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ACONITUM NATELLUS

Dingwall ecame to a horrible end. A servant had been

sent outside to dig up horseradish, but instead he up-
rooted aconite, also called monkshood. The cook, failing to recognize
that she had been handed the wrong ingredi-

I N 1856 A DINNER PARTY in the Scottish village of

ent, grated it into a sauce for the roast and /
promptly killed two priests who were guests

FAMILY:
at the dinner. Other guests were sickened Ranunculaceae
but survived. HABITAT:

Rich, moist garden

Even today, aconite is easily mistaken for soil, temperate

an edible herb. This sturdy, low-growing her- climates
baceous perennial is found in gardens and in 'EAT' VE TO:
the wild throughout Europe and the United urope
R . COMMON NAMES:
States. The spikes of blue flowers give the plant Wolfsbane,

its common name “monkshood” because the monkshood,

. . leopard’s bane
uppermost sepal is shaped like a helmet or a .
hood. All parts of the plant are extremely toxic. AN

Gardeners should wear gloves anytime they go
near it, and backpackers should not be tempted by its white, carrot-
shaped root. The Canadian actor Andre Noble died of aconite poi-
soning after he encountered it on a hiking trip in 2004.

The poison, an alkaloid called aconitine, paralyzes the
nerves, slows the blood pressure, and eventually stops the heart.



(An alkaloid is an organic compound that almost always has some
kind of pharmacological effect on humans or animals.) Swallow-
ing the plant or its roots can bring on severe vomiting and then

death by asphyxiation. Even casual

skin eontact could cause numbness,

Nazi scientists found aconite tingling, and cardiac symptoms.

useful as an ingredient Aconitine is so powerful that Nazi
Jor poisoned bullets. scientists found it useful as an in-
— gredient for poisoned bullets.

G f—

In Greek mythology, deadly ac-
onite sprang from the spit of the three-headed hound Cerberus as
Hercules dragged it out of Hades. Liegend has it that it got another
of its common names, wolfshane, because ancient Greek hunters
used it as a bait and arrow poison to hunt wolves. Its reputation
as a witch’s potion from the Middle Ages earned it a starring role
in the Harry Potter series, where Professor Snape brews it to as-
sist Remus Liupin in his transformation to a werewolf.

Meet the %elativeg Related to aconite are the lovely blue and
white Aconttum cammarum; the delphinium-like A. carmichaeli;
and the yellow A. lycoctonum, commonly referred to as wolfsbane.



ARROW POISONS

ndigenous tribes in South America and Africa have used
toxie plants as arrow poisons for eenturies. The poisonous
sap of a tropical vine, rubbed onto an arrowhead, makes a

potent tool for both warriors and hunters. Many arrow poisons,

including the tropical vine

curare, cause paralysis.

The lungs stop working,

and eventually the heart stops

beating, but there are often

no outward signs of agony.

CURARE Chondrodendron tomentosum

A sturdy, woody vine found throughout South America. It contains a
powerful alkaloid called d-tubocurarine that acts as a muscle relaxant.
Useful for hunters, it rapidly immobilizes prey, even causing birds to
fall from the trees. Any game caught using arrows poisoned with curare
would be safe to eat, because the toxin is only effective when it enters
the bloodstream directly, as opposed to the digestive tract.

If the animal (or enemy) is not slaughtered right away, death
comes within a few hours as paralysis reaches the respiratory system.
Experiments on animals poisoned in this manner have shown that



once breathing stops, the heart continues to beat for a short time, even
though the poor creature appears dead.

The power of this drug was not lost on nineteenth- and twentieth-
century physicians, who realized that it could be used to hold a patient
still during surgery. Unfortunately, it did nothing to relieve the pain,
but it would allow a doctor to go about his work without the distrac-
tion of a patient’s thrashing about. As long as artificial respiration was
maintained throughout the surgery to keep the lungs functioning, the
curare would eventually wear off and leave no long-lasting side effects.
In fact, an extract from the plant was used in combination with other
anesthesia throughout most of the twentieth ecentury, but new, improved
drugs have taken its place.

The word curare has also been used to refer more generally to a wide
variety of arrow poisons derived from plants.

