
96. 

POISON PLANTS IN THE G.ARIJEN 

Some 18 commonly grown garden plants are known to be 
toxic and many local home gardens have five or six of them. 
Several other species can cause skin ailments. 

To be grown so commonly, these plants must have a 
useful purpose and it is not suggested that they should not 
be grown. 

But it is important that their dangers are known 
and that children are warned. Stock-owners should be av.rare 
of the hazards of allowing stock to browse in gardens and of 
disposing of toxic garden clippings where stock may reach 
them. 

Poison plants have been known to man since very 
early times. The ancient Greeks and Romans were acquainted 
with them 9 and so were the Hindus, as evidenced by Sanskrit 
texts written as early as 900 B.C. 

Many of the primitive peoples of the world possess 
a knowledge of poison plants which the,y make use of in arrow· 
poisons 9 fish poisons 9 hallucigenic drugs used in sacrificial 
and spiritual rites, love potions 9 abortifacients, and in a 
host of medicj_n.al preparations. Many of these plants vrhen 
taken in excess may cause poisoning and death. 

Through the ages, poison plants, for one reason or 
another have been cultivated as garden subjects the world 
over. These plants present a great hazard to very young 
children 9 who have not learnt of the dangers of chewing at 
plants. Cases of plant poisoning in our modern society are 
most prevalent among children. Children have to be protected 
by keen vigilance to see that they do not chew at plants. 
They must be told of the dangers of garden plants. 

Certain plants, by virtue of their contained latex 
(milky sap), gum, resin, or sap 9 act corrosively, or as an 
irritant, or by the setting up of an allergic reaction in the 
skin. They may cause blistering, dermatitis, rash and even 
temporary blindness on contact with the cornea. Feople 
susceptible to skin ailments are strongly advised to wear 
gloves and to cover themselves when handling plants. The 
danger of touching the eyes after handling plants must always 
be borne in mind. 

Plants that are poisonous when eaten may affect the 
patient in a variety of ways, d~pending upon the species of 
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plant eaten and upon the toxic principle 9r principles 
contained in the plant. Some plants affect the heart 9 others 
the alimentary systeJ;tJ._9 _ the n.eryous system or the respiratory 
system, When seeking Medical treatment 9 the person affected 
would be advised to take a specimen of the offending plant 
to the attending medical practitioner. Knowing the cause 
could be useful in deciding treatment to be given. 

If and when an ingested plant causes sickness or 
distress, do · not hesitate to seek medical treatment. The 
sooner the treatment, the l ess serious the r esult. 

In this article no attempt has been made to include 
plants, the sawdust of which is known to produc e dematitis 
in sawmill workers. Nor have those plants whose pollen or 
spores are known to cause respiratory allergy been list ed. 
Only the more important or better known plants found under 
cultivation in Western Australian gardens, are included. 

y1ants Capable of Causing Skin Ailments, 

Ca.J2sicwn annuum, Chilli. The fruits can cause 
local skin irritation and burning of the eyes. When ingested 
it can cause, by its irritant action, enteritis with conse­
quent diarrhoea. 

Echium .~~a.J,1taginewn, Paterson's Curse, Viper's 
bugloss. · Originally introduced as a cultivated subject and 
now more common as a weed, this plant by abrasive action of 
its stiff hairs and possible allergic reaction, is capable 
of causing rash when handled by susceptible persons. 

E,uphorbia spp. Several Euphorbia species including 
Eh._~~herrima, Poinsettia, E. tirucalli, Naked lady, E. milii 9 

Crown-of-thorns, and E. marginata, Snow-on-the-Mountain, found 
as garden subjects are corrosive in action when handled. The 
latex is irritant, causing temporary blindness on contact with 
the eye, and blistering to tender portions of the skin. When 
eaten the plants induce vomiting and purging and delirium 
preceding death. 

Hedera helix, Ivy. This plant has caused skin rash, 
blist ering and inflammation when handled. The berries are 
said to be poisonous to children who have eaten them, 

Narcissus ]2i3eudo-narcissus, Daffodil, The sap from 
the cut stems of this plant has caused dermatitis. The plant 
is poisonous ·when eaten, causing inflammation of the digestive 
tract and convulsions 9 sometimes with fatal results. The 



Jonquil, N. jonguilla 9 is also poisonous 9 as are some of the 
other members of the Amaryllidaceae, the family to which these 
plants belong. Amaryllis belladonna 9 Crinum spp. 9 and Nerine 
spp. are examples. 

