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Could it be Poison Ivy? 

Submitted by Faye Mahaffey, 

Brown County Master Gardener Volunteer 

 

A few weeks ago I went hiking with a few friends and was shocked to learn that two of my friends couldn’t 

identify poison ivy growing in the woods! The Buckeye Yard and Garden Line reports that poison ivy colonies 

seem to be everywhere this year. Poison ivy needs no special introduction. Skin contact with this plant’s oils 

causes an allergic dermatitis on many people. The resinous compounds known as urushiols are responsible for 

the inflammation of the skin along with the accompanying blisters and itching. These compounds are in all parts 

of the plant and lend creditability to people who say they get poison ivy just by looking at it. Urushiols are said 

to remain active on dead plants for over a year; for this reason and obvious possible inhalation hazard, it is not 

recommended one burn poison ivy vines. 
   

This deciduous woody vine can reproduce itself from seeds, creeping roots, and stems that readily put down 

adventitious roots. When it grows as a climbing vine, poison ivy develops aerial root hairs. Mature vines look 

like a hairy rope, and may cause us to recall the advice we may have received as children from our outdoor 

elders; “Don’t be a dope, don’t touch the hairy rope.” It is a native plant to eastern North America. The foliage 

has three leaflets with toothed, lobed or entire margins (leaf edges) that are somewhat elliptical (egg-shaped), 

attached to a central petiole with petiolules (leaflet stalks). This description may have jogged the memory of 

another classic, words of wisdom saying; “leaflets three, leave it be”. 
   

Control of poison ivy depends on how well the plant is established. Post-emergence herbicide products labeled 

as brush killers are effective with one application on newly sprouted seedlings. Established plants will require 

multiple applications, each time allowing the plant to reestablish its foliage before spraying again. Another 

method is known as slash and squirt. This requires the applicant to cut clean or gouge the bark of an established 

vine and apply the herbicide directly to the stump or wound of the plant. 
   

I have noticed more poison ivy plants in my landscape this year. I am one of the lucky people that doesn’t get a 

bad reaction to poison ivy, but I still don’t take any chances. I use extreme care when pulling plants and 

disposing of them.  
   

I hope that my friends will be able to hike in the woods with confidence now that they can point out the “leaflets 

of three” on the poison ivy plant! 
  

My tomato plants are growing by leaps and bounds and I have some blooms coming on. Mysteriously a small 

green tomato disappeared from one of my plants. I think that I am ready to put out my wildlife camera so I can 

record the vegetable thieves in action. I had a volunteer sunflower plant that was nestled in among the tomato 

cages, but it didn’t stay hidden from the hungry deer. The blossom was ripped off the top and they even stripped 

some of the leaves. We replaced the old hydrant by my garden. No more carrying water cans to the garden! 
  



 
 

I watched 4 rabbits chase around our Colorado Blue Spruce in the front yard the other evening. They jumped 

and leaped through the air. It’s hard to be mad at these little guys who are dining on my lilies during the day and 

maybe a Hosta or two. We even had a baby bunny come up on the back deck and stare in at Miss Kitty!   

What wildlife is visiting your gardens? 

 


