Figure 1. Branch of Post Oak (Quercus stellata) with a variety of lichens and inconspicuous, black, boat-shaped ascocarps.
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looking at without noticing what

else is around. In other words, “you
only find what you look for and you
only look for what you know”” But if
one is observant, “the shiny little pearl
at the edge of your peripheral vision is
often more important than what you
are focusing on” (paraphrased from Tim
Minchin, 2013).

Here we illustrate a case of a
previously unseen fungus, the result of
one investigator’s dedicated persistence
— the same individual who discovered
a new species of beetle living in the
frustules of Xylobolus frustulatus
(O’Kennon et al., 2018; Lopez-Andrade
et al., 2020).

A lichen-covered Post Oak (Quercus

It’s easy to see the things you are
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stellata) branch was collected in the

field in January 2018 and brought

back to the laboratory at the Botanical
Research Institute of Texas for macro-
photography and closer examination. It
sat largely ignored on a table for nearly
two years, other specimens competing
for attention. In January 2020, it finally
merited a close examination after at least
12 species of lichen were identified. Tiny
black structures resembling mouths with
“cracked lips” were scattered between
the lichens (Figure 1) and our photos on
iNaturalist suggested Rhytidhysteron. We
then proceeded to rehydrate the sample
with fresh rain water, hoping that the
action would rehydrate the ascomata,
encouraging them to open. Within hours
the lips parted, disclosing a burnt orange

wysteron rufulum in Texas

disc (Figures 2 and 3).

Morphologically, it appears to belong
in the Rhytidhysteron rufulum complex
(Murillo et al., 2009; Soto-Medina,
2017). Only three sightings of this little
saprobic ascomycete are recorded in
the USA: Ohio, Pennsylvania, and
Staten Island, NY. It is far better known
from subtropical areas, often on citrus,
where it may cause stem canker,
although it is described on a variety of
other substrates. It is also described
as a human skin pathogen, most cases
from the Indian subcontinent. Human
infection is extremely rare, with less than
a dozen documented examples (Chander
etal, 2017; Yadav et al.,, 2017; Mudhigeti
et al,, 2018).

Light microscopy demonstrated



burnt orange disc.

typical asci, containing ellipsoid, dark
red-brown, 3-cross-septate, 35—49

pum x 10—14 pm ascospores (Figure 4).
Fragments were mounted on stubs,
sputtered with gold and examined with

a Hitachi scanning electron microscope.

Five ascomata were carefully removed,
avoiding any bark or adjacent lichens,

Figure 3. Rhytidhysteron rufulum after rehydration showing the

and subjected to DNA extraction. A
high-quality ITS sequence, which is the
fungal barcoding marker (Schoch et al.,
2012), was acquired and a BLAST search
confirmed its identity as R. rufulum.
Further studies are being performed
with colleagues to clarify the nature of
this taxon as the classification of this

Figure 4. Ascus containing prominently 3-septate
ascospores.

group is still ongoing (Ohm et al., 2012).
The vouchered specimen was

deposited at the Botanical Research

Institute of Texas (BRIT572092)

as Rhytidhysteron rufulum and has

the following label information: R.].

OKennon, 34179, Elmer W. Oliver

Nature Park, Mansfield, TX, on January
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20, 2018.

Our research demonstrates that this
fungal group could be more widespread
than previously thought and calls
attention to these tiny ascomycetes thar
are easily overlooked.
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The astrophysicist,

of course, explains it:
" “The mushroom expands
because it is alive.”
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