STRYCHNINE VINE Strychnos toxifera

A South American vine closely related to the strychnine tree Strych-
nos nux-vomica. Like curare, it causes paralysis. In fact, the two were
often used in combination.

KOMBE Strophanthus kombe

A native African vine containing a cardiac glycoside that goes directly
to work on the heart. While a powerful dose may stop the heart, extracts
have also been used as a cardiac stimulant to treat heart failure or ir-
regular heartbeats. Nineteenth-century plant explorer Sir John Kirk
obtained specimens of the plant to bring back to the Royal Botanic Gar-
den at Kew and inadvertently participated in a medical experiment: he
accidentally got a little juice from the plant on his toothbrush and re-
ported a quick drop in his pulse rate after he brushed his teeth.



UPAS TREE Antiaris toxicaria

A member of the mulberry family native to China and other parts of
Asia. The bark and leaves produce a highly toxic sap. Charles Darwin’s
grandfather Erasmus claimed that the tree’s fumes could kill anyone
who went within miles of it. Although this is only legend, references
to the noxious fumes of the upas tree can be found in the writings of
Charles Dickens, Liord Bryon, and Charlotte Bronté. A character in a
Dorothy L. Sayers novel once described a serial killer as “first cousin
to an upas tree.” Like other arrow poisons, the sap contains a powerful
alkaloid that can stop the heart.

POISON ARROW PLANT Acokanthera spp.

An appropriately named shrub native to South Afriea that also kills by
attacking the heart. Some reports show that it was used in a particu-
larly devious way: the juice was smeared on the sharp seeds of puncture
vine (Tribulus terrestris). The seeds grow in the sturdy shape of a cal-
trop, a simple spiked weapon that shares its name with the star thistle
and has two or more legs and always lands with one spike pointed up.
Metal versions of these weapons have been used since Roman times; it
was easy to fling them in the path of an approaching enemy. Puncture
vine seeds smeared with the juice of Acokanthera would have been an
efficient way to embed the poison in the feet of attackers, and the half-
inch-long spines would slow them down considerably.

Charles Darwin’s grandfather Erasmus
claimed that the upas tree’s fumes could kill anyone
who went within males of it.
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BANISTERIOPSIS CAATPI

ridlidd

PSYCHOTRIA VIRIDIS

ILLIAM BURROUGHS DRANK ayahuasca tea in the
jungle and reported his findings to Allen Ginsberg.

Alice Walker sought it out,

as did Paul Theroux, Paul Simon, and Sting.
It has been the subject of a patent dispute, a
Supreme Court case, and a number of drug
raids.

The bark of the woody ayahuasca vine,
combined with the leaves of the chacruna
shrub, form a potent tea called ayahuasca
(or, alternatively, hoasea). Chacruna contains
the powerful psychoactive drug DMT (dime-
thyltryptamine), a Schedule I controlled sub-
stance. The chacruna leaves must be activated
by another plant, usually Banisteriopsis caapt,

before the effects can be felt. The vine contains

BANISTERIOPSIS
CAAPI

FAMILY:
Malpighiaceae
HABITAT:
Tropical forests in
South America

NATIVE TO:
Peru, Ecuador, Brazil
COMMON NAMES:
Yage, caapi, natem,
dapa

a naturally occurring monoamine oxidase inhibitor, similar to the

compounds found in prescription antidepressants. Put the two
together, and you're in for a mind-altering experience.



One of the best-known religious groups to use the tea is Unifo
do Vegetal, or UDV. Its ceremonies usually last for several hours
and are closely supervised by a more experienced member of the
church. Participants experience bizarre hallucinations; one described
it this way: “Dark ereatures sail by. Tangles of long, hissing ser-

pents. Dragons spitting fire. Screaming humanlike forms.”

The experience usually ends with severe vomiting. The vomit-
ing is seen as a kind of purge of psychological problems or demons.

People who have participated in the ceremony re-

PSYCHOTRIA
VIRIDIS

FAMILY:
Rubiaceae

HABITAT:
Lower levels of the
Amazon; also found
in other parts of
South America

NATIVE TO:
Brazil

COMMON NAMES:
Chacrona

N\
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port that it relieved their depression, cured
their addiction, or treated other medical prob-
lems. Although there is little clinical evidence
to support this, ayahuasea’s similarity to pre-
seription antidepressants has interested some
researchers, who have called for more detailed
studies.

