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Photo by Evelyn Ruehr
We had a wonderful meeting at Mighty Cap Mushrooms in Paso Robles. Read all
about it starting on page 3.

November Meeting
Saturday, November 13th, 2021
My Blue Heaven Blueberry Farm
Location: 1035 Evy Lane, Arroyo Grande, CA
Time: 1 pm: Gathering and socializing; 1:30 pm: Meeting begins.
Our November meeting will take place at Roxy and Don's blueberry farm in
Arroyo Grande!
A note from Roxy, member of our local chapter:
Hey All…..
Looking forward to seeing you at Ye Ol’ Blueberry Farm… We are
taking the blueberries in a bit of a different direction this year, so by
the time our meeting arrives, who knows what it will look like. We
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have discovered that Blueberries are a bit of an anomaly with
persnickety characteristics… No matter how much I read, or get
professional advice, they like to “switch it up” for us. So after 13
years (actually they were supposed to die off after 10) we are still
figuring it out. They are full of blooms right now, so we have decided
not to cut them back which is usually required by this time, for a nice
spring crop.
We live on a cul-de-sac- so you will have to walk a bit to the house.
We have a long uphill driveway so it is easier for you to walk through
the middle of the blueberry rows, to the right, and up to the grass
area.
Watch your step please due to chicken potholes, goats and grandkid
projects…better to wear close toed shoes.
Unfortunately I have little to NO shade, so of course, a hat and
sunscreen.
I did propagate some blueberry plants…They are in 5 gallon
containers and are called “Sharp Blue”. They are doing well, and will
sell them for $20.00 -$25.00 each. Money goes to CRFG.
I’m praying for rain, but asked kindly it not rain on November 13th.

Upcoming CRFG Central Coast Chapter Elections
Remember that our chapter's board member elections will be held in December.
We need volunteers to fill these positions. Please start thinking about how you
can help in 2022.
We will need at least one new co-chair, a newsletter editor, and a group of
program coordinators to find locations for meetings and follow up with potential
hosts.
Don't be shy if you are new to the Chapter or think you don't know much about
fruit trees. That's not a requirement for any volunteer position: you just need a
willingness to help. You can find the list of positions and the names of those who
are currently filling them on our website at https://www.crfg-central.org/about
(scroll to the bottom of the page).
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October 8, 2021 Meeting

Photo by Evelyn Ruehr
Our October meeting was devoted entirely to enjoying the Mighty Cap Mushrooms
venue since we had no agenda items. A big thank you to our co-chair Alisha for
contacting Mighty Cap Mushrooms and setting up this event for us. We received
a lot of positive feedback about this meeting - it was a clearly one of the favorites
of the members who attended.
This meeting took place on a Friday due to Mighty Cap Mushrooms' participation
in a Farmers' Market on Saturdays. Our hosts Ren and Chris ran three tours for
the 32 of us who attended that day. The attendees were divided into separate
tour groups because of limited space inside the facility. Those who attended did
an excellent job of following the RSVP instructions precisely, much to my delight.
Well done! Thank you also to members of tour group 4 for merging with tour
group 3, and saving our hosts from having to run a fourth tour.
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Mighty Cap Mushrooms
608 Caballo Place, Paso Robles
Our hosts: Chris Batlle, Ren Gomes, Brandon Janikowski

Ren and Chris share the story of Mighty Cap Mushrooms.

Photo by Mike Orvis
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How did Mighty Cap Mushrooms come to be?
Ren and Chris were sitting outside Ren's house on the hills northwest of Paso
Robles one evening, drinking whiskey, chatting, and contemplating the old shell
of a warehouse on a neighboring hill.

View from the parking lot looking across to Ren's house, where the idea for
Mighty Cap Mushrooms first started.
Ren's grandparents purchased this acreage decades ago. Ren purchased his
property from his grandparents, and knew his uncle would be selling the
neighboring land including that rundown warehouse.
Ren suggested that he and Chris should go in to business together, renovate the
warehouse, and start growing mushrooms commercially.
Chris had become a mushroom growing enthusiast six years ago, and had
established a business growing and selling them two years prior. He and his wife
grew mushrooms in C trains in their backyard, modified to provide a sterile
environment.
Chris wasn't immediately enthusiastic about the idea. Eventually, though, he
warmed to it.
Ren and Chris started construction in May 2020, taking the warehouse down to
ground level. The two of them built a new 6000 square foot facility from the
ground up. They installed new siding, insulation, air handling, air conditioning,
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running water, electricity, a fogging machine, and flow hoods. They built a
kitchen, restroom, and three rooms specifically for growing mushrooms.
They accomplished all this in just two months.

