
61FANTASTIC FUNGI                                IN THE CLASSROOM

HANDOUT ONE 

“MUSHROOMS TO THE PEOPLE,” WILLIAM PADILLA-BROWN

WILLIAM PADILLA-BROWN is a social entrepreneur, citizen scientist, mycologist, amateur phycologist, urban shaman, poet, father, 
and founder of MycoSymbiotics LLC, a mycological research and mushroom-production business based in New Cumberland, 
Pennsylvania. 

It’s never too late to follow your dreams. My own journey toward becoming a mycologist and community 
organizer had its ups and downs, but I wouldn’t trade it for the world. I dropped out of high school 
when I was sixteen because it was interfering with my education. I realized at a young age that a lot of 
people weren’t learning what they really needed in order to live a successful life, so I started to seek 
an alternative lifestyle. Mushrooms and permaculture design science became the key to unlocking that 
potential for me.

I started by doing a lot of internet research and attending workshops and ultimately developing a 
nontraditional, independent education system for myself. I met a lot of gardeners and permaculture 
scientists in my area, and as I got more involved with them, I realized that most knew little about 
mushrooms, and yet every single one had mushrooms in their garden. So I researched some more and 
discovered that no one in a hundred-mile radius of where I lived had information on mushrooms or was 
teaching anybody about them.

Now I’m a mycologist, a mushroom farmer, a certified permaculture designer, and an educator. I focus 
a lot of my time on understanding patterns and then designing techniques to bring that knowledge into 
urban settings. I focus on teaching people in inner cities how they can use this information and these 
sciences to alleviate economic stress and build a better life for themselves. I go to farmers markets 
and work with children to increase their ecological literacy. I’m basically exposing these people to new 
realities, showing them that there are other ways to live that won’t get them arrested. I see a lot of 
people who don’t know where their food comes from, who don’t know how they’re connected to their 
community, who don’t know how they’re connected to the environment. In the inner city, most folks 
haven’t had the opportunity to walk out in nature, and those that have often haven’t had the education to 
understand what it is they’re experiencing.

I also see a lot of food deserts in urbanized areas where there aren’t a lot of grocery stores, and when 
there are stores, you see mostly packaged and processed foods—certainly not a lot of fresh food. Local 
folks have no relationship with the food they eat. So if I can show them real food, especially food that’s 
grown right there in their community, they start to get it, they start to understand the holistic world they 
live in. Seeing healthy, nutritious food right in front of them—especially mushrooms, because they are 
so nutrient-dense—and knowing where that food comes from, that is the way to open people up to new 
possibilities that will have a very real and positive impact on their lives.

I implement a lot of my work through MycoSymbiotics, a mycological research and production business I 
started in 2015. We don’t have a website per se, but we do have a comprehensive blog, podcasts, and a 
robust social media presence. Our home base in Lemoyne, Pennsylvania, just outside of Harrisburg, has a 
laboratory and a mushroom farm that we utilize for educational purposes. People can tour our facilities
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and get hands-on with the science there, but I also take everything on the road. A lot of people can’t 
afford to get out of the city on a regular basis, so I teach at schools and various events to bring this 
information to places that otherwise would never get it. I’ll also go to urban farms and inner-city 
permaculture farms like Baltimore’s Charm City, where I teach or plant mushrooms and learn what others 
are doing. 

I first started growing mushrooms in a closet, then expanded into my home, and became very passionate 
about cultivating gourmet and medicinal mushrooms in small spaces. And so my approach to mushroom 
farming is different from conventional methods that use multi-million-dollar laboratories and farming 
operations. I focus on developing low-tech techniques that anyone can apply. I know of other mycologists 
who are experimenting with similar techniques, and we share our knowledge and experience. Bringing 
this work and these mushrooms to more people reflects the spirit of what we’re all doing. These new 
techniques utilize agricultural wastes and urban wastes like coffee grounds and cardboard to create low-
cost environments for cultivating mushrooms. Mushroom “farms” can then be built in barns and sheds 
and basements, all places that are easily accessible to most people. For a little bit of money you can get a 
very big yield.

I also have a strong interest in mycomedicinal mushrooms. Both of my grandparents on my mother’s side 
passed away from cancer; they were taking all sorts of pills and living very uncomfortably by the end of 
their lives. If only they’d known about some of these immunomodulators, like the reishi mushroom. I’m 
especially interested in the cordyceps fungi, specifically Cordyceps militaris, which is another powerful 
immune system booster. People from all over the world send me specimens. I’m looking to create resilient 
commercial strains for an emerging microculture of cordyceps farmers. This sort of farming is very new to 
the United States. People have been farming cordyceps mycelium for medicinal products for some time, 
but the farming of the actual cordyceps fruit body was initiated by myself over the past two years. My goal 
is to increase its production and get it out to the masses.

In addition to that, I’m always seeking gourmet and medicinal cultures everywhere I go. If I find a fungal 
specimen that’s doing something interesting, maybe growing in an odd location or playing some kind of 
mycoremediation role, breaking down something funky, I bring it back to the lab and study it. I share the 
information with my friends in this wonderful mycelial network that I’ve become a part of to see what they 
can figure out. Our objective is to identify different genetic barcodes and see if maybe we’ve found a new 
species or something to add to the developing phylogenic tree. I believe that DNA analysis will just keep 
getting bigger as an analytical tool.

Follow Your Bliss
Many people around me thought mushrooms were weird, but that’s where my passion went, and I followed 
it. The journey has been incredible and fulfilling. I feel like I’m really helping people in my community, 
feeding them and providing medicines that might heal them. My experience has taught me how important 
it is for individuals to follow the things they’re interested in, regardless of what others say, especially when 
it’s something that is ethical and ecological and that can help us all live more holistically on the planet. 
Do what you love, give it your best, and share it. The people who will support you may not be in your 
immediate community, but they’re out there.