The tea also attracted the attention of Jef-
frey Bronfman, a member of the wealthy fam-
ily that founded Seagram, makers of whisky
and gin. Bronfman formed a branch of the
UDV church in the United States and began
importing the tea. In 1999 his shipment was

intercepted by U.S. Customs agents, and Bron-
fman sued to have the tea returned to him. The case landed in the
Supreme Court, and in 2006 the court ruled in his favor, allowing
the use of the tea for religious purposes. The court’s ruling was based
primarily on the Religious Freedom Restoration Act, which Congress



had passed in response to
an earlier Supreme Court
ruling against the use of
peyote for religious pur-
poses. According to news
reports, the church, known
as Centro Espirita Benefi-

“Dark creatures sail by.
Tangles of long, hissing serpents,
dragons spitting fire. Screaming

humanlike forms.”

A

cente Unido do Vegetal, has 130 members and meets at Bronfman’s
home in Santa Fe. The U.S. Drug Enforcement Administration

continues to enforce the laws against nonreligious use of ayahuasca
and other products containing DMT.

Meet the &elativeg A member of the coffee family, its relatives

include Cinchona, the quinine tree, and the poisonous ground

cover sweet woodruff, which flavors May wine. Another powerful

vine in the same genus is Psychotria ipecacuanha, from which a

treatment for plant poisonings, syrup of ipecae, is made.






Pete] Tul

ARECA CATECHU

HE BETEL NUT PALM rises gracefully to over thirty

T feet tall on a slim, dark green trunk, sports glossy

dark leaves, and produces lovely white flowers that

perfume the tropical breezes. This palm is also responsible for the

betel nut, an addictive little stimulant that turns teeth black and
saliva red. Four hundred million people around

the world consume it.

The custom of chewing betel nuts dates /
back thousands of years. Seeds from 5000 FAMILY:
to 7000 BC have been found in a cave in f;\iﬁiia:e
Thailand, and a skeleton from 2680 BC was Tropical forests
found in the Philippines with teeth stained NATIVE TO:
by the juice of the betel nut. Malaysia

Like coca, the betel nut is stashed be- ;:{:&:;‘ m',“aAr':cEas,:
tween the cheek and gum and is usually pinang
mixed with a little something extra to give

\
it a kick. In India thin slices of the nut are \

wrapped in a fresh betel leaf with some slaked

lime (calcium hydroxide extracted from ashes), a few Indian spices,
and sometimes tobacco. The betel leaf used for the outer wrap-
ping is the leaf of Piper betle, or “betel” vine, a low-growing pe-
rennial whose leaves are also a stimulant. In fact, the betel nut
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palm gets its name from its association with this unrelated, but
synergistie, plant.

This packet of leaf and nut, often called a quid, has a bitter,
peppery taste, and it releases alkaloids similar to nicotine. Users
get an energy boost, a mild high, and more saliva than they know
what to do with.

There’s only one way to handle the constant flow of red saliva
from your mouth when you chew betel: spit it out (swallowing causes
nausea). In countries where betel nuts are popular, the sidewalks are
stained with red saliva. If this sounds unpleasant, consider poet and
essayist Stephen Fowler’s description: “There is an almost orgas-
mic satisfaction to be found in the experience of saliva-ducts open
to full throttle. Delicious above all is the aftermath: when the chew
is finished, your mouth is left astonishingly fresh and sweet. You
feel uniquely cleansed, drained, and purified.”

The betel nut is enjoyed throughout India, Vietnam, Papau
New (tuinea, China, and Taiwan, where the government is trying
to crack down on “betel nut beauties,” scantily clad women who sit
in roadside stands and sell their products to truck drivers.

In addition to its addictive qualities—withdrawal symptoms
include headaches and sweats—regular chewing of betel nuts leads

There’s only one way to handle the constant flow of red saliva
Jfrom your mouth when you chew betel: spit it out.

