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  A Field Guide to Poison Ivy, Poison Oak, and Poison Sumac




  Help Us Keep This Guide Up to Date




  Every effort has been made by the author and editors to make this guide as accurate and useful as possible. However, many things can change after a guide is published—science progresses, regulations change, techniques evolve, facilities come under new management, and so on.




  We welcome your comments concerning your experiences with this guide and how you feel it could be improved and kept up to date. While we may not be able to respond to all comments and suggestions, we’ll take them to heart, and we’ll also make certain to share them with the author. Please send your comments and suggestions to the following address:




  The Globe Pequot Press


  Reader Response/Editorial Department


  P.O. Box 480


  Guilford, CT 06437




  Or you may e-mail us at:


  editorial@GlobePequot.com




  Thanks for your input, and stay healthy!
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  Foreword




  As a medical expert on poison ivy and poison oak who answers many inquiries about the subject from sufferers of this very annoying skin condition, I am delighted to be able to endorse this compact, well-written, and very informative book. The text is direct and accessible, answering a variety of questions raised to me over the years about these pesky weeds.




  It is rather amazing to consider the range of misconceptions about this topic that are held not only by the public but also by many physicians. For example, a lot of people believe that poison ivy/oak/sumac leaves emanate a gas that can float over them, even if the leaves don’t touch their bodies. As you will learn in this book, urushiol, the allergenic oil in poison ivy/oak/sumac, has the consistency and almost the color of 3-in-1 oil. When it is heated, it spatters like butter, rather than turning into a gas. That does not mean that downwind of a fire you will not come into contact with the oil. The spattered urushiol will land on smoke particles and can produce very serious rashes.




  Urushiol also travels on the fur of pets, so this is often the source of reactions of unexplained origin. When I am told the story of someone who never leaves the house but still regularly gets poison ivy/oak/sumac, I ask a few questions that usually reveal that a pet, either a cat or a dog, goes out into the woods near poisonous plants, brings back the oil on its fur, and immediately transfers the oil to the suffering owner.




  Another common mystery surrounding poison ivy/oak/sumac reactions is the change in an individual’s immunity. I sometimes get a call from frantic parents who report that their twelve-year-old child has returned from camp with a horrendous bout of poison ivy/oak/sumac dermatitis, even though the child has attended the same camp for seven or eight years without any problems. It is likely that the plants were there all along, but the child had not become sensitized to urushiol and will react every time he or she comes into contact with it.




  It seems as though everyone is looking for a way to cure or prevent poison ivy/oak/sumac dermatitis. Many people write to me with news of their secret cure. Unfortunately most of these lay concoctions are useless and appear to work in only a minority of people, probably through the placebo effect. One common misconception is that you can become immune to poison ivy/oak/sumac by drinking the milk of goats that have fed on the plant. As you read through A Field Guide to Poison Ivy, Poison Oak, and Poison Sumac, you will learn, among myriad other things, that goats do not exude the active antigen in their milk, and there is no evidence to support the notion that the milk prevents a reaction to these poisonous plants.




  Much also has been said about the plants that grow around poison ivy and poison oak, suggesting they contain something that helps make you immune. The list of so-called cures is endless, and, suffice it to say, not a single one of those tested has proven to have any preventive value. In fact even the medically accepted treatment of poison ivy/oak/sumac dermatitis is not very satisfactory. In this book you will discover that over-the-counter treatments are far from acceptable, and the only thing that really works is high doses of systemic corticosteroids, used by dermatologists to treat people who are very sensitive and have explosive bouts of the dermatitis.




  Control through prevention is a relatively new area of research, which has been initiated mostly at the behest of the USDA Forest Service. When firefighters come to fight forest fires in California, Oregon, and southern Washington, about one-third of them must leave the fire line because of poison oak dermatitis. We who have looked into this problem have tried to find methods to protect those who are moderately sensitive. Information on how to do this can be found in this book.




  So what of the future? Several years ago the Food and Drug Administration decreed that all poison ivy/oak/sumac antigens, used for “allergy shots,” be removed from the market because the suppliers had not fully complied with regulations. At present several companies are working to meet these standards. Other molecular biologists are attacking the problem by developing “vaccines” that would block the T-cell’s poison ivy/oak/sumac receptors in sensitive people, in effect knocking out the T-cell’s ability to recognize urushiol when it is present in skin. This sounds like science fiction but probably is doable; and perhaps in the near future, we will see molecules available for human use that will be able to prevent people from getting these rashes.




