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Foreword

During the spring season several years ago, four horses on a Western ranch began to lose weight and suffer from photosensitivity and neurological distress. A thorough physical and blood-work exam revealed extensive liver disease that a liver biopsy confirmed. Alkaloids in the liver were the variety typically found in such weeds as tansy ragwort, fiddle neck, and rattle pod. None of these plants were found in the horses’ pasture.

However, when the horses’ owner opened a bale of hay from the supply animals had been fed throughout the winter, he found broad, hairy leaves measuring eight inches to a foot in length. These were the culprit: a noxious weed called hound’s tongue that contains significant quantities of the alkaloids in question even when dried in hay. These alkaloids have a cumulative effect on the liver, and after eating the contaminated hay over the winter, the horses developed chronic irreversible liver disease. None of the four horses was able to recover from liver failure, and all had to be euthanized. The moral of this sad tale is clear if not obvious: just because potentially fatal foliage doesn’t grow in a paddock or pasture does not made the occupants of that field immune to the plant’s effects.

The widespread belief that that equine instinct causes horses to avoid poisonous plants is a pernicious piece of folk wisdom that should be filed under old wives’ tales. Hungry horses do not heed warnings about avoiding poisonous plants nor do they automatically eat around tainted portions in their feed or pasturage. If good quality forage is plentiful in the pasture, horses will avoid most poisonous plants, but in the absence of better foodstuff, such as during a prolonged drought or when pastures are overgrazed, horses will be forced to ingest dangerous plants. It is therefore essential that owners, barn managers, and riders and drivers become able to identify poisonous plants and take pains to keep them away from their horses and ponies—and visa-versa.

That’s not an easy task. A very wide variety of plants contains chemical compounds capable of poisoning. The effects of these toxins can range from mild irritation and weight loss to colic, organ failure, and other possible or inevitable causes of death. Depending on the degree of plant toxicity, poisoning can occur due to a single mouthful or longer and more repeated contact. Then too, because it can resemble other physiological problems, plant poisoning is often difficult to diagnose and distinguish from other veterinary medical issues.

We are told that an ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure. Make that a ton of prevention, and you will understand the importance of nipping toxic plants on your property even before the bud. As this book so wisely stresses, learning to recognize poisonous plants and eliminating their presence is essential. Even if the idea of inspecting a large expanse of pasture and woodland seems overwhelming, there’s no better way to discover the enemy and decide the best methods of combat, whether by removal or exclusion by means of fencing or, if feasible, selecting a less dangerous pasture. It is also important to inspect areas around a pasture. Many such areas contain poisonous trees and shrubs; any broken branches that fall or are blown into pasturage present toxic dangers.

It bears repeating that education is the key to survival. In that regard, this essential field guide is both a valuable first step and an easily accessible ongoing reference to avoiding and otherwise contending with the dangers of plant toxicity and the heartbreaks that can ensue (with regard to such sad consequences, the author’s initial chapter about the loss of her beloved horse Hans is moving testimony). Study this book’s sound advice and equally useful and profuse illustrations, and discuss its contents with your veterinarian, county agent or other landuse resource, and other horse and pony owners and caregivers. Horse Owner’s Field Guide to Toxic Plants belongs in every horseman’s library and tackroom.

Steven D. Price

Editorial Director

The Whole Horse Catalog
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Dedicated
in loving memory
to
Hans

Run free my love,
with the wind
in your beautiful mane.
You were my best friend.
I will miss you always.


Hans’s Story

I am writing this book in the hope that it will prevent others from having to endure the total devastation I have experienced.

I purchased Hans at an auction in Texas when he was just a weanling. His lineage was of working stock horse from South Dakota, and he was a fancy, stout, dun colt. I registered him with the American Quarter Horse Association under the name “I Dun Well” as he was very quick to learn about haltering and standing to be groomed. Due to some medical problems of my own and financial difficulties, I was forced to sell him two months later. It took six years, but I finally purchased him back as an unbroken six-year-old. True to his name, he learned to be ridden very quickly and was much smarter than any other horse I have ever owned.

Hans was my life—my friend and companion. He was no ordinary horse. He was kinder and gentler, more trusting and more beautiful. He liked to play a game with his buckets, making my other horse play tug of war with him as I watched them. He always gave 200 percent when I rode him, and I looked forward to competing on such a fine animal. Hans came to me when I whistled and taught himself to lead without a bridle. He always nickered reassuringly to me when I came home from a long day.

His story is simple. He was fine one day, and off his feed the next. He became colicky that evening, and I took him to our local vet. By morning there was no improvement, so I decided to move him to a hospital that had surgical facilities, 31/2 hours away. There he was diagnosed as having digested poisons, probably the result of eating a toxic plant in his pasture or hay. After blood transfusions, IVs, and numerous drugs to keep him comfortable, we discovered that he was rapidly losing weight and had edema pockets under his belly and a high temperature. The poison was spreading through his entire system.

