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Atlas of Poisonous Plants

Despite an appreciable, but
unassessed, incidence of poisoning,
and despite the existence of an
extensive literature, few medical
men know much about poisonous
plants and the effects of their toxing
on the human body. The situation
is not helped by the wide variation
that characterizes so many facets of
the subject. In this atlas, 16
examples of common poisonous
plants from various parts of the
world have been sclected from many
hundreds of species.

Dr. de Wit bas been Ordinarius Professor of
Botany for the tropics and subtropics in the
University for Agricalture at Wageningen
since 1958, After a classical education, he
chtained a degree in bilogy at Amsterdam
University. In 1938, be went to South Africa
and from there, in 1940, to Java where he was
attached to the Royal Botanic Gardens at
Buitenzorg (now Kebon Raya Indonesia,
Bogor). He obiained a doctor’s degree at the
University of South Africa in 1942, in ad-
dition 1o the M.Sc. In 1946, be returned to
The Netherlands, and in 1951 was appointed
senior leciurer at the University of Leyden and
at the University for Agriculture at Wage-
ningen. Dr. de Wit bas published papers on
taxonomy and historical botamy; he is the
anthor of books on aquatic plants and of the
three-volume work, “The World of Plants™.

18

Thc number of persons poisoned by
plants cannot be assessed accurately.
Symptoms vary from the negligible to
death; moreaver there is the problem of
where to draw the line. A wvariety of
transient symptoms due, for instance, to
smoking too much tobacco could be
blamed, strictly speaking, on poisoning
by a plant; and a medicinal dose of castor
oil produces symptoms that, in other
contexts, would certainly be acknowl-
edged as poisoning. (Castor oil does in
fact contain a moderate amount of toxic
agents.)

As a rule, only sudden and severe cases
of accidental poisoning come to the
physician’s notice, but he may sometimes
find himself faced with chronic com-
plaints, Poisoning is usually due to eating
parts of the plant — the fruits, seeds, ot
leaves — but other possibilities that may
give rise, for example, to skin eruptions,
eye irritation, allergic symptoms, etc.,
should not be forgotten.

Wide variation in toxicity

Although the toxic agents in many
plants are known, the degtee of toxicity
varies widely even within a single species.
There appear to exist “physiological
races”, and this may in some cases explain
contradictory reports. A well-known
example is the black nightshade, Solansm
nigrum, a weed that grows near all human
habitation and is of world-wide distribu-
tion outside the tropics. Its black, sweet-
tasting berries are frequently eaten by
children at play, many of whom are poi-
soned. Nevertheless, there are reports of
the berties’ being eaten without harm,
and there is evidence, often overlocked,
that a closely related species, 5. america-
num, grows in North America and may
have different poisonous properties,

In addition, the effect of toxic agents in
herbs varies widely from person to per-
son depending, among other factors, on
age, sex, and state of health. Common
plants (weeds} are a particular danger to

children, who may eat berries or young
pods (e.g. Cytisus, golden shower).
Many poisonous plants have curative
properties but only if correctly admin-
istered. Clearly, therefore, ‘“healing
hetbs™ or seeds, sold in shops to the gen-
eral public without medical control (ex-
act diagnosis, conditions for treatment)
or botanical control {identification) are a
potential danger. Dirug taking (marihua-
na, lysergic acid diethylamide — LSD) is
a current phenomenon; prepated parts of
some species of hemp (Cannabir) and the
red skin of the hood of the fly mushroom
(Amanita muscaria) are among the means
for evoking psychic experiences, Again,
it seems dithcult to know when and
where to speak of plant “poisoning”; a
related species of Amanita produces a
yearly death roll from mushroom poison-
ing. In many instances, it just depends on
the dose whether a plant is to be consider-
ed poisonous, beneficial, or, occasional-
ly, a relatively harmless stimulant.
Surprises are always possible. Plants re-
puted toxic may prove to be harmless,
and under exceptional circumstances (et-
rors in harvesting or storage, for example)
the reverse may be the case,

Symptoms are extremely variable; vomit-
ing and diatrhoea, abdominal pains and
colics, impaired vision and dizziness, and
palpitations and clouding of the con-
sciousness are among the most fre-
quently observed.

If an acute case of plant poisoning is sus-
pected, there is rarely time for laboratoty
investigations,and even with these, it may
prove very difficult, if not impossible,
to identify the plant with certainty. The
more practical approach is to trace close-
ly the patient’s contacts with plants due-
ing, say, the 48 hours before the symp-
toms were noticed. By obtaining, if at all
possible, a specimen of the suspected
plant, and demanding instant information
from a botanical institute (herbarium), a
pharmacological institute, or a poisons
centre, the name of the plant, the identity
of the toxic agent, and perhaps the spe-
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cific antidote may often be discovered.
Until then, or in the absence of such in-
formation, treatment is symptomatic.

The science of poisonous plants, outside
the limits of medicine, is a large and
specialized subject with an extensive
literature. Two books that contain hun-
dreds of references, as well as a vast
amount of information that reaches far
beyond the area specifically treated, are
The Medicinal and Poisonous Plants of
Southern and Eastern Africa by J. M. Watt
and M. G. Breyer-Brandwijk (2nd ed.,
1962), and Poisonous Plants of the United
States and Canada by ]. M. Kingsbury

(1964).
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