  All the currently available information on poison ivy/oak/sumac—both scientific and practical—is in this book. It gives me great pleasure to know than an authoritative, easy-to-read guide is available for all. The book should be read through at least once and then consulted for specifics as issues come up.




  William L. Epstein, M.D.


  Professor of Dermatology


  University of California, San Francisco


  August 2, 1995




  Preface to the Field Guide Edition




  This book was first published in 1996. Its title then was Nature’s Revenge. After several printings it was changed to Outwitting Poison Ivy, to put it on the shelf with other Lyons Press Outwitting books. Now it has a third life as a field guide, for that is how the book is most often used.




  Not much has happened in the world of poison ivy, poison oak, and poison sumac in the last ten years. Eighty-five percent of the population is still allergic to it; the itch is still infuriating; prevention remains the best medicine, including the prophylactic washing of exposed skin with rubbing alcohol (see chapter 4). Treatment has not changed: home and over-the-counter remedies for mild cases, prescription corticosteroids for serious cases. The criteria for seeking medical help remain the same: rash on the face or over large areas of the body; rash on sensitive areas, such as the genitals; and inhalation of smoke from burning poison ivy or oak.




  The good news is also the same: The rash caused by the oil urushiol is not fatal and is usually not disfiguring. Even inhalation of urushiol-laden smoke can be successfully treated with immediate medical attention if there are no related preexisting conditions.




  In May 2006, poison ivy made headlines, perhaps for the first time. A six-year field study* indicates that poison ivy loves global warming. In an environment with such high levels of carbon dioxide, it grows larger and more densely, impinging on other plant populations. In addition, the urushiol it produces is more virulent than that currently produced by plants in our forests and backyards.




  Even with that news, the instructions do not change: Learn to identify poison ivy, oak, and sumac; learn how to prevent a rash even after exposure; learn how to treat a rash once it has occurred. All of this information is in this book. I hope it will help you to enjoy, without penalty, our wondrous outside world.




  Susan Carol Hauser


  March 2008




  




  Footnote




  * Jacqueline E. Mohan, Lewis H. Ziska, William H. Schlesinger, Richard B. Thomas, Richard C. Sicher, Kate George, and James S. Clark, “Biomass and toxicity responses of poison ivy (Toxicodendron radicans) to elevated atmospheric CO 2,” Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the United States of America (PNAS), May 2006, 103, 9086–9089. The article is available online at www.pnas.org. The study was conducted at the Duke University Free-Air CO2 Enrichment (FACE) experiment.
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  Introduction




  “There’s poison ivy down there,” said my friend when I offered to trim the staghorn sumac that was beginning to block her view of the lake from the kitchen window. “That’s all right, I’m not allergic,” I replied. “Besides, my legs and arms are covered, and I’ll wear gloves.” She brought me the pruner and watched from the safety of the ridge while I let myself down onto the steep, brushy hill and scootched around on my backside, using the pruner to nip off the offending branches.




  It was mid-October in northern Minnesota. The fallen leaves were pretty much melted into the ground, and I did not pay attention to the stubby little twigs and clusters of white berries that I crushed as I moved. When I was done, I was pleased with myself. I like working outside. My friend and I went into her house for tea, and I let the memory of my good deed take its place in the catalog of fall tasks accomplished.




  It was nearly a week before I thought about it again. I had put on the same jeans every day, my favorites for end-of-the-summer, outdoor grubby tasks. One morning the backs of my legs began to itch, from my panty line to my knees. By evening they were aflame, and within two days they looked like I had raked them with a wire brush. I washed my jeans, but it was too late. I had poison ivy.




  It is fairly unusual to reach middle age in the woods of northern Minnesota and not have fallen victim to nature’s most common revenge. When I started asking friends for advice on treatment, they were surprised, knowing my foraging habits, that I had been spared to this point. And I was surprised at the pleasure they seemed to take from my plight. My previous immunity was somehow a personal affront to each of them, and they thought it served me right to finally join them in the ranks of the stricken.




  As my affliction progressed, I began to understand their passion. The itching got worse, and no treatment worked for long. Fortunately there was an unending list of home remedies to try. They kept me occupied and offered new hope when I thought the only appropriate response was to fillet the backsides of my legs. I applied creams, both commercial and homemade, alternating them with astringents such as rubbing alcohol. At the end of three weeks, the original allergy had pretty much worked itself out, but my skin continued to scream, in part from the onslaught of “healing” potions that I had subjected it to, and in part from reexposure. In the several days before I washed my jeans, I had sat in them on every chair in the house. After that, whenever I sat down with bare legs, I sat on a little bit of poison ivy oil. It was a full six weeks before the adventure whimpered to a close.
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