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PLANTS, INCLUDING FUNGI, POISONOUS OR 
OTHERWISE INJURIOUS TO MAN IN 
AUSTRALIA.

By J. Burton Cieland, M.D., Ch.M., (Syd.), 
Principal Government Microbiologist, N.S.W.

It has seemed of interest and value to bring 
together the various references to injuries from 
plants recorded in Australia, more especially 
since the sources of information are often not 
easily available to the medical man. Moreover, 
in some instances, as for example, certain forms 
of dermatitis due to handling various plants, 
tiie cause is very apt to be overlooked if the 
physician is unaware of the occurrence of pre­
vious cases attributable to such a source. Doubt­
less the present list can he extensively added to, 
and those who possess notes of further cases 
should record them. Due ackowledgement must 
he made of the valuable data, more especially in 
connection with plants causing dermatitis, col­
lected by Mr. J. H. Maiden, Director of the 
Botanical Gardens, Sydney, to which frequent 
reference is made in the text. The noxious 
plants are grouped broadly according to the 
effects said to be produced.

Plants Poisonous on Ingestion.
Euithorbwcecs. — Euphorbia. Drummond it, 

Boiss.: Mr. C. T. Musson (l*roc. Linn. Sac., 
N.S.W-.. 2nd Series, Vo. 4, 1$89, p. 389) lias 
recorded the following interesting fact, which 
suggests that the .seeds of this widely-extended 
prostrate herb may possess cathartic properties. 
He says: “During a residency in the north­
western district of New South; Wales (Namoi), 
1887-1888, I noticed a peculiar effect produced 

■on human beings, under the following circum­
stances. Whenever our household partook of 
pigeon pie, it invariably followed that after 
some 12 or 15 hours we all suffered under a 
severe attack of diarrhoea, Accompanied by 
acute griping pain's in the bowels, lasting some 
three or four hours and then i passing awaj. 
This effect had so constantly and invariably fol­
lowed the presence of pigeon pies on our table, 
that I naturally connected the one with the 
other, and cast about for an explanation. We 
had noticed in cleaning the birds that their crops 
weie filled with small rugose seeds, which only 
recently I have found to be those of Euphorbia 
Dnunmondii, Boiss., which grows in profusion 
with us, covering a considerable area of ground 
in that portion of the garden devoted to grape 
vines, the pigeons feeding regularly on the 
Euphorbia fruits. The plant is stated to be in­
jurious to stock, and we know that many mem­
bers of tbe spurge family possess purgative and 
emetic properties, whilst others are powerful 
irritants. The question then naturally arises, 
whether some of those peculiar properties have 
taken effect upon us in the indirect manner here 
set forth, thus to bring about the results indi­
cated. All the ingredients of our last two pies 
{the last r.ne partaken of out of curiosity as a

further test) were most carefully examined, and 
I have come to the conclusion that the cause of 
the mischief is indirectly attributable to 
Euphorbia Drummondit,

Uicinus comimutns (Castor Oil Plant) : This is 
a common, introduced plant in Australia, grow­
ing in many waste places. In 1864 (.4twf. Med. 
■Journ., Vol. 9, p. 158) reference is made to a 
newspaper report of death from eating six of 
the seeds, the symptoms manifested being purg­
ing and vomiting, with great prostration. T. W. 
Shepherd (N.S.W Medical Gazette, Vol. II., 
1872, p. 268) gives an amusing account of the 
cathartic and emetic properties of the seeds of 
some castor oil plants eaten—with the skins on 
—in Sydney by an adult. Dr, Officer (A.M.G., 
J uly, 1895,p. 283) reports a case of a woman who 
ate several castor oil seeds; five of the husks 
were afterwards found in the motions. There 
was vomiting, with epigastric pain and collapse. 
Later, there were dilated pupils and ail absence 
of pulse at the wrist, with slight convulsive 
twitellings of the eye and corners of the mouth, 
followed by purging. She was seini-comatose 18 
hours after ingestion; recovery then followed, 
and she was sitting up, though weak, an the 
second day. In the discussion on this 'paper, 
I)r. Springthorpe instanced cases of poisoning 
by the poison ivy and the berries of the common 
pepper tree. Dr. W. Atkinson Wood (.4i«fralian 
Medical Jourtral, April, 1911) records two in­
stances of cases of poisoning from the seeds of 
this plant, involving ten persons. .The symptoms 
were chiefly vomiting and purging, iji one in­
stance recurring two days later. Sore throats 
were early noticed- Two of the patients were 
in an alarming condition. It is pointed out that 
the poison seems to be in the hard part of the 
seed, the expressed oil being free from toxic 
effects other than its purgative properties.

Antnardiacece, — Anacardiuni occiden tale 
(t'arhew Xut): Several of these trees exist in 
Queensland, on the Herbert River and around 
Cardwell. In an article by Howard Newport, 
Instructor in Tropical Agriculture at Cairns, in 
the Queen aland Agricultural Journal (March, 
1912, p. 185), he says, “There are many varie­
ties, with varying properties and uses, some of 
them poisonous; but two are edible, a red and a 
yellow variety. It is a fairly well-known speci­
men of the yellow-fruited, variety that was 
brought to me for identification, with the story 
that children were very fond of the acid pro­
perties of the fruit, but that one child in parti­
cular, and other people at various times, had 
experienced a painful burning of the lips and 
tongue on biting the seed or seed-case.”

Legumhume. — ('astanospennum _ a oat rale, 
Cann and Tras. The poisonous properties of this 
plant, tile Moreton Bay chestnut, are well known 
as regards animals. Baufield, in his “Confes­
sions of a Beachcomber,” makes a reference to 
its effects on human beings. He states that 
the poisonous pods contain saponin, which may 
lie got rid of by running water, and that horses, 
cattle and pigs have died from eating them.
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Human beings sillier much pain even from a 
small quantity.

]{tM.nca:.—f‘ruittis umi/i/ibl us, var. ant urn 
(Hitter Almond) Lu 187!) (.lu.<(. Med. Journ., 
Vol. I, N.S., p. 412) a newspaper reference is 
given to the death of a child, who died in three 
hours, with pain, convulsions and coma, after 
eating a dozen bitter almonds fresh from the 
tree.

