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Severe uvular edema and nasal mucosal necrosis due
to Ecbalium elaterium (squirting cucumber):
An allergic reaction or direct toxic effect?

CENKER EKEN, M.D., KEREM OZBEK, M.D., CANAN KUK YILDIRIM, M.D., and OKTAY ERAY, M.D.

Department of Emergency Medicine, Akdeniz University School of Medicine, Antalya, Turkey

Ecbalium elaterium or squirting cucumber is a plant growing in the Mediterranean region, belong to Cucurbitaceae family. Its juice has
been used as an herbal medicine since ancient times because of its cathartic and anti-inflammatory effects. It has been reported to cause
upper airway edema, especially after the administration of its undiluted form. It has generally been attributed to allergic reaction. In this
case report we aimed to interrogate this anticipation by presenting a case of severe uvular edema and nasal mucosal necrosis after dripping
undiluted Ecbalium elaterium juice that did not improved by anti-allergic therapies.
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Ecbalium elaterium, or squirting cucumber, is a plant that
grows in the Mediterranean region belonging to the Cucurbi-
taceae family. It has a gherkin-like fruit thickly covered by
hairs. Its juice has been used as herbal medicine since ancient
times because of its cathartic and anti-inflammatory effects.
However, there are many case reports demonstrating upper
airway edema especially after the administration of the undi-
luted form. Although the mechanism of this adverse effect is
not clear, it has usually been attributed to allergic reactions
and sometimes to direct toxic effects. The aim of this case
report is to review the possible causes of upper airway edema
due to Ecbalium elaterium.

A 36-year-old man presented to the emergency department
with swelling of his uvula. He stated that he dripped three
drops of undiluted juice of Ecbalium elaterium intranasally
because of chronic sinusitis. Five or six hours after being
exposed to Ecbalium elaterium, swelling in the uvula and
shortness of breath occurred. He referred to a hospital with
these symptoms and received unknown intramuscular and
intravascular drugs, most likely standard anti-allergic
medications. He presented to our emergency department
because his symptoms failed to improve. During the initial pre-
sentation, his blood pressure was 128/62 mmHg with a pulse
rate of 72/min, inspiration rate was 16/min, body temperature
was 36°C, and the oxygen rate was 99% detected by pulse-
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oximeter. On physical examination he had a severe uvular
edema (Fig. 1). There was no other pathologic finding in the
systemic evaluation. At this time, 45.5 mg of pheniramin male-
ate (H; receptor blocker), 50 mg of ranitidine (H, receptor
blocker), and 80 mg of prednisolone were administered intra-
venously. However, there was no improvement in the uvular
edema with this standard anti-allergic treatment. Subsequently,
0.3 mg epinephrine was administered via subcutaneous injec-
tion with no response. The patient was then admitted to the
hospital. Anterior rhinoscopy performed during his admission
revealed multiple necrotic areas in the nasal mucosa which has
not been reported in the literature before. After a five-day
period, he was discharged without an adverse event.

Elaterium is the juice derived from Ecbalium elaterium. The
most known active substance of Ecbalium is Elaterin. Elaterin
is a potent hydragouge cathartic which has a traditional use as a
purgative. It causes watery evacuation from the mucosa; there-
fore, it has also been used for the treatment of pulmonary
edema and ascites. The juice of the fruit has been commonly
used for the treatment of sinusitis in the Mediterranean region
due to its anti-inflammatory effects. Kloutsos et al. (1) reported
42 exposures to elaterium, the largest case series in the litera-
ture, and 93% of them had a previous history of allergic reac-
tion. However, there was no control group in their study, and
none of the cases in their study and the others in the literature
had systemic signs and symptoms of an allergic reaction (2—4).
In our case, lack of response to standard anti-allergic treatment
and detecting necrosis in the nasal mucosa could not be attrib-
uted to allergic reaction. A direct toxic effect should be consid-
ered in order to explain these findings. Furthermore, undiluted
forms of elaterium are thought to be more toxic than the diluted
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Fig. 1. Severe uvular edema due to the undiluted form of Echalium
elaterium juice.

forms as in our case which also may indicate a direct toxic
effect. Raikhlin-Eisenkraft B and Bentur Y also suggested
direct toxic effects of Ecbalium elaterium in their article
previously (5). They reported 13 patients presented by edema
of the pharynx, dyspnea, drooling, dsyphagia, vomiting,
conjunctivitis, corneal edema, and erosion after being exposed
to Ecbalium elaterium and mentioned about the irritative
effects of Ecbalium elaterium especially with undiluted forms
(5). Although elaterium has anti-inflammatory effects (6), it
may cause irritation and inflammation in the mucosal mem-
branes. Cucurbitans, one of the substances in elaterium, is a
cytotoxic substance with anti-tumoral effects. Elaterin and
cucurbitans both may have direct toxic effects. Direct toxic
effects of elaterium should be worthwhile to investigate with
further studies. Additionally, airway management should have
a priority in patients with elaterium exposure instead of anti-
allergic treatment.
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1. Raikhlin-Eisenkraft and Y. Bentur also suggested direct
toxic effects of Ecbalium Elaterium in their article before
(5). They reported 13 patients presented by edema of the
pharynx, dyspnea, drooling, dsyphagia, vomiting, con-
junctivitis, corneal edema, and erosion after being exposed
to Ecbalium Elaterium and mentioned the irritative effects
of Ecbalium Elaterium especially with undiluted forms
(5). This was added to the discussion section because of
the suggestions of the first reviewer.

2. “Direct toxic effects of elaterium should be worthwhile to
investigate with further studies,” was replaced by “Direct
toxic effects of elaterium should be worthwhile to investi-
gate with further studies.”
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