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			Omnia mirari, etiam tritissima.

			[Find wonder in all things, even the most commonplace.]

			—Carolus Linnaeus

		

	
		
			Introduction

			Relax.

			It’s not actually possible to get poison ivy from opening this book.

			It is, however, possible to get poison ivy—the exquisite torture of that insanely itchy rash—in a bewildering host of other ways. The inconspicuous little plant contains one of the most potent toxins on earth. A chemical called urushiol, found throughout the plant, can cause an allergic reaction in approximately 85 percent of humans, and dermatologists have estimated that one ounce of urushiol would be enough to give a rash to thirty million people. The stuff is plant plutonium.

			Even if you haven’t had the pleasure of meeting poison ivy in person, you’ve heard tales of it, I’m sure. For centuries poison ivy has bedeviled, inconvenienced, and downright tortured the human race. But why is poison ivy apparently on a mission to give us grief, from itchy ankles to life-threatening medical emergencies? What is the purpose of a plant expending precious energy to produce such a powerful toxin? 

			It isn’t hard to imagine that it’s all an evil plan—nature’s revenge, so to speak. Because poison ivy goes out of its way to target humans. 

			Yes, indeed. Just us. The astounding paradox is that poison ivy is a plant of immense ecological value. Wild mammals from mice to moose, livestock like goats and cattle, hundreds of species of insects—all defy poison ivy’s nasty nature and feast on its leaves. Bees and butterflies suck its sweet nectar. (Yes, it has flowers.) Woodpeckers, wild turkeys, robins, and bluebirds all feed with gusto on its fruit. Cardinals are even known to line their nests with fuzzy poison ivy rootlets, in which the young birds nestle comfortably.

			Don’t all these creatures get itchy? 

			Nope. Just us.

			Over the years, after many bouts of blistered ankles and sore elbows, I’ve learned to look for poison ivy wherever I step. And, as often follows, with increased awareness comes . . . well, perhaps not love, but . . . let’s say, appreciation. I’ve developed a grudging admiration for poison ivy’s beauty, savoring its ruby leaves in spring, its gold and scarlet plumage in fall. I’ve found I have to watch my step almost anywhere I go: poison ivy is a plant with a broad tolerance for an enormous range of habitats, thriving coast to coast, from mountains to desert. I’ve seen the familiar three-parted leaves lurking in dark Canadian forests and sprawled in the sun on the beaches of Cape Cod. I’ve avoided their toxic touch in Appalachian wilderness and in Manhattan’s Central Park. Poison ivy hangs out in a humid Louisiana bayou just as comfortably as it does in Arizona desert, where in fall the crimson leaves glow like Christmas tree lights against the canyon walls. 

			Okay, pretty leaves, yes. But. Still. That itchy problem just won’t go away. Once you’ve tangled with poison ivy, you never quite forget it. I think it’s fair to say that no other plant in the world has been detested with such bitterness. It comes as a surprise, therefore, to find that poison ivy was for centuries a popular—and very expensive—garden plant. I’m serious. There was a time, centuries ago, when seeds of poison ivy were almost literally worth their weight in gold. Planted in the gardens of emperors, presidents, and kings, poison ivy was displayed like a captive tiger equally prized for its beauty and its deadliness.

			Alas for poison ivy, that’s no longer the case. Understandably so—no one wants a plant that causes a horrible rash twining around the picnic tables, the swimming pool, or the playground swings. So poison ivy is drenched with herbicides in backyards and schoolyards, hiking trails and campgrounds across the nation. I would guess that few plants on earth undergo such a barrage of deadly chemicals. Yet poison ivy remains.

			What’s the secret of poison ivy’s success? Thousands of other species of plants are endangered: ferns, wildflowers, trees, vines. It might be worthwhile to examine how it happens that this particular plant can defy humans’ best efforts to exterminate it—and it might be worth our while to give a thought to the possible effects of spraying herbicides around the swing sets, the swimming pool, and the picnic tables. 