Myrtacew.—Uhodomyrtus macrucarjxi: The 
following reference occurred in the A.M.G., 
October, 1894, p. 360, to the effects of the ber­
ries of this plant, which are said to have caused 
sudden loss of sight. It states that, “Cases ol 
sudden loss of sight have been reported on seve­
ral occasions from Cairns, supposed to be due 
to people having eaten a peculiar berry, known 
as fingers, or native loquat, which occurs plen­
tifully in the district. A sample of berries wa6 
sent to Mr. F. M. Bailey, Colonial Botanist, 
who found they were badly infested with a fun­
gus, GUesporium; no traces of poison exist in 
the plant. It is Uhodomyrtus macrocarpa. one 
of the myrtle family.” Banfield, in his “Con­
fessions of a Beachcomber,” p. 23, states that iv 
possesses an evil reputation. He says that some 
assert that it is subject to a disease, and that, if 
eaten when so affected, paralysis of the optic 
nerve and blindness, and even death, may re­
sult; but in spite of this the blacks eat the fruit 
unrestrictedly and declare it even good, as do 
some white people, eating it raw and preserved, 
without fear and without untoward effects.

Eucalyptus Oil Poisoning : European cases of 
poisoning from overdoses of this essentially Aus­
tralian product will be found recorded in the 
British Medical Journal for May 29th, 1909, p. 
1297, and February 18th, 1911, p. 359. The 
latter paper, by Dr. Foggie, gives a summary 
of the literature on the subject. Vomiting, col­
lapse and other toxic symptoms are noted. 
Fatal cases have been recorded. One such case 
in Australia was rejported by Dr. Alfred Neale, 
of New Norfolk, Tasmania (Australasian Medi­
cal Gazette, April, 1893, p. 115), the oil being 
that obtained from the blue gum, Eucalyptus 
globulus. The patient was a boy of 10 years, 
who took a dose of eucalyptus oil as a preven­
tive against a cold. In a few minutes he was 
found gasping for breath, and vomited heavily. 
The vomiting relieved him for a while, but in 
about an hour the struggle for air came on 
again, and increased until death, 15 hours after 
the ingestion of the oil, of which a little over 
half an ounce had been taken. When Dr, Neale 
saw him, he was at the point of death. At the 
post mortem examination there were no corro­
sive marks in the mouth, or pharynx. The 
stomach was distended with gas, and contained 
a small quantity of thick, yellow, odourless 
fluid. There seemed to be no particular features 
about the post mortem examination. Dr. Neale 
mentions that lie had heard. of several othei 
authenticated cases where serious symptoms had 
followed a dose of one drachm of eucalyptus oil, 
in all instances with catching of the breath, 
but the cases had been followed by recovery. The 
editor of the Gazette, in a footnote, states that 
he knew of no recorded cases of poisoning by the 
drug, except one reported in March of that year 
by Dr. Croker, of Geelong, in which a dose of 
an ounce was said to have accelerated deatn. 
A case of poisoning with “extract of .eucalyp­

tus” made at Sandhurst, Victoria, was recorded 
in 1885 by Dr. F. J. Owen (A.M.-J., p. 394). A 
child of 17 mouths apparently swallowed a few 
drops remaining at the bottom of a bottle. The 
chief symptoms were drowsiness, contracted 
pupils, insensible conjunctive and collapse. The 
patient recovered.

Umbellifene.—AJonium maculatuin, Hemlock: 
Near Launceston, a few months ago, two child­
ren ate some “carrot fern,” which proved to be 
hemlock. The boy of three died; the girl, aged 
five, recovered. Mr. Maiden tells me he knows 
of other instances of poisoning from this plant 
in Australia. The plant is, of course, not a 
native.

Cucurbitacece.—Wild Melons: The following 
case of poisoning after eating wild melons is.re­
corded by Dr. J. F. Soutar, Trom Lake Cudgel- 
lico, New South Wales (A.Af.tr., June, 1890, p.. 
215). The symptoms manifested somewhat sug­
gest the action of an alkaloid. “A child, S: 
years old, at 11 a.m. was noticed by the parents 
to be feverish and unwell, and complained qf 
being sick. She continued thus for some hfljirsj 
and once or twice vomited quantities of watery 
fluid. At 4 p.m. the child had a fit, which, 
according to the mother, resembled that in 
poisoned dogs, the back being arched and the eyes 
turned; with foam at the mouth. On arrival, 
the child was comatose; tongue pushed between 
the teeth, the eyes fixed, and with pin-hole 
pupils, quite insensible to light; pulse 140, tem­
perature 98; the face pale and the breathing 
laboured. The child was placed in a warm bath, 
and vomited a large quantity of fluid, contain­
ing skins of several melons. After this the pupils, 
suddenly regained their normal size, and the 
child cried. The stomach was fully evacuated, 
and the warm hath administered, but as soon as 
the child was laid down, the pupils returned to 
their pin-hole condition. After calomel and 
brandy, profuse perspiration ensued, after which 
the patient slept for four or five hours, fwaking 
perfectly well. Next morning the only Remain­
ing sign was a discolouration of the sclerotica 
with bi e.” (Note by Editor, Australasian Medi­
cal Gazette.—The Chief Inspector of Stock ‘in 
Brisbane received information early in May that 
there had been considerable mortality amongst 
horses at Mount Keira Station, Diamantina 
River, in consequence of having eateji wild 
melons). I

Vonvolvulacece—Giant Convolvulus: The Aus­
tralasian Medical Gazette (Feb., 1894,' p. 120) 
contains a letter from the Rev. Dr. Hunter 
Findlay, of Ravenswood, North Queensland, de­
tailing the case of a girl, aged 4 years, who was 
poisoned by this plant. The symptoms were 
like those of belladonna poisoning, the ipatient 
showing dilated pupils. Tile symptoms yielded 
to the remedies applicable to belladonna poison­
ing. The plant in that district is used for 
covering bush humpies.

