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A Xylaria that grows underwater? 
Extraordinary but true and it was found 
growing in Minnesota on wood in an 

aquarium. A keen observer and aquarium 
enthusiast, Henry Yandrasits, noticed something 
odd growing out of some decorative wood he 
purchased from an aquarium supply store. He had 
never seen the odd black structures with white tips 
growing in any of his aquariums in the past and had 
a suspicion that this was some type of fungus. He 
reached out to me at the University of Minnesota to 
see if an identification could be made.

!e decorative wood used in aquariums is often 
gnarly and branched and is called “spiderwood.” 
Various types of other woods with interesting 
features such as degraded tropical woods with lots 
of holes are also sold for aquariums. Most of these 
woods come from tropical forests in Asia and are 
shipped to pet stores or sold directly to customers 
by online sellers like Amazon and Temu. Could the 
fungus found here in Minnesota be an exotic Asian 
fungus introduced into the United States?

Isolations made from the aquarium wood readily 
yielded cultures and DNA analyses indicated this 
was Xylaria apoda, a fungus only known from a 
few reports in Asia and never observed fruiting 
underwater. To my knowledge, no Xylaria species 
has ever been observed fruiting underwater. Not 
long after making this identification, I was informed 
of another similar observation in an aquarium. !is 
one was in Colorado, and it had been growing on 
a similar type of wood purchased from a pet store. 
Obtaining samples of this possible Xylaria revealed it 
was the same species, Xylaria apoda. Two separate 
introductions of an exotic Xylaria into the United 
States are now confirmed. If there are two, there are 
likely more.

You may be familiar with native Xylaria found 
in forests here in North America such as Dead 
Man’s Fingers, Xylaria polymorpha, and the 
Candle Snuff Fungus (also called the Candle Stick 
Fungus), Xylaria hypoxylon. !ese fungi produce 
black stromatic strands that have white tips. !e 
white areas contain asexual spores, and the black 

structures have perithecia embedded in them that 
shoot off ascospores. Many species of Xylaria have 
been found in wood from wet environments such as 
tropical rainforests and submerged wood in coastal 
mangrove swamps. It appears that some Xylaria 
can exist within submerged driftwood, but fruiting 
bodies have not been seen or reported growing 
underwater. !ere currently is no common name 
for Xylaria apoda and it should have one, so it 
seems appropriate for this bewildering underwater 
oddity to be given the name “Poseidon’s Whiskers.” 
More information about this aquatic Xylaria can be 
found in a recently published paper that appeared 
in Mycologia and has open access: https://doi.org/1
0.1080/00275514.2025.2451522

We have had many non-native fungi and fungal-
like organisms (including Oomycota) enter 
North America in the past that turned out to 
have catastrophic effects on our urban and forest 
trees. Pathogens such as chestnut blight, Dutch 
elm disease, laurel wilt, and sudden oak death are 
a few introduced from Asia. Although there are 
regulations in effect to make sure wood entering 
the United States is heat treated or fumigated so 
it is free of exotic microorganisms and potential 
pathogens, the wood sold for use in aquariums is 
not being treated properly to rid it of live fungi and 
Oomycota. With the fungus growing in aquariums, 
changing the water or throwing the wood out could 
release it into the outside environment. !ere is 
no evidence yet that Xylaria apoda may become a 
pathogen and a threat to our temperate urban and 
forest landscapes if released into the environment. 
However, all Xylaria species cause wood decay, and 
some are root rot fungi so there is the possibility 
that this fungus could be problematic. Foreign 
aggressive decay fungi could also outcompete our 
native decomposing fungi and disrupt normal 
ecosystem functioning. We should be on the 
lookout for Xylaria apoda and, whether you are 
an aquarium hobbyist or a mushroom collecting 
enthusiast, your ability to closely observe nature 
and report unusual findings may well prevent 
foreign fungi from getting established.
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Black Garlic Aioli
1 tablespoon black garlic, mashed until smooth with a 

fork
1 cup good quality mayonnaise
1 teaspoon fresh lemon juice
1/2 teaspoon salt

Shiitake Ketchup
1/2-ounce dried shiitake mushrooms
1/2 cup hot water
1 tablespoon vegetable oil
1/2 small onion, finely chopped
8 ounces fresh shiitake mushrooms, 
   stems removed and sliced
2 tablespoons smoked shoyu or low sodium soy sauce
2 1/2 tablespoons rice vinegar
2 1/2 tablespoons Muscovado or dark brown sugar
1 tablespoon Worcestershire sauce
1 teaspoon fresh lemon juice
1/2 cup water
1 pound ground Wagyu or ground chuck, (85:15 fat 

ratio)
2 teaspoons kosher salt
Freshly ground black pepper
8 sesame slider buns
For the slaw, whisk together the vinegar, sesame oil, 

lemon juice, honey, garlic and ginger in a medium sized 
bowl.

Lightly sauté the shimeji mushrooms in the oil until 
just cooked through, about 2–3 minutes, remove and 
add to the bowl, along with the julienned vegetables and 
toss with the dressing to coat. Place in the refrigerator to 
chill. Season with salt and pepper just before serving.

$For the aioli, blend or whisk all the ingredients 
together until smooth and set aside.

$For the ketchup, place the dried shiitake in a bowl and 
cover with hot water. Let soak for about 20–30 minutes 
or until softened.$Meanwhile heat the oil in a large skillet 
over medium heat. Sauté the onion until softened, add 
the mushrooms and cook stirring occasionally until 
lightly browned, about 4–6 minutes. Stir in the soy sauce, 
cook for another minute or two then remove 1/4 cup of 
the mixture and set aside to cool for the burger filling.

Add the vinegar, sugar, Worcestershire, lemon juice 
and the soaked shiitake and soaking water to the skillet, 
simmer for 10 minutes, transfer to a blender, add the 
additional 1/2 cup water and pulse until smooth. Adjust 
seasoning with salt and pepper.

$Preheat a grill or stovetop burner to medium high. 
Form the ground meat into 8 3-ounce patties. Sprinkle 
with salt and pepper and grill for about 4 minutes per 
side for medium. Remove from heat to rest.

$Toast the buns, spread each bottom bun half with the 
aioli, add a burger, a generous spoonful of ketchup, a 
helping of the slaw, add the top bun halves and enjoy! 

Xylaria apoda 
producing black 

stromatic structures 
with white tips. 

Perithecia form in the 
black structures and 
produce ascospores. 

The white tips produce 
asexual spores.

This unusual underwater Xylaria has been 
given the common name of Poseidon’s 
Whiskers. Photo by Henry Yandrasits.

The exotic fungus Xylaria apoda growing out 
of wood imported from Asia in an aquarium in 
Minnesota.  Photo by Henry Yandrasits.
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