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  Introduction


  Pity the poor plants, firmly rooted, ensconced between rocks, stuck without arms and legs, unable to run and hide or defend themselves. They appear vulnerable, easy prey—food for man and beast, for insects, viruses, fungi, and bacteria. Yet, given all these handicaps they persist and flourish, paving the earth in color, sheltering the wilderness in timber and flowering our plates with sensual perfume and mouth-watering flavors. How is this possible? What makes them so successful? Chemistry! Yes, chemistry! Plants are prolific chemical factories producing prodigious amounts of unique compounds that stagger the mind, that resist the burning sun, that poison and incapacitate, that burn and itch, that empty the bowels and flush the stomach. Their chemical stew chokes lungs, swells sinuses, starts the heart, and purges the brain. See them there, sessile and brave, nakedly defying the elements, hiding under the sheltering tree, distilling poison—they are the alpha and omega, the food for all life, without them nothing exists. Make no mistake: Plants are the best thing to happen to you and this planet, so revel in their presence. Know their potential or pay the price of ignorance.


  Your quest for knowledge begins here, in the wild places of our planet uncovering the secrets of the unheralded gatekeepers of life. Start by reading chapter introductions to get a feel for content. Page through the book and see what plants you instantly recognize. Pause and explore the ones that intrigue. Take this guide into the field and into the garden. Paw it dirty. Stash it next to the commode within easy reach. Enjoy every page, again and again, until the book, the plants, and you are one. Then go forth, my friend, arrogantly, secure in the knowledge that all plants, the good, the bad and the ugly, have a purpose, and that purpose is you.


  Poisonous Wild Plants


  Wild plants with toxic properties pose potential threats to you, your children, livestock, and pets. If you cannot identify a plant, call your local extension center or home and garden education center for assistance. It is also important to realize many toxic plants must be consumed in considerable quantities for poisoning to occur, and often poisonous plants taste bitter or acrid, keeping children and pets from ingesting large amounts. Teach young children not to put unknown plants or plant parts in their mouths.


  If a child or anyone ingests a potentially poisonous plant, call your family doctor or nearest emergency room immediately. The number for the American Association of Poison Control Centers is (800) 222-1222. They can tell you if a plant is poisonous and what symptoms to expect with a particular toxin. Be prepared to provide the identity of the plant, time ingested, and presenting symptoms.


  
    Chapter One

  


  Poisonous Wild Plants


  In our wild places, toxic plants grow side by side with edible wild plants. Therefore, it is necessary for the intrepid forager to know the difference. Mistakenly eating poisonous lookalikes account for many of the calls to hospital emergency rooms. TO avoid this life-threatening inconvenience, learn what to look for and what to avoid. Here are a number of poisonous plants that grow in fields, forests, and wet areas. Find them, know them, and avoid them. Avoid their chemistry and live a long life.


  

  AMERICAN LIVERWORT
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    Sharp leaved hepatica. (Hepatica acutiloba)

  


  Ranunculaceae (Hepatica americana)


  Identification: Low-lying plant with liver-shaped leaves is one of the first flowers of spring. Six to eight petal flowers vary from white to blue. Compound leaves have 3 lobes. Stems and petioles are fragile and covered with silky white hairs. Plant grows to 6' in height in small colonies.


  Habitat: Typically found in hardwood forests around or near the base of trees—east of the Prairie to the east Coast, north to Ontario, and south to the Gulf.


  Toxins: Fresh plant is toxic in high doses. Toxin is ranunculin and its derivatives. Drying or cooking the plant denatures toxic chemistry.


  Symptoms: Extended skin contact with fresh plant and plant juices may cause dermatitis and produce difficult-to-heal blisters. Internally, protoanemonin is caustic to mucous membranes and may irritate the intestinal tract and urinary tract. Diarrhea and colic are symptomatic.


  First Aid: First aid for external contact and blistering is gentle cool-water irrigation; in professional medical treatment the physician may irrigate with dilute anti-infective potassium permanganate and then apply emollients. Ingestion may require gastric lavage and administration of activated charcoal, plus rehydration.


  ARROW ARUM
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  Araceae (Peltandra virginica)


  Identification: Arrow-shaped leaf, pinnate veins; green primitive-looking flower producing numerous pea-size seeds; often grows in large colonies in and around spatterdock (yellow pond lilies).


  Habitat: Wetland plant, edges of streams, marshes, fens. Grows in water and found across the United States except in desert areas and subtropical biomes.


  Toxins: All parts of the plant, including the flower and mature fruit, contain toxic calcium oxalate crystals.


  Symptoms: Eating the fresh plant feels as if sharp needles are hammered into your tongue, and the pain continues through the digestive system if swallowed. This burning sensation can induce copious sweating and panic, including airway obstruction. Contact with fresh juice may produce painful blistering.