Solanacea1.—Duranta phimieri: Dr. J. H. 
Wheeler, of Brisbane (A-M.G., August, 1895, p. 
338) records a fatal case of poisoning, presum­
ably by the berries of this plant. The patient 
was a boy, 4 years and 9 months old. At 3.30 
p.m. he felt tired and sleepy, and the mother 
noticed that the face was flushed, the pupils 
dilated, and the lips and eyelids swollen. He 
then went to sleep, and at 6.30 was moaning 
and tossing. At 7 p.m. he passed a large, offen-
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sivo, sticky motion, with a smell like the water 
in which cabbages have lieeii boiled ; the breath 
was similarly offensive. The lips were s ightly 
swollen and cracked, the pharynx and tonsils 
rod, but not swollen. The lids were slightly 
swollen, the conjunctiva? injected and the pupils 
widely dilated and insensitive to light. The 
patient was semi-conscious, with a teinperaturo 
of 105.4deg. F., and an irregular pulse of about 
200. The trunk was dry and pungently hot. 
Brandy was administered. At 5 a.m. tonic 
spasms appeared, with marked retraction of the 
head and slight opisthotonos. The jaws were 
not tightly clenched, and the facial muscles were 
not affected. At 7 a.m. he passed another motion 
and vomited an inky-looking liquid material, 
the fluid part of which was colourless, and the 
solid portion like coffee grounds. Convulsions 
became more frequent, and tile patient died 
about 10.45 a.m. Rigor mortis appeared in a 
few minutes, and soon passed off. There was 
deep post-mortem discolouration. A number of 
partly digested berries of Duranta plunderi 
were found in the motion. It is not known 
when these had been eaten. Probably a large 
number had been ingested. No post mortem 
examination was allowed. The untoward fea­
tures were the absence of delirium, the high 
temperature, the weak and rapid pulse, and the 
purely tonic convulsions.

Anthocercis littorea, Labill.: The Producers 
Gazette and Settlers’ Record, W.A. (Vol. V., 
New Issue, May, 1898, p. 397), in an article by 
the late Dr. Alexander Morrison on "Native 
Poison Plants,” contains a reference to a case 
of poisoning from this plant, which was under 
the care of Dr. Moffit, at Greenough. Mention 
is also made to Mr. Crawford having recently 
brought a specimen of it from the Vasse, where 
children had lieeii made seriously ill by eating 
it. Dr. Moffit has recorded his case in the Aust. 
Med. Gaz. (April, 1899, p. 155) and in the In ter- 
col. Med. Journ. (Vol. 3, 1898, p. 407). The 
patient was a boy of 5 years. He had suddenly 
fallen down and exhibited symptoms of poison­
ing, resembling those of belladonna. There were 
wild muttering delirium, dryness of the throat 
and mouth, dilated pupi.s, aimless throwing 
about of the arms and legs, and incoherent talk­
ing. He had been chewing some of the plant in 
question. Pot. brom. and chloral were given, 
and then tr. opii. The patient finally slept for 
six hours, and then recovered. Another child of 
6 years, who chewed a leaf and spat it out, 
showed also undoubted symptoms of poisoning. 
Tile plant was identified hy Mr. E. Bickford 
and Mr. Lindley Cor veil, the latter of whom 
stated that reports of its deleterious effects 
upon children had come from various parts of 
the colony.

Datura Stramonium, L. (Thorn Apple): This 
introduced plant is common in waste places in 
Australia. Dr. Henry Early (Aunt. Med. Journ., 
Vol. II., 1857, p. 241) describes seven cases of 
poisoning amongst children in the Immigrants’ 
Home, Melbourne. The symptoms and signs wore 
dilated pupils, a bright scarlet efflorescence, 
rapid pulse, much thirst, great excitement, 
maniacal paroxysms, startings, muttering and 
occasional screaming, and catching at imaginary 
objects. Half a drachm of the seeds, which were 
fortunately immature, were obtained from the 
motions in one case. All recovered. Dr. P. T.

Thane, of Yass, N.S.W., in 1899 (J.J/Jr., p. 54) 
records three cases, two total. One was a girl 
of live at Yass. There were Hushed face and 
rapid breathing, and later dilated pupils, loss 
of conjunctival reflex, tonic spasms of Lhe 
muscles, a temperature of KH.ldeg., and drow­
siness without delirium. The s<**ds were vomit­
ed, passed in the motions, and found post-mor­
tem in the stomach. Another case had occurred 
at Wagga three years Itefore. Tim temperature 
rose to 104.6deg., and there were coma, clonic 
spasms, delirium, dilated pupils, and death in 
15 hours. A previous case at Yass, under Drs. 
English and Dot? an, had had delirium, dilated 
pupils and a dry skin, hut no rise of tempera­
ture. This one recovered.

Atropa belladonna: In 1857 (A.M .Jp.244) 
Dr. Lovell By ass recorder! the cases of two child­
ren of 7 and 3|, who swallowed a number of 
purple berries. The pupils became dilated, and 
there were tremors. The younger a so exhibit­
ed violent convulsions, a scarlet skin and 
screeching.

