
Onderstepoo?'t Jo1~1'1Wl of V eterinary Science and Animal 
I ndustry, T1ol1tme 5, iYmnber 2, October, 193:). 

The Toxicity of Pumpkin Seed 
(Cucurbita pepo L.). 

By DOU W G. S'l'EYN, B.Sc., D u .MED .VET. (VIEKNA) , D .V .Sc., 
Veterinary H esearch Officer, Onderstepoort. 

THIS investigation was prompted by the fact that recently a report 
was made by a farmer in the Volksrust district that his sheep, which 
were running on a land littered with '' boer pumpkins ", developed 
symptoms of paralysis and died. The animals were feeding ext ensively 
on the pumpkins and were also eating the seed. Stockowners have 
repeatedly suspected pumpkin seed of cau sing " cra;~,iness " and 
symptoms of paralysis in stock, ostriches and poultry. 

The following experiments were conducted with the seed, which 
was fresh ly removed from rna ture " boer pumpkins " : -

(1) A <me-year-old sh eep (No. 40623, \\·eighing 22 kg. ) received 
400 grams of the fresh seed per stomach -tube daily on- three con
secutive days. 

1-lesult.- On the t hird day of the experiment t he animal showed 
diarrhoea. It showed no symptoms of illness and was f eeding well. 
On the thir d day after the last dose the animal appeared to be in 
normal h ealth .again. 

(2) Rabbit A (1·9 kg. ) received 20 grams of the fresh seed 
per stomach -tube daily on three consecutive days. 

(3) R abbit B (1·8 kg .) received 40 gr ams of the fresh seed per 
stomach-tube daily on th ree consecutive days. 

Resvlt .-The animals developed no symptoms of poisoning . 

It should be mentioned that t h e entire fresh seed was minced and 
drenched with \Yater. 

LrrERATUlcE. 

It is \Yell ].;:nown that pumpkin seed h as been and still is being 
used as a taenicide both by medical practi t ioners and laymen. F or 
several decades the seed has been recognized as a tapeworn remerly 
by the United States Pharmacopoeia . Its anthelminthic action is , 
however, doubted by some investigators. It should, hovYever, be 
mentioned that others apparently achieved success by treating cases 
o± tapeworm with pumpkin seed. In 1875 H eckel (Power and Salway, 
1910) was able to expel tapeworms by means of the memhnme sur
rounding th e embryo. He believed the active principl e to he a resin . 
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Wolff (Power and Salway, 1910) found this resm to be an efficient 
taenifuge in closes of 1·0 gram. Povver and Sahmy (1910) isol ated 
a fatty oil and a resin fr.om fresh pumpkin seeds obtained from the 
C nitecl States. Dr. D ale, Director of the vVellcome Resear ch Labora
tories, found that dose,; of ao c.c. of the fatty oil, isolated by Power 
and Salway, had no effect on tapeworms in clogs Also the resin 
in doses of 0·9 gram had practically no effect on tapeworms in these 
animals. In addition to these experiments several medical practi
tioners administered 15 to GO c.c. of the oil and 1·0 gram of the 
resin to human beings suffering from tapeworms "·ithout achieving 
any results . In a later publication by PmYer (1912) he again refers 
to the value of pumpkin seed as a taenifuge , and states t here are no 
groun<ls for the incorporation of the seed in the phannacopoeia. Rath 
(1929) mentions the f.ollO\Ying cases : (a) Slop determined as early as 
1881, that 150 to 200 seeds, or 15 to 20 grams of the oil containerl 
in the seed , proYide a safe means of expelling tapeworms. He 
stressed the point that the pumpkins sh ould be grown in a warm 
climate. (b) In 1885 Hartwich investigated t he anthelminthi c pro
perties; and (r) iu Hll5 Stefano\l·ic:t reporte(l that he had treated 
fifty cases of infections with Taem·a sa,qina,tn nncl Taenia sol'imn 
with pumpkin seed , and that in one case onl ,y was it necessary to 
repeat the treatment. 

\Veiss (1928) states that he was able to remove Taen£a saginata 
from himself with pumpkin seer1. The head of the tapeworm was also 
expelle<l a feK hour& after he harl taken 200 shelled seeds followed by 
a dose of castor oiL The treiltment " ·ith pump];in seed " ·as applie<l 
after an unsuccessful attempt to remO\·e a tapeworm '"i t h filmoron ic 
oil. He also m entions other cases of tapeworm infer·t ious whirh were 
treated successfnlly with pumpkin seed . H e recommends th e seed as 
a safe and efficient tapeworm remedy in doses for adults of from 
150-200 seeds. They must he fresh. and must be taken maeeraterl 
into a porridge 1Yith mille Castor oil slwulrl he admini stered about 
an hour a fter the seeds were taken. It is staterl that the ingredient 
(or ingredients) responsible for the expulsion of tapeworms is situated 
in the thin greyish layer underneath the shell of the seed. Rath 
(1929) failed to confi rm this c.ontention . The seerl s shoul<l t herefore 
be carefully shellerl so as not to r emoYe this layer . 

Rath (1929) eonclnetecl some experiments '"ith pumpkin seed 
upon a small earthworm, A_llolophora f oetida. Hath extracted 
from the seed an oil , " ·hich he founrl to be very poi sonous to the 
earthworms, an emulsion of 1:500 with \Yater killing earthworms in 
1-4 hours . After extraction with ether, petroleum ether, or alcohol, 
the seed residue was fouud to be non-poi sonous to earthworms. 

W ehmer (1929) gives a full aecount of t he chemi cal composition 
of the pumpkin and its seerl. 

The use of " Melon pumpkin seed " , the fresh seeds of C11rw·
hita 11W:1:·i ma Duchesne, as a taenifuge is n1 entionecl in The British 
Pharmaceutieal Corlex , 19a4, p. 374. It is stated that its use sh oul d 
be precerled by the administration of a saline purge , and followed 
hy a dose of castor oil. 

Immelmann (1931) also reports favourably on th e use of pumpkin 
seed as a taenifuge. 
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SuMMARY. 

(1) Ko experimen tn l eY.idenc·e was obtained to support the con
tention t hn t pumpkin seed produces paralysis in stock. A young 
sheep drenched with large amounts of fresh seed developed t r ansient 
diarrhoea. It is possible that pumpkins gro1Yn in different areas iliffer 
ir: th eir eftects on stock. 

(2) Th e evidence found in the literature in reo·arcl to t he Yalue 
of t h e seed as a taenifuge is con tmdictory. It is" possible that the 
ingr edient (or ingredients), " ·hich is responsible for t he effect of t h e 
seed as a taenifuge, Yaries in the specimens of pum pkin gr<nYn in 
different areas. 

(a) 'l'he fatty oil and the resin contained in pumpkin seed appears 
to be non-toxic to animals and human beings when giYen in moderate 
doses. 
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