  First Aid: If swallowed, call a physician. Skin treatment requires copious water irrigation, although the irritant is more soluble in vinegar. For oral exposures, physically remove any plant material from the mouth. Check for compromised airway; if it is not, consume cold liquids, ice cream, Popsicles, or crushed ice for relief. A physician may administer diphenhydramine elixir, providing anesthetic and antihistaminic effects. A compromised-airway treatment requires antihistamines, hospital admission, and observation until the edema improves.


  Eye exposures are treated with copious water irrigation. A physician may employ slit-lamp examination and fluorescein staining to rule out corneal involvement.


  Note: Avoid problems by cooking any arums or arum parts you eat above 200°F, which degrades the toxin. This acute irritant (calcium oxalate) was used


  
    

    
  


  BANEBERRY, RED AND WHITE; BUGBANE


  Ranunculaceae (Actaea rubra, A. pachypoda)


  

  

  

  

  

  

  
    

    
  


  BITTERSWEET NIGHTSHADE AND BLACK NIGHTSHADE


  Solanaceae (Solanum nigrum, S. dulcamara, S. americanum)


  

  

  

  
    
  


  

  

  

  
    

    
  


  BLUEFLAG, WILD IRIS


  Iridaceae (Iris versicolor)


  

  

  

  

  

  

  
    
  


  BUCKEYE, HORSE CHESTNUT


  Hippocastanaceae (Aesculus hippocastanum)


  

  

  

  

  

  
    

    
  


  BUCKTHORN, CASCARA SAGRADA


  Rhamnaceae (Rhamnus cathartica, Rhamnus purshiana)


  

  
    

    
  


  

  

  

  

  

  
    
  


  CASTOR BEAN, AFRICAN COFFEE TREE, CASTOR OILPLANT


  Euphorbiaceae (Ricinus communis)


  

  

  

  

  

  

  CREOSOTE BUSH


  
    
  


  Zygophylaceae (Larrea tridentata)


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
    
  


  DATURA, JIMSONWEED


  Solanaceae (Datura stramonium, D. meteloides)


  

  

  

  

  

  

  
    
  


  DOGBANE, INDIAN HEMP


  Apocynaceae (Apocynum cannabinum)


  

  

  

  

  

  

  
    

    
  


  DUTCHMAN'S BREECHES, SQUIRREL CORN


  Papaveraceae (Dicentra cucullaria, D. canadensis)


  

  
    

    
  


  

  

  

  

  
    
  


  FOXGLOVE, PURPLE FOXGLOVE


  Scrophulariaceae (Digitalis purpurea)


  

  

  

  

  

  

  
    
  


  HELLEBORE, FALSE HELLEBORE, CALIFORNIA CORN POPPY


  Liliaceae (Veratrum viride)


  

  

  

  

  

  

  
    
  


  HEMLOCK, POISON


  Umbelliferae (Conium maculatum)


  

  

  

  

  

  
    
  


  HORSE NETTLE


  Solanum (Solanum carolinense)


  

  

  

  

  

  

  
    
  


  JACK-IN-THE-PULPIT


  Araceae (Arisaema triphyllum)


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
    
  


  LARKSPUR, WESTERN


  Ranunculaceae (Delphinium glaucum)


  

  

  

  

  

  

  MAYAPPLE


  Berberidaceae (Podophyllum peltatum)


  

  

  
    
  


  

  

  

  

  
    
  


  MILKWEED


  Asclepiadaceae (Asclepias syriaca and other species)


  

  

  

  

  

  

  
    
  


  MOONSEED


  Menispermaceae (Menispermum canadense)


  

  

  

  

  

  

  
    
  


  POKEWEED


  Phytolaccaceae (Phytolacca americana)


  

  

  

  

  

  

  SKUNK CABBAGE


  Araceae (Symplocarpus foetidus, Lysichitum americanus)


  

  
    
  


  

  

  

  

  

  
    
  


  SPURGE, CYPRESS SPURGE


  Euphorbiaceae (Euphorbia cyparissias)


  

  

  

  

  

  

  
    
  


  WATER HEMLOCK


  Apiaceae or umbelliferae (Cicuta maculata)


  

  
    

    
  


  

  

  

  

  

  
    

    
  


  WESTERN SKUNK CABBAGE


  Araceae (Lysichitum americanus)


  

  

  
    

    
  


  

  

  

  

  
    

    
  


  VETCH, CROWN; AXSEED


  Fabaceae (Coronillia varia, Vinca species)


  

  

  

  

  

  

  
    
  


  YAUPON, YAUPON HOLLY


  Aquifoliaceae (Ilex vomitoria)
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