Gycade.ee.-—In the eastern and western States, 
species of Macrozdmm have long been known to 
cause a condition in cattle called “rickets,” but 
apparently really some form of paresis. Though 
in man such chronic poisoning naturally does 
not occur, cases of acute effects from eating the 
untreated nuts have from time to time occurred 
and a member of this family is responsible for 
the first cases of plant poisoning recorded for 
Australia. The nuts can be eaten after macera­
tion and other treatment, which removes the 
poisonous principle, which is said to he oxalic acid 
(Mr. Wallas), but their means of preparation, 
not being know to Captain Cook's people, seve­
ral of them suffered from the results of eating 
the raw nuts when at the Endeavour ltiver in 
1770, as the following extract from the “Journal 
of the Rt. Hon. Sir Joseph Banks” (edited by 
Sir Joseph D. Hooker, p.299) shows: “Palms 
here are of three different sorts. . The third 
(Gycas media, R. Br.) generally bears a plentiful 
crop of nuts, about the size of a large chestnut, 
and rounder. By the hulls of these, which we 
found plentifully near the Indian fires, we were 
assured that these people ate them, and some of 
our people tried to do the same, but were de­
terred from a second experiment by a hearty fit 
of vomiting. The bogs, however, which were 
sti'4 shorter of provisions than we were, ate 
them heartily, and we considered their consti­
tutions stronger than ours, until after about a 
week they were all taken extremely ill of indi­
gestion ; two died, and the rest were saved with 
difficulty.” La Perouse’s seamen, in 1788, also 
suffered from this inexperience, as Phillip’s first 
despatch to Lord Sydney (Barton’s Hist, of 
N.S.W., Vol. 1., p. 286) shows, when he men­
tions “the kernels of a large fruit, that is not 
unlike a pineapple, hut which, when eaten hy 
the French seamen, occasioned violent retell­
ings.” Piinders ("A Voyage to Terra Austra­
lis,” Vol. I., pp. 80-81, 1814) also mentions 
poisoning from these fruits, when at Lucky Bay, 
Recherche’s Archipelago, on January 9th, 1802, 
thus: “A party of the gentlemen were upon the 
top, eating a fruit not much unlike green wal­
nuts in external appearance, and invited me to 
partake; but, having breakfasted", and not much 
liking their flavour, I did not taste them. Mr. 
Thistle and some others, who had eaten liberal-
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Iv, were taken ill, and remained umvcll all the 
day afterward. The plant which produced these 
nuts was a species of zamia (Zinnia spiralis of 
Brown's Prodr. Fh*r. Nov. Hull., 1., 348); a class 
of plants nearly allied to the third kind of palm 
found by Captain Cook on the Hast Coast, the 
fruit of which produced the same deleterious 
effects on hoard the Endeavour.’’* On Sir 
Goo. Grey’s expedition from Gantheaume Bay, 
during the year 1839, several of the men ate 
some nuts which were not sufficiently dry; they 
were seized with fits of vomiting, accompanied 
by vertigo and other distressing symptoms. The 
symptoms gradually abated during the night, 
and in the morning, though weak, they were 
able to continue the mardh (Sir George Grey’s 
“Journals of Two Expeditions of Discovery in 
North-west and Western Australia,” Vol. 2, 
1841, p. 81). In an article by Dr. George Ben­
nett, F.L.S., on “Macrozamia sinralis, or the 
Burrawang of New South Wales” (N.S.IF. Med. 
Gazette, Vol. II., No. 1, p. 1), reference is made 
to a reported case of poisoning by “fern nuts.” 
A little girl, 34 years of age, ate one of the nuts. 
She was suddenly taken ill—violent vomiting, 
stupor, and a yellowish appearance of the eyes 
being the most notable symptoms. The state 
of stupor continued for some hours, when she 
slowly recovered. Dr. JHartigan, who attended 
the case, said the pulse was 120, but there was 
no dilatation of the pupil of the eye, and he 
expressed the opinion that the illness of the 
child was not due to eating the nuts. Dr. Ben­
nett adds that the nuts are eaten by the blacks, 
but produce poisonous symptoms unless they are 
steeped for eight days in water, and washed, or 
they are roasted, then bruised and steeped in 
water for three days. The seed in the fresh 
state, cut up and given to fowls, is poisonous to 
them. The editor states ; that he and a lady 
suffered vomiting and depression through each 
eating one of these nuts, when 14 years of age. 
Later, in the same journal (p. 57), the results 
of a chemical exahdnatio^i are given by Mr. 
J. S. Norrie. The dry seeds were pulped, and 
starch and g’uten were detected; from a soluble 
portion which was acid, and which, gave calcium 
oxalate on adding lime water, binoxalate of 
potash was isolated, and microscopic amounts of 
a possible alkaloid crystallising in prisms.

Poisonous Nut.—A nut! producing “violent 
sickness” was found by Stuart, near Central 
Mount Stuart, in Central (Australia, in 1860. 
(Howitt, “Hist, of Discov.j in Austr., Vol. II., 
p. 308). ;

Grttvrineai.—Loliutn, -^probably L. perenne : 
The presence of ground seedp of Lolium temulen- 
turn in bread is well known as a cause of ner­
vous symptoms, amongst which are tremors of 
the limbs, on ingestion. The following instance 
of poisoning from drake seeds, “a Canadian 
weed,” is recorded in the Aust. Med. Journ 
(Vol. 9, 1864, p. 281). A family at Castlemaine, 
owing to the high price of bread, mixed pollard 
with the flour. The pollard, unknown to them, 
had been made from drake seeds. They were 
seized with violent shakings, all were seriously 
ip, and two of the children appeared to be at 
death’s door, hut all eventually recovered. On 
reference to Mr. J. H. Maiden, Director of the 
Botanic Gardens, Sydney, he lias informed me 
that L. perenne is sometimes known as “drake.”

Fungi.
inert:.—Amanita ( ?): The poisonous 

European Fly Agaric (.-Tmmubi mumarta) is re­
corded for Victoria, but, owing to its scarlet 
cap, is not likely to he eaten by mistake. Seve­
ral other species of Amtiuita, probably including 
poisonous kinds, are, however, known for Aus­
tralia, and some of these may at times he mis­
taken for mushrooms. The persistent white gills 
and volva or sheath at the base of the stem 
should, however, prevent mistakes. Dr, F. M. 
Johnston (Inter Med. Journ., 1907, p. 399) re­
cords a fatal case of “mushroom” poisoning, A 
boy, aged 6, had, together with four other mem­
bers of the family, eaten a number of mush­
rooms gathered in Albert Park, Melbourne: 
These mushrooms were gathered between 10 and 
11 one morning, and eaten at 9 o’clock the next. 
An hour and a half afterwards: this boy begas 
vomiting, which continued off and on during the 
-lay. Early the next morning his relatives were 
roused by his noisy breathing. On examining 
the child, they found him in a dying state. Dr. 
Johnson^ when called in shortly afterwards, 
found him lying on his back, breathing noisily, 
hut not stertorously, with a sort of Cheyne- 
Stoke’s type. He was comatose, the eyes were 
open, the pupils contracted, and the cornea! 
conjunctiva insensitive. There was no squint. 
The face was pallid and dusky; the lips blackish. 
Clonic convulsions occurred in the limbs; the 
arms were strongly adducted the forearm supi- 
nated, the wrist flexed, and the lower limbs 
rigidly extended. The patella reflex was obtain­
ed in the interval between convulsions. The 
thorax was full of noisy fluid rales. The abdo­
men was fiat and soft, tbe extremities cool, but 
not cold. There was no rigidity, nor was there 
any opisthotonos. Treatment was by a rectal 
injection of brandy and hot water, the injec­
tion of atropine and the inhalation of nitrite of 
amyl, which proved ineffective. Dr. Johnson 
attributed death to paralysis of the respiratory 
centre and heart. Since other members of the 
family were unaffected, and this child had pre­
viously eaten mushrooms without experiencing 
any undue symptoms, he came to the conclusion 
that the patient had eaten the one poisonous 
fungus in the dish, probably an Amanita. He 
alternatively suggested that an Agaricus cam- 
pestris, the common mushroom, growing on some 
fou1! medium and absorbing poison therefrom, or 
being itself attacked by some poisonous parasite 
(Hutchinson), might be the cause. The mush­
rooms had not been kept long enough to under­
go any fermentative process aiding in the pro­
duction of some ptomaine. During 1914, two in­
stances were reported in the daily press of 
poisoning from fungi, believed, at the time, to 
he the common mushroom. At Pinkenba, near 
Brisbane, seven men were taken ill after having 
steak and “mushrooms” for breakfast. Stofnach 
pumps were used at the hospital, and all were 
well enough to leave in the afternoon. In May, 
two men lost their lives near Moora, 011 the Mid­
land Railway, in Western Australia, through 
mistaking some poisonous agaric for mushrooms. 
Their ages were 38 and 27. About 1 p.m., these 
two and a mate ate the “mushrooms.” Shortly 
after, all three complained of pains in the sto­
mach. During the night one died, and the 
second about 9.30 next morning. The third re­
covered.

