
Oyster Mushrooms: A Welcome Addition for 

Year-Round Gardening 
 

By Mike Nuckols, Local Foods & Horticulture Program Manager 

Whether foraged or store-bought, I have found mushrooms to be a 
mysterious but prized ingredient. Like most people, I always thought 
there was some magic to growing them that was beyond my capability. 
How wrong I was. 

This past summer, Sue Gwise and I attended training for educators on 
specialty mushrooms offered through Cornell University. We quickly 
learned just how easy and cost-effective growing specialty mushrooms 
can be. Though the course covered methods for growing many species 
(from Lion’s Mane to Shitake), Sue and I both grew oyster mushrooms – 
with tremendous success. Whether you live on a farm or in an 
apartment, most anyone can grow these savory morsels using a few 
simple skills. 

Growing mushrooms is a lot like growing vegetables. The basic steps to 
growing vegetables are to plant seeds in healthy soil, keep them 
watered, provide lots of sunshine, eliminate pests and weeds, and 
harvest your crop. For mushrooms, you “plant” fresh spawn (mycelium) 
into a substrate (organic matter), keep it moist, and harvest the fruit. 
Competing fungi and microorganisms – like weeds and pests in a vegetable garden – can be controlled by 
sterilizing the substrate. This can be done in a variety of ways – from cooking the substrate in a pressure-
cooker to soaking it in an alkali mixture. Similar to buying plants starts from a nursery, you can also buy 
blocks of substrate ready to fruit, allowing you to skip many steps. 

Oyster mushrooms are a great choice for beginners interested in growing mushrooms. Full of rich umami 
flavor and meaty textures, oyster mushrooms can be used in a variety of dishes, ranging from pasta to stir 
fry. In addition to being a satisfying addition to vegetarian dishes, they are low in calories. Mushrooms 
contain nutrients like vitamin B6, thiamine, folate, iron, magnesium, zinc, manganese, riboflavin, niacin, 
pantothenic acid, phosphorus, potassium, and copper. In addition to having medicinal qualities by many 
cultures, mushrooms are essentially fat and cholesterol free.  

Though oyster mushrooms prefer to grow in straw and hardwood sawdust, they will grow on many different 
sources of lignin. In short, you can take garden waste and transform it into something edible! Examples 
include coffee grounds, brown cardboard, corn stalks, or even chopped up weeds. Hardwood pellets used for 
heating are another easy option as they are essentially sterile when you purchase them.  

With the right conditions, oyster mushrooms can be harvested in about 6-weeks from inoculation of the 
substrate. Indoors or out, they can be grown in any number of containers, from plastic bags to buckets. 
Outdoors, they can be grown in containers and even on logs, particularly those of less-desirable species such 
as balsam poplar. 

For home gardeners, oyster mushrooms can be a fun project that results in delicious outcome. For market 
gardeners, they can be a welcome addition to CSA bags or farmer’s market offerings. Furthermore, they can 
be grown at times of the year when other vegetable crops are unavailable, such as winter or early spring. 

Cornell Cooperative Extension of Jefferson County will be offering an introduction to growing these 
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wonderful mushrooms on January 16th. The $20 fee for this webinar includes a basic kit including straw, 
grain spawn, and grow bags. Details can be found on our webpage at http://ccejefferson.org/
events/2021/01/16/grow-your-own-oyster-mushrooms . 
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