Poison Ivy


Poison ivy has long been the ill-fated demise of many fishing, camping and hiking trips.  Just the very thought of it can make some people itch.   However, there are steps that can help you evade the misery of a poison ivy rash while still enjoying the great outdoors.  The best line of defense against contracting this unwanted annoyance is avoidance.  Therefore, proper recognition of the plant must first be achieved.  


The plant is usually in the form of a vine, clinging to trees and buildings.  However, in some instances it can actually stand alone, looking more like a small shrub.  The leaves are characteristically in groups of three, hence the old saying, “Leaves of three, beware of me”.  Each leaf is about equal in size and usually has a small notch or lobe on either side.  The leaves have a glossy appearance most of year.  In the fall, poison ivy produces a cluster of creamy white berries and the leaves turn a crimson red color.  Despite the fact that it should be avoided, poison ivy is one of the more attractive plants in the fall.   It is also one of the first to turn color, signaling the coming cooler weather 

There is a lot of confusion about poisonous plants and which occur on Fort Riley.  Poison ivy is very common on post and can be found just about anywhere.  The true poison oak only occurs very rarely in Southeast Kansas and does not venture this far west.  It is so uncommon in fact, that poison oak is a state listed species in Missouri.  Poison Sumac is a native to the lowlands of the eastern U.S.  It is most abundant along streams, floodplains and swampy areas.  All three of these plants are in the Cashew family.  Most members of the Cashew family are native to tropical and subtropical regions of the U.S. and include such notables as pistachio and mango. 


The particular chemical in poison ivy that produces the rash is oil called “urushiol”.  This substance is contained entirely within the stem and leaves, so in theory, an intact plant will not cause a rash.  Only when a leaf is bruised or stems broken will the oils be released, causing the possibility of contact.  Only a small amount of the chemical is needed for a rash to occur.   When you are in an area where poison ivy is located, it is best to wear long pants.   However, the oils from the plant may linger on clothing if care is not given.  Normal laundering will remove oils from clothing.  


If you suspect that you have come into contact with poison ivy, a rash may be potentially avoided by washing the area thoroughly with soap and cool water.  There are also several commercial products available for the removal of poison ivy oil that helps avoid the onset of a rash.  The “contact dermatitis” caused by the reaction to urushiol is a delayed reaction, which may take 2 - 7 days to appear.  If a rash does develop, the best treatment is to applying frequent tap water compresses followed by an application of calamine lotion.  It is best to avoid scratching, which is easier said than done.  Complete healing of a poison ivy rash can take 2 - 4 weeks or longer.  

