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POISON IVY

(Rhus radicans)

SEEDLING DESCRIPTION

Poison iwy shools emerge from the overwinler
img parts of the plang af abowl the tme lilacs
begin b bioom. Smooth, slender stems grow
from bisds on the roois and vines, The shoots
are sl inee seedlmgs, w0 they baek cotyledons.
The pighily Folded tps ane ondy ¥ iech (12 mm)
long and soon opem im0 three-bealler leaves.
Leaves are brighl, shimy groen, asd ofien
nged with red.

BIOLOGY
Paisen ivy bebongs 1o the Cashew' family (Ana
cardiaceae). It grows as a vime — trailing along
the ground and formang a loos: mat, covering
femceposts amd reaching the lops ol bees as
higgh as LK) feet [ 30 m). Viees grow as msch as
20 feet (6 m) m one season, and most of this
growth lakes plece before (lowering. In full
sum, paoason vy lakes on a2 shrub form and
provws | b Feel (2390 0 1200 em) all

A perennial, poison vy propagaies by seed,
by leafy shiots sent up from the roots, and by
siems that can take ool where they toach the
wnil. The root systemn may reach 20 fest bor
zomtally buf rarely grows. deeper than | foal

The sbem 1 woodly, and the trumks of old
vines may be & mches {15 cm) thick. Sems
haves Lough, SErimgy air roobs by which the vines
chng o and climb up trees amd rock walls.

Poson 1wy has compound leavies, so Uhal
wihat ok Hke three leaves i actually a simgle
leal consising ol three indrvidual leallers. The
femves are aliermately arranged along the main
spem amd ane attached by a contral leafstalk or
petiole that groas ap 1o 4 inches (10 cm) boig
The two side leqffers are aftached by shon
stalks; the cemtral keaflet, by a longer one. The
leaflets are bright or deep green in the spring
#nd sammer and fwm brilliant red im the fall
They are wsuslly smooth ard glossy bt may be
slightly hairy or dull. The lead surfaces fre-
quently have a blistery appearance

Leaflets are oval or elliptical, | o 6 inches
(2.5 o 15 cm) long. amd mbout half as wide
Leaf tips are always poinied and leaf margins
are hairless, bt leaf shape varies greathy de-
pending on the plant. Edges may be smooth,
wawy, or have one or several lobes. Regandless
af shape, poison
arranged in threes. To avoid poison ivy, the
rule of the woods 18 “Leaflets three, bet ot be ™

Male and female Mowers are baome on sepa-
rade planmis. Flowers emerge in spring and form

vy lenflets are always

clasters L oo 3 mnetes (3 o 12 om) long. &1-
tached whers ithe leafsalk mests the stem. Indi-
withaal flowers are preenish white and onky ¥ e
Vs inch (3 o & mm) across, The male fowers
have five yellow anthers. and are slighthy more
comspicuons than the female blossoms, When
bees visif the blossoms im search of pollen and
mecinr, they femilize the flowers

Youwng leqves emerge from overainienng

. |'-'I|'|

Poivom ivy offen climby drees fo reach the
fighr

Air roaly enmbie sfewmiy b oling Mo dare Fock
Leaves are allermmely arrmmged ailome the
AT

Leaflets may be lobhed or hunve emvaith
MrE s

I feadl, teaves dwrn red angd bevrees furn fam
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After fertilization, clusters ol small grecn
berries develop, The berries soon burn fan and,
by kate sumimer, become hard and waxy. Each
berry is about W inch i diameter and bas g
scaly owter cout that i sepmented like an
ornge, Berries remaim on e plant all winter,
providing valuable food for binds, which digest
the Aleshy outer pan and excrele the seeds un-
damaged. Seads femain viable ap o six years
and germinate in mid- o late spring.