			In writing this book, I’ve followed poison ivy’s trail as the despised plant weaves its way through history and over the landscape, and the meandering vine has led me into places I never thought to go. You can’t research poison ivy without delving deep into the history of the American wilderness, and the American backyard, and discovering how they’ve changed over the past three centuries. You can’t study poison ivy without learning about the complicated tangle of its interrelationships with the wildlife it nurtures, and with plants that it helps or harms. 

			Poison ivy, I’ve found, is a lens through which to take a broader look at the whole green world around us. The human love/hate relationship with this plant is a microcosm of our changing attitudes to nature over the centuries. Poison ivy’s ups and downs mirror our drastically changing landscape and climate. And poison ivy’s future is rosy: turns out the plant thrives in the exact conditions that climate change is now imposing on our stressed planet. A plant, perhaps, worth studying. 

			Most of all, I’ve discovered that the story of poison ivy is inextricably intertwined, for good and ill, with people. It’s part of our history, a plant both adored and reviled by our ancestors. We’re locked in a toxic battle with it here and now. And in spite of all our efforts to eradicate it, I’m absolutely certain that poison ivy will be there in the future, twining around the ankles of our descendants. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			The Poysoned Weede

			Jamestown, Virginia, 1607

			When Captain John Smith first set foot on the shore of the New World, he had little idea of what hazards awaited him. “Virginia is a country in North America,” Smith wrote of the great green land that stretched before him on that spring morning. “The bounds thereof on the east side are the great ocean. . . . but as for the west thereof, the limits are unknown.” Smith and his band of nervous colonists hoped to reach the Pacific Ocean in a few days’ journey. They had only the haziest conception of what lay over the horizon—or just around the corner. 

			John Smith was certain, however, that enemies lurked in this new land. He had read accounts of previous settlers, and he expected to find Virginia thickly populated with “savages.” So Smith was wary and well-armed with musket, sword, and metal breastplate. He was prepared to face any dangerous natives, and he knew they could be unpredictable, ubiquitous, and cruel. 

			But Captain Smith had human adversaries in mind.

			[image: ]

			The three-leaved plant, creeping up tree trunks and spreading over the forest floor, appeared harmless at first. Smith, an unusually observant explorer for his time, noticed the inconspicuous leaves that brushed against his boots as he strode into the forest. He commented that it was “much in shape like our English Ivie,” the graceful vine that covered the walls of manors and churches back home. However, it wasn’t the same old ivy he was used to, as he soon discovered. 

			Poison ivy (Toxicodendron radicans) and its relatives, poison oak and poison sumac, were completely unknown to the Old World. Europe, of course, is well endowed with thorns, thistles, and stinging nettles—plants that let you know in no uncertain terms when you’ve encountered them. But the colonists were unprepared for a plant that could wreak so much havoc so stealthily. 

			Poison ivy’s chemical warfare against the human race is surprisingly subtle—when poison ivy attacks, you don’t realize what’s happening. The leaves caress your skin as you walk past, and only hours or days later do the results become clear. A chemical compound called urushiol, found throughout the plant, is a powerful allergen that triggers a delayed dermatitis reaction in most—but mysteriously, not all—humans.

			And Smith, like many other overconfident explorers, fell into the plant’s trap. “Being touched,” he wrote, “the poysoned weed causeth rednesse, itchynge, and lastly blisters.” John Smith was certainly not the first human to get poison ivy, but he was the first to describe the plant and its resultant rash in writing, and his description of the symptoms is clinically exact—it’s not hard to imagine that he wrote from firsthand experience. 

			Short and stocky, with a big red beard that almost hid the metal breastplate on his chest, John Smith was a young man when he joined the Jamestown expedition—only twenty-seven. But he already had years of military experience under his belt, and had travelled thousands of miles as a mercenary, adventuring in exotic places like Transylvania, Russia, and Constantinople. The thought of exploring a wilderness, even one laced with poison ivy, didn’t faze him at all. 