Rhus spp. Species of Rhus are capable of causing 
skin irritation. The most sev~form is caused by 
R. toxicodendron 9 Poison Ivy, with severe irritation and 
blistering of the skin, while an intense swelling of the face, 
which may spread to other parts of the body, is characteristic. 

Schinus terebinthifolius, Japanese Pepper. A 
susceptible person who deliberately drew a branch of this 
plant across an arm, came up with severe dermatitis on the 
portion touched, The fruit of this plant and the related 
S. molle, Pepper tree, are toxic when ingested in quantity, 
producing irritation in the throat, vomiting and diarrhoea. 

Plants Poisonous When Eaten. 

~thera spectabilis, Winter Sweet. The whole 
plant is highly poisonous 9 and. the eat ing of the fruit by 
children has resulted in deaths. The symptons of poisoning 
by this plant are severe, gastriontestinal irritation with 
digitalis-like cardiac effects • 

. Caesalpinia gilliesii 9 Bird of Paradise. 
and seeds are said to be poisonous to children. 
of pc:i-isoning are vomiting and diarrhoea. 

The pods 
The symptons 

·conium maculatum 1 Hemlock. Poisonings by this plant 
have been recorded in humans, more especially in children who 
may mistake the leaves of hemlock for parsley, or may chew 
the seeds or make whist les or pea-shooters from the stem. 
Hemlock is a narcotic plant, the symptoms of poisoning being 
a general and gradual ,Neakening of muscular power. Loss of 
sight may occur, and death results from gradual paralysis. 

_Q_Qtoneaster spp. 9 Cotoneaster. The fruit of these 
plants yield hydrocyanic acid, particularly after heavy frost. 
Children who have eaten the fruit in this condition have 
become violently sick. 

Datura arborea, Angel's trumpet. The fruit and seeds 
of this plant are poisonous 9 and have been the cause of human 
fatalities. The contained toxic principles are alkaloids. 
The symptoms of poisoning are drynesS' of throat and increasing 
thirst in the early stage~ disturbance of vision, followed 
quickly by giddiness, flushing of the face, and sometimes 



headache, restlessness, and a kind of inebriation on attempting 
to walk • . . The restlessness increm~es and the patient ultimately 
be come~ widly delirious and.incohirent. The · pupils of the eyes 
are widely dilated 9 the heart rate quickened, The violent 
delirium changes ·. dramatically to a low muttering type of 
exhaustion, which 1.rnhers in coma and finally death. 

'Dieffenbachia seguine, Dumb-Gane. This plant· was 
formerly used for torturing slaves in the West Indies. Persons 
chewing on the stem are rendered speechless. The plant 
contains needles of oxalates and an unlmown toxin which 
produces a tingb.ng pain to the lips and mouth, and causes 
vomiting if swallowed. 

Duranta repen§_, Duranta. The fruits are said to 
cause illness and death in children, with symptoms of sleep­
in.ess, high temperature 9 rapid pulse and convulsions. 

Ipomoea spp. 9 Morning Glory. 
especially the seeds of these plants 
compounds 9 poisonous to humans, The 
derivatives have been used in modern 

The fruit and 
can contain hallucigenic 
contained lysergic acid 
medicine. 

!iabtirnum vulgare 9 Laburnum, The leaves and seed.s 
oJ this plant are poisonous. The seeds, which are the most 
toxic part, have been eaten by children who have been 
poisoned ·by doing so. Th(:; alkaloid cytisine is said to be the 
toxic pr inciple. The symptoms of poisoning are vomiting, 
purging 9 tetanic spasms .and convulsions. 

Lantana camara, Lantana. The fruit is said to be 
poisonous, and children have frequently been made ill through 
eating them. 

Ligustrum y_ulgarG, Privet. The berries have been 
recorded as being lethal to children. The signs and symptoms 
of poisoning are vomiting, diarrhoea, weak pulse, subnormal 
·i:;emperature and cofuess of body, muscular twi tchings and 
convulsions . 

Melia azedarach, Cape lilac, White cedar. The fruits 
of this plant are poisonous and have caused death of children 
eating them. The symptoms include nausea, vomiting, diarrhoea, 
laboured breathing and palpi tEJ,tion .• 

perium oleander, Oleander. Almost since the dawn 
of medical history of this plant has been knowil to be poisonous. 
All parts of the plant are poisonous, and provide a source 
of danger to young children. Children have bee~ fatally 
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poisoned through ea-cmg one flavver. Poisoning has followed 
· the eating of meat cooked on skewers made from the wood? and 
from the eating of porridge stirred with oleander twigs. 
Inhaling smoke from burning oleander stems can produce symptoms 
of poisoning. Two toxic gluco-sides have been isolated from 
the plant, These are said to have a digitalis-like action, the 
chief effect being to slow the heart. The symptoms of 
poisoning in humans are nausea, vomiting, colic 9 dizziness, 
staggering gait, dilation of the pupil 9 sanguineous diarrhoea, 
cardiac weakness and death preceded by coma. 