I drove the long drive almost every day to see him and comfort him. He was all I was able to think about and the stress rendered me unable to work. After two weeks there was some improvement, and he began to nibble at some hay. At last, I was sure he was on the way to recovery! Hans was released to me, and I happily took him home after paying his several-thousand-dollar vet bill.

Two days later, with a temperature of 104 degrees and unable to stand, he lay in his stall quivering and softly nickering to me as I placed cold, wet towels on him to cool him. I rushed him to a well-known racehorse veterinary clinic not far from my home, where he was put on IVs once again and pumped with amino acids and numerous other drugs. He was quarantined, but finally he stabilized to where the IV could be removed. I visited nearly every day and brushed him, taking him from his lonely stall in the quarantine barn to nibble on the grass outside. A week and a half later he was able to eat some grain, and once again I happily picked him up and took him home to see his barn buddy. He ate well the second day after the drive home, although I was cautious not to overfeed him, and once again I was sure we were well on our way to recovery.

On the third day Hans was back off his food, depressed, and not looking well. An apple was all he would accept, so I watched him closely. He went back down and lay on his side, not lifting his head. Back to the clinic we went, where he showed more signs of colic. My veterinarian watched him through the night and called me with bad news in the morning. It was either exploratory surgery, or lose him.

Hans was operated on at 11:30 a.m., May 13, 1994. With two veterinarians working on him, I stood by and watched helplessly. The doctors discovered that he had so many ulcers in his intestine from the poisons and all the medications that he was unable to digest his food properly; he would always be in severe pain. I had no other choice but to agree to have the lethal injection given. It was too late even to say goodbye to my old friend, and now I will never hear his sweet nicker again.

I never found out what plant poisoned Hans, but everyone involved with his case believed he had eaten something that had caused his symptoms. This made me want to learn more about the plants that are poisonous to horses and to thoroughly examine my own pasture as well as the hay I was feeding to my horses. My search led me to my public library and to my local agriculture extension service. I was surprised to learn that there weren’t any books specifically for preventing horse poisonings that included both pictures and text written for the lay person. This was the genesis of this book project—I began to see that proper plant identification was the critical first step toward preventing a poisoning.

It is my sincere hope that this book will help save lives.

Sandra McQuinn

Kerrville, Texas

June 30, 1995


Why Would a Horse Eat a Toxic Plant?

Extremely minute amounts of some plants could mean sudden death for a horse. Other plants must be consumed in large quantities over time in order to build up to a toxic level in an animal’s system; meanwhile, the horse may be getting poisoned without your knowing it until the levels of toxicity in his or her system are so high that it may be too late for treatment. How can this be avoided? What draws horses to toxic plants in the first place?

• Most toxic plants are unpalatable to horses. Some, however, are quite palatable and appealing to horses, especially in new stages of growth when tender young shoots are sprouting. If you know when a plant is most dangerous and cannot eliminate the plant, you may be able to limit your horse’s time on that pasture.

• There may be little else available in the pasture for the horse to eat. Horses are grazing animals, and their digestive systems are built for all-day nibbling. If they are unable to eat healthy foods, they may eat or chew on unusual things to curb their appetites, even poor-tasting toxic plants, if nothing better is available. The best way to avoid this is to prevent overgrazing of a pasture and to supplement the horse’s feed with other forage when the grass gets low. Most horses do very well on “free choice” roughage. By setting out a round bale of good quality hay for free choice nibbling, a person can actually prevent his or her horses from being poisoned. Don’t forget to put the hay where the weather will not damage it, and put a safety fence around it to prevent animals from lying in it.

• Some poisonous plants may accidentally be mixed with hay or other feed. Horses are frequently fed weedy hay, which may contain low levels of poisonous substances. Animals may not show any reaction to the feed for weeks, months, or even longer. Meanwhile, trouble may be brewing. . . . Suppose, for example, that you are responsible for a horse’s maintenance and are feeding cheaper quality hay that, unknown to you, contains toxic weeds. The hay may have aged and developed some dry, yellow spots during storage. Assume that this horse is being worked harder, so you increase the amount of hay you are feeding. The increase in the poor quality hay means an increase in the poisons you are feeding, and weeks later the animal becomes ill from the accumulation of all of these poisons.

For another example, let’s say you purchase a new batch of hay that appears to be of much better quality and you feed it to your horse—after all, you buy only the best for this mount! Unknown to you, however, the hay contains a scattering of toxic weeds that are not as well dried as the poorer quality, overdried hay mentioned above. The “better” hay may have greater potential for poisoning.