(To be continued,).Ilawkesworth, vol. iii, j>. 220, 221.
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PLANTS, INCLUDING FUNGI, POISONOUS OR 
OTHERWISE INJURIOUS TO MAN IN 
AUSTRALIA.

By J. Burton Cleland, M.D., Ch.M., (Syd.), 
Principal Government Microbiologist, N.S.W.

(Continued from Pape 544.)
PLANT8 POSSESSING ACRID JuiCKB, WHICH, WHEN

applied, Injure the Skin and Mucous
Membrane.

Euphorbiaceae.—Excaccaria agallocha Linn.:
This plant is described in Moore and Betche’s 
“Handbook of the Flora of N.S.W.,” p. 79, as a
small, glabrous, very poisonous tree. The fol­
lowing reference as to its -action is of interest: 
The “milky mangrove,” “river poison tree,” or 
“blind-your-eyes” (Excaccaria agallocha), is 
stated by Banfield, in liis “Confessions of a 
Beachcomber,” to exude a sap when injured, 
which is very volatile. “'There is an acrid, 
burning sensation in the throat, inflamed eyes 
and headache, whole a single drop falling into 
the eyes will, it is believed, cause loss of sight.” 
The blacks use the juice for certain ulcerous 
and chronic diseases.

Excaecaria parvifolia, Muell. and Arg.: In
addition to E. agallocha, Mr. Maiden quotes 
this plant as yielding an acrid juice, which is 
more or less volatile, and which if it gets into 
the eyes wall produce temporary loss of sight 
and other local irritation.

Excaecaria sp. (Guttapercha or Rubber Tree, 
“Blind-your-Eye”) : Spencer and Gillen in 
“Across Australia” (vol. ii.* p. 458) state that 
the milky juice, if it reaches the conjunctiva, 
causes severe inflammation,1 and even temporary 
blindness.

Aroidae.—Colocasia macmrrhiza: This plant 
produces an acrid juice. The following instance 
of fatal injuries received from a plant growing 
on the Bellinger River is recorded in the Aus­
tralasian Medical Gazette (JantflH-ry, 1892, p. 
113). In November, 1891, an inquest was held 
on a child of five years, the verdict being that, 
death occurred from suffocation after eating 
portion of the leaf. When seen by the mother it 
was suffering great pain in the month, throat, 
and stomach, and appeared to be choking, and 
died before the arrival of a medical man. It is 
mentioned that the cunjevoy grows on the allu­
vial flats of the Bellinger \ River and other 
northern rivers. It belongs to the arum family, 
to which taro (Colocasia esculent a) belongs, 
the rhizome of which after careful washing 
and cooking is used as food in the South Sea 
islands, 'io the same order belongs Diffen- 
bachia scqvina (the “dumb cane” of the West 
Indies), chewing the leaf of which causes such 
inflammation that the patient cannot speak. 
All parts of the cunjevoy have an acrid juice, 
especially the rhizome. The. rhizome contains 
starch, which is used by the blacks after wash­
ing -and cooking. The leaf juice of the cunjevoy 
fts said to be an antidote for tthe irritation 
caused bv the common or tree-nettle.

Plants producing Vesiculation when applied
to the Skin.

r./

RuhteenCs—Pfiebalium anjentcuni; F.v.M. Mr. 
Maiden refers to this as Ihe Western Australian 
blister plant, and states that Dr. Alexander 
Morrison, Perth (Chemists and Druggists 
Journal, 8th July, 1899 p. 63), has shown that it 
blisters the human skin if handled. Dr. Morri­
son Ihimself (“Notes on the Natural Hist., etc., 
of W.A.,” by Malcolm Fraser, 1903, p. 187), snvs 
that Baron von Mueller called it the “blister 
plant” on accouut of the blistering property of 
its juice. 1 have had a personal experience 
near Perth of a species of Phebaliuni, probably 
the one in question. The plant grows on the 
edges of the swamps, and has a pleading fresh 
yellowish-green appearance, growing to a shrub 
of four or five feet in height. Residents had 
informed me of its blistering capabilities, and 
to put these to the test, early one morning, 
while the dew was still on the grass, I energeti­
cally rubbed a dew-laden leaf on to the back of 
my hand. At the time no- irritation was in­
duced and absolutely no sign of inflammation 
was evident. I therefore treated the informa­
tion with much scepticism. Twenty-four hours 
later* however, on looking at the rubbed area I 
noticed an erythematous blush confined to the 
spot where the leaf was applied. Watching this 
with interest I gradually saw the formation of 
a vesicle, which in forty-eight hours was cover­
ing the whole area, being about the size of a 
threepenny piece. Eventually a large blister 
formed with turbid contents, which was then 
opened, and the wound dressed. Finally, when 
the wound was healed, a white atrophic-looking 
area was left at the site, surrounded by an 
irregular-looking ring of dark brown pigment. 
This persisted, though gradually fading, for 
several years, and even about five years later 
the area could stfill be recognised as being some­
what paler than the surrounding skin, and 
having a few small areas of melanin pigment 
dotted over it. Doubtless the irritative pro­
perties in this plant are due to one of the essen­
tial oils so well-known as constituents of this 
order of plants. The most interesting feature 
is the absence of an immediate reaction, the 
slow appearance of this (24 to 48 hours), and 
the resultant large blisters. The possibility 
suggests itself that the plant may be of service 
in medicine as a local irritant with persistent 
qualities, applicable as a remedy for chronic 
joint affections, etc. I may state that on 
several other occasions, apparently with the 
same plant, I tried to produce similar results, 
but failed.