Prunus spp. The kernels of apricot and plum may 
cnntain sufficient hydrocyanic acid to cause poisoning of 
humans 9 and have caused the death of at least one child. The 
symptoms of poisoning are vertigo? mental dimness 9 headache 
and :palpitation, followed by dyspnoea (often marked) and 
finally unconsciousness with convulsions. Ultimately the 
respiration stops after a period of difficulty. 

Ricinus communis, Castor-oil plant. The seeds of 
th1s plant are poisonous, causing purging with nausea and 
vomiting, Tvvo to three seeds can constitute a fatal dose to 
c1.n adult human. Sometimes a choleraic condition is produced, 
the signs and symptoms of which are restlessness, pinched 
f8atures, cold clammy skin, marked thirst 9 small rapid pulse 
and cramps in the muscles of the calf and abdominal wall. The 
stools are not of the cholera type. The sufferer may become 
d:cor-rsy and even stuporose, but in many cases consciousness 
is retained 9 although the patient may be in a state of collapse. 

~ pseudo-8.£_(2_,acia 9 False Acacia. The bark, 
leaves and flowers are said to be toxic, Children have been 
poisoned from chewing the bark which is said to be sweet like 
licorice. The symptoms of poisoning are repeated vomiting, 
slee1Jiness, dilation of the pupil and convulsions. 

Sarnbucus spp. 9 Elder. There are records of this 
plant being poisonous when eaten by humans, with severe purging? 
sometimes followed by paralysis and death. 

Solanum spp. The fruits of s .everal cultivated species 
of Solcmum have been reported as poisonous, and have caused 
illness in children. 

Thevetia -peruviana, Yellovr Oleander. '.I.1he eating of 
the fruit of this plant by children has resulted in death. All 
parts of the-plant are very poisonous, especially the kernel 
of -che fruit. Symptoms of poisoning are similar to Oleander. 
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Zant·ec:i-e·schia aethinp-rd·rr;-···:A.rurir·Lii'y~ 'All.parts of th~ .. 
plant contain sharp crystals. _pf'. ;·gx_9:J,._~-:t;~ _ and an @k:no.vm toxin .... ·_. . 
When eaten the plant causes derrriati ti§.,. swelling··-· qf_ t1-;i.e-- tongu:e ' 
and throat and severe illness. Children who are .poisoned by · 
this plant are attracted by and usually eat the white spathe 
or the yellow spadix. 

(Journal of Agriculture Western Australia January 1966) 

; . ' . SHRIMP BREEDING 

The Soviet Institute bf -Marine Fishing and Oceanography 
is studying the possibility of cultivating shrimps in the 
water reservoirs of peat-fired power stations. ~liter previous 
attempts to breed sweet-water Far East shrimps in pther 
reservoirs failed, the problem was sol ve_d when sev~fEL+ , shrimps . 
accidentally got into the water reservoir of a pow·$r · station 
together with fish fry let in to clear '" it of plantso .. The 
even temperature of 35 deg. C. 9 and · the soft peat vve..te:::­
provided an excellent medium in which the shrimps ,could breed. 
In a few years the nurrnber of shrimps has reached . several 
hundred thousand in one reservoir. 

(World Fishing London · February 1966) 

SJJBME.liS_IBLE DI SCQ.VE-RIES 

The 16-foot research s{ibmar:i.~e'- .A.sherah has produced 
a number of interesting discoveries while in use by scientists 
of the U.S. Bureau of Commercial Fisheries Biological 
Laboratory in Honolulu. Vihile working at a depth of 600 
feet off the island of Oahu, scientists spotted schools _of 
commercially:--valu,able -skipjack tuna, which .had not been 
previously knowp. .to _dive .so deep. In some areas plankton 
were obs.erved in tremendous concentrations - -an estimated 50 
to 1 C50 t ,im_es . as, plentiful as some scientists formerly belived. 
Large lobs . .t.~_rs qf. a type considered rare in Hawaii were seen 
under crevices in great numbers. At ;'one spot 9 at depths 
between 290 and 360 feet, observers were startled to see a 
school of fish swimming upside down. The reason for this 

. peculiar behaviour is unknown. 

(Sea Secrets Miami January 1966) 


