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Slime Molds

Every summer UNH Cooperative Extension officesacrossNew Hampshireget callslikethisfrom panicked
homegardeners:

“Ewwww! There’ san orange-yellow slimy blob that’ sgrowinginthebark mulch around our shrubs.
Almost overnight it seemsto have grown from asmall patch of what we thought was dog vomit to agiant
thing thesize of abathtowel! It’ screepy, like somealien creature. Help!”

Don’t blamethe landscaper who spread your mulch or the garden supply retailer you bought it from. The
blob-likeinvader isaslime mold, whose biological nameisFuligo septica, one of an unusual class of
organismsthat sometimesbehavelike plants, sometimeslikeanimals.

Inelegantly compared to dog vomit, wet cookiesor scrambled eggs, patchesof Fuligo septicaarisefrom
invisible sporesthat may have been present onthe bark of atree beforeit washarvested, or may have blown
inonthewind. Under cool, moist conditionsthe sporesabsorb moistureand burst, eachreleasing asingle
amoeba-likecell that foragesthrough thelitter ontheforest floor or in the mulch around your rhododen-
drons, consuming up bacteriaand other microscopic particlesby engulfing them.

Triggered by someasyet undetermined combination of moisture, temperature and food supply, these
individual cellsto cometogether to form agiant masswhich looksand actslikeasingle organism. Theonce
independent single-celled organismsnow begin coordinating their activities, foraging and moving asone
body, creating athin layer of imearound itself to prevent moistureloss.

Scientistscall thisstage of theslimemold’ slife cycle— the onethat showsup and may grow rapidly in
your bark mulch — aplasmodium.

It’ snot just your imagination — the plasmodium actually movesin thedirection of light and food sources,
covering asmany astwo feet or moreaday, feeding on bacteriaand other microorganisms. It growsasit
feeds; though most plasmodiaremain small, homeownershave reported themthreefeet or morein diameter.
Theplasmodium’ scolor varieswith temperature, pH, and the material sit has consumed.

Asreported in the September 28, 2000 issue of the British journal Nature, a Japanese research team
demonstrated that slime mold plasmodiahavetheability to find the shortest route through amazeto afood
supply. Using rhythmic, coordinated pumping movements, aplasmodium movesthrough the mazeuntil it
formsasinglelong “ pipe” that tracesthe shortest route to thefood.

Asit gradually consumesthe supply of food and moisturein the substrateit feeds upon, the Fuligo septica
plasmodium dramatically transformsitself again, now behaving morelikeafungusthanananimal.
(Scientistsinitially classified slime moldswith thefungi, though now they occupy their own phylum, called



the myxomycetes.) The plasmodium devel opslumpy, mushroom-likefruiting bodieswith distinct cell walls
and differentiated parts, including acluster of sporesthat will disperseonthewind or through mechanical
actionto start theslimemoldlifecycleanew. A tan or light orange crust with black sporesonthe underside
marksthe fruiting stage of Fuligo septica.

Based on genetic evidence, scientistsestimatethe 1000 or so speciesof slimemoldsarosefromacommon
ancestor about abillionyearsago. They arerelated genetically to both animalsand fungi. Biol ogists
studying them believeslimemoldswill yield val uabl einformation about how single-celled animals
organized themselvesinto complex multicellular organismsand what sort of biochemical signalingthe
individual cellsuseto communicate, both beforeand after their aggregationinto plasmodia

Slimemoldswill not directly attack or infect your landscape plants, but in rare casesalarge plasmodium
may injuresmall plants by shading or smothering them. Plasmodiawill disappear if you simply leavethem
alone, but if you' rein ahurry to eliminate aslime mold plasmodium invading your mulch, ssmply hoseit
down or rakeit up.
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