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Let’s start with a lifehack: Did you 
know that you can identify plants with 
your phone? Apple phones can do it 
natively in the latest versions of iOS, 
and if you have an android I believe 
you can use Google lens. It’s pretty 
remarkable, it’s been a while since 
smartphones surprised or delighted 
me with some innovative new feature, 
but this one is very cool. And it’s a 
relevant feature for this episode, 
because there’s a possibility that 
identifying plants will save you from 
getting dead. Or worse, soiling your 
trousers, which seems to be a 
common symptom of being poisoned 
by one of this week’s subjects: we’re 
talking about deadly plants. And just 
keep track of how many times diarrhea 
is mentioned, because these plants 
don’t just want to kill you, they want 
you to humiliate and then kill you. 
There’s some real vegetative spite and 
malice here.  
  
We’ll jump right in with one of the all-



stars of the poisonous plant roster, 
Belladonna, aka Deadly Nightshade. 
Can you picture deadly nightshade? If 
you’ve never seen it or can’t visualize 
it now, I’ll give you the official 
description: “Atropa belladonna is a 
branching herbaceous perennial 
rhizomatous (rye ZO matiss) 
hemicryptophyte, often growing as a 
subshrub from a fleshy rootstock.” Got 
that? I painted a picture for you. If that 
wasn’t super helpful, I’ll try to fill in the 
blanks: Rhizome means that it has a 
mass of underground roots, 
herbaceous refers to the fact that it 
has no wooded elements above 
ground—any plant that isn’t a cactus 
or tree, basically—hemicryptophyte 
indicates that it’s an herbaceous 
perennial, so it’s an herbaceous plant 
that blooms over more than a single 
season. In simpler and more visual 
terms, the belladonna is a leafy plant 
with purple bell-shaped flowers and 
dark berries. It looks kind of tasty, I’ll 
be honest. If I were hungry in the 
woods and didn’t know better, I’d risk 
it. If I didn’t have my phone with me for 
identification purposes. Or even if I 
did…obviously the only time I’d be 
desperate enough to try snacking on 
some random subshrub is when I’m 
lost in the woods and I’m guessing at 
that point I wouldn’t exactly have five 
bars on verizon. That’s still a cool 
phone feature but let’s be honest, the 
only time you really need it is the one 
time it’s not available. Anyway like I 
said it looks tempting…Belladonna 
leaves look like mint leaves, the 
berries seem juicy…this plant is a cruel 



hoax. Why must visual deliciousness 
so often not correspond to edibility? 
Or maybe it IS as delicious as it looks, 
we’ll never know. I mean we could find 
out, we could solve the mystery for the 
world, but we’d have to publish our 
findings very quickly.  
Interestingly, the nightshade family of 
plants to which belladonna is related is 
largely edible, containing potatoes, 
tomatoes, and eggplant, although that 
last one tracks, because eggplant is 
poisonous to the soul, if not the 
stomach, it’s really not fit for human 
consumption. I hate eggplant. I can eat 
it in lasagna or eggplant Parmesan…if 
you conceal the eggplant by slathering 
it with a sufficient amount of sauce 
and cheese I will forgive the misguided 
inclusion of eggplant in a dish, but I 
will not forget. And btw ANYTHING 
slathered in cheese and sauce is 
tolerable, eggplant parmesan is just 
eggplant in disguise. It’s undercover 
eggplant, it’s just eggplant in a 
trenchcoat.  
  
So the Belladonna plant has a long and 
colorful history. The name belladonna 
is Italian for “beautiful woman” 
referring to the plant’s use as a 
cosmetic in the renaissance era, 
women squeezed the juice of the 
berries into their eyes to dilate the 
pupils which was apparently 
considered attractive. I too appreciate 
women who look like tweakers. 
Nothing hotter than an eye full of 
poison. Literally, I assume. Also the 
berries could be crushed to make a 
blush for the cheeks. Timetraveler tip: 