			
				
					Scratching the Itch: 
Old World Remedies

					“Rednesse, itchynge, and lastly blisters . . .” If any of the Jamestown settlers experienced the unpleasant dermatitis reaction, what might they use to cure it? 

					Any of the better-educated colonists (including Smith, a very well-read man) would have been familiar with a best seller of the time: The Herball, or Generall Historie of Plantes, a weighty 1,480-page volume of botanical cures. Writing in 1597, John Gerard wasn’t yet aware of poison ivy, but he listed dozens of remedies for itchiness and skin conditions. However, all of his suggestions called for the use of Old World plants which at first weren’t available to the itchy colonists of Jamestown. 

					But that was soon to change. One sovereign remedy that Gerard recommended for rashes and bug bites was an English roadside weed known as plantain (Plantago major). Plantain was one of the very first plants transported from Europe to America, probably brought for herb gardens because of its well-known medicinal qualities. The plant appeared in America shortly after the Jamestown colonists’ arrival and was well-established by the time of the first botanical survey of the New World, in 1671.

					Gerard wrote that plantain leaves “are singular goode to make a water to wash a sore place, or the privy parts of a man or woman.” The plant was much used by colonists and soon adopted by Indians as a quick and easy poison ivy soother.

					Plantain still works today, and you can find testimonials to its efficacy all over the Internet. Making an infusion of the leaves steeped in hot water, as Gerard recommends, can be beneficial, but the plant is an effective trailside remedy, too. Simply crushing a few of the leaves and placing them on the skin can help to ease insect bites or itchy rashes. (See appendix for much more on poison ivy remedies.)

				

			

			He and the other would-be colonists, a group of just over a hundred men and boys, were bankrolled by the wealthy merchants of the Virginia Company of London, who were hoping to make a financial killing on the venture. The colonists were also eager for quick riches—in fact, everyone involved in the venture had, as Smith irritably put it, “great guilded hopes.” In the forests of Virginia, green as the Garden of Eden, many Englishmen assumed that gold would be theirs for the taking, handed over by friendly natives eager to gain the benefits of civilization. But the colonists should have remembered that in Eden, things were not always what they seemed. 

			Smith viewed the new terrain with a slightly different eye than the gold-seekers. Although certainly not averse to getting rich, he was a thoughtful adventurer who realized that you had to check out any potential Garden of Eden for possible serpents. Not even poison ivy could dim his enthusiasm for exploration—after all, as he gamely pointed out, the effects of poison ivy “after a while passe away of themselves without further harme.” 

			Most of the Jamestown settlers were terrified of encountering the dreaded “savages.” They promptly built a sturdy wooden palisade for defense, and rarely ventured outside its walls except to prospect for gold. But John Smith eagerly headed into the unknown, not to search for treasure, but to investigate the forest that surrounded the tiny new settlement. He was about to walk into paradise, indeed.

			The Old World that Smith had left behind was an environment highly altered by humans. The dense forests of the Bronze Age had long been felled, and much of Europe had been heavily farmed for centuries. Rivers that flowed near human habitations were generally little better than streams of sewage. Sprawling and ever-growing cities were interspersed with overcultivated, thin-soiled farmland. To Smith and the wide-eyed colonists, the woodlands of the New World were a breathtaking sight.

			“Heaven and earth never agreed better to frame a place for man’s habitation,” Smith wrote. “Here are mountaines, hills, planes, valleys, rivers, and brookes all running most pleasantly into a faire Bay, compassed . . . with fruitfull and delightsome land.” Interspersed with meadows rich with wildflowers and berries were groves of trees tall as church spires. Smith immediately recognized familiar species, oaks and pines and so forth. But these oaks were ten feet in diameter, and the centuries-old pine trees seemed to touch the sky. Then there were the big trees. 