SIMILAR SPECIES

Poison sumac (8. verric) s 8 woody shrab thas
grows in swampy aneas. Flowers and berries
resemble those of podson vy, but the com-
poursl bexvies contain seven o chireen feaflets
rather than three. The leaflets are owal,
unlobed, and oflen tum upward,

The harmless boxelder (dcer megurds) often
grows m shfubly patches. and some people
mistake it for poison ivy becaose of its three-
beaflet foliage. Howewser, since boxelder i a
maple, Its feqves are stipched opposite each
other along the main sems rather than
alvernately like poison ivy,

Virginia creeper (Parthencciveus  gquin-
Hfa.l‘m: BaA n;:'g:piru vime with five leallets
arramged like outspread fingers, md 1o be con-
fased with the three-leaflet leaves of poison
iv.

HATURAL HISTORY

Poison ivy 15 a natlve of Momh America, and
its natural ramge mclades all of the Unded
States except for the wesiem deserts. It grows
in Conada, south imoe Cenbral  America.
throughout kspan and Chimn, ard has somehow
reached Bermoda amd the Pshamas, et
Britain has so far escaped the wrath of poison
ivy.

Poison ivy grows in any type of grousd ex-
cept for low peaty soile. It prefers dry woods
and thickets and rich alluvinl woodlands, espe-
cially where the 50il has been dasturbed. Com-
mon on flood plains, sand dunes, bottomland,
and alomg leke shores, it also grows abong
roadssdies and trails, power line clearings, and
especially under felephone wires and along
fencerows where binds perch.

Podson ivy is often a problem in recreational
areas and hay fields Albough the weedy
growils itself can be & nuisance, the worst char-
acteristic of poison vy is the oil, calbed wne-
shiol, which exists in all paris of the plant ex-
cept for the pollken and the imner wood, The oil
is concentrated in the plant’s resin, which is a
first milky or clear ot fums black and tamy on
contsst with nir. Besarch indicates that the
plami must be broken in some way in order for
il @l b0 come in contact with skin. Even the
chewing of tiny insects can punciure the leaves
and release the ail.

The oil s nomwalatile oes pot evaporube),
g0 @ rash canel be contracied “thmowgh thin
air."” However, dust and ash camy droplets ol

the i, and Drealfing e SMOKE OF DUMANE
poisan ivy can have disasirons comsequences,
The oil is toxic all year and can be trunsferred
to people by touchng comaminated clothing.
pets, tools, or finewood, by pulling up plamts
after the besves kave died, or even by shaking
the hamd of someone whir has recently touched
poison vy besves. The severity of reaction
varigs with the time of vear, condition of lhe
plant. and indivicual sensitiwity.

All people have o natural mmunity o
poisan ivy. Im sensitive people (about half the
population), this immunity is broken by the
first contact with the oil. First costact does oot
produce a reaction, bul caoses antibodics 1o
fowrmm in the blood. The resction occurs with tbe
next conlact aml resalls in dermataies, ranging
From a mild, iwchy, red rash o severe blisters
that look like bums. The blsters coode faid
and may become mfected, bat the flaid Aeelf
dies mot spread the rash. Severe reactions have
led to death. A harmiful misconception i the
“obd woodsiman's tale™ that eating a leaf of
polson vy can prodece immwunity. In fact, eat-
img a poison ivy leaf can couse death.

Sensitivity can develop ot any age affer any
numiber of contects, Aduolts who have never
suffered a reaction and who try (o prove thesr
immumnity by rubbing themselves wilh leaves
iy bhe nnh.upp'il}' sarprised 1o leam that they
are o longer inumune.

Once estnblished, the msh must nun s
eoarse and will osaally disappear in several
weeks” time. Cortisone skin creams help re-
duce swellmg and ilching. as do solitions of
polassium  permanganste, baking soda, or
Epsom salts. Soaking in very Bol waler also
gives reliel. Tests show that the reaction be-
tween (ke oil and sk s (mmediabe, bt the
old-time advice o quickly shower (Do bathe)
wilh stromg. alkaline, mon-olly soap may me-
mave excess poson that has nod yet had time
o reacl.