The warehouse today.
Their water comes from a well and is sterilized using RO systems and filters
before use. This is done as much to protect the workers who breathe in the misty
air as it is to keep the environment sterile for the mushrooms.
Ren and Chris planned from the start that they would bring people through this
facility, which requires strict sterilization at all times. Thus the three rooms
where the mushrooms are grown contain windows so that we can see into them
without infecting these beautiful mushrooms with our nasty contaminates:
bacteria, mold, yeast, etc. that inevitably exist on our clothes, skin, hair, and
shoes.
They were successful, and the demand for their product made them realize they'd
need to cut down the time it took to grow each batch in order to increase their
output. Fortunately, Ren is a natural at engineering. Chris says they nicknamed
him “Rengineer.”
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Initially, Chris measured out the oak and soy husk pellets (the substrate in which
the mushrooms will grow) by hand. He'd need to measure out the correct
amounts and put them into 50 bags, a process which took up to 3
hours. Ren designed a device for measuring and dispersing these pellets into the
bags and the process of readying 50 bags now takes a mere 13 minutes.

Inside the structure next to the
warehouse.

Ren's device for
dispensing pellets.

They also realized they'd need more help, and
brought in their friend Brandon. Brandon had his
own mushroom growing business and brought
with him 8 years of experience.
The process begins when plastic bags are filled
with a mix of oak pellets (from an Amish farm,
“the cleanest you can get”) and soybean husk
pellets. The protein soy pellets helps the
mycelium grow five to six times faster than it
would on oak alone. These pellets contain no
binders and are completely organic. The mix is

Brandon dispenses pellets
into a bag.
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roughly 50/50, and Chris says this is pretty much a tried and true mix used by
mushroom growers at large.

Pellets hydrate in a bag.

Bags are loaded into the
sterilizer.

Water is then added and the bag is folded over
and set aside, allowing the pellets to hydrate to
pulp. 50 bags are then placed in a sterilizer,
brought up to 216 degrees and kept there for 14
hours to make sure the substrate cooks
thoroughly and is completely sterile.
Each full bag is referred to as a “brick,” and will
eventually bring forth about 5 pounds of
mushrooms.

Chris demonstrates how, if
the bag were full and ready to
go into the sterilizer, it is
folded over.
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In the lobby of the warehouse. The door to the inoculation room can be seen on
the right, the room where the mycelium grows to fill the bag is behind Chris,
and the door to the fruiting gallery is at the back.
After the bags and their contents are sterilized, the
sterilizer is rolled into the warehouse, and the bags are
allowed to cool. Each bag cools, shrinks, and vacuum
seals. There can be no contaminates over 5 microns due
to the 5 micron filter built into each bag. Now they're
ready to go into the inoculation room.
All the rooms in which the mushrooms grow need to be
extremely sterile. Yeast, mold, and bacterial all love to
grow in the same moist environments that mushrooms do.
Chris says when the staff need to go into the rooms in the
warehouse they shower thoroughly at home to remove as
many contaminates as possible. They then drive directly
to the facility, go inside, and don suits, masks, and
hairnets.
Bag with 5 micron
filter at the top, label
for date and batch at
the bottom.
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The inoculation room.
Opening the bags for inoculation is a critical time in the process. The inoculation
room is positively pressurized to keep out contaminates when the door is opened.
To prevent contaminants such as human tissue, bacteria, mold, yeast, etc.,
nothing must be above the bag when it is opened, including arms, hair, face, and
even one's breath. The bags are opened in the flow hood, which contains a 3
micron filter to help further minimize contamination. The bags are inoculated
with about one ounce of spawn material. The bags are sealed with an impulse
sealer, safe from further contamination. The inoculated and sealed bags then go
into the repurposed unheated dryer where they are tumbled to mix the spawn
with the oak/soy substrate.
The strains are purchased from “Cap N' Stem,” a seller of sterile, organic,
cryostored mushroom strains located in Maine. Note that the packages sent from
Maine must be refrigerated for the entire cross-country trip. If they get too
warm, the spores will start to grow en route.
The sealed bags are then housed in a second room where the mycelium is
allowed to grow. Initially these bags look like loaves of bread on bakers racks –
all you can see is the brown oak/soy substrate. But over the next 3 weeks as the
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mycelium consumes the substrate and the roots spread out and grow together,
the bags' contents slowly turn white.

Chris explains the purpose of the second room, where
the bags are stored and the mycelium begins to grow.
Note the air handling system above.
The CO2 given off by the developing mycelium is
pulled out through the bag's filter by the room's
negative pressure. Each bag gives off
approximately 2 BTUs daily. If too much spawn
was added, the excess heat will kill off the
mycelium. If too little spawn was added, any
bacteria in the mix will grow faster than the
mycelium.

The mycelium slowly fill the
bags.

