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Plants That Kill
BY: Margaret Bristol 

Dozens of species of plants have evolved characteristics to keep them safe in natural environments. Some of these traits can cause rashes, blindness and even death to both humans and animals. The Brooklyn Botanic Garden has about 50 of the plants on display in an exhibit called Wicked Plants, which runs through September 6, 2009. 

 

Hydrangea
 

Hydrangeas may look pretty in the backyard or in a centerpiece but they are potential hazards to household pets. These delicate flowers have low levels of cyanide that can harm animals.

Poison Sumac
 

This seemingly innocent shrub is native to the eastern United States. Humans may see animals resting in the branches and assume it's safe to eat, but in fact, it can cause a nasty rash similar to one received by poison ivy.

 

Dr. Susan Pell, a Molecular Plant Systematist at the Brooklyn Botanic Garden, says that often people try to remove this harmful plant by burning it only to find that the toxins become airborne. Pell also noted that the sap from this shrub is often used in woodworking to create a lacquer. When soldiers in WWII started noticing rashes on their arms, a botanist serving in the military figured out that they were often frequenting a bar, where they would rest their hands on the counter that was finished with sap from poison sumac.


Oleander
 

Common to the southern and western United States, oleander is famous for producing beautiful flowers in a variety of colors. But if ingested, oleander can cause an upset stomach. If eaten in high quantities, the plant can cause coma or even death.

 

Castor Bean
 

With big beautiful leaves, the castor bean plant is actually quite useful as it is processed to help in the production of castor oil. However, the seed coats of these greens are ripe with a toxin called ricin, which according to Pell, prevents a vital protein from helping with cell development. 

 

Purple Devil
 

Despite its thorny appearance, the purple devil plant is actually related to the tomato family which includes eggplants and potatoes. But don't even think of eating the leaves, which will cause horrible indigestion. As for the stems, the purple thorns should be enough to keep you away.

 

Jimson Weed
 

Lush and green, jimson weed has been used in Native American religious ceremonies but it is found worldwide. It is also a powerful hallucinogen that if used in excess can cause illness or death. 

 

Jumping Cactus
 

Runners and hikers beware! The jumping cactus is known for its super sharp spines which seem to hop off the plant with the slightest touch and attach themselves to unsuspecting victims passing by. These prickly plants can cause pain, swelling and even infection if the spikes aren't promptly removed.
Euphorbia 
This is a huge family of plants that look just like your run-of-the-mill cactai. Unfortunately, there is more danger beyond the spiky facade. The sap of these plants can cause rashes, inflammation, and temporary blindness if rubbed in the eyes.  Don’t touch that – you’ll go blind!!!!  (okay, I just had to say it…)
 

Crown of Thorns
 

Another euphorbia, known as the crown of thorns, might be mistaken for a cactus due to the pretty blooming flowers. But beware, just like with other euphorbia, the sap on this plant is toxic!
Mango Tree
 

While the fruit of a mango tree is obviously edible, the skin of the fruit, leaves, root and bark of the tree can cause rash-like skin irritation because this plant is a distant relative of poison sumac.


Peace Lily
 

Sure, the peace lily is a highly common household plant and garden gift. But what would happen if you ingested some? These plants have compounds like crystals that cause swelling of the mouth when ingested. Often, household animals, especially cats, get sick when they ingest peace lily. Feline friends should be kept away from lilies, because they are toxic for their furry bodies and can cause kidney failure.
Foxglove
 

All parts of the foxglove are poisonous. Touching the flowers, leaves and stem of this pretty plant can cause hives or a rash. Ingesting any part of the plant can cause headaches, convulsions or even death.