Proteaceae.—Greiillea, sp.: The following re­
ference is from Howitt’s “History of Explora­
tion in Australia” (vol. 2, p. 33), in connection 
with Leichhardt’s explorations when he was on 
the MacArthur River, Northern Australia, on 
the 21st September* 1845. Howitt. states that 
the explorers discovered here, too. that the 
fruit of the drooping Grcvillea had a great 
power of raising blisters, and also rendering



570 THE AUSTRALASIAN MEDICAL GAZETTE. [Junk27,1914

the skin where it touched black as nitrate of 
silver.
Plants Producing Urticaria, when applied to

the Skin.
The chief plants in Australia producing this 

condition oelong to the order Vrticaccae. U. 
(Hoica, a common English, member, has been 
introduced into Australia, and is widely dis­
tributed in settled parts. U. incisa, an indi­
genous s})ecies, is found in abundance in parte, 
often in sandy., barren country in the interior. 
The leaves of both these plants give rtee to 
a well-marked and painful urticaria when 
brought in smart contact writh the hand.

Laportea yigas, photiniphylla and moroides 
(the Giant Nettle Trees) : These conspicuous 
trees are common in the dense troprieal and sub­
tropical scrubs along the eastern coasts of 
Australia. Their stinging properties are well- 
known and carefully avoided. Animals are said 
to have occasionally lost their lives from acci­
dental contact with the leaves. S. W. Jackson, 
in an article entitled “In the Barron River Val­
ley, North Queensland” (The Emu, vol. 8, pt. 5, 
June, 1909, p. 252), thus describes being in­
jured by them near Atherton in N. Queensland. 
"1 got badly stung on the face by the griant or 
large-leavea stinging tree, when reaching out 
to one of the cat-bird’s nests; the stings were 
so severe that my throat and eyes were badly 
affected, and not even the application of the 
supposed antidote—the juice of the shrub-lily 
or cunjevoy—would lessen the smarting pain. 
Next day the severe scalding sting still re­
mained.”

Mr. Maiden refers in the Agricultural 
Gazette of N.S.W. (December, 1909), to the 
well-known irritation caused by the skin of the 
common edible ftg, when eaten by people with­
out peeling it. He mentions a case in which 
a lady at North Sydney could never gather her 
crop of figs, muon less handle them, when mak­
ing pickled figs, fig jam, etc., without contract­
ing irritation of the hands.

Plants Producing Dermatitis.
Meliaceae.—Dysoxylon muelleri Benth (Red 

Bean) : In an excellent paper on “Some Plants 
which Cause Inflammation or Irritation of the 
Skin,” Mr. J. H. Maiden (Agricultural Gazette, 
of N.S.W„ December, 1909), makes the follow­
ing statement : ,$ome cabinet-makers report 
that after working at it for “four or five days 
they begin to suffer from a virulent form of 
influenza, accompanied by violent fits of vomit­
ing land bleeding at the nose, while if they cut 
themselves in handling the timber, blood poison­
ing almost inevitably ensues. Remarkably 
enough, the more seasoned the wood is, the 
worse it becomes.” Mr. Maiden suggests that 
the language is exaggerated, and that as far 
as he could glean the wood, and particularly 
the saw-dust, is exceedingly irritating to some 
people, and that it has indeed produced a severe 
eczema, and also irritation of the mucous 
membrane.

Anacardiaceae. — Rhm radicans, L., “Poi­
son, Climbing or Three-leaved Ivy,” “Poi­
son Oak,” “Poison Creeper”: Mr. Maiden, 
in his paper in the Agricultural Gazette 
of N.S.W., 1909, gives the following per­

sonal experience of this plant. “In the middle 
of January, 1903, while performing iny ordinary 
duties in the Botanic Gardens, Sydney, 1 had 
occasion to go near our plant of Poison Ivy in 
the Gardens; I was not aware that I hud 
touched it, and I do not think I did do so. It 
grows on a stone wall, out of reach of visitors. 
It occasionally requires priming, and the pruuer 
generally protects himself with leather gloves. 
In the course of years we have found some men 
immune to its effects, while others are sensi­
tive. In fact, we cannot say, except as the 
result of experience, whether a man will be 
affected by it at all. Men are always warned 
about the plant and the pruning is a voluntary 
act. A point I wish to emphasise is that I 
believe it is necessary to. touch this plant to 
produce evil effects; at certain seasons the poi­
sonous principle is- exhaled from the plant. The 
next morning my face was so swollen that I 
could not open my eyes. The itching torture 1 
suffered 1 shall never forget, as long as I live.” 
He also mentions a Tasmanian ca^e as follows: 
“Notes on a recent case of poisoning caused by 
the exhalation of Rhus radicans (toxicoden­
dron) at the Botanical Gardens, Hobart” (F. 
Abbott in Proc. Roy. Soc., Tas., 1886, 182). Six 
men- employed in the garden were injured to a 
more or les» serious extent. They were reduc­
ing the size of the plant on the 22ml September. 
Maiden quotes a paper by Dr. Franz Pfaff in 
the Kcto Bulletin of 1903, as regards the poison­
ous principle of this plank Dr. Pfaff showed 
that the active principle was an oil which he 
called toxicodendrol. Mr. Maiden calls atten­
tion to the danger of this plant when grown 
by amateurs in gardens, and issues a solemn 
warning as to its danger. He points out that 
the plant is often confused with Virginia 
Creeper.

Dr. A. Norman McArthur, of Melbourne 
(Interc. Medical Journal, June, 1904, p. 16), 
describes three cases of dermatitis from Rhus 
toxicodendron. - In one of the cases, a woman, 
the patient had not actually handled the plant.