Each mushroom variety requires its own
temperature and humidity conditions. Thus these
parameters are constantly tweaked to provide
optimum conditions for growth. Since
temperatures outside can range from over 110
degrees during the day to 50 degrees at night,
tweaking the AC and humidity is a challenging
process.
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If there is a problem with the contents of the bags, contamination or otherwise, it
won't be known for 3 weeks. The bags are checked daily.
The mycelium in each bag may grow at a different rate, adding to the complexity
of assessing when a bag is ready. But once the mycelium have filled the bag, it's
time for the next step in the process: the bags go to the fruiting chamber.
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In the hallway outside of the fruiting
chamber.

We admire the Lion's Mane
mushrooms. Photo by Dean Harrell

Mushrooms growing in the mist of
the fruiting chamber.

Mushrooms growing out of the slices
in the bags.
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The fruiting chamber environment is moist and cool. Here the bags are slit in
various ways: it might be in star patterns, it may be a Z shaped slash, or pokes.
Apparently each variety fruits best with a particular type of opening. The
openings force the mushrooms to grow separately instead of in one giant cluster.
The bags are kept around the mycelium to keep it from drying out. A fogger also
helps provide the mushrooms with the moist environment they love.

Photo by Dean Harrell

Photo by Deb Dight
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The fresh air in this chamber initiates pinion growth at the slits. If fresh air were
not used, Ren says the stems would be tall and the caps would be small. The
mushrooms are also shocked with slight temperature changes which cause them
to be firmer and have a longer shelf life. Each block is good for 1 to 1.5 flushes
(mushroom growths). After that the mycelium gets weak and dehydrates, and is
susceptible to contamination.

Photo by Deb Dight

Photo by Manny Magaña

Photo by Manny Magaña
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The types of mushrooms currently grown here are:
• Oysters
• King Trumpets
• Lions Mane (tastes just like Dungeness crab, they say)
• Italian Brown
• Black Pearl

These flyers were created by Mighty
Cap Mushrooms to provide specific
varietal information to their
customers.
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Mighty Cap Mushrooms does run test batches of other varieties, but this takes up
space for the mushrooms they are growing for sales. Chris says his favorite
mushroom is the Maitake, a mushroom also prized for its healing properties.
They're very difficult to grow- he says it took him 2 ½ years to learn how.
However, it was well worth it. He prefers the taste over even the prized
Chanterelles.
The mushrooms varieties have different flavors and textures. They can all be
baked or sauteed. Since Chris is also a chef, he can suggest ideas and recipes to
individuals and commercial venues.
Right now they sell out quickly of all the mushrooms they grow. Their clients are
restaurants and wineries in the SLO County area. Spoon Trade in Grover Beach
makes a cannelloni using oyster mushrooms from Mighty Cap Mushrooms. (Side
note: If you are looking for recipes, their vendor Cap N' Stem also has recipes on
their website.)
Wineries use their mushrooms in restaurants and tastings. In addition, Chris sells
to the public at Tin City in Paso Robles on Saturday mornings. Chris sets up his
tent right outside of the gourmet pasta company Etto Pastifico and says sales
have improved to the point where a line awaits him when he arrives.
Despite all of their combined experience
and success, the mushroom growing
process can still be problematic. Mistakes
and accidents still happen. Just the week
before our group visited, equipment
failures over a series of four days resulted
in batches that had to be thrown out.
Because of this they'll be experiencing
shortages of mushrooms for sales 3
weeks out.
This organic facility produces mushrooms
with almost zero waste. The used bricks
can and are used in compost by local
vineyards. The only waste product now is
the bag itself, but Ren has plans even for
that. He is hoping to work with Cal Poly
to convert the bags and spent mycelium
into styrofoam-like bricks for packing.
"Spent" bricks in bins outside the
back door await new life as compost.

They have other plans for the future. A
new sterilizer room will be built, and this
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walk-in, 4x6 square foot room will allow for production ramp up to 300 bags per
day (current production is around 60).
Eventually they want to install solar to help reduce their electricity costs.
At the end of our tours we were able to purchase mushrooms to take home to
enjoy. You can see why people say they're too beautiful to eat!
But, we still did.

Q & A Thanks to Jenny Weaver for this
explanation!
Q: What is the difference between spores and spawn?
A: Spore is equivalent to seed. A spore can have genetic differences from the
parent mushroom. Spawn is similar to grafting. It's taking mycelium from a
known mushroom that is a genetic clone.
Here's something from PennState Extension: "This grain/mycelium mixture is
called spawn, and spawn is used to 'seed' mushroom compost. Most spawn is
made with mycelium from a stored culture, rather than mycelium whose parent
was a spore. This is because each spore is likely to yield a new strain, and its
performance would be unpredictable."
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