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Introduction
Plants produce poisons to protect themselves, sometimes at levels toxic enough to kill.
Through trial and error, our forebears established which plants were edible and which caused
harm. They then avoided the harmful species or in some cases also knowingly used them as
weapons to kill rivals, criminals and animals, or as drugs to evoke hallucinations or subject
victims to trial by ordeal. While knowledge of poisonous plants may have been lost among
the majority of us who now buy our food in shops, scientific understanding of plant toxins
and their effects has increased greatly.

Scope

that cause serious effects following contact are also
included. While the symptoms resulting from such contact
usually fall short of actual death in larger animals, they can
be very debilitating, and often these plants are lethal to
smaller animals or microorganisms.
Outside the scope of this book are carnivorous and
parasitic plants. Most fungi are also excluded, the exception
being a few fungi that exert their effects through their
close association with plants.

BELOW Stems of oleander (Nerium oleander), a widely cultivated

shrub from the Mediterranean, may have poisoned soldiers serving
under Alexander the Great when used by them as meat skewers.

IN T RO DU C T I ON

This book uses a combination of text, photographs, diagrams
and chemical structures to create a fascinating picture of how
and why plants – mainly flowering plants – produce poisons
(also known as toxins). Taking a global view, it describes a
selection of the most historically or culturally significant,
interesting and important poisonous plants, the compounds
they produce and the mechanisms through which they work on
animals – humans in particular. The latest research has been
used throughout and is presented in a readily accessible way.
There are, of course, different degrees of toxicity, with some
plants just making us a little sick. The plants described in this
book, however, are at the more serious end of the spectrum; in
fact, they are known to kill – hence the title of this book. Plants
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How

this book works

Images
Chemical structures

Usually photographs to illustrate the plant or

The structures of the main toxic compounds

particular parts of the plant; botanical drawings

Title

found in the featured plant or plants. Provided

or coloured illustrations are used on family

The type of compound or plant covered

to show the variety of structures that plants

spreads, in Chapter 10 (which looks at

on the pages, sometimes also with an

produce and to enable readers to make

medicinal applications of poisonous plants)

indication of the effects.

comparisons between compounds.

and also occasionally on standard spreads.

Fact files

Boxes

Details of the featured plants, including their scientific name and the author (following Kew’s Medicinal Plant

Used to focus on a particular

Names Services; see pages 15 and 219); commonly used scientific names that are no longer current follow in

poisoning case or an item of

parentheses with the designation ‘syn.’ for synonym; plant family (following the Angiosperm Phylogeny Group

more general interest.

IV; see page 219); most widely used common names; the type(s) of toxin they contain and in parentheses the
most important or abundant compounds of each type; and lastly, the symptoms they cause, divided into parts of
the body and ordered from least to most serious. Symptoms usually relate to poisoning in humans after a single
dose or ingestion, but if they follow other circumstances or affect other animals this will be indicated.

Although the end result of eating these killer plants is the
same, they cause death by targeting a variety of organs and
systems in the body. These targets are used to group the plants
into chapters within the book, with the first pages of each
chapter introducing the diverse mechanisms of action of the
compounds it covers. Subsequent pages explore each type of
compound, and feature the plant or plants that cause the most
serious or numerous poisonings. Other plants are also included
if they have an important place in humanity’s relationship with
these harmful compounds. Chapter 10 is slightly different, as it

looks at some of the numerous plants whose toxic
compounds are used by humans as medicines or insecticides.
Some plant families include a large number of poisonous
plants, and in an interesting twist many of them are also
important sources of plants that are commonly eaten.
These families are introduced on coloured feature pages,
interspersed throughout the book. They provide an overview
of the family, named according to a recent international
classification (see page 219), and link together the plants from
that family that are covered elsewhere in the book.
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Arrangement

9