• Crops that are used in grain mixtures or hay may have been damaged by frost. This will alter their chemical composition and can actually turn a safe plant into a very harmful one. And what if the feed or hay has become damp from a leaky roof? Do you continue to feed it, even though you can see some mold appearing? As a rule of thumb, if the food doesn’t look good, do not feed it to your horse. Hay and feed that have been spoiled by molds can cause colic, founder, or even death. Purchase the best quality feed and hay available, and store it in a dry, well-ventilated area.

• Although processing of forages for hay may remove most of the toxicity in a plant, residues are often left, and while small quantities of such a plant may be safe, eating large amounts can be dangerous. Some plant toxins are cumulative in effect and may be eaten over several months before poisoning becomes evident.

Alkaloids, glycosides, resins, acids, and amines are just a few of the toxic substances that can be found in toxic plants, each requiring specific treatments should your horse ever ingest any of them. Toxicity levels can vary, depending upon the type of soil and climate in which the plants grow, how much water and sunlight they receive, and what stage of growth they have attained when harvested or consumed. Despite a wealth of information available about these factors, scientists still lack knowledge about many plants and what causes their toxicity. Added to the complexity of issues, the age and weight of the horse influence both the effects of the toxins and the treatment for them. In most cases there are no specific treatments. You can see why it is very hard to treat animals that have been poisoned when a person may know neither the quantity of toxin contained in the plant when it was consumed nor even which plant was consumed.

Plants do not come with directions and warning labels, yet it is up to us to be sure that our steeds do not come into contact with the wrong ones. If this book should save one horse by making its owner more aware, then the loss of my beloved Hans will not have been for nothing.

Sandra McQuinn


Using the “Horse Owner’s Field Guide to Toxic Plants”

This book is intended as a guide for horse owners who want to learn to recognize dangerous plants in the field, hay, or feedbag and thereby prevent a tragedy. Plants that can cause poisoning or mechanical injury to horses are included.

Numbers shown below coincide with the callout numbers on pages 8 and 9.

The book is organized according to types of plants, indicated by color-coded tabs on the left-hand pages ①:
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Within these types, the plants are grouped by families ②, indicated by tabs on the right-hand pages. The families are arranged alphabetically by their scientific names, and within families individual plants are arranged alphabetically by common names. You will notice similar appearances within families.

If you are looking up a plant by name, you can refer to the index at the back of the book for its page number. Another way to look up a plant is to find its category—for instance Trees— and page through that section until you find the plant’s name at the top of the left-hand page or a picture that matches it. We believe that visuals are very important in correctly identifying any plant, so we have gathered the best pictures available for each plant in the book. Where possible, close-up photos ③ and line drawings ④ show details that can help you identify your plant. As you page through, you may find the visual method the quickest for getting into the correct section of the book.

When you believe you can match the picture in the book to the plant on your property, you will find the following information given for that plant.

Common and scientific names

Some plants are known by different common names ⑤, and these may vary in different regions of the country. But each plant has only one scientific name ⑥, and the same is true for each plant family. Other names for the plant—and the names of other plants that cause similar reactions—are listed under “Also Known As” and “Similar Species.”

Concise description ⑦

Size, shape, and color of the various plant parts; the presence of flowers, fruit, seeds, or nuts, and when these appear. (Refer to the Pictorial Glossary at the back of the book for the meanings of terms used in plant descriptions.) A discussion of the poisonous parts of the plant is also included.

Geographic distribution ⑧

A general range map accompanies each plant entry. Specific soil and habitat characteristics are also given if appropriate.

Signs of poisoning ⑨

The symptoms noted in this book have been documented in horses. Plants that are not toxic to other livestock may actually be quite toxic to horses, and vice versa.

What to do ⑩

Practical treatments, if known, and possible prognosis are given. In all cases of suspected poisoning, it is recommended that you call your veterinarian immediately.

Keep in mind that prevention is the best cure. Whenever you suspect that a plant is dangerous, it is wise to “remove the source from the horse if not the horse from the source.” Unfortunately, for many plant poisonings there is no treatment. And because all horses are individuals, there is no way to predict the course or outcome of a poisoning in your particular animal. Therefore, information in this book must not take the place of immediate veterinary attention should you suspect your horse has been poisoned. Rather, this book is meant as a reference to help you identify toxic plants—so as to prevent plant poisonings—and to recognize symptoms of poisoning in your horses.

The reason to call your veterinarian immediately is that by the time a horse shows signs of poisoning, the condition may be life-threatening. No medications can be given safely until a diagnosis is made. Tranquilizers, pain medication, and other drugs could have harmful effects or even be toxic themselves, depending on the organs already damaged. Intensive care, including IV fluids and cardiac monitoring, may be needed.

While you wait for the vet: Put the horse in a quiet, deeply bedded stall with all water, hay, and feed removed; blanket the horse if it is cold; and keep noise and traffic to a minimum.
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