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This picture book is about the castor bean plant that 
grows easily and commonly around the world. The Latin 

species name communis speaks to sociability and 
relationships. I am fascinated and alarmed by the 

extremely polarized differences in perceptions and 
reactions to this specific plant. Many countries within our 

sophisticated and wealthy military industrial complex 
spend many millions on ricin bioterrorism threat 

deterrence and management. Public education has 
convinced many including me that this plant is incredibly 

poisonous and deadly. In stark contrast, there are 
cultures around the world growing this valuable crop 

plant for seed oil. 

 
Castor bean plant is a clear example of how our cultural 
background and education define whether a plant is a 

noxious threat or an agricultural staple. A label as a 
poisonous plant can trigger strong feelings of fear and 
anxiety. In recent years I have learned from cultures 

practicing ancestral traditions that plants are our allies 
instead of enemies. The word poison can alarm us to 

such a degree that we lose our sense of reason and stop 
probing and exploring. My hope is that you will be 

inspired and curious to research in depth the properties 
and characteristics of so-called poisonous plants. 
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This spring after reviewing old photo albums, I decided to grow castor bean plant. I plan to 
harvest castor beans for making cosmetic oil. My inspiration comes from Haitian guide Estela 
who I met in March 2019 in a southern frontier region in the Dominican Republic. 

 
In this iPhone image, I am observing Estela gathering castor bean seeds while we hike in the 
countryside in the border region between Haiti and the Dominican Republic. I recall asking 
Estela in English what she used the seeds for. She replied that they were for a beauty product 
that she makes herself. I stated that these seeds have a deadly toxin called ricin and asked if she 
was aware of that fact. She was puzzled and sought a translation into Spanish and/or Creole 
from trip leader, Professor Sebastian Velez from Worcester State University (WSU). I was 
assured by Professor Velez that the seeds are safe and commonly used here. Estela and the 
professor were confused by my question. I concluded that we have different educational and 
cultural backgrounds on botany and dropped the conversation.  
 
While on a week-long tour with Estela, I used a lot of sunscreen and moisturizer products that I 
had brought with me from the USA. I understood firsthand the need for cosmetic skin oil on this 
Caribbean Island. Much of the terrain is hot and dry. Along with the strong sun, skin needs 
protection and hydration. Applying castor oil retains skin moisture. Castor oil has a Sun 
Protection Factor (SPF) rating of 5.7 offering some protection from sunburn according to a 2010 
journal article “In vitro sun protection factor determination of herbal oils used in cosmetics. 
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In the tropics, castor bean plant grows quickly to mature as a small tree. The leafy 
tree in the image to the right of Estela has been cut to stimulate side branch 
growth. Stems within arm reach are stripped of seeds. This tree is in an illegal 
slash and burn garden in Dominican Republic government owned forest land. 
Rural dwellers grow food in forests by first harvesting trees for charcoal for 
household cooking. Following complete tree removal, crops such as corn, squash, 
melons, and herbs are planted. This type of destructive farming in the Caribbean 
produces two years of crops followed by a desolate landscape of naked rocks and 
arid depleted soil. Professor Velez told us that the vibrant forest ecosystem 
becomes very damaged and cannot recover. 

 
The WSU trip provided me with firsthand observations of rural poverty 

in the Dominican Republic and Haiti. I understand and sympathize 
knowing that illegal gardens in Dominican Republic government park 

lands provide much needed charcoal, food crops, and medicinal herbs 
for populations with very few resources. Before Estela became a tour 
guide, she cultivated gardens like this to nourish her eight children. 
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Castor plant has the Latin name Ricinus communis. A search of the genus name Ricinus on 
online-latin-dictionary.com yields three meanings as seen in this screen capture. 

 
The seeds look like the many engorged dog ticks I used to remove often from my Lassie-like long 

haired collie before the Frontline® and tick repellent shampoo era. 

 
The above image shows 50 Castor Bean seeds purchased for $6.49 from the garden vendor 

Outsidepride. Upon request, my helpful son used his Amazon Prime account for free and fast 
shipping. My son expressed wariness of my nefarious schemes and fears that his name might 

now be in a ricin toxin government database. 
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On the seed arrival day, I planted some in a tray with premoistened germination mix soil inside 
my warm house. All seeds germinated six days later. I was thrilled and saw that the positive 

Amazon vendor reviews were genuine. This is an ornamental variety called Lumina valued for 
the shiny copper-red decorative foliage and short and bushy stature. These plants will make a 

bold presence in my flower garden. They are fast growing and need little care. 