don’t kiss an ancient Egyptian 
woman’s cheek. You’re learning the 
important stuff here on MFFI. The full 
scientific name of deadly nightshade 
is Atropa belladonna…Atropos was one 
of the three fates in Greek mythology, 
those are the three women who spun 
and manipulated the threads of 
destiny that represent a human life. 
Atropos was the one responsible for 
ultimately cutting the life thread. She 
was the fate of death.   
The use of nightshade as a poison 
goes back at least to Ancient Rome; 
the emperor Augustus was believed by 
many to have been poisoned by his 
wife Livia (ironic name) with 
nightshade. It’s likely that this was just 
a nasty rumor but the spread of the 
rumor is proof that the Romans were 
no stranger to the potential nefarious 
uses of “pretty woman.” Augustus was 
reportedly so paranoid about getting 
poisoned that for a time he would only 
eat directly from fruit trees, and so the 
story goes that his wife supposedly 
smeared the nightshade juice on the 
fruits of a fig tree while they were still 
on the branch. Seems unlikely. That 
would be a major operation. There are 
a lot of figs on a fig tree. And look, if 
this guy lived solely on fruit from trees 
he was bound to have some intestinal 
issues eventually with or without 
ingesting pretty woman, so the culprit 
could have just been poor judgment.  
Belladonna isn’t just a poison; like 
many plants in the nightshade family 
belladonna has traditionally been used 
for medicinal purposes. Somewhat 
dubious medicinal purposes. For 



instance as a soporific, to treat 
insomnia. Which we officially do not 
recommend. I don’t know how that 
worked…gotta watch the dosage, I 
guess. Pretty much any poison will put 
you to sleep eventually. Also it was 
used to treat gout and various 
wounds…note that I didn’t say it was 
an effective treatment. This was a long 
time ago, when doctors were stupid. 
And often uneducated. This was when 
you could use the Michael Scott “I 
declare bankruptcy” tactic for 
becoming a doctor. I think the official 
procedure to officially become a 
physician was to start prescribing 
poisons. And bleeding people. So the 
nightshade root, known as a 
Mandrake, was often combined with 
opium for use as a pre-surgery 
anesthetic in the Islamic and Roman 
Empires.   
The active toxic ingredient in 
nightshade, atropine, is still used in 
medicine today to dilate pupils, 
address a slow heart rate, inhibit 
sweating and salivating which I guess 
is helpful during surgery (question 
mark) Btw I originally wrote that 
belladonna was used “to inhibit 
‘swearing’” instead of ‘sweating’ and 
wow, that would be a harsh technique 
for inhibiting swearing.    
Finally and ironically atropine can be 
used to treat poisoning. When 
combined with an oxime and injected 
into the thigh, it helps block the 
effects of sarin and VX poisoning, so 
various armies have made a 
belladonna solution available to 
soldiers to carry and administer via 



autoinjectors. So if you get poisoned, 
hey, you could always shoot yourself 
with some poison. It’s a crazy world.  
 
 
Our next dangerous plant is one I 
never would have suspected: 
Daffodils. 

🌼

 The scientific name of 
the daffodil is narcissus poeticus. 
Named after the handsome Greek 
hunter Narcissus (and/or the Greek 
word for narcotic). So it either 
translates to the poet’s narcotic…or 
the poet’s handsome Greek guy? 
Whatever you’re into. Dealer’s choice. 
In one version of the narcissus legend 
the handsome hunter callously 
rejected a bunch of women and as a 
result the goddess of vengeance, 
nemesis, caused him to fall in love 
with himself…he stared at his 
reflection until he died, and a daffodil 
flowered where he perished. Seems 
harsh. Narcissus isn’t allowed to have 
standards? Or just take some me time? 
There’s nothing wrong with being 
single by choice. You do you, king. 
Anyway the common name “daffodil” 
supposedly comes from its 
resemblance to another flower 
named Asphodelus. Ok? Asphodelus 
to daffodil…I feel like etymology is not 
an exact science. Also, incidentally, it 
turns out I didn’t know what a daffodil 
was because when I saw pictures of 
the flower it was not what I expected. I 
think I have always conflated daffodils 
with dandelion. Daffodil is kind of 
elaborate…it has a central cone in the 
middle like a bullhorn, surrounded by 
triangular petals in a star shape. It 