Professor E. C. Stirling, of Adelaide (Amt. 
Medical Gazette, April 19th, 1913), describes 
a case of dermatitis from this plant, which had 
come under his notice. His under-gardener had 
been working jn proximity to some of the roots 
of the Poison Ivy, and happened to handle them 
in order to throw them aside. The broken ends 
exuded a milky juice, which turned black ou 
exposure At dinner time he washed his hands 
well in Condy’s fluid but on. the following morn­
ing a severe dermatitis developed on the left 
hand. Later, the eruption extended to the left 
leg. There was redness and swelling, the form­
ing bullae being fully the size of a sixpence, some 
with slightly sanguineous contents. A week 
later the forearm up to the elbow joint was red, 
inflamed and greatly swollen, and covered with 
bullse. The right thigh was also affected now 
as well as part of the right arm, the pain and 
itching being very severe. A week later the 
eruption was disapppearing, although now on 
the right forearm there were a number of 
serous bullse. Ten days later the condition had 
nearly cleared up. An excellent photograph is 
given of the affected arms covered with large 
bullse. Thirteen years previously the same
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m«».ii had been affected with u precisely similar 
eruptiiou caused by handling the leaves of an 
allied sumach (Rhus vcrnicifera) from which 
lie gradually recovered in the course of about 
a month. Ever since this first attack his skin 
hud been exceedingly susceptible to various irri­
tants to which previously it was not sensitive. 
Even ordinary ivy, if touched, would produce a 
slight vesicular erythema, and recently whilst 
paddling and being exposed for a short time to 
the sun* he had suffered from a violent derma­
titis with blistering. This reference to in­
creased sensitiveness to irritants of other kinds 
following a dermatitis produced by one par­
ticular species of plant is of great interest. The 
occurrence suggests analogies with anaphylaxis 
and serum disease.

Leguminosac.—Castanospermum australe, A.
Gunn. (The Black Bean): Mr. Maiden says that 
this well-known furniture timber of N.S.W. 
and Queensland has, like the Red Bean (D. 
inuelleri) been accused of injuriously affecting 
the health of workmen.

Myrtaceae.—Eucalyptus maeulata, Hook (The 
Spotted Gum) : Mr. Maiden states that in parts 
of Queensland, timber-getters and sawyers who 
have handled this gum' are sometimes affected 
with a rash called “spotted gum rash.”

On making enquiries, he ascertained that 
most persons had never heard of it, 
though one, Mr. Vogele, Mount Douglas, 
Paterson, N.S.W., reported as follows: “Spotted 
gum rash prevails here. Some are affected 
more than others. One of my neighbours, who 
worked wuth me in the bush for years, felt this 
influence if only working beside a spotted gura; 
to work one was out of the question. If persist­
ing in doing so he would itch, and afterwards 
break out in pimples. Every occasion he got 
affected more; at length he had to sell his selec­
tion on account of it.”

Eucalyptus hemiphloia, F.v.M. (White or Grey 
Gum) : Mr. Maiden has heard on one occasion 
of this timber causing a rash in a- man, or at 
least of a rash being attributed to this timber.

Onagrariaceae.—Oenothera biennis, L. (The 
“Evening Primrose”) : This is an introduced 
plant in many parts of Australia. Mr. Maiden 
states that Dr E. G. Seligmann, of London, 
wrote to him that this plant produces eczema 
in human beings.

Araliaceae.—Hedera helix, Linn. (The Com­
mon “Ivy”) : Mr. Maiden quotes a statement 
from Mr. H. Selkirk, of Sydney, saying that 
the common wall ivy may irritate the skins of 
some people. He speaks of a man at Mosman 
who pruned his ivy the previous year, and for 
weeks afterwards was in the doctor’s hands, 
and his hands and arms were in a very bad 
state. He also says that one of his own brothers 
suffered in a mild way after similar work, and 
that he had himself had a somewhat similar 
experience.

Dr. W. J. Munro, of Sydney (Aust. Med. 
Gas., Jan. 20, 1900, p. 25) records an interest­
ing case of a dermatitis with papules and 
vesicles spreading from the foot, where com­
mon ivy leaves soaked in vinegar had been 
applied to relieve corns. Several later attacks 
followed handling wet ivy leaves for decorative

purposes, the patient having been rendered evi­
dently more susceptible.

Compositor. — Cassinia aculeata, R. Hr. 
(sometimes known as “Dogwood”) : Mr. Maiden 
quotes Dr. A. W. Finch Noyes, in charge of the 
Skin Department of the Melbourne and Alfred 
Hospitals,, for a paper in the Chemist and Drug­
gist Of Australasia, August, 1899, p. 240, which 
was read before the Medical Society of Vic­
toria, the blame being credited to this plant. 
This paper was also published in the lntercol. 
Med. Journal, July, 1899, p. 359. Mr. Maiden 
summarises as follows: “Details are given of 
seven cases, several of which suffered only when 
the dogwood was in flower, and the patient had 
come in contact with it by brushing through 
the scrub, and other ways. The symptoms indi­
cate that minute particles of some kind, such 
as pollen from the flowers or irritating par­
ticles from the bark* get between the clothing 
and the skin, and where there are loose folds or 
clothing in contact with parts of the skin in­
flammation is often produced. The eruption is 
often scaly, with great irritation, and a feeling 
described, in some cases, as if lire were run­
ning through the part. In one case, a resi­
dent of Gippslaud was driven from the district 
twelve years ago, and six months ago return­
ed. He had a second attack of the eruptiion, 
which was relieved when he left the district. 
He determined to live down his susceptibility, 
and went back, but returned a few weeks ago, 
with an eruption similar to that in previous 
attacks.” He also quotes a letter from Mr. C. 
Collyer, of Brunswick, Victoria, written in 
December, 1904, Mr. Goliyer says that he was 
at one time a resident of Walhalla, and a 
sufferer from what was locally known as 
“mountain itch.” He attributes the irritation 
to animaculae from diseased or blighted speci­
mens. The blight referred to blackens the 
whole shrub. He mentions that not only him­
self, but others have been affected similarly 
on passing near or through the blighted speci­
mens, especially in mountainous Gippsland. 
He also mentions that iu the Otway Forest 
they passed through a dense undergrowth of 
healthy young Cassinia, and that although 
they were in bloom and passing from bloom 
into seed he and his. son had suffered no in­
convenience.

Pyrethrum (Chrysanthemum) carthenium, 
Sm. (“Fever Few”) : Mr. Maiden states that the 
Rev. H. E. Thomson* of Murrumburrah, N.S.W., 
could never tolerate this plant, which always 
produced an eczematie swelling on hie face. 
He was fond of gardening, and proximity to 
this plant always distressed him. He tried to 
resist the effects, but finally had to remove alt 
such plants from his garden.

Erigcron linifolius, DC.: Mr. Maiden men­
tions that Dr. Doyle, of Newcastle, sent him 
specimens of this plant, known as “Cobblers’ 
Regs,” which had induced inflammation of the 
skin in a patient of his at Port Stephens.

