugar, a common condition with 
diabetics. This allows researchers to study the 
mechanisms of this disease and explore pos-
sible treatments all using the flies. The hugely 
varied research being done in the field is made 
possible in large part because it’s cheap to con-
duct.

Fly research has been integrated into scien-
tific fields across the spectrum from behavioral 
neuroscience to biotechnolegy development. 

Huge leaps have been made especially in 

research exploring the fly brain. Taiwanese re-
searchers are half-way through a process that 
will ultimately yield a complete map of the 
wiring and connectivity of the fly brain. At the 
end of this process, no other nervous system 
will have been explored in such detail as the 
Drosophila’s. Despite the fact that the Dros-
ophila brain is quite a lot smaller than that 
of a human (they have 100,000 neurons on 
average while we have 100 billion), scientists 
see this map as the first step to really under-
standing the complex connectivity in human 
brains. This project has already revealed com-
monalities between the nervous system of the 
fly and the human. The two species have at 
least six neurotransmitters in common, both 
have brains which divided into two connected 
hemispheres, and the basic construction of 
both nervous systems is organized with local 
clusters of neurons working in tandem with 
long-range connections.

 Dr. Olaf Sporns, a computational cogni-
tive neuroscientist has found this research to 
be especially compelling and says that future 
researchers “may now be able to pinpoint how 
information flows through the fly brain net-
work to accomplish certain goals.” If a com-
plete atlas of each wiring in the fly’s brain is 
created, researchers could test their theories of 
how information flows through the synapses in 
the brain via computer models. The primary 
investigator of this research, Dr. Ann-Chyn 
Chiang, sees scientists being able to one day 
use programs to input information into the 
virtual atlas and receive a virtual output that 
would essentially mimic the brain’s response. 
Dr. Sporns goes further with this idea saying: 
“It’s not out of the question that if we had a 
complete cellular map and a good database, 
that we could create virtual organisms.”

And you thought fruit flies were just 
kitchen pests. 

Biology’s Obsession with 
Drosophila melanogaster
Your Everyday Fruit Fly— 
Or is it?

Stella Rosen
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