doesn’t look like the name sounds; 
Daffodil is such a silly name. But 
regardless, you should not eat a 
daffodil, because it is toxic af. Like 
more than your last five relationships 
combined. Daffodil: Silly name, serious 
gastrointestinal discomfort.   
The bulb is the most toxic part of the 
plant, containing the largest amount of 
the poison lycorine, but the flower 
portion is also toxic. Daffodils are also 
dangerous for pets, but you really 
shouldn’t be feeding any flowers to 
your cat. I guess the idea is that you 
shouldn’t have daffodils indoors in 
case your pet is culinarily 
adventurous. Daffodil bulbs look a bit 
like onions, so there’s that. Don’t eat 
onions that are sprouting giant yellow 
flowers. Eating any part of the plant, in 
fact--but especially the bulb--can 
result in an up-to 3-hour bout of 
nausea, vomiting, and diarrhea. “More 
severe problems such as low blood 
pressure, drowsiness, and damage to 
the liver have been reported in animals 
that ate very large amounts of the 
plant but have never been reported in 
humans.” A chunk of my info for this 
episode came from the excellent and 
informative poison.org website and my 
favorite aspect of that site is that they 
always include a true story I guess as 
a scare tactic. It’s a segment called    
“This Really Happened” and here’s 
the one for Daffodil: 
“On a beautiful day in April, a 4-year-
old girl ate two daffodil leaves. Twenty 
minutes later, she began to vomit. Her 
concerned mother called Poison 
Control for advice...Poison Control told 



the mother that vomiting is expected 
after swallowing any part of the 
daffodil, and that the concern would 
be if symptoms persist or worsen. The 
mother was advised to give the child 
fluids to drink and to watch her 
closely. Poison Control called the 
mother 2 hours later. The child had 
stopped vomiting, was drinking fluids, 
and was symptom free.”   
So let that be a lesson to you. 
Daffodils have the power to make a 
small child mildly and temporarily 
nauseous.   
Seriously though, don’t eat daffodils. I 
did find a website claiming that there 
have been deaths reported in Japan 
from the ingestion of daffodils, and 
while I couldn’t confirm the claim, 
better safe than sorry.   
  
  
Let’s talk now about the Castor Bean. 
Which is not a bean, it’s actually a 
seed, and you probably know it best 
as an oil.  
Castor oil is a common vegetable oil 
pressed from castor seed-beans, and 
has a wide variety of culinary and 
industrial applications. It is used in 
food additives, as a preservative, it is 
an ingredient in various cosmetics like 
moisturizers and hair conditioners, and 
also as an engine lubricant. ““The 
common name "castor oil" probably 
comes from its use as a replacement 
for castoreum, a perfume base made 
from the dried perineal glands of the 
beaver (castor in Latin).” We covered 
this in our animal facts episode. But 
unlike beaver butt, which apparently 



has a flavor like smoky, leathery 
vanilla, castor oil has a strong, 
unpleasant taste and was traditionally 
used as a punishment by parents who 
would force their children to ingest a 
spoonful of castor oil for various 
offenses. Pre 21st century parents 
were savage. I remember a couple 
times I got my mouth washed out with 
soap which is not great, but at least 
my mom didn’t make me drink some 
engine oil. Castor oil is also an 
incredibly strong laxative, so the 
punishment was multifaceted. It’s like 
a compound now-and-later 
punishment …there’s the immediate 
unpleasantness when it goes in and 
then also delayed punishment when it 
comes out. I feel like this could 
backfire if you’re a parent and have to 
clean up the bathroom. The laxative 
effects of castor oil are in fact so 
strong that it was used by the dictator 
Mussolini to punish dissidents, often 
resulting in such vigorous bouts of 
diarrhea that the victims died from 
dehydration.  
But the potential for death by anal 
leakage is not the reason the castor 
bean is on our list. You might guess 
the actual reason when I give you the 
official scientific name: Ricinus 
communis. Ricinus is due to the 
bean’s resemblance to certain 
European ticks, and as you’ve 
probably guessed, Castor seeds are 
the source of the notorious ricin 
poison. When cold pressed into oil the 
ricin is minimal and non-toxic to 
humans in reasonable doses, but if the 
seeds are crushed or broken and 



ingested, as few as four seeds can be 
lethal to adult humans. Ricin is 
thousands of times stronger than 
rattlesnake venom and cyanide, and 
results in burning sensations in the 
mouth and throat, bloody diarrhea, 
intense cramping and abdominal pain, 
and eventually death.   
Ricin has also been used in politically-
motivated assassinations…you might 
remember the famous 1978 umbrella 
murder, when a Bulgarian dissident 
named Georgi Markov was stabbed by 
an umbrella tipped with a ricin 
pellet. That’s creative…I’m not 
endorsing the practice, but hey, 
respect where it’s due. Even if I were 
super paranoid and fearing for my life I 
would not have been on the lookout 
for death by umbrella.   
  