Shorily belore of after contact with poason
ivy, wiping the skin with a 5 percent solution
af Ferric chboride (dilussd with half aloohol amd
half waterd may prevent an oathresk. Soap
lather allowed 1o dry on the skin provides a
preventive barrier against the oil. Wherever
poison vy grows, one is likely to find the wild
touch-me-pot of jewelweed (lmparienr coapen-
i) !mwl,ng n-:a,rb!.' Thee jmice «f this plant
seems 10 mullify the effect of the oil and can
prevent a rash,

Despise the misery it can cause, polson (vy is
mot all bl K pmgundmm.ﬂld
the Duich plant it to sabilize carthen dykes, Its
mectar produces a light, high-quality boney that
is completely mon-tonic. Livesiock can cat the
faliage withoat sulfering il effects. The seeds
remain an the vine all winter, providing valua.
hle feed for many spechss of songhinds, includ
ing warhlers, thrushes, blsehinds, wren-tits,
and Mickers. Deer, black bears, muskrats, and
rahbits eat the frall stems. and leaves Vines
growing along the ground provide thick pro-

IECTIWVE COVET IUT SIENL IFHEIFIREs. FRCl -
plantings of pokson vy may help o protect nat-
ural habitats that are sepsitive to buman erafTic,
such as breedmg aneas of ground-nesting bands.

Puison ivy is closely relased s the Oriental
lncyuer tree (K. vernicTua), from which a
black gumeny resin is collected and used o
produce the black lacguerware, “wrushi,” of
Japan and China, Sensitive people have devel-
opad dermatitis - from handling  Bsoquerssarne
bowls or refinishing woushi fumanars,

CONTROL

Since pison vy does nol survive cultivation,
it is casy to comtrol in conventionally grown
field crops, Howewer, contral is becoming a
problem in mamy no-till fields. Chemical berbi-
cldes for broadleaved weeds are effective il
treatmend is repented for two years. In land-
seaped and other noncultivated ansas, such as
hay fields and parks, several aplions ane open.
Miechanical contrals melede mowing, pindling
tranks (removing a step of bark all the way
around), and hand grawing, especially with
goals and sheep.

Severul sysemic herbdcides ane effective in
controlling poison Ivy, A solution of ammo-
nium sulfamate B pabnted on freshly cus
stumps, or axe cils ane made in the trunk and
filled with the ervstals. The chemical breaks
down inbe nitrogen and sulphur, both s0il pair-
ents. The breakdown takes several momihs,
during which tdme mo vegetation will grow in
soil that bhas shsorbed the herbicide,

Glyphosare will kill or injure any plam,
whether grassy of broadleaved, having reated
folkage. Within 8 week of treabment, other
plantings may be made, becouse contact with
the soil inactivases glyphosate.

Diicamba is effective om poisom ivy and does
ool injure grass, However, spray drifl may
damige nearby trees and shrubs. In addition,
because dicambn remains active in the soal, &
may harm broadlenved plants whose moals ane
growing im the treated aren

For specific recommenidations, consall your
coungy Extension agent ar the most recent Weed
Comral Maaugl and Herricide Giide, avail-
ghle through Meister Publishing Compasy,
37841 Eocld Avenoe, Willoughby, Ohio
L4004, Fodlow lakel instructions for all kerhi-
cides amd ohserve restrictions on grazmg and
harvesting procedures.

IPreparal by Betay Ann Werte, agracalioral writer, Penn St
College of Agriculiiire.

Whese trade names appoar, ne discrimmation is micndel sl
a0 afdorsement by the Cooperstres Exlension Service &
plied.

el Tererance of Coopentive Exmsbon work, Acs
of Congres, My £ and Jane M1, 1994, in coopention with
e U5, Deparnent of Agricubure and she Peansybeaniz
Legislatore. L. F. Hood, Diecior of the Cooperative Exia-
s Service, The Pearsvivania Staie University,
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