			Awestruck, Smith wrote of “Cypress trees 80 feet high without a branch . . . oakes so tall and straight, that they will beare two foot and a halfe square of good timber for 20 yards long . . . chestnuts whose wild fruit equalize the best in France, Spaine, Germany, or Italy.” There were wild cherries and plums “as delicious as an Apricock.” Many mouthwatering species were unknown to the Old World: sweetgum, sassafras, butternut, black walnut, persimmons, and pawpaws. 

			And there were flowers: massive magnolia trees with creamy blossoms the size of dinner plates; flowering dogwood, silverbells, redbud. On the forest floor shone constellations of bloom: orchids, wood lilies, bluebells scattered among ferns and moss. And these botanical splendors were well festooned with impressive poison ivy vines, which, if left to grow undisturbed, can have a circumference of twenty inches and be a hundred feet in length.

			A hundred feet of poison ivy seems like a terrible thing. But from the point of view of the wildlife that abounded in the New World, poison ivy was—and is—a blessing, not a curse. From the tiny wren to the portly wild turkey, birds flock to feed on poison ivy’s white, waxy berries. In fact, poison ivy attracts a rainbow of avian life: purple finches, bluebirds, ruby-crowned kinglets, yellow-shafted flickers. A dozen species of warblers use the berries to fuel their long migratory flights. Poison ivy leaves are food for a host of wildlife: black bears, rabbits, hordes of insects. White-tailed deer actively seek it out for browse, preferring it to many other plants. 

			
				
					Scratching the Itch: 
They Eat Poison Ivy?

					While the idea of eating poison ivy may make us humans gag, no other species is affected by poison ivy as drastically as we are. Humans’ intense allergic reaction to urushiol isn’t shared by our nonhuman neighbors. The process of chewing and swallowing releases abundant amounts of the itch-causing chemical urushiol, but poison ivy leaves and berries vanish into the beaks and mouths of countless species with no apparent ill effects. 

				

			

			When Smith set out on his first venture into the uncharted forests of Virginia, he assumed that the land he was exploring must be “a plaine wildernes as God first made it,” all but untouched by human hands. But the landscape he travelled through had been shaped and altered extensively by its human inhabitants: the many Native American tribes scattered thickly along Virginia’s coastal region. An estimated twenty-five thousand Algonquin-speaking people were living in the Virginia coastal region, calling their realm Tsenacommacah, which means “densely inhabited area.” And their activities had created an excellent habitat for the abundant growth of poison ivy.

			Smith was enchanted by the beauty of the place he was exploring, but pointed out that the country would be ideal “were it fully manured [farmed] and inhabited by industrious people.” To his mind, the Indians weren’t “industrious” enough to get out there and dig and fertilize and make use of the land properly. He saw no barns, no fences, no hardworking farmers sweating behind ox-drawn plows. What Smith didn’t understand was that the Indians were indeed altering the land in their own way. Instead of metal tools and domestic beasts of burden, Indians used nature’s own force to shape the environment—the power of fire.

			Only two days after sighting the coast of Virginia, the colonists had observed “great smokes of fire” rising from the trees. “We marched to these smokes,” wrote George Percy, one of the colonists, “and found that the savages had been there burning down the grass.” The jumpy newcomers mistook the burning for smoke signals presaging an attack, but in fact the Indians were engaging in their own particular sort of agriculture. The Virginia Indians burned thousands of acres every year, resulting in a very different landscape than the virgin forest of prehuman times. 

			Smith frequently observed wide glades free of underbrush, where he noted that a man could gallop a horse unobstructed: conditions created by frequent, low-intensity ground fires. The Indians had learned how to set blazes that burned quickly, incinerating weeds and brush while doing minimal damage to large trees. These fire-cleared meadows grew into rich pastures for deer to graze, as well as open land easier to work for crops. 