Centipeda: Mr. M.aiden states that in
N.S.W. we have two common sneezewoods, 
natives of low-lying land), Centipeda (Myrio- 
gync) orbicularis and C. minuta, which, when 
dry, cause irritation of the raucous mem-
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brain*-1- Me bad not heard of them producing 
srnrnus ill nt>ss.

itfcana rimUfluhi* Month, (a native shrub- 
4?iisy) Mr. Maiden Mj/r/e. (htz. of N+fi.W-* 
*ful>\ 11112, p. 004), mentions that this plant “is 
mated with a stiekv resinous substance, and

«y

since it- is a useless plant, it is often hand- 
pulled, but the men (or, at leasts some of them) 
doing the work suffer from a kind of skin- 
poisoning (dermatitis) as the result. Leather 
gauntlets should be used by men so affected.”

Olearca deettrrens, Bent'li: Mr. J. H. Maiden 
(Agricultural Gazette of N.S.W., May, 1914, p. 
416). reports this plant in the Dubbo district, 
citing the ease of a man who apparently suf­
fered from dermatitis (which he called eczema), 
through handling the shrub. The plant is 
covered with a sticky substance.

Hurnea elegams: Mr. J. H. Maiden (Agric. 
Gaz. of N.8.W., Oct., 1913, p. 916), refers to this 
plant, which is a native of New South Wales 
and Victoria, and is cultivated in English glass 
houses. He mentions correspondence which had 
appeared m the Gardeners’ Chronicle, alleging 
that the foliage causes symptoms of eczema, 
and that inflammation of the eyes followed 
standing on the leeward side of the clump when 
there was a breeze blowing. He states that in 
The Garden, of 13th December, 1902, mention is 
made by a correspondent that forty years pre­
viously be had been attacked by an inflamma­
tion of the eyes, which lasted several days, after 
having potted some of this plant, and another 
correspondent wrote stating that he had suf­
fered for some weeks with an inflamed eye, 
caused simply by drawing his hand over the 
leaves and afterwards rubbing the eye. This 
caused him much pain—almost as bad as if 
stung by a wasp. Mr J. H. Maiden (Agric. Gaz. 
of N.8.W., March, 1914, p. 236), mentions hav­
ing received a letter from the principal o' a 
well-known horticultural college an Victoria, 
who stated that, he had handled this plant for 
years, both in the bush and in gardens, and 
had never previously suffered injurious effects 
until in November, 1913, when he accidentally 
touched his face with his hands after handling 
several plants. In two or three hours his whole 
face was red and swollen and very painful. He 
applied a soothing ointment, but the pain con­
tinued all night,, and in the morning his eyes 
were nearly closed.

Verbenaceae.—Tectona grandis(Indian Teak) : 
I have been informed of a case in Sydney where 
a dermatitis, with “nettle-rash” and much irri­
tation lasting several days, occurs repeatedly 
in a carpenter wheh he handles in any way 
Indian Teak, or comes in contact with its saw­
dust, The hands and forearms and occasionally 
the scrotum are affected. Other employees occa­
sionally suffer similarly, but are not so 
sensitive.

Other Injuries Attributable to Plants.
Conostylis sp.—In the A.M.G. (vol. xxviii., 

1909, p. 304) I have recorded an instance of 
death from impaction of the dry flower of one 
of these plants in the larynx of a child.

Graininae.—The awns of grasses belonging to 
the genera Aristida and Stipa are well-known in 
parts of Australia on account of their piercing

the skin of sheep, and producing much disfigure­
ment and irritation, thus lessening materially 
Ihe market value of the carcases. The effect 
of these grass swdx on man must, he frequently 
irritating, and Howit-t in "History of Explora­
tion in Australia” (vol. Si., p. 308). refers to the 
experience of l*Yedcrick Walker’s expedition in 
search of Burke and Wills in 1862, when in the 
neighbourhood o*f the Bnrdekin. Walker ob­
served a "very bad description of grass" grow­
ing where the slate occurred, lie says the pain 
caused by a wound from this grass seed was 
exactly like that of the bite of a soldier ant

THE ABDOMINAL INCISION IN TREATMENT
OF OVARIAN CYSTOMA.

(Head before the South Australian Branch of 
the British Medical Association)

By J. A. Gr. Hamilton, B.A.. M.B., Hon. Gynaeco­
logist Adelaide Hospital.

In discussing Dr. London's paper at a late 
meeting on peritoneal implantation infection, 
following the removal of an ovarian cyst, I made 
a few remarks on the importance of removing 
these neoplasms through a large incision with­
out reduction, but time did not allow me to 
emphasise how essential it is to discard the once 
classical two or three-inch incision in removing 
these cysts. To a certain extent, the ultimate 
results obtained by the removal of ovarian cysts 
are not as satisfactory as they ought to be- 
It is difficult to understand why our increased 
knowledge of the pathology of these neoplasms 
has not led us to perform more complete and 
radical operations than we are doing at the 
present day. A recent writer in the Journal of 
Surges and Gynaecology, says, “The operative 
technique of ovariotomy, certain phases of 
which are considered modern, differs little from 

| that employed by the father of the operation, 
Ephraim McDowell, over 100 years ago, nor does 
the technique differ material:y, except in asep­
tic principles, from that utilised shortly after 
by his followers.”

The methods inherited from these pathfinders 
are still employed, and the authors of our most 
recent text books on gynaecology, with slight 
modifications, advise and use the methods prac­
tised by our forefathers. It is unusual in the 
present day to come in contact with cysts so 
enormous m size that they cannot be removed 

; through a large abdominal incision, without 
puncture or without tapping. Puncture or tap­
ping, no doubt, was necessary in the older days, 
when it was not uncommon to meet with cysts 
of an inordinate size; but these enormous cysts 

: are seldom seen nowadays. I have looked up 
some of the most modern text books on gynae­
cology, and find that with ainiost one accord the 
advice is given that ovarian cysts should be 
removed through an incision two or three inches 
long, thus exposing the tumour, and then to 
withdraw its contents either through a trocar, 
or by puncturing the cyst wall with a scalpel; 
then the cyst is removed through the small in­
cision as the growth empties itself. Of course, 
in the present day, the small incision, with 
evacuation of its contents, is not used in der­
moid cysts or where the tumour is papillary in 
character. It is generally believed that one can


