
INTRODUCTION 

In an a t tempt  to  check diseases  of  p lants ,  knowledge i s  required 

of  the  cause of  d isease,  l i fe  his tory of  the  parasi te  and of  the  

ci rcumstances which control  the establ ishment  of  parasi t ic  re lat ions 

between i t  and the host .  

Many remarkable  advances have been made in  the f ie ld  of  plant  

pathology but  re la t ively few concerned with an understanding of  maladies  

caused by phanerogams.  

I t  is  with the Trinidad members  of  a  family of  dicotyledons ,  the 

Loranthaceae (or  mist le toes)  that  this  invest igat ion is  concerned.  

I t  i s  convenient  to  deal  on paper  with three d is t inct  phases  of  

plant  disease control  

1 .  a t tack on the parasi te ,  

2 .  s trengthening of  the  res is tance to  parasite  a t tack of  the 

host ,  

3 .  modif icat ion of  the environment .  

In  pract ice  however ,  a l l  must  be taken together  and i t  i s  therefore  

only possible  to  pursue intel l igent  control  measures  with a  knowledge of  

the above named c onsiderat ions,  plus  an apprecia t ion of  the circumstances 

which increase and decrease the power to  in jure  and of  the nature  of  

suscept ib i l i ty  to  a t tack of  the  crops.  

In  Trinidad this  type of  informat ion i s  not  genera l ly  avai lable ,  

in  fact  l i t t le  else  has  been done in  th is  f ie ld  other  than col lec t ing of  

the species  occurr ing here.  In  this  context  i t  should be noted that  these 

dicotyledonous woody plants  are  scheduled " injur ious"  by the Department  

of  Agr icul ture  of  Trinidad and Tobago,  though few people  take not ice  of  

this  or  appreciate  the amount  of  damage caused by the pest .  

That  re la t ively l i t t le  is  known by agricul tura l is ts  throughout  the 

world about  members  of  the  Loranthaceae does not  mean that  people  have 



- 2 -

ignored i t s  presence;  on the contrary,  they have a t t rac ted a  great  deal  

of  a t tent ion because of  their  pecul iar  growth habi t  for  many hundreds of  

years .  

The mist letoes  as  members  of  the  family are  cal led are  spread fa ir ly  

widely throughout  the world 39 g enera containing approximately 1300 named 

species  in  both temperate  and t ropica l  zones.  Most  of  them a re  semi 

parasi t ic  woody dicotyledons though autophyt ic  species  do occur  e .g.  

Giadendron.  

In  form the mis t le toes  vary from small  inconspicuous plants  with 

reduced f lowers  to  large crowns of  showy w el l  developed dicotyledons with 

hermaphrodi te  f lowers .  

Many m ist letoes  are  surrounded by myst ic  fo lklore ,  some having 

found their  way in to heal ing ar ts  and re l igious r i tes  and supers t i t ions 

throughout  the world.  

The common Eu ropean mist le toe Viseurn a lbum lef t  the realms of  

witchcraf t  and became a ccepted by Sir  John Colbatch in  1719 as"a wonderful  

cure  for  convuls ive dis tempers"  (Gil l  and Hawksworth,  1961) .  

Later  i t  went  out  of  "pharmaceut ical  favour"  except  as  a  cure for  

dermati t i s .  

Gaul t ier  (1906)  discovered that  extracts  from mist le toe of  a  

par t icular  genera had def ini te  depression act ion which was l a ter  found to  

be due to  his tamine,  isola ted as  late  as  1957 by Sajner  and Veris .  

Between the years  1949 -  1958 hope was held of  extending therapeut ic  

propert ies  to  the t reatment  of  inoperable  cancer  (Bruck,  1950:1954,  in  

Gil l  and Hawksworth,  1961) .  

Mist le toes  other  than Vise urn a lbu m are  of  re la t ively l i t t le  medical  

importance though many w ere and s t i l l  are  used fa ir ly  extensively in  t r ibal  

medicine,  especia l ly  in  the assis tance of  chi ldbir th .  



Of more interes t  to  agricul tura l is ts  i s  the fact  that  many peoples  

have used the "berr ies"  of  the Loranthaceae as  food and recognised them a s  

being of  some importance as  fodder  suppl ies  in  t imes of  d i ff icul ty  

par t icular ly .  

In  Europe V.  a lbum is  valuable  game forage (Tubeuf  1923,  1908 in  

Gi l l  and Hawksworth,  1961)  and has  proved nutr i t ious food for  l ivestock 

(Cerecelet  1948;  Giniens is  and Ray,  1905;  Letacq 1923;  in  Gil l  and 

Hawksworth 1961) .  

In  the United States  of  America species  of  Phoradendron have been 

fed to  hogs and cat t le  (Muensher  1951;  in  Gi l l  and Hawksworth 1 961).  Texas 

cat t lemen value Phoradendron f lavescens or  mesqui te  as  winter  and drought  

cat t le  feed,  whi le  cat t lemen of  the Shastr i  val ley feed i t  to  cat t le  too.  

Loranthus spp.  were used in  Austral ia  and New Zea land as  food for  sheep,  

ca t t le  and camels  (Hart igan 1958a;  May 19 41;  Descot t  1946;  in  Gil l  and 

Hawksworth 19 61) .  

Latex from mist letoe berr ies  has  been used as  a  commercial  source 

of  rubber  in  Venezuela  (Warburg 1905 in  Gi l l  and Hawksworth 1 961) ,  while  

Vol .  I I  Phytopathology (1921)  contains  a  short  paper  on the extracts  of  

mist le toe berr ies  for  use in  herbar ium work.  

People  then are  aware of  the  presence of  mist le toe so that  one 

may wonder  why i t  should be that  so l i t t le  is  known about  i t  by agr icul

tural is ts  in  Trinidad.  Li terature  is  fair ly  plent iful  but  tends to  be 

very scat tered in  t ime and space and any col lec t ion of  i t  immediately 

indicates  the complexet ies  involved in  a  s tudy of  this  family.  

Fair ly  obviously different  genera or  even species  a t tacking a  range 

of  hosts  under  varying condi t ions wil l  behave qui te  different ly .  

Most  of  the  research on the family has  been done on those important  

species  occurr ing in  the temperate  regions of  the  world e .g .  Viscum album 

in  Europe;  Phoradendron spp.  in  North America a long with work on Giadendron 

and Arceuthobium. somewhat  special ised genera.  
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Here in  Trinidad much basic  research is  required:-  which genera 

occur  widely here  and which spp are  important  as  crop pests?  How important  

are  the mist letoes  in  Tr inidad? How a re  they spread about  the is land,  how 

quickly and how far?  This  i s  the type of  quest ion which one needs to  be 

able  to  answer before  knowing which way to  turn in  determining any real ly  

effect ive control  measures .  

The reader  wil l  real ise  that  much of  the  information col lected and 

ideas  presented in  th is  report  wil l  need much fur ther  deta i led and careful  

s tudy before  being accepted as  proven fact .  

I  consider ,  however ,  that  the work should provide a  reasonable  

groundwork to  fac i l i ta te  a  greater  understand of  the Loranthaceae in  

Tr  inidad.  