			Poison ivy thrives in meadows bordering woodlots, with sunlight to encourage germination as well as trees for the weak-stemmed vine to climb. And poison ivy is especially well-adapted to fire. Although poison ivy’s leaves and thin-barked stems are easily killed by burning, its vast network of underground roots survive and resprout with enthusiasm. This meant that there were even more poison ivy fruits and leaves available for birds and other wildlife than in an untouched, primeval forest. 

			One clue that poison ivy was a very common plant edging the burned-over crop fields, berry bushes, and hunting grounds is the large number and remarkable variety of traditional Native American remedies for poison ivy. Apparently John Smith wasn’t the only one dealing with “rednesse, itchynge, and lastly blisters.”

			
				
					Scratching the Itch: 
New World Remedies

					Indians were undoubtedly far less likely than Englishmen to go blundering into a patch of poison ivy—but anyone can make a mistake. Fortunately, there was relief to be had in the rich botanical pharmacy growing all around. Ethnobotanical records of many tribes list a host of remedies for poison ivy. 

					For relief, each healer turned to the plants that grew in his or her own particular neck of the woods. Many groups of forest dwellers in the Northeast used jewelweed, a common deep-woods plant. Jewelweed’s dangling orange flowers grow on stems with a clear watery juice that soothes irritated skin. Lenape living along the Delaware River used an infusion of sweet fern that grew along streams and riverbanks. Iroquois in the foothills of the Adirondacks often turned to the healing sap of white pines. The Mohegans, and other agricultural tribes as well, made an infusion of dried corn cobs as a soothing wash for a poison ivy rash. (For more details on the efficacy of these and other herbal remedies, see appendix.)

				

			

			The Jamestown settlers scratched their rashes, pitched tents and built huts, and prospected mightily, not realizing at first how closely their activities were being watched. There wasn’t a lot of unpopulated land to spare, and tensions between the Indians and the Englishmen began from the day the colonists stepped ashore, when in a brief and nasty skirmish, Smith wrote, they “were assalted with certaine Indians, which charged them within Pistoll shot.”

			But the Indians could be welcoming, too. During Smith’s first exploratory jaunt, he visited different villages and slowly began to unravel the Indians’ complicated pattern of alliances, friendships, and enmities, as tangled and confusing as any in Europe. There wasn’t just one tribe, there were dozens, many of them united in a huge and powerful confederacy. Smith and his companions eventually sailed “up the River to Powhatan, of which place their great Emperor taketh his name, where he that they honored for King used us kindely.” 

			This great chief had ruled his empire for decades; now in his sixties or seventies, Powhatan was a patriarch with dozens of wives and many children. Among them was a favorite daughter named Matoaka, better known by her nickname, which has been translated as “the playful one,” “laughing and joyous one,” or even “little hellion”: Pocahontas. This curious and precocious child was eventually to become famous, her story forever linked with that of Jamestown and John Smith.

			Smith, for his time, was surprisingly open to learning from the Indians, and he was especially intrigued by Pocahontas. The little girl (he estimated her to be about ten or twelve years old) came often to visit the cluster of tents and ramshackle huts that the colonists had surrounded with a tall log palisade. Smith even attempted to master her complex language, creating the first Algonquin dictionary, with more than five hundred words and phrases. In Algonquin just one word is needed to describe a situation both colonists and Indians frequently found themselves vexed with: mitashkishin, which means “to be infected with poison ivy.” 

			Powhatan women were responsible for gathering medicinal and edible plants, and as a Powhatan girl, Pocahontas would have been learning this essential skill. It’s tempting to imagine that she was the one who pointed out the “poysoned weede” and perhaps shared jewelweed or other poison ivy remedies with John Smith. 

			[image: ]

			After only a few months in America, the eager prospectors of Jamestown were bitterly disillusioned. Virginia, it turned out, was far from being a paradise after all. They had failed to unearth so much as a speck of gold, and the New World seemed to offer nothing but mosquitoes, heat, and poison ivy. Soon food supplies ran low and disease became rampant. By the end of the first year, two-thirds of Smith’s shipmates were dead. 