A



to an increased risk of mouth eancer and may also contribute to
asthma and heart disease. The use of betel is largely unregulated
around the world, and public health officials worry that it could ri-
val tobacco as a serious health threat.

FMeet the S%elativeg The betel palm is perhaps the best-known
member of the Areca genus, which contains about fifty different
species of palms. Its partner in crime, Piper betle, is related to
P. magrum, the source of black pepper, and P. methysticum, source
of the mellow herbal supplement kava.






Castor Pearn

RICINUS COMMUNIS

NE AUTUMN MORNING IN 1978, communist de-

fector and BBC journalist Georgi Markov walked
across Liondon’s Waterloo Bridge and stood wait-
ing at a bus stop. He felt a painful jab in the back of his thigh and
turned around in time to see a man pick up an umbrella, mumble
an apology, and run away. Over the next few days, he developed a
fever, had trouble speaking, began throwing up blood, and finally

went to the hospital, where he died.

The pathologist found hemorrhages in al-
most every organ in his body. He also found
a small puncture mark on Markov’s thigh
and a tiny metal pellet in his leg. The pel-
let contained ricin, the poisonous extract of
the castor bean plant. Although KGB agents
were suspected of the ecrime, no one has ever
been charged with the infamous “umbrella
murder.”

Castor bean is a dramatic annual or ten-
der perennial shrub with deeply lobed leaves,
prickly seedpods, and large, speckled seeds.

Some of the more popular garden varieties sport

V4

\

FAMILY:
Euphorbiaceae

HABITAT:
Warm, mild winter
climates, rich soil,
sunny areas

NATIVE TO:
Eastern Africa,
parts of western
Asia

COMMON NAMES:
Palma Christi, ricin

red stems and splashes of burgundy on the leaves. The plant can
reach over ten feet tall in a single growing season and will grow
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into a substantial bush if it is not killed by a winter freeze. Only
the seeds are poisonous. Three or four of them can Kkill a person,
although people do survive castor seed poisoning, either because
the seeds aren’t well chewed or because they are purged quickly.

Castor oil has been a

lar h fi
Although KG'B agents were suspected of popular home remedy for

) a variety of ailments for
the crime, no one has ever been charged

centuries. (The ricin is
with the infamous “wmbrella murder.”  yremoved during the man-

o e— ufacturing process.) A

spoonful of the oil is an

effective laxative. Castor oil packs are used externally to soothe

sore muscles and inflammation. It’s also used as an industrial lu-
bricant and in cosmetics and other products.

But even this natural vegetable oil is not entirely benign: in
the 1920s Mussolini’s thugs used to round up dissidents and pour
castor oil down their throats, inflicting a nasty case of diarrhea on
them. Sherwood Anderson described the castor oil torture this way:
“It was amusing to see Fascisti, wearing black shirts and look-
ing very earnest, bottles sticking out of their hip pockets, chasing
wildly down the street after a shrieking Communist. Then the cap-
ture, the terrible assault, hurling the luckless Red to the sidewalk,
injecting the bottle into his mouth to the muffled accompaniment
of blasphemy of all the gods and devils in the universe.”

Meet the %lativzg The garden spurge called euphorbia, known for
its irritating sap; the poinsettia, also mildly irritating but, contrary
to rumor, not dangerous; and the rubber tree, Hevea brasiliensis,
source of natural rubber, are all related to the castor bean.



ORDEAL POISONS

mong nineteenth-century European explorers a story
circulated about the existence of a West African bean
that could determine a person’s guilt or innocence.

According to local custom, the accused

would swallow the bean, and what

happened next would determine the

outcome of the trial. If he vomited the

bean, he was innocent, and if he died,

he was guilty and got what he deserved.

A third alternative existed: he could

purge the nut, or evacuate it through

his bowels, in which case he was also

determined guilty and sold into slavery as punishment.

(A thriving slave trade dating back to the early 1500s facilitated

this quirk in the West African criminal justice system.)

This practice was known as trial by ordeal, and plants used for
the trials were called ordeal beans. Several plants were used; judges
could choose a less toxic plant when they wanted to influence the

outeome in favor of the accused.



Beware! The sordid lives of plants hehaving badly.
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