 

 

 
Above image shows castor bean seedlings 13 days after sowing. 
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Addressing my son’s concern, I have no intention of purifying toxin from my plants. However, I 
wanted to learn and read at selectagents.gov, that ricin is on the United States Department of 
Health and Human Services (HHS) Select Agents and Toxins list. Besides ricin, HHS lists 35 others 
including Botulinum neurotoxins, Ebola virus, SARS-CoV/SARS-CoV-2 chimeric viruses, and 
Staphylococcal enterotoxins.   
 
The word ricin is mentioned 168 times in the text of a 1997 book titled, “Medical Aspects of 
Chemical and Biological Warfare. The preface states, “This volume was prepared for military 
medical educational use. The focus of the information is to foster discussion that may form the 
basis of doctrine and policy.” The book cites a 1918 technical report: “These experiments show 
two important points: (1) easily prepared preparations of ricin can be made to adhere to 
shrapnel bullets, (2) there is no loss in toxicity of firing and even with the crudest method of 
coating the bullets, not a very considerable loss of the material itself.” This statement resulted in 
widespread media coverage. “The first conviction under the Biological Weapons Anti-Terrorism 
Act of 1989 occurred in 1995, when a U.S. citizen was sentenced to 33 months in prison for 
possession of 0.7g of ricin.” I still remember this remarkable news story from 28 years ago.  
 
A projectile bullet like lethal delivery system for ricin is described with diagrams in the text. A 
platinum–iridium pellet, the size of a pin head, has a small cavity for ricin. In 1978, a gun 
concealed within an umbrella, delivered the ricin containing pellet through clothing into the leg 
of a Bulgarian exile Georgi Markov while he was waiting for a bus. Markov died a few days later. 

 
On my bucket list is to visit The International Spy Museum and view this ricin weapon. 
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According to the military text, ricin represents an ideal biological warfare agent being that it is 
widely available in nature and the process of isolating the toxin is straightforward. A scenario is 
described where a small sugar like packet of ricin could poison 150 pounds of meat. The text 
states, “The threat is real. And the knowledge required is not esoteric: To engage in bioterrorism 
requires only the type of knowledge that Kateuas found in his herbals—that is, a sophisticated 
understanding of the properties of various edible plants, medicinal herbs, toxins and venoms, 
and infectious and pharmaceutical agents.” Kateuas, also known as Crateuas, was a Greek 
physician, living 111 to 64 BCE, who wrote influential manuscripts on the medicinal properties 
of plants. In summary, ricin is viewed as a major international threat to homeland security. 
 
In preparation for a bioterrorism crisis, Canada and the USA have invested in many years of 
expensive research and development with designing and testing drugs for treating ricin victims. 
Some drugs involve the use of precision engineered antibodies that bind to and neutralize the 
toxin within the body. In the image below ricin is shown as the brown thorn-like structure. 

 
The image, from a 2015 poster published by the Defence Research and Development Canada 
(DRDC), shows three Y-shaped antibodies each binding a ricin molecule. The binding prevents 
the toxin from interfering with a cell’s metabolic protein processes. These antibodies could be 
administered intravenously emergency rooms and successfully treat ricin poisoned patients 
quickly and effectively. For snakebites, similar treatments have been used for decades and are 
known as antivenoms. This medical intervention is incredibly costly. From a 2022 North Carolina 
news article where ER treatment for snake bites is not uncommon, the total charge for the 
antivenom administration can range from $76,000 to $115,000. 
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As a responsible, civic minded grandmother, I am obligated to share the CDC’s frightening and 
scary public health information concerning ricin poisoning potential from castor bean seeds. 
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My conversation with Estela from Haiti four years ago was insightful and powerful.  
Lessons to share here: 

1. Do not be afraid of plants. 
2. Get to know plants by careful observation and by growing and using them. 
3. Learn about traditional plant uses in cultures around the world. 
4. Be consciously aware of your intent. Are you being malicious or caregiving? 
5. Is there a need to assassinate political foe or improve your hair and skin health? 

 
Many of us in the USA live in a culture of fear and have abundant resources. We are stressed 
and worry a lot. In general, Haitians survive with very little. My trip experience was seeing many 
people of all ages filled with joy and happiness with few material possessions. When I reflect on 
my conversation with Estela I see her as the wise and resourceful woman and me as the timid 
and entitled fool. 
 
