HOT,  HOT,  HOT!!!

A few years ago I was teaching a night class, general biology, which covered the Plant and Animal Kingdoms.  Some weeks into the course, one of my students inquired if I was familiar with a wild plant called “Indian Turnip.”  I said no, but did she know it by any other name or better yet, it’s scientific name. 

 In biology, we like to classify and name living things according to their kinship with other organisms.  Using a system developed by Carolus Linnaeus, an eighteenth century professor, physician and naturalist, all living things, past and present, have a scientific name consisting of two parts.  Called genus and species, these two names taken together describe an organism much like we name ourselves (e.g. John Doe), except the order is reversed with the genus (capitalized) given first, followed by the species second.

Well, not having the scientific name, I asked the student if she could bring me a specimen of this “Indian Turnip” and perhaps we could then identify it.  She said, “No problem,” that it was fairly common in the hilly woods around her house.  She went on to say that it was also eaten by the Indians (hence the name) and was extremely hot!  I mentioned that I liked hot peppers whereupon she smiled and said, “then you’ll really love this!”

A few weeks went by, then one night during a class break, she brought to the front of the classroom a few small, brown, radish-like corms.  She asked if I’d like to sample one.  “Sure” I replied.  I whipped out my Swedish Army pocket knife, cut one in half, smelled it and popped a slice into my mouth.  I chewed cautiously at first and noticed it indeed had the consistency of a dried-out radish, but with very little taste.  I continued chewing and was actually preparing to swallow the tidbit when I happened to notice her expression.  Her eyes and mouth were wide open in an obvious look of anxious anticipation.  “Mr. Jones,” she said, “I don’t think you want to swallow it!”

A second later I definitely understood her anxious look and sage advice.  It was as if a thousand hornets were stinging my mouth, tongue, lips, even the back of my throat.  I spit it out, but the stinging only intensified.  “My god !” I exclaimed, but I could say little else.  I was experiencing one of the most sharply painful sensations in my 40 odd years of life.  “I told you it was hot!  Why did you try so much of it?”  she asked, trying to stifle her giggles.  I tried to retain some dignity, but it was all I could do to keep from running to the nearest phone and dialing 911.  I think she read my mind because she went on to say “I know you feel like you’re dying, but you won’t.  The stinging will stop in an hour or so.”  

I excused myself, ran to the nearest water fountain and began rinsing my mouth.  It didn’t help.  I bought some milk from the hallway vending machine.  It didn’t help either.  The swelling of my tongue and throat, however, didn’t seem to be getting any worse so I took my student’s advice and didn’t pursue medical attention, just waited it out.  After about 30 minutes or so we were able to resume class.

Immediately after class dismissed, I did a little research and this is what I found.  “Indian Turnip” is more commonly called Jack-in-the-Pulpit (Arisaema triphyllum) due to the unique shape of the flower.  The “Jack” is a flesh green spike, or spadix, bearing a number of small male or female flowers often on separate plants.  The “pulpit” is a modified leaf, or spathe, that wraps around and forms a hood over the flowers.  With large, three-parted compound leaves, this plant blooms in spring and bears a cluster or bright red berries by mid-summer.  All portions of the plant are poisonous, but especially the swollen base of the stem, the corm, which I had consumed earlier.  

The toxic chemical present in the corm is calcium oxalate, and, according to the literature, one of the most irritating substances known to man.  I can vouch for that!  It seems that in crystalline form, these glasslike needles of oxalic acid actually pierce and cut the mucous membranes where they slowly dissolve and burn the surrounding tissues.  Hence the prolonged and intense burning sensations associated with the toxin.  Though rarely fatal, deaths have been known to occur from swelling and blockage of associated airways.  

It is also true that Native Americans consumed this plant, but only after thorough drying followed by cooking.  I’m afraid I can’t recommend it.  However it is a beautiful and unusual plant which is cultivated by many gardeners along with other members of the Arum family. A few species found in our area are Skunkcabbage (Symplocarpus foetidus), Green Dragon (Arisaema dracontium), Philodendron (Philodendron sp.), Elephant Ears (Caladium), Arrowhead vine (Syndonium) and Dumbcane (Diffenbachia), named for the fact that those who eat it are left speechless.  I wonder why?

