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INTRODUCTION
The dry rot fungus (Serpula lacrymans)
previously known as Merulius lacrymans, is
the most important timber decay fungus in
buildings in Europe and is of serious con-
cern in Japan and Australia (Singh 1991, 1992
& 1993, Koch 1991, Doi 1983 and Thornton
1991). Not only does the fungus bring about
the dramatic decay of timber, but it is able
to spread through a building from one timber
location to another across non-nutritional
surfaces. The fungus has a serious impact on
the U.K. housing stock and also causes con-
cern in conservation and preservation of
buildings of historic and architectural merit.

The ravages of the dry rot fungus are
familiar as is the destruction caused by at-
tempts to eradicate it, including the use of
chemicals. The remedial chemical timber
treatment not only causes damage to the
health of occupants, but also causes concern
to the environmental health authorities. The
lack of understanding of its biology and
ecology has led to this radical treatment,
hence considerable damage to the building
fabric.

The fungus has occupied a specialised
ecological niche in buildings in Europe with
its unique biology, and is not known to oc-
cur in the wild, except in the Himalayas
(Bagchee 1954). The search was made to
gather more information about a fungus of
great intrinsic scientific interest with a view
to understanding its biology, ecology and
genetics in the wild. We hope that fundamen-
tal scientific knowledge gained through
multidisciplinary research should enable us
to reach a better understanding of the fungus
and to develop safer, more effective and
ecological control techniques and strategies.

Recorded outbreaks of Serpula lacrymans
(M. lacrymans) in India
Bagchee searched the forests of the

western Himalayas from 1929 to 1952, and
found fruiting bodies of the true dry rot
fungus (S. lacrymans) on stumps, fallen logs
and in buildings (some of them were partially
destroyed by fire) (Bagchee, 1954). Serpula
lacrymans was also observed on stone walls
at Jandrighat, Dalhousie (7000 to 8000ft. a.s.L.)
and on logs in the forest of Gulmarg, Jam-
mu & Kashmir (1200 to 1300ft. a.s.l.) (Rattan,
1977). The majority of these findings in the
forests were made on the stumps and logs
of Picea smithiana, Abies pindrow and Pinus
griffithii and in the buildings on Picea morin-
da. The various developmental stages, for ex-
ample fan shaped mycelium strands and
young to mature sporophores were all
recorded in the wild (Bagchee, 1954). The
fruit bodies of the True dry rot fungus
developed in nature under dim light condi-
tions on the lower surface of logs in contact
with soil or on the cut surfaces. It was assum-
ed from this that the species in the Himalayas
lives in nature, contrary to northern Europe,
and from there is introduced into houses
either as spores or as mycelium in attacked
wood. _

Together with Serpula lacrymans a
number of other wood-destroying fungi were
found, e.g. Fomitopsis rosea, Poria carbonia,
Gloeophyllum subferruginea and sometimes
also Trichaptum abietinum.

During the 1992 expedition the herbarium
at the Forest Research Institute in Dehra
Dun, U.P. India was visited and the dried
material of Serpula lacrymans (M. lacrymans]
studied with kind help of Dr M D Mahrotra,
head of the Forest Mycological Laboratory.

Over a period of 23 years the True dry rot
fungus was found in the area between Simla
and manadi in approximately 13 well-
documented instances. Since 1954 no finds
have been published from Dehra Dun. Ac
cording to Dr Sujan Singh (former head of
forest pathology) this absence of finds may





