“Gympie Gympie, A.K.A. The Suicide 
Plant  
  
If you’ve ever been stung by an 
Urticaceae—commonly known as a 
stinging nettle—you’ve experienced 
the little sibling of our next subject, 
the notorious Gympie gympie, also 
known by the morbid nickname 
“suicide plant.” to explain the origin of 
the name Gympie Gympie I’m going to 
quote Wikipedia so that you can’t 
blame me… it honestly sounds racist 
coming out of my mouth. “The 
common name gympie-gympie comes 
from the language of the indigenous 
Gubbi-Gubbi people of south-eastern 
Queensland.” It just sounds like 
something a shitty white comedian 
would make up. Not this shitty white 



comedian, but they’re out there. Trust 
me, even in the era of so-called cancel 
culture you can still get away with 
being an insensitive piece of shit if 
that’s your prerogative.  
Anyway, you won’t encounter the 
gympie—scientific name Dendrocnide 
moroides —here or in Europe, but if 
you find yourself in the tropical 
rainforests of Northeastern Australia 
or Indonesia, you’re going to want to 
be on the lookout for this sneaky little 
unobtrusive, inconspicuous green-
leafed bush. The gympie’s leaves are 
coated with tiny, fine, hollow hairs 
capable of piercing the skin. If you 
brush up against a leaf the hairs will 
break off in your flesh and 
simultaneously inject a powerful toxin 
…these hairs have been described as 
similar to a clump of minuscule 
hypodermic needles. “The pain that 
ensues is apparently one of the most 
excruciating experiences one can 
endure.” We’re talking about a raw, 
searing, burning sensation that can 
last days. Even scarier, hairs can be so 
light and wispy that they dislodge from 
the leaves and take flight on the 
breeze, so you could hypothetically 
experience an airborne gympie gympie 
attack. The Gympie can theoretically 
poison you even if you’ve never 
directly encountered or interacted 
with one. Unprovoked botanical 
assault. Researchers working with the 
plant have been known to wear gloves 
and respirators to avoid becoming its 
victims. So, yeah. Laugh at the name 
all you want, from a distance. Wearing 
a gas mask.  



  
  
Giant Hogweed   
So Duncan, you know one thing I 
enjoy? Carrots. You know what I don’t 
enjoy? Giant, painful sores. These two 
should not be combined in any sane 
universe. But unfortunately we live in 
this awful universe in 2022. Heracleum 
mantegazzianum aka giant hogweed is 
a poisonous plant in the carrot family 
that can be found in Europe, Russia, 
Canada, and the east coast of the 
United States. Currently. Note the 
word “invasive.” This thing is on the 
move and I really don’t want it here, so 
East Coasters and Canadians, you can 
keep your toxic vegetation to 
yourselves. Build that wall…in the 
middle and northern parts of America. 
I’m not worried about Mexican people, 
I’m worried about hogweed smugglers 
from Vancouver.   
Giant Hogweed is also known as giant 
cow parsnip (lots of farm animal 
references), and the plant consists of 
a clump of dense white flowers that 
look a bit like a giant Cauliflower head 
sitting on top of a bush. Hogweed sap 
is what’s known as phototoxic, which 
means essentially that it is activated 
by sunshine. So you get this stuff on 
your arm, and walk around on a sunny 
day and boom, your skin starts to 
darker and blister. Llamatrauma sent 
me some photos of hogweed victims 
and I’ll do you a favor and not post 
them in the discord. But imagine a 
poison oak rash times 10. It has been 
described as an exaggerated sunburn, 
and sure. I’d say more like a third 



degree chemical burn, I guess the sun 
could do this to you if you’re like 
albino and you really try. The photos 
llamatrauma sent show the 
progression of the rash, and the last 
one is five months after exposure and 
still looks basically like a clump of scar 
tissue…this thing is brutal. So bottom 
line, if you’re going to roll around in a 
giant cauliflower-looking plant, just do 
it at night. I don’t want to cramp your 
style, if you like to bang on cauliflower 
or whatever and you’re on the east 
coast, just shower before morning. 
That’s a good hygiene policy 
regardless, but in this case it’s 
especially important to make sure 
you’re not activating that solar-
powered rash-juice.   
  
