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A class of shrubs which depends upon trees for their food has been given the scientific 

name—Phoradendron. How applicable this appellation is, for it literally means “thief of trees”. 

These shrubs average from two to six feet in diameter and are generally quite dense producing a 

willow broom-like effect. They are particularly common on the continents of Australia, Europe, 

and North America. In all there are some 600 different species of this parasitic shrub. The most 

common hosts are the apple, the poplar, pine, eucalyptus, and willow trees. 

The foliage consists of small smooth thick leaves, which have an olive drab color and 

occur in pairs on opposite sides of the twig. In the crotch where the twigs join the main stem are 

clusters of pearl-like white berries. When these berries are ripe they contain a viscous jelly. 

Hungry birds are readily attracted by the ripened fruit. However they experience difficulty 

similar to a child eating honey, in that the viscous pulp oozing out of the berries causes them to 

adhere to the side of the beak. The most attractive berries are also the most sticky. This situation 

irritates the eater so that he flies away to another tree to wipe off his beak, incidentally depositing 

a berry containing the seed of a new shrub. The jelly-like pulp hardens and thus forms a 

protective armor for the 

winter. The species parasitic upon the mesquit (shrubs in southwestern United States.) produces 

an abundance of small bright red berries on short side spurs. Even the stems turn red. This 

brilliant coloration makes them attractive decorations at Yuletide. 

During the moist spring season the berry softens and swells. The seed sends forth a root 

which penetrates the bark of the tree and invades the vascular tissues, where it absorbs the sap 

and mineral salts of the host. Thus, the very life “blood” of the tree is endangered for the 

essential elements used in the process of manufacturing food are stolen by this parasitic plant. 

Phorandendron is considered to be the largest plant parasite known. 

The priests of the ancient Celts, called Druids, considered the parasitic shrubs to be 

symbolic of the spirit because they grew in the air on branches of their sacred oaks. On the sixth 

days of the first new moon of the new year a Druid priest would cut the parasitic shrubs with a 

golden sickle. A white cloth was spread underneath the tree to prevent the cutting from touching 

the earth. Small sprigs of it were distributed to the priests to the people, who made rings and 

bracelets out of it to ward off the evil spirits. 

In medieval times a substance called bird lime was made from the berries which was 

supposed to have medicinal value. 

Today foresters look upon the members of the Phoradendron family as serious pests 

which are threatening our Grand Canyon National Park and the Kaibab National Forest. In 

Australia it is threatening the Eucalyptus, which is one of their most important trees. Recent 

experiments have shown that these parasitic shrubs can be controlled by spraying 2,4-D. 

“There is a strangular loose in the nation’s forests that is choking trees to death. The fatal 

grip is a toe-hold—a mostletoe-hold.” 

Yes, friends, this parasitic plant is none other than the popular mistletoe, to which many 

attach sentiment and romance. 
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