			But John Smith never lost his enthusiasm for the “fruitfull and delightsome land.” After a serious injury from an accidental gunpowder explosion, he returned to England to recuperate, but in spite of—or perhaps because of—its dangers and challenges, Virginia was still on his mind. “I call them my children,” he wrote long afterward of the American settlements that haunted his imagination, “for they have been my wife, my hawks, my hounds, my cards, my dice and in totall, my best content.”

			Smith never did manage to return to Virginia, but he succeeded in bringing the savage beauties of America alive for others. A prolific author, one of his best sellers was an illustrated volume he wrote in 1612 titled A Map of Virginia with a Description of the Countrey, the Commodities, People, Government and Religion. He was attempting to attract potential investors in new colonies, so he was writing at least partly as salesman, downplaying the dangers and privations and focusing on the positive. He didn’t promise gold mines, evasively saying that “Concerning the entrailes of the earth little can be saide for certainty,” and pointing out acidly that with better-trained prospectors it might be possible to unearth some valuable minerals. But he wasted few sentences on “guilded hopes,” instead rhapsodizing for pages about the “many excellent vegitables and living Creatures,” as well as the fertility of the soil, abundance of fish and shellfish, and the many navigable streams. He emphasized the abundance of edible and medicinally useful plants, enumerating their many benefits. He even had a good word to say for poison ivy. “Yet because for the time they [the rash and blisters] are somewhat painfull, it hath got it selfe an ill name,” he admitted. But, determined to look on the bright side, he went on to insist that poison ivy was “questionlesse of no ill nature.”

			Many of Smith’s fellow adventurers had lost their lives in the search for nonexistent gold. John Smith was among the first Europeans to suggest that the true potential riches of North America were not to be found underground, but rather springing from the fruitful earth. Smith knew that many Virginian plants could turn out to have tremendous value when exported to Europe. What he did not foresee was that “the poysoned weede” would soon be heading to Europe, too.
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			Seven years after Smith abruptly left America, Pocahontas also took a ship across the Atlantic. One of the later Jamestown arrivals, a tobacco entrepreneur named John Rolfe, had become enraptured by her. The pious Rolfe was amazed at himself, questioning with “feare and trembling” the impulse “which thus should provoke me to be in love with one whose education hath bin rude, her manners barbarous, her generation accursed, and so discrepant in all nurtriture frome my selfe.” But he could not resist her “to whom my hartie and best thoughts are, and have a long time bin so intangled, and inthralled in so intricate a laborinth, that I was even awearied to unwinde my selfe thereout.” 

			As a way to raise interest in colonization and promote the increasingly lucrative tobacco trade, Virginia Company investors arranged in 1616 for Mr. and Mrs. Rolfe to travel to England. Formally attired in silks and velvets, “Rebecca Rolfe” took London by storm. The rich and titled flocked to meet her, she attended balls and theaters, and she dazzled the leaders of society, including King James I.

			About the same time as Pocahontas was hobnobbing with the wealthy and famous, another beautiful American was being transplanted overseas to meet with a similarly enthusiastic reception. Like John Smith and the hapless John Rolfe, many Europeans found themselves “intangled and inthralled” by the wild and strange creatures of the New World—and its remarkable flora. Botanists and doctors, scientists, gardeners, even the kings and queens of Europe were about to discover a new and fascinating plant. 

			Poison ivy did not migrate to the Old World as a stowaway, seeds accidentally attached to a bootheel or hidden in soil used for ballast. Toxicodendron radicans was an honored passenger, so to speak, cordially invited on board. Carefully harvested, nurtured, and transported across the North Atlantic—perhaps on the same ship that carried Pocahontas—poison ivy was about to take London by storm.
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