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Recovery of an Early Evidence of Castor Plant, Ricinus communis L.
from the Central Sudan and its Positioning within a World-wide context.

Abstract:
Evidence of castor plant R. communis, L. is recovered from the  Early Holocene archaeological site of 
Kabbashi Haitah in the Central Sudan and dated to c. 7700 - 7200 bp. This evidence represents the 
earliest botanical evidence recovered –so far- from the Central Sudan and elsewhere in Eastern Tropical 
Africa and the World. No evidence is found in the material culture remains which might indicate the 
likelihood of its being imported. Most of the ancient and traditional utilizations of castor plant are 
strikingly similar despite their being practised at different times  in different and far apart regions in 
the World. This modest contribution stands to show that the wide spread and utilizations of castor 
plant strongly accentuate its significant and indispensable role since ancient times. It also reflects that 
inedible plants, as seen in the case of castor plant, were (and still are) not less important than food 
plant, hence stresses the need for attending to their study in a fashion equal to that of studying food-
plants since prehistoric and early historic times.
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أنور عبدالماجد

استخراج شواهد من وسط السودان تدل على وجود نبات الخروع »ريسينس كوميونس« 
منذ عهد مبكر ووضع هذا النبات في سياق عالمي

مستخلص:
هذه  من  مباشر  دليل  أقدم  السودان  وسط  في  الحيطة”  “الكباشي  المبكر،  الهولوسين  موقع  من  الخروع   نبات  اكتشاف  يمثل 
على  يدل  ما  بالموقع  المادية  المخلفات  في  يوجد  لا  العالم.  بقية  أو  الاستوائية  الشرقية  إفريقيا  في  آخر  مكان  أي  أو  المنطقة 
احتمال كونها مستوردة. لقد ثبت من المسح الذي أجري تماثل معظم الاستخدامات القديمة والتقليدية لنبات الخروع على الرغم 
الواسع  الانتشار  على  شاهدًا  تقف  المتواضعة  المساهمة  هذه  إن  وزمنياً.  جغرافياً  ومتباعدة  مختلفة  مناطق  في  ممارستها  من 
غير  من  النباتية  المخلفات  لدراسة  الباحثين  التفاف  ضرورة  تعكس  أنها  كما  العالم،  في  الخروع  لنبات  المتنوعة  والاستخدامات 
المبكرة. التاريخية  والعصور  التاريخ  قبل  ما  عصر  منذ  النباتية  الأطعمة  مخلفات  دراسة  عن  يقل  لا  وانتظام  بأسلوب   الأطعمة 

الكلمات الدالة: نبات الخروع ، انطباعات نباتية ، وسط السودان ،الغذاء النباتي ، نباتات غير صالحة للغذاء 
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1. Prelude. 
Archaeobotany may be viewed as a field of re-
search that contributes to the maximization of 
recovery and integration of the range of archaeo-
logical evidence in order to better understand the 
culture history within its environmental context 
and how past human populations and societies 
exploited and modified their surrounding envi-
ronments. Therefore, archaeobotanical findings 
should ideally be handled and processed as an 
equal and inseparable part of the study and inter-
pretation of other evidence recovered from ar-
cheological sites.  However, not all the retrieved 
archaeobotanical evidence receive equal and 
undivided attention in some parts of the World 
(especially in Africa) where there is a general ten-
dency to focus more on evidence pertaining to 
diet and food procurement.

The record of archaeological research in the Cen-
tral Sudan during the last six decades partly in-
cluded some archaeobotanical studies such as 
those published by,  e.g. Arkell, A.J. 1949: pp. 
108-109;  1953: pp. 80, 103, 105; Haaland. R. 
1981: pp. 121-122; 1987: pp. 76-77, 227; Krzyza-
niak, L. 1978: pp. 67 – 69; 1979: pp. 159 – 172; 
Klickowska, M. 1978: pp. 42-43; Magid, A. 1982; 
1989; 1995; Magid, A. and I. Caneva. 1998; Mo-
hammed-Ali, A.S. 1982: 60, 89, 101, 104, 138-39, 
162;  etc. Almost all of these studies mirror simi-
lar tendencies where their main focus has been 
on the study of exploitation of food plants and 
its development since the Early and Middle Ho-
locene.   Paradoxically, evidence of inedible plant 
remains was often recovered  from the same ar-
chaeological contexts where evidence of food-
plant was found  yet  their study is often confined 
only to their identification and documentation 
(Magid, A., forthcoming). Subsequently, the final 

analysis and interpretation are compromised.

