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Welcome to Root Concerns, an email 
gardening newsletter produced by 
Cornell Cooperative Extension of 
Rensselaer, Albany, and Schenectady 
Counties.  The purpose of Root 
Concerns is to provide gardeners with 
timely information on local issues.  
To subscribe a new gardener, or to 
unsubscribe, please email David Chinery 
at dhc3@cornell.edu.
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notes from the underground

by David Chinery

Some plants have it all – good 
looks, an interesting history, inter-
national fame and economic im-
portance.  I am a fan of the giant 
castor oil plant for primarily the 
first reason, but its other attributes 
make it renowned player on the 
world’s botanical stage.

A castor oil plant (Ricinus com-
munis) in any garden is not easily 
overlooked.  Growing to twelve feet 
or higher in one season, it features 
very large, palmately-lobed leaves 
which can be dark green, bronzy, 
or burgundy red, depending upon 
the cultivar.  The pointed lobes on 
the leaves look somewhat hand-like, 
causing gardeners of the Middle 
Ages to dub it palma Christa, or 
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“hand of Christ.”  The overall effect is tropical, and those of us who long 
for sunny skies and warm breezes pretend we are in Brazil as we plant our 
indoor-germinated seedlings during chilly spring NYS conditions.  But even 
here, where most of our weather can be described as less than balmy, a Ric-
inus may make it up to 8 feet or so before being stunted by a brisk autumn.  

Once seen, you decide that either you like castor oil plant or not.  It doesn’t 
leave you lukewarm, and for those who grow it passionately, there are de-
signer versions to choose from.  ‘Carmencita,’ ‘Sanguineus’ and ‘Scarlet 
Queen’ all have bronzy, reddish, or burgundy leaves.  ‘Zanzibarensis’ has 
extra-big foliage, which may or may not have white veins.  One I haven’t 
grown, ‘Gibsonii,’ is a dwarf form, reaching only 4 feet, with purple stems.  
You can see I have castor-fever.  Come August, I hope to have several over-
shadowing the daylilies in the front garden and giving the neighbors cause 
for concern.

Which leads to the darker side of Ricinus:  it is both a nasty medicine and 
a deadly poison.  People older than I (thankfully) have tales of being fed a 
spoonful of castor oil daily to help their childhood constitutions.  While it 
kept kids regular, the vile taste did nothing to improve intergenerational 
relations.  This same oil is still today used in the manufacture of paints, 
varnishes, mechanical lubricants, and fuels.  Perhaps our country’s energy 
future could rely less on OPEC and more on the “hand of Christ?”

Although a little chemical called ricin isn’t found in the somewhat edible 
castor oil, it is a poison dwelling primarily in the seeds.  A child ingesting 
just one broken seed can be killed, while the fatal dosage is about two per 
adult.  In 1978 a Bulgarian journalist, Georgi Markov, died from being 
poked with a ricin-laden umbrella tip whilst standing on the Waterloo Sta-
tion platform in London, an incident fomenting international unrest and 
providing fodder for PBS’s “Mystery” writers.

Luckily, each plant only produces a few seeds, and careful gardeners can 
remove the faded flowers, thwarting seed production.  Since castor oil plant 
isn’t often seen in nurseries, gardeners who grown their own should keep 
their seeds locked up.  And watch out for umbrellas next time you use 
Amtrak.




