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Unit 3: Chestnuts in Trouble 

 
 
 

 
 
There were once almost 4 billion American chestnut trees in eastern North 
America. Around the year 1900 many American chestnut trees started to get 
sick and die. In 1904 scientists found a fungus called chestnut blight was 
causing the trees to get sick, and most of the American chestnut trees died.  

 

 
 

There are many fungi in the forest, and most of them are very helpful to the 
trees! Some of them send messages and nutrients between the trees through 
their mycelium. Some fungi eat the dead stumps, logs, and branches which 
makes new soil for the forest. Some fungi though, can hurt the trees. These 
fungi are called parasitic fungi.  
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If a group of trees is familiar with a certain pathogen (which is what we call 
things that make us sick) they start to produce their own medicine to fight it 
off! Through the mycelial network of the friendly fungi trees can share 
things like water, nutrients, and chemical compounds to help fight 
pathogens. This kind of communication can take a long time though, so if a 
brand new pathogen gets introduced the trees don’t have the medicine to 
heal themselves. This invasive pathogen can take the lives of many trees, 
and the loss of one tree affects its whole forest community.  
 
Would you like to see how the mycelial network of the forest works? Grab a 
few friends and give this a try! 
 
You will need about 8 people (but more is better!) and four differently 
colored balls (clean rolled up socks, bean bags, or even pinecones work well 
too!). Have everyone scatter themselves like trees growing in a forest. Begin 
passing three of the balls randomly between each other, but no tossing and 
remember to keep your roots in the ground! These balls represent resources: 
water, nutrients, and chemical signals being passed from tree to tree.  
 
When you are ready, add the final ball. This is the invasive pathogen! If you 
get passed the invasive pathogen you must sit down after handing it to 
someone else. You are now a stump, and are no longer in the mycelial 
network. Remember trees, no tossing the balls and no moving around, if you 
cannot reach another tree you must hold on to your resources.  
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Suggested follow up questions: 
 What happened to the resources?  
 

Are all the trees still able to pass them along to each other?  
 
Are there any trees with no resources at all?  
 
Did parts of the forest die off faster than others?  
 
How do you think the other plants, animals, and fungi were affected 

by the loss of the trees?  
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