 
At the International Herbs Symposium at Wheaton College in June, I attended an interesting 
class taught by 25-year-old Herbalist Brandon Ruiz with Puerto Rican heritage. His social media 
posts are quite compelling such as his comment on castor bean plant. 
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Well worth watching a six-minute YouTube video, “HOME MADE CASTOR OIL prepared by 
GRANDMA”. This is a fascinating and detailed view of a centuries old traditional method for 
preparing a body oil for Hindu festival events such as Diwali. The Diwali festival represents a 
spiritual victory of light over darkness, good over evil, and knowledge over ignorance. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5vXTGVM4rIo 

 
Along with planting seeds, I bought castor oil products for my hair and skin care. 
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The shampoo is thick and creamy. I use it after swimming in a salt chlorinated pool. The 

shampoo does not produce many suds when rubbed into my scalp. I notice that my hair is soft 
and shiny. There is less tangling and flyaway annoyance and my hair look neater. 

 
The Haitian sourced oil has a charcoal smell suggesting a small scale non-industrial type of 

preparation. The oil feels quite viscous and sticky. I am reluctant to apply this oil on sensitive 
skin such as my face. However, my dry, calloused, and cracked soles of my feet beg for this oil. 

 
Refined castor oil from Shiva’s Super Bazaar in Acton, MA for $1.99 has the same thick 
consistency of the Haitian oil and is odorless. The label states the following: 
“Product description: Ashwin Castor Oil is an Indian product which contains oil extracted from 
pure and naturally grown Castor Seeds. It is one of the Major Castor Oil Suppliers of the world 
due to its pure Castor Oil and low acid value and high iodine value. It is colorless, odorless and 
tasteless Castor Oil. Benefits of Ashwin Castor Oil: Skin health: Castor Oil is a very effective oil 
for moisturization and nourishment of skin and hairs. Protection against infection: It is an 
antimicrobial oil, which provides protection against infections. It treats fungal infections and 
small cuts or scratches. With this, it has also pain-relieving properties. Decreasing stagnation: 
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According to science and old Ayurveda, Castor Oil is considered as very effective in decreasing 
the stagnation of excess Bodily fluids. Remedy for Constipation: Castor Oil treats constipation.” 
 
Anyang Best Complete Machinery Engineering Co., Ltd has a fascinating website at 
abcmach.com/oil-pressing/castor-oil-manufacturing-plant.html titled ULTIMATE GUIDE TO 
CASTOR OIL MANUFACTURING PLANT  

 
 
 
 
 

Worldwide castor bean oil production from abcmach.com: 
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Comment on abcmach.com about castor bean toxin: 

 
abcmach.com Q&A reply mentions biting seeds to access oil quality: 

 
Searching with Google AI Bots produces hits with strong confirmation bias. If I believe that 

castor bean plant is very toxic, results reinforce this thinking. If I search the health benefits of 
castor oil, one will retrieve Google hits with hardly any warnings of precautions. 
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On July 2nd I was excited to see castor bean plants in two plots at the Montreal Botanical 
Garden. One was the Garden for Useful Plants featuring oil crops. The second was the Toxic 
Plants Garden. As context, castor bean plant was showcased with rhubarb, potato, privet, 
pokeweed, lily of the valley, nettle, poison ivy, poison sumac, and poison hemlock. 

 
The Montreal Botanical Garden teaches us that some food plants have poisonous properties 
such as potatoes exposed to light for long period. Plants such like poison hemlock are 
dangerous as mimics of edible plants. Frankly, after years of research my fear level for poison 
hemlock remains high. Only with absolute certainty of identification, will I gather chervil and 
anise seeds and harvest chervil and Queen Anne’s Lace flowers for eating. Consuming even a 
small amount of poison-hemlock is deadly. Compared to castor bean plant, I am very cautious 
with avoiding skin contact with poison ivy and poison sumac. A skin rash from poison sumac can 
send me to urgent care. The Montreal Botanical Garden display shows castor bean plant as an 
unremarkable member of a group of several poisonous plants. 
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Understanding the nuances of the poisonous properties of castor bean 
plant can ease anxiety and encourage admiration for its beauty while 

growing from seed to a mature plant. 

 

Enchanting flowers June 24th, day 54 after sowing 
My son remarks that this is cool and is less annoyed with my 

plea to use his Amazon account for the seed purchase. 
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Very active content carpenter ant community on R. communis  
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Beautiful castor bean seeds developing day 66 after sowing 
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Husked castor bean seeds day 77 after sowing 
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I fantasize Estela visiting me in Hardwick this fall. I think she would be thrilled to 
see my healthy and productive castor bean plants. Together we could harvest 

seeds. Estela can use charcoal that my son has made from our woodlands to show 
me how to make cosmetic oil from castor bean seeds. 

 
I hope that you as a reader will pause when you see or hear mention of a 

poisonous plant. Do not be afraid to ask questions and do your own research. If 
castor bean plant still frightens you after reading this picture book, perhaps you 

can simply enjoy its photogenic beauty on these pages. 

 