2. Objectives of the present work
In light of the foregoing account, we anticipate 
that the present work will  contribute to recent 
initiatives (e.g. Magid. , 2003)  which were  insti-
gated in order  to draw more attention to the val-
ue and advantages of researching  inedible plants 
remains  recovered from archaeological contexts. 
This work is engaged with a comprehensive  study 
of an archaeobotanical evidence of inedible plant 
species excavated from an Early Holocene site in 
the Central Sudan with the main emphasis on the 
following issues:
1- Nature and association of the archaeobotani-
cal evidence with its archaeological context.
2- Implications of the evidence as regards its:
a. Origin.
b.Uses.
3- A survey positioning the evidence from the 
Central Sudan within a world-wide context. This 
includes (but not confined to):
a. The main theories on the early centres of the 
plant. 
b. Early (archaeobotanical, archaeological, textu-
al, etc.) evidence of the plant, its uses, and their 
spread in the World.
c.continuity and discontinuity of different uses 
of the plant as seen from the traditional applica-
tions/uses of the plant in different parts of the 
World.
2.   Nature of the archaeobotanical evidence 
and its association with archaeological con-
text.
The archaeobotanical evidence consists of two 
impressions of seeds in pottery recovered from 
the settlement site of Kabbashi Haitah situated 
on the east bank of the Nile River in the Central 
Sudan (Fig. 1; Caneva, 1993: 183; Magid, A., forth-
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coming; Magid, and I. Caneva, 1998: 80).   Radio-
carbon dates (of 7700 to 7200 bp)  obtianed from 
the site and  recovery of  Early Khartoum types 
of lithic artefacts and pottery including its char-
acteristic  wavy-lines  ware (Fig 2a ) place the site 
within the Early Khartoum tradition which existed 
in the Central during the Early Holocene  (Cane-
va, 1993: 183; Magid, and I. tradCaneva. 1998). 
Coincidentally, the plant impressions were found 
in  two wavy line potsherds (Fig 2b).  Methods 
and techniques of making positive casts (Magid, 
1989; Magid, and Krzywinski, 1995: 121-132) 
were used to make positive replicas of impres-
sions of the two seeds. The positive casts were 
identified as being seeds of naturally/spontane-
ously growing  castor plant, Ricinus communis L. 
(Magid. A., forthcoming;  Fig 3a and Fig 3b). This 
identification was drawn on the basis of compari-
sons with extant reference collection of seeds of 
castor plant (Fig 4a) 
Since the two impressions of seeds of castor  
plant, Ricinus communis  L.   were found in   min-
eral- tempered Early Khartoum  type of pottery 
(Fig 2a; Francaviglia and Palmieri. 1983: pp. 192, 
198-204; Magid, A. and I. Caneva. 1998: pp.85-
86), there is reason to suggest that these find-
ings are contemporary with the Early Khartoum 
culture-context in which they were found, hence 
they can   also be dated to 7700 – 7200 bp.  Ac-
cordingly,  they represent the earliest evidence 
of castor plant, Ricinus communis  L. to be found 
in the Sudan and elsewhere in Africa (Magid, A., 
forthcoming). 

3.  Implications of the evidence
 The evidence  of naturally growing castor plant 
R. communis  L. from the site of Kabbashi Haitah 
represents the earliest documentation of this 
plant species  in the Central Sudan (and Africa).  
Its recovery from this area raises many issues and 

questions and far reaching implications as being 
discussed in the following pages.
 
3.1  The origin of castor plant recovered from the 
Central Sudan.  
This issue is best addressed by attempting to an-
swer such questions as, whether the area of Cen-
tral Sudan was a natural habitat for castor plant 
or was this plant imported from somewhere else? 
If imported, where did it come from and how? 
In order to answer these questions, we shall first 
study the botany and ecological requirements of 
naturally growing progenitors and compare these 
with the available data on the climatic, environ-
mental and ecological conditions in the Central 
Sudan during the occupation of the site of Kab-
bashi Haitah 7700 to 7200 years ago.

3.1.1  Botany and ecology of castor plant R. com-
munis  L.
The botanical characteristics  and ecological re-
quirements of castor plant, R. communis  L. in-
form about the ideal area (native habitat) for the 
natural growth of castor plant in ancient times,  
hence those characteristics can be employed as 
indicators in our attempt to draw an archaeo-
logical interpretation on the centre(s) of diversity 
and  spread of this plant. 

