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POINSE1TIA 
J·:uphorbi,l fJlllcherrima \Villd. 

SHH.liB, tu l:; II., lltlh arclting or drooping, wand-like branches, containing 
an abundance of milk\ sap. I JO:A \'ES, more or less indented or wavy, to H in. 
long, thme clmt<:rnl i11 a rosette around the flowers are brightred, or less 
often pink or creamy 11 hit e. FLO\VERS, green-and-yellow in small clumps. 
FRUIT, 3 luhcd, 1/2 in. long, with 3 oblong seeds. This l\Iexiean plant, 
wideh helm-ed a<, a '' mbol of Christmas, is common in Florida dooryards 
and is usnalh trimmed hack to a height of l or 1 Y2 ft. in summer. 

TOXICITY: The sap i' canstil· like that of other members of the genus. It 
has served as a crnde depilatorY after dilution with oil to reduce its irritant 
action. People who cam the trimmings to their trash piles in their bare 
arms sometimes acquire dermatitis similar to that from poison ivy. 'l1tc fact 
t·hat this is done during 11ann \\'Cather and while perspiring from the exertion 
of pruning probahh increases smceptibility. However, in March, 19S5, the 
writer saw hli~tcrs ou all fingers of a ,·mmg woman who had merely trans­
planted a sntall poinsettia that had been given her in a pot at Christmas 
time. F C. llochne, Brazilian plant authority, warned that the sap is 
dangcrom to the eyes. 

Inte11talh, the sap is highh irritating and very toxic in quantity. Small 
children in Florida ha\'e complained of burning in tl1e mouth :ind throat 
fro111 sucking a stem, a leaf or flower-lmd. 'l11ey usually quickly desist 
becansc of the acrid and hittn taste. In Jan., 1965, a 2\;1-yr.-old child in 
Rod tester, N .Y , 11·as cxcenlinr;lv ill from eating a poinsettia leaf. Dr. H. L. 
:\mold related in I'oisonous !'/ants of I Iawaii that a 2 \'f.-old child ate a 
poinset-tia leaf, experienced 1omiting, diarrhea and dcli;ium and died, in 
1919. r II !\I CXIcan folk mcchcinc, a decoction of the floral leaves ( 8 gm. in 
)()() g111. 11·ater) kt\ been long prc~crihcd as a galactagogue with the warning 
that large doses are dangerous. In Florida, there have been hazardous frivolous 
mcs of the poinsettia indud111g the freezing of an entire showY inflorescence 
·in a bluck of icc <md floatm~,; it in a parh· punch howl. On melting, the 
irritant JHopcrtics could 11cll contaminate the punch and cause illness. Tile 
,,ccch are cmdic aml catharlic. Cattle arc poisoned by grazing on the plant 
httt a largl' hmh l'<l'> coml!lncd lw a goat in Costa Rica without apparent 
harlll. 
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MANCHINEEL 
I 1 '/'/ 10 1111111 I' 11111 11 c i nl'i I 11 

F.mtily: Fuphorhi,IITdt' 

TREE (WILD). MILKY SAP CAUSES 
RASH AND BLISTERS. FRUIT AND 

OTHER PARTS TOXIC INTERNALLY. 
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MANCIIINEEL 
llif'('"""llu: ntuncinellu L. 

'I'IUO:i'., to SO tt., llttli broad IJ0\111, light-grav hark ami abundant milh sap. 
J.K\\'FS, tluu, SliJooth, 2 to 4 i11. long. J.'LO\V)<]<.S, tim·, n~llow or rose 
in 6111 sp1kc:-. I•RIJJT, r<lltlnl or oblate, !1/2 to 2 in. wide, light-green to 
1cllow, \tl!ootlt \ktlltlul. 11itiJ thin layer of whitish flesh and large womh 
core tmlo,ing a rough stone cuutaining 6 to 8, Y-.-itJ. long, hrown seeds. A 
natin: tree of South Florida aud the Kcvs, once abundant, 11011' rare except 
in the Cape Sable tcgulll of l·:lnglacles National Park. 

TOXICITY: Direct contact 11 ith the caustic milh sap can result, 1vithin 
~2 hr, in a Imming :-cmatHnt followed bv severe blistering and painful 
swelling. :\ Curacao fishcrmau 11·ho had slung a rope around a manchinccl 
branch ami pnt sufficient \Ieight on it to erode the bark, later wrapped 

l 
the rope around his 11·aist and ;,nffered vcn· severe consequences. ~r 
rain <hipping from tht· kan·s carries 11·ith it Sllfficicnt irritating material 
T<;·z-:~i;;,·c-·<Ti;rlii;lflfj:; ________ -·-·····------------- ----------·---------------~ 
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Nen:rthclc,s, the tree is mmh appreciated for its shade in the \Vest ludic' 
ami on coasts of Central ,\111crica and northern South America. Bathers 
recline 111 cliairs beneath it <iild ncarll' nude children climb the trunk and 
damhcr mer the larger branches with6ut ill effect if the bark is unbroken. 
'11Jis can he a ha.zardons pa\time, howe1-cr, for even a trace of the sap 
com-c1 ed to the e1·es \\'ill produce intense irritation and possibly temporary 
blindness. Smoke from bmuiug manchincel causes eye inflammation and 
headache. 

The sap 11<1S repurtedll used b1 tl1e Carib Indians as arrow poison and the 
lea1-cs were put in tl1c water of \prings to poison enemies who drank from 
them: According to Dr. \\'. r-.r. LHtter of the Univcrsitv of Florida, all parts 
of the tree contain pll)'.mstigmine or some ot·her similar alkaloid, plus a 
sapogenin. The IITitings of the carl1 Spaniards and of latter-day sensationalists 
gn:ath· exaggerate the dangcr<JIIS a'pects of this tree. Eating the thin flesh 
of the fruits ma1· produce gradual ulceration of the intestinal tract 'I11e im 
mediate effect' <IH: irritation all(! inflammation, sometimes blistering, around 
the lllouth and ordinarilY \l'll little is ingested. 
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OYSTER PLANT 
l?ftut'll '}'llflllit/'11 

Fantilv: ComnH'Iin;" t-:u· 

HERB. SUCCULENT lEAVES EASilY 
BROKEN; JUICE A COMMON CAUSE 

OF ITCHING AND FINE RASH. 


