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One of the main limiting factors in growing fresh produce for home consumption in the District of Columbia is the lack of 
available land. Due to the lack of available land, not many specialty crops can be introduced as a viable agricultural en-
terprise in this urban area. However, in an effort to enhance productivity of the urban gardens of the Washington Metro-
politan area and at the same time make more nutritious fresh produce become available for the diets of our citizens, re-
searchers at the University of the District of Columbia (UDC) Agricultural Experiment Station are encouraging mushroom 
production in backyards of cooperating gardeners.  
 
We are introducing mushrooms as a specialty crop in the urban gardens of the District of Columbia for many reasons. 
First of all, the mushroom production we are recommending will be done on logs which occupy a small amount of space. 
This is an important factor since the availability of land space is a major problem for gardeners in the District of Colum-
bia. Secondly, contrary to what many individuals believe, mushrooms are a highly nutritious food (1).  Shiitake, the variety 
we are recommending for production, contains a high level of protein (18%), vitamins B and niacin and the minerals cal-
cium, magnesium, phosphorous and potassium. Thus, by producing mushrooms, our urban gardeners will be able to im-
prove their diets by making it part of their daily food intake. Additionally, growing mushrooms in a backyard garden can be 
a means of enhancing the income of the gardeners since the mushroom produced can be sold in our local farmers mar-
kets. One log can produce as much as 2.5 kg (5.5 lbs) of fruiting body over a period of five years. Therefore, just a few 
logs placed in a few square feet of backyard space can produce enough mushrooms to not only enhance the diet of the 
gardener but also to increase his/her income. 
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In order to produce mushrooms on logs, trees from which these logs can be obtained should be growing in the area. 
Based on production literature (2,3), logs that are cut from oak trees are the best but if oak is not available, sweet gum 
trees can be used. Fortunately, both oak and sweet gum trees are located in the Washington Metropolitan area; there-
fore, logs can be cut for growing mushrooms from either tree. Logs to be used for this purpose should be 2-6” (15-25 
cm) in diameter and 3.0 ft long (approx. 50 cm). It is recommended that logs should be cut during the dormant stages 
of the tree (fall or early spring). Once the logs have been cut (Fig I.) they are inoculated with the mushroom mycelium.  
                                                                        
 
                                                                           

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                                          Fig I. Logs on which mushrooms will be grown. 

 
 

 
The inoculation procedure should be as follows: 
 

       First, logs should be cut from a healthy well-developed hardwood tree. Oak trees are preferable but sweet gum 
can also be used. As indicated before, logs should be approximately 3 feet long (approx 50 cm) and 2-6” (15-
25 cm) wide (Fig I.) 

 
       For inoculation to introduce the mushroom mycelium into the log, three spawn types can be used:  grain,  

paste, and plug (2,3).  For beginning gardeners, the plug spawns are recommended. Spawn plugs are approxi-
mately one inch dowel rod made of wood or plastic with grooves in it to allow the mycelium to cling to the 
dowel (2). To inoculate the logs with spawn plugs, two simple pieces of equipment are needed. These two 
pieces of equipment are an electric drill and a hammer (Fig III). The electric drill is used to drill holes in the log. 
Once the holes have been drilled in the log, tap the spawn plug into the hole. (Fig II and IV). 

 
 
          



 Page 3  

GROW I N G MU S H RO O M S . . .  

       After the logs have been inoculated, they should be stacked in a backyard or garden area where it is somewhat      
shaded but some indirect sunlight is available. For best results, the temperature range should be 22-26 de-
grees C (72-80 degrees F). During the dry season, logs should be watered. Watering can be achieved by soak-
ing the logs in a garbage can filled with water from a backyard garden hose. Soak the logs overnight and then 
stack them in a leaning fashion. Continue the watering process for a week and mushrooms should begin to 
appear. 

 
 
           

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                    Fig II. Prospective gardeners being taught how to inoculate logs by Nereide Ellis. 

 

Once the fruiting body has been formed, try to keep the logs in a cool shaded area (65 -70 degrees F) and apply 
enough water to keep them at about 10% moisture. This watering can is achieved with a watering hose attached to a 
backyard pipe. 
 
