
 
Poison Oak Primer 

 
What and Where... 
 
     In California, the shrub or vine is everywhere except the "inner city", the hotter deserts, and 
above 4,000 feet elevation. Shrubs are usually 12" to 30" high, or a tree-climbing vine, with 
triple leaflets and short, smooth hair underneath. Early berries are fuzzy and white; later, dun-
colored. Plants are red and dark green in Spring and Summer, with yellowing leaves anytime 
especially in dry areas. Leaves may achieve bright reds in Fall, but the plant loses its (yellowed, 
then brown) leaves in Winter, leaving toxic stems. All parts of the plant remain toxic throughout 
the seasons. In California, western poison oak is an important food source for wildlife.  
 
     Primary contamination results from contact with bruised or broken plant parts that release 
"toxicodendrol", an oily resin containing the toxic chemical "urushiol".  
 
     Most people on the trail tend to get the nearly invisible oil on their hands when gathering 
firewood for camp. After walking through the shrub, however, their problems really begin when 
they brush their hands on their pants and rub their face and especially when they crawl into their 
tent (getting the oil on their sleeping bag), changing clothes (spread that oil around), and finally 
retire for the night after contaminating everything in their tent, including that jacket used for a 
pillow. 
 
What to do on the trail...  
 
   1.If you think you walked through poison oak, carefully remove your clothes OUTSIDE 
YOUR TENT, place them in a plastic bag, then wash yourself "quickly" with soap & water; 
launder the clothes thoroughly later at home. REMEMBER: Your BOOTS are coated with oil !!! 
Leave them outside your tent. 
 
   2.Wash yourself as soon as possible as the acuity of the rash depends somewhat on the time 
available for the oil to penetrate the skin. Apply water immediately if possible as (some say) the 
water breaks down the oil; the soap just makes the oil easier to wash off. Use Tecnu® Oak-and-
Ivy Skin Cleaner if immediately available (for me it really works and contains a chemical to 
quickly break down the toxic oil);  However water immediately after contact is most important. 
Don't forget under your fingernails!! 
 
   3.If being sleepy is not a problem, I personally start taking antihistamine (Benadryl®) right 
away. Some say it is useless, but I avoid the rash.  
 
   4.Because Tecnu® includes a glycol*, some folks wash with rubbing alcohol/alcohol swabs to 
break down the oil. Haven't tried it.  
 
   5.Nothing else you can do on the trail, so enjoy the rest of your campout. Any leftover Tecnu® 
put in your radiator*. 
 



Treatment, mild case 
 
                              Treatment consists mainly of protecting the damaged skin, preventing 
                             infection, avoiding exposure again, and relieving the itching. If any of the 
                             following treatments are not effective, or if the case is severe and disabling, the 
                             patient should see a physician for more extensive treatment with stronger 
                             medications.  
 
                              As above on the trail, as soon as possible after an exposure, thoroughly wash 
                             the affected areas with soap and water. Change clothing as soon as possible 
                             after exposure and handle contaminated clothing carefully to avoid spreading 
                             poison oak. Launder clothing several times before reuse.  
 
                                    1.When the rash appears, I continue to take non-prescription 
                                       Benadryl® antihistamine 25-50 mg. every 4 hours if drowsiness is 
                                       not a problem. Prescription antihistamines are available that do not 
                                       cause drowsiness, but are expensive.  
 
                                    2.On the rash (two days after contact), I initially use a calamine lotion 
                                       (Caladryl® to help dry up the rash and blisters, and ease the itching. 
                                       Later, the rash is dry, red, bumpy, very itchy, and looks terrible.  
 
                                    3.Then I quit the Caladryl and begin applying Benadryl cream® which 
                                       helps the itch and soothes the skin caused by the dryness and 
                                       cracking. The skin is now itchy partly because of the dryness, about 
                                       seven days after exposure.  
 
                                       Hydrocortisone cream can be applied in very small amounts to the 
                                       affected areas three times a day. Use sparingly, if at all, on young 
                                       children. Hydrocortisone cream can be bought over the counter at 
                                       any pharmacy. All brands are equally (in my experience) NOT effective. 
 
                                    4.Apply cool soaks or compresses to reduce itching and decrease heat 
                                       from inflamed areas. Exposure to hot water only increases itching; 
                                       hot water causes histamine release and itching even if you don't 
                                       have a rash.  
 
                                       Aveeno® baths?? 
                                       I have received many emails saying avoid a bath as it spreads the 
                                       oil; take a shower instead... 
 
                                    5.For those victims who have written me about sitting or squatting in 
                                       Poison Oak with a bare bottom, I suggest washing as as above and 
                                       going home (and seeing your Doctor) right away. To continue a 
                                       wilderness hike with such a rash may result in such misery that you 
                                       cannot walk your way out. 



 
Physician Treatment, more severe case 
 
                                  In severe cases, or cases involving a significant amount of the face, see 
                                  your doctor who may prescribe oral corticosteroids, such as Prednisone®. 
                                  Can have nasty side effects if used in heavier doses or longer than a week; 
                                  careful!  
 
                                  If the rash becomes extremely severe and painful, interfering with normal 
                                  activity, or if any of the following symptoms appear, you should also 
                                  consult a doctor:  
                                       the blisters continue to ooze longer than two weeks  
                                       a fever, headaches, nausea, difficulty breathing  
                                       lymph nodes in your neck, under your arms or in your groin area 
                                       become swollen and sore  
                                       Some people are highly allergic. If you break out in a rash within a 
                                       few hours of exposure, blisters form, and your eyes swell shut, seek 
                                       medical attention immediately.  
 
                                  "Triamcinalone" corticosteroid topical cream (some say) works well on the 
                                  rash; by prescription. Same category of drug as Prednisone®; oral tablets 
                                  plus a topical cream dose can have additive effects. The reason why these 
                                  drugs should be used sparingly if at all as studies have indicated "growth 
                                  suppression" with extended or high dosage use. This product is basically a 
                                  stronger Rx version of the over-the-counter Hydrocortisone creams.  
 
Remedies to Avoid 
 
                             Theses remedies are or have been recommended at one time:  
 
                                  Colloidal silver (like from processing x-rays)  
                                  Bleach (sodium hypochlorite)     Read "Feedback" below...  
                                  Extremely hot showers  
                                  Oatmeal  
                                  Scratching the rash & affected skin off  
                                  Fels Naptha  
                                  Witch Hazel  
                                  Aloe Vera  
                                  Jewelweed  
                                  Goldenseal (Some folks swear by it)  
                                  Comfrey  
                                  Plantain  
                                  Baking soda  
                                  Tabasco Sauce 