On a related note, it’s interesting to 
me that some of the most dangerous 
plants look completely harmless and 
innocent, like hogweed, while some of 
the batshit craziest-looking Audrey 2 
motherfuckers are basically harmless. 
Have you seen the corpse bloom? It’s 
not technically dangerous unless you 
value your olfactory architecture. This 
plant reeks like rotting meat, it’s 
Durian on steroids if durian looked like 
a bonkers otherworldly alien. If you 
haven’t seen a corpse bloom it 
features a massive meaty, fleshy, 
vertical trumpet-like red flower, and 
jutting up from the middle of the 
trumpet is a giant spike known as a 
spadix that can reach more than ten 
feet high. This I WILL post in the 
discord. If I ran across one of these I 
would flee. No hesitation. The Corpse 



bloom’s official name 
is Amorphophallus titanum—you can 
guess why. The flower takes a decade 
to reach its first bloom and then from 
two to ten years between subsequent 
blooms, and people get very excited 
about this, the bloom is a spectator 
event. Especially since each stinky 
bloom lasts only about 48 hours. You 
have to plan your week around it like 
an eclipse. A disgusting, stomach-
churning aromatic eclipse. You know 
how they warn you not to look directly 
at an eclipse? Don’t inhale next to a 
corpse bloom. Also, there are only 
approximately a thousand of these 
flowers left in the wild, most in the 
plant’s native island of Sumatra. But 
Duncan, if you’re interested you can 
see one live in person at your alma 
mater, just a few minutes from this 
studio. Only a couple days before we 
recorded this podcast, the resident 
corpse flower at UC Santa Cruz 
unexpectedly bloomed, to the delight 
of its thousands of social media 
followers. Yup. An immobile, non-
sentient vegetable most famous for 
smelling like rotten butthole has more 
social media clout than we do. Now 
that I say it out loud that actually 
tracks. We can’t compete with a 
phallic alien butthole plant. The 
blooming event took UCSC officials by 
surprise; the corpse flower bloomed 
on Monday, less than two days after 
they had posted “After careful 
consideration, we reached the 
conclusion that our Corpse Flower is 
truly a corpse. We do not believe it is 
going to bloom after all.” Science! But 



for those who did witness the bloom 
including a woman from my work who 
sent me a bunch of photos after her 
visit that I’ll post, it’s a truly awe-
inspiring sight and smell. “During 
bloom, the tip of the spadix is roughly 
human body temperature, which helps 
the perfume volatilize; this heat is also 
believed to assist in the illusion that 
attracts carcass-eating insects.” 
Those insects help the plant 
reproduce; nature is truly a glorious 
miracle. Who wouldn’t want to visit the 
putrid phallus plant and its swarm of 
corpse-bugs?   
 
 
Next we have perhaps the most 
notorious poisonous plant in history, 
yet another evil carrot, Conium 
maculatum, aka hemlock. Hemlock is 
indeed in the carrot family and is an 
herbaceous biennial, it can grow as tall 
as 12 feet and does not exist naturally 
in America, it’s native to Europe and 
the Mediterranean, and honestly just 
when I was looking for good reasons 
to stay in this country, boom. Inflation 
is off the charts, conspiracy theories 
are going mainstream, stupidity is 
becoming a point of pride, but you 
know what? One less murderous 
carrot.   
The Hemlock plant looks very similar 
to the harmless cow parsley plant, 
little clumps of white flowers at the top 
of skinny stalks, and every part of the 
plant contains a toxic chemical known 
as coniine. As few as six leaves can be 
fatal to humans, and the leaves are the 
least toxic part of the plant. Ingestion 