 
                 

                                     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                                                         

 

                                                                       Fig III. Drilling holes into an oak log for placing spawn plugs by Dr. James Allen 
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Fig IV.  Spawn plug being hammered into oak log by Drs. Allen and Short. 

 
After inoculation, providing temperatures are cool (average 68 degrees F) and adequate watering, fruiting should start 
around spring or autumn. Time of harvesting will depend on the gardener. Based on observation at the Agricultural Ex-
periment Station of the University of the District of Columbia, harvesting should occur when fruiting bodies are about 2-
3 inches in diameter seems reliable (Fig V.). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig V. Fruiting bodies of Shiitake mushrooms are being examined by Drs. Allen and Short  at the University of the District of Columbia’s Agricultural 
Experiment Station.  
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The shelf lives of Shiitake mushrooms are relatively short. Only about 3 days at 68-70 degrees F. Therefore, harvested 
mushrooms should be refrigerated as soon as possible. These mushrooms can also be preserved by drying at 30-50 de-
grees C (86-122 degrees F). Here Drs. Allen and Short are evaluating fruiting bodies that are ready to be harvested (Fig V.). 
When harvested, these mushrooms are ready to be eaten or preserved as described above. For more information on estab-
lishing backyard production of mushroom please contact Dr. Iveracottis Short or Dr. James Allen at the Agricultural Experi-
ment Station of the District of Columbia. 
 
 
Suggestion for drying mushrooms  
 

You can easily learn how to dry mushrooms with your oven. The basic idea is to apply external heat to get rid of moisture.  You 
don't want to bake them too hot or you risk burning off some healthy compounds. 

 Preheat your oven to 150 degrees.  

 Slice the mushrooms into 1/2-inch pieces or, depending on the shape, you can cut them right down the middle.  

 Arrange them on a baking pan or sheet that is NOT oiled. Don't pack them so tightly that they're lying on top of each 
other.  

 Place the sheet (or sheets, if drying a large batch) in the oven and cook for one hour, making sure to leave the oven 

door slightly ajar so moisture can escape. After the hour, pull them out, flip them over, and cook for another hour. 

Continue this process until they're all dry. 
 After drying mushrooms, store them in an airtight container in a cool, dark place. Don't leave them out in the 

open, in direct sunlight, or anywhere wet.  

So what do you do with dried mushrooms? Reconstitute them in boiling water for 20 - 30 minutes, or simply grind them 
into a powder for a delicious addition to soups and stocks. The possibilities for drying mushrooms are endless. 
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The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) prohibits discrimination in all its programs and activi-
ties on the basis of race, color, national origin, age, disability, and where applicable, sex, marital 
status, familial status, parental status, religion, sexual orientation, genetic information, political 
beliefs, reprisal, or because all or part of an individual's  income is derived from any public assis-
tance program.  (Not all prohibited bases apply to all programs.)  Persons with disabilities who 
require alternative means for communication of program information (Braille, large print, audio-
tape, etc.) should contact USDA’s TARGET Center at (202) 720-2600 (voice and TDD).  To file a 
complaint of discrimination, write to USDA, Director, Office of Civil Rights, 1400 Independence 
Avenue, S.W., Washington, DC 20250-9410 or call (800) 795-3272 or (202) 720-6382 (TDD).  
USDA is an equal opportunity provider and employer. 

 
The University of the District of Columbia is an Equal Opportunity Affirmative Action institution.  
The University prohibits discrimination or harassment against any person on the basis of the ac-
tual or perceived actual race, color, religion, national origin, sex, age, disability, sexual orientation, 
gender identity or expression, family responsibilities, matriculation, political affiliation, marital 
status, personal appearance, genetic information, familial status, source of income, status as a 
victim of intrafamily offense, place of residence or business, or status as a covered veteran, as 
provided for and to the extent required by District and Federal statutes and regulations.  This pol-
icy covers all program, services policies, and procedures of the University, including admission to 
educational programs and employment.  The University emphasizes the recruitment of minorities, 
women, disabled individuals, disabled veterans, Vietnam era veterans, and other eligible veter-
ans. 
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