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Despite an appreciable, but 
unassessed, incidence of poisoning, 
and despite the existence of an 
extensive literature, few medical 
men know much about poisonous 
plants a"d the effects of their toxins 
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 selected from many 
hundreds of species. 
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The number of persons poisoned by 
plants cannot be assessed accurately. 

Symptoms vary from the negligible to 
death; moreover there is the problem of 
where to draw the line. A variety 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, or 
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 degree 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, Solanum 
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 berries' being eaten without harm, 
and there is evidence, often overlooked, 
that a closely related species, S. 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 
herbs" 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. Drug taking (marihua­
na, lysergic acid diethylamide - LSD) is 
a current phenomenon; prepared parts of 
some species of hemp {Cannabis') and the 
red skin of the hood of the fly mushroom 
{Amanita muscarid) are among the means 
for evoking psychic experiences. Again, 
it seems difficult 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 (er­
rors in harvesting or storage, for example) 
the reverse may be the case. 
Symptoms are extremely variable ; vomit­
ing and diarrhoea, 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 laboratory 
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 dur­
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 h mits 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 J. M. Kingsbury 
(1964). 
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Fig. i . Datura stramonium ( thorn ap­
ple, Jamestown weed, Jimson weed, 
apple of Peru, tolguacha). World-wide 
distribution as a weed in temperate to 
subtropical areas. Widely branching, 
herbaceous plant, up to 5 ft tall. Flowers 
large, showy, trumpet-shaped, contain­
ing poisonous nectar. Erect, usually 
spiny, capsule, 2 in long, with basal skirt 
(calyx); it splits open by four regular 
valves; seeds numerous, poisonous. A 
number of alkaloids, e.g. atropine, hyo-
scyamine, in all parts. Large doses (eating 
of parts, decoction) may cause death; 
smaller doses cause varying symptoms 
(intense thirst, impaired vision, flushed 
skin) leading to convulsions and coma. 

Fig. 2. Ner ium oleander (oleander). 
Widely cultivated ornamental shrub in 
warm-temperate regions ; native of south­
ern Europe. Evergreen bushy shrub with 
long narrow leaves and clusters of 
showy, pink, red, or white flowers. All 
parts extremely toxic to man and all 
livestock. Meat barbecued on oleander 
sticks may cause severe poisoning. Vary­
ing toxicity in different varieties. Poisons 
are cardiac glycosides (oleandroside and 
nerioside) allied to digitalis glycosides 
and of similar physiological effect. Symp­
toms include increased pulse rate, dis­
coloration of the mouth, nausea, diz­
ziness, cardiac irregularities, dyspnoea, 
and coma. 

Fig. 3. Abrus precatorius (rosary pea, 
crab's-eye, precatory bean, jequirity 
bean). Cultivated as an ornamental climb­
er in warm climates; wild in Africa; also 
met with as a weed. A woody vine with 
blue-purple papilionaceous flowers and 
feathered leaves. Pods clustered, with 
seeds bright red and black, containing 
abrin (a phytotoxin), one of the most 
potent poisons known to science. Un­
broken seeds less dangerous and may pass 
without harm through the intestinal tract. 

F ig . 4. Taxus baccata (English yew, 
yew). Wild and cultivated throughout 
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