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Have you been spending more time out in your 
yard or going for hikes?  If you have, you may 
have come home with a rash and wondered 
where you ran into poison ivy.  I’m sure we have 
all heard, “Leaves of three; let it be,” or “Hairy 
vine, no friend of mine.”  Although I think my 
favorite is “If it’s shiny don’t use it on your hiney.”  
Those out camping may want to remember that 
one.  These rhymes are a good way to help us 
remember how to identify poison ivy with or 
without leaves.  Hopefully they will also help keep 
you rash free. 
 
Poison ivy (Toxicodendron radicans) grows along streams, roadways, fencerows and in wooded areas.  
It can also show up in your perennial garden or grow up in your shrubs.  Beware of vines growing up 
trees or on the ground as you work in your gardens or are out for a hike.  Knowing how to identify and 
control it are the best defenses against accidental contact and the subsequent itchy rash. 
 
Poison ivy leaves are compound, with three leaflets that occur alternately along the stem.  Leaflets 
can have scalloped, smooth, or irregularly toothed margins.  The leaves are purplish to reddish when 
unfolding in spring (May to early June).  They are bright green and often shiny in summer and turn 
bright red in fall.  Poison ivy flowers in June and July and white berries are produced by early fall.  The 
berries are a favorite winter food of some birds and animals.  This helps spread the seeds around. 
 
Poison ivy can grow as a vine along the ground, as a climbing vine or it may grow as an erect woody 
shrub.  Aerial rootlets help the vine attach itself to trees or other objects, like telephone poles.  The 
aerial roots, which may look like reddish “hairs” along the stem, give it the appearance of a fuzzy rope.  
Fragrant sumac, Virginia creeper and box-elder are sometimes mistaken for poison ivy. 
 
All parts of the plant, including the stem and roots, contain and secrete oil called urushiol.  This is 
what causes the blistering rash on skin.  The plant has to be injured in some way to release the oil.  
The injury may be something as minor as an insect chewing on a leaf.  Oil content is highest in the 
spring and summer.  The rash is variable in severity among people and can vary from year to year on 
the same individual. 
 
The oil is insoluble in water so washing with water alone spreads the oil.  If you know you have been 
in contact with poison ivy, wash the area as soon as possible with soap and cool water, rubbing 
alcohol or one of the various commercial products available for poison ivy prevention.  Do not use 
warm or hot water as it may cause the urushiol to penetrate the skin faster.  You may still get a rash, 
but at least the infected area will be contained.  Rubbing alcohol will dissolve and remove the oil from 



the skin.  If applied soon enough it will prevent irritation.  Redness and swelling may be visible within 
12 to 24 hours.  Contact your doctor if you need a medication. 
 
Once urushiol is released from the plant, it can find its way to your skin by direct contact with the 
plant and then spread by touching other parts of the body.  Because the sticky, oily substance is easily 
transmitted, it is possible to get the oil by indirect contact from the fur of pets, garden tools, garden 
gloves, clothing, boots or other objects that have come in contact with poison ivy.  The rash is not 
transmitted from the oozing blisters.  The urushiol can remain active on dead plants and other objects 
for over a year.  People can also contract a rash by exposure to smoke from poison ivy burning so be 
careful not to burn wood with poison ivy attached to it. 
 
Cultural controls such as hand-pulling or hoeing poison ivy out of the ground are difficult, but can 
work with small infestations or very young plants.  These techniques are not very successful on 
infestations that are two or more years old.  A person who is sensitive to poison ivy should not use 
this control measure.  Avoid contact with plant parts by wearing disposable gloves and clothing that 
covers all bare skin.  Washing your clothing afterwards with detergent is normally effective in 
removing the plant oil. 
 
One option is to cut the plant down to the ground every year until the root system is exhausted and 
eventually the plant will die.  This method does increase the chances of exposure to the plant toxin.  It 
is recommended that you dispose of poison ivy in the trash within a plastic bag rather than 
composting it.  After you have finished clean your tools with rubbing alcohol. 
 
Even when using herbicides, poison ivy is difficult to control.  Many products are available, but be 
certain the label states that the product may be used for poison ivy.  Look for products containing the 
herbicides glyphosate or triclopyr as they are labeled for use on poison ivy.  Glyphosate is non-
selective, meaning that it will kill all vegetation that it is sprayed on.  Triclopyr is a selective herbicide.  
It kills broadleaf plants but does not harm grasses.  Herbicides should be applied during periods of 
rapid growth to ensure the most success.  Keep in mind that poison ivy is a tough perennial with thick, 
woody roots.  Herbicide treatments may also be effective if applied in late summer or early fall.  This is 
when the plant is storing carbohydrates in the root system.  The herbicide will be taken into the roots 
and kill the plant.  Repeat applications may be needed to achieve complete control as regrowth and 
new sprouts are likely to occur.  Even when the plant is dead, it still contains urushiol oil, so wear 
protective clothing and gloves when removing it.  Before you use any herbicide, be sure to read the 
instructions on the label. 
 
Whether you want to control poison ivy or just want to avoid it, the first step is to learn how to 
identify it – in all of its varied forms year-round. 
 
Resources for this article:  Ohio State University, Cornell University, Michigan State University and 
University of Missouri. 
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