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Mycorrhizae:

ur society seems to be

steadily evolving to-
ward an urban and suburban-
oriented culture. As it does,
those of us who love our
plants and trees and who ap-
preciate the multiple benefits
that accrue as we seek to live
our lives among these bo-
tanical benefactors are also
becoming familiar with a
new word popping up with
increasing frequency in our
gardening vocabularies. It’s
the compound Greek word
mycorrhizae, which means
“fungus roots.” While the
word may be still new to
many of us, mycorrhizae
itself is probably as old as
the Garden of Eden and as
universal as dirt. This living
fungal organism is found all
over the world in naturally
pristine forest floors and is a
key symbiotic element in the
function of

hundreds "Mycorrhizal spores attach to
(maybe thou- | plant roots and multiply their
sands) , of Nmassand absorptive capabili-
healthy vig- s P
orous  plant ties hundreds of times.
and tree spe-

cies.  Mycorrhizal spores
attach to plant roots and mul-
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times. In so doing, they be-
come tiny allies that make a
huge difference. Mycorrhi-

As seen in this conifer example, the
plant on the right is visibly more
healthy, as a result of mycorrhizae, than

the plant on the left. - Photo courtesy of

Mpycorrhizal Applications, Inc.

zal presence increases nutri-
ent uptake by spreading
from the host roots into the
surrounding soil in extensive
cobweb-like networks. My-
corrhizae  mobi-
lizes phosphorous
in the soil that
was  previously
unavailable,
thereby stimulat-
ing root growth,
flowering and fruit produc-
tion. Mycorrhizal presence
increases resistance to in-
sect pests and diseases by
forming a physical barrier
around the plant roots.
When overall plant health is

increased, the plant is far less
likely to succumb to fungal
and bacterial diseases. All of
this means increased survival
rates for transplants and visi-
bly increase vigor and beauty
of mature plants and trees.

nfortunately, just like

the fragile yeast that
makes bread rise, my-
corrhizae can be killed off in
a hostile environment. For
mycorrhizae, “hostile envi-
ronment” means not only
construction sites but also
the unnatural clay subsoil
moonscapes of suburban
lawns. Here the living or-
ganically-rich  horizon of
topsoil is typically gone (too
often literally graded off and
hauled away) and the poten-
tially composting leaf-litter
no longer occurs or is raked
up and replaced by an intro-
duced antithetical competi-
tor: grass.

ow mycorrhizal spores

can be re-introduced
into the soil. However, be-
cause there is also now little
opportunity for re-
establishment of a good top-
soil environment, this inocu-
lation of “good guy spores”
needs to recur on an approxi-
mately annual basis in order
to reap the benefits that they
promise.

What Can We Learn From A Mousetrap?

ichael Behe, author of Darwin’s Black Box, in thinking about the Law of Irreducible
Complexity, held up his favorite illustration of the humble mouse trap. You cannot, he

liked to say, start with the wooden base and catch a few mice. .
add the spring and catch a few more mice. .
catch even more mice. No, all the parts have to be assembled at once,

.then add a hammer and

.then

—

or you don’t catch any mice at all. You cannot get gradual improve-
ment in function by adding the pieces incrementally, one at a time. Instead, the entire system
has to be in place from the beginning in order to perform at all.