has been known to cause intoxication 
and sickness in humans but also in 
rabbits, horses, donkeys, goats, pigs…
any mammal is susceptible. 
Intoxicated rabbits, that’s pretty metal. 
Coniine attacks the respiratory 
muscles, so that’s fun. Basically 
suffocating to death while surrounded 
by oxygen. Exposure during pregnancy 
can lead to irreversible mental and 
physical damage to the fetus and 
there is no antidote to hemlock 
poisoning.  
Most people will recognize hemlock as 
being the poison that took out the 
ancient Greek philosopher Socrates in 
399 BC when he was convicted of 
corrupting the minds of young 
Athenian men. That’s not coded 
language for diddling boys, he was 
literally just asking questions, that was 
his thing. The Socratic method 
involves arguing a point by basically 
trolling. it’s Passive aggressive and 
annoying AF, but often effective, if the 
effect you’re looking for is to be put to 
death. I’m not saying Socrates 
deserved the demon carrot, but I 
understand.  
 
 
Our next plant is one that you’ve 
definitely encountered, whether you 
knew it or not. Officially called nerium-
oleander, some of the larger individual 
plants in the oleander family could be 
mistaken for trees. Oleander can reach 
up to 20 feet tall. A tower of poison. 
Remind me to tell you about my poison 
oak experience, when I thought “this 
couldn’t be poison oak, it’s way too 



large,” and…oops. Some plants are 
sneaky shapeshifters, or at least that’s 
what I decided in the aftermath. The 
name “Nerium” comes from the Greek 
word “neros” for “water,” because the 
plant typically grows in wet areas, 
often on riverbanks.  Oleander is a 
vibrant, ornamental plant featuring 
single or double blossoms that can be 
colored red, yellow, white…all the 
colors of the Rubik. I’m kidding, I 
obviously know that orange and blue 
and green are additional Rubik’s cube 
colors because as we’ve learned, I am 
a Rubik’s cube expert. Truth. Oleander 
flowers have a sweet smell, and a 
sweet esthetic, they are very 
attractive, especially if you are 
attracted to the idea of sickness and 
death. The principal toxin in oleander, 
called—and no one would ever guess 
this—oleandrin, causes dizziness, 
confusion, weakness, drowsiness and 
visual disturbances. So…pink 
elephants and neon fruitbats, I’m 
guessing. This is bat country. But you 
wouldn’t want to chew some oleander 
leaves to get high, this isn’t a 
recreational poison (just say no to 
oleander) because by the time the 
visual disturbances kick in you’re most 
likely already in the throes of nausea 
and vomiting, violent cramping, and 
bloody diarrhea. All the greatest 
hits. Oleander has been described as a 
sturdy shrub, it’s tough, hearty, it 
thrives in coastal areas, so you can 
find it from Florida to Southern 
California. So Duncan, if either of us 
ever need to murder someone, I feel 
like it wouldn’t be difficult to obtain a 



few snips of the big O. All parts of the 
plant are toxic and oleander poisoning 
can affect the heart, nervous system, 
stomach, intestines, eyes and 
skin. So…all of the important stuff…I 
wish there were a poison that just like 
turned your fingernails blue or gave 
you t dress he ability to see through 
walls or something but no, they always 
attack vital organs and make you 
bleed from your rectum. I guess that 
makes sense, if you are a plant that 
doesn’t want to be consumed. Very 
savvy, those shrubberies. Due to its 
prevalence, Oleander has been the 
subject of various urban legends. 
Have you heard any of these? The 
classic one is that a troop of 
boyscouts died after using oleander 
sticks to roast marshmallows and hot 
dogs. Didn’t happen; there have 
actually been very few reported 
deaths from oleander. But I guess, you 
know, don’t use random branches 
from a tree-sized flower-bush for 
shish kabobbing purposes. Be 
discerning with your shisks and bobs.  
  
  
Let’s end with something 
controversial. Can you guess the 
identity of the deadliest plant in the 
world? You’re going to hate me. This 
part is specifically for all the listeners 
who yell at us on social media when 
they feel like we’re getting political 
and self righteous. The deadliest plant 
in the world, without a doubt is 
Tobacco. Tobacco has taken more 
lives than any other plant in history, 
probably any other substance. And 



also, it’s gross. Don’t eat any of these 
plants. Including tobacco, don’t eat 
demon carrots or tobacco.   
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