3.1.1.1  Botany
Naturally  growing castor R. communis  L.  is an 
evergreen, tender and usually tall and fairly 
branched suckering tropical perennial shrub (Fig 
4c) but it is not cold hardy plant (Andrews,  1952: 
44-46; Al Amin, 1990: 140; Moldenke, and Mold-
enke. 1952: 203; Muschler, 1912: 595; Murty, and 
Subrahmanyam. 1989: 206; Weiss, 1971: 45; Zo-
hary. 1982: 193). The plant produces many green 
(or immature reddish-green) alternate, palmately 
lobed and large leaves ( Fig 4c). The stems and 
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branches of the cultivated* varieties become hol-
low with maturity of the plant (Weiss, 1971: 56) 
and it has been stated that leaves of most cul-
tivated** types “are often dark, frequently glossy 
green” (ibid: p. 57). If ingested, the fresh leaves 
may poison the body. The inflorescence are stout, 
erect, and pyramidal (Fig 4c). Flowers occur most 
of the year in dense terminal clusters ( http:// 
2 and http:// 3) and are produced over an ex-
tended period and may continue all year when 
climatic conditions permit (Weiss, 1971: 63). It is 
cross-pollinated mainly by wind (ibid: 62). Each 
mature male flower bursts explosively as it dries 
and literally smokes as it shed its pollen in a gust 
of wind (ibid: p. 61; http:// 3). A mature fruit is 
globose and consists of spiny pod or capsule (c. 
1.25 - 2.5 cm) composed of carpels (or sections) 
and each carpel contains a single seed (Fig 4b;  
Al Amin, 1990: 140). At maturity, these carpels 
become dry, hard and brittle (; Weiss, 1971: 65) 
and each splits open (i.e. shatter) along its dorsal 
suture (outside seam) with such mechanism that 
the seeds are ejected with considerable force, 
often,  with exploding sound making the seeds 
often fly in the air and bounce on the ground 
away from the mother plant (Fig 4b; ibid.; Murty, 
and Subrahmanyam, 1989: 206; Zohary, M. 1982: 
193; http:// 3). Unless properly stored, the seeds 
do not generally store well for long periods of 
time (http://1)***  because the testa (the exteri-
or layer) of the seed is fairly thin.  The ripening of 
the capsules (fruits) extends over a period of time 

(Weiss, E. A. 1971: p. 66). Similar to cultivation 
of wild cereals, seeds from non-shattering cap-
sules are selected for starting a cultivated (and 
eventually domesticated) gene pool with uniform 
maturity period. The seeds are flattened-oblong 
(oval or egged-shaped), with smooth testa, gen-
erally mottled or streaked with various attractive 
colours, e.g. light and dark brown or black (Fig 
4a) and their size varies from “a few millimetres 
long to nearly 2 centimetres in giant varieties” 
(Weiss, E. A. 1971: p. 66). At the (proximal) end 
of the seed there is a small spongy enlargement 
called the caruncle (Fig 4a) which helps in (re-
seeding by) absorption of water when the seed 
is buried in the ground (Land Protection. 2001: 
pp. 44-45; Moldenke, H.N. and A. L. Moldenke. 
1952: p. 203; Murty, S. and N. S. Subrahmanyam. 
1989: p.206). Over half of the seed- weight is at-
tributed to oil held in special cellular organelles 
(Simpson, B. B. and M. Conner- Ogorzaly.2000: p. 
324). Laboratory analysis showed that the seed 
contains laxative and purgative properties (ibid) 
but it is lethally poisonous to people, animals and 
insects. Eating a seed or two may cause nausea 
and intense stomach discomfort and eating sev-
eral seeds can cause severe diarrhoea that might 
lead to death of the victim due to massive dehy-
dration. Indeed, with the exception of the (cold 
pressed) oil from the seeds, all parts of the plant 
that contain sap are poisonous, and the sap itself 
is the most toxic. Even dried, some of this plant 
materials retain their poisonous properties but 

* The context in which the verb cultivated is used (by E. A. Weiss :1971) is most likely meant to denote cultivation of do-
mesticated castor. It is important in this work to distinguish between cultivation of wild and domesticated varieties of the 
same plant. 
**  See footnote no. 5.
*** It should be noted here that in addition to the standard referencing , some internet web sites (www) are also used in 
this work as sources of information. The sites used here are only those which have links to other sites bearing confirma-
tory information, hence, are believed to be both authentic. The sites are referred to as numbers preceded by http:// (e.g. 
http://1). When reference is made  to web-sites together with published/printed materials, names of authors of the latter 
are cited first followed by the web-site (e.g. Weiss, E.A. 1971; http://1). Full information on these web-sites is presented in 
their respective numerical sequence at the end the manuscript. 
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the great concentration of toxin occurs mainly 
in the seeds (and their pods), which irresistible 
appearance (Fig 4a) makes them so dangerous 
(Grieve, M., http:// 2; http:// 5; http://6; http:// 
7;). It is believed that if an undamaged seed is 
swallowed, it is most likely that it passes harm-
lessly through the digestive track (ibid.). It has 
also been reported that consumption of small 
amount of the plant material induces immunity 
against poison (Land Protection. 2001: 44-45). 
Although the castor plant has long been known 
for its toxicity, the ricin (pronounced rye-sin) was 
first isolated from the seeds and named in 1888 
by H. Stillmark (http:// 9: http://10); an average 
of 0.2 milligram of ricin is considered to be twice 
as deadly as a cobra venom (http://10).  If the oil 
is to be used for medicinal purposes, the seeds 
must be (cold) pressed at temperatures lower 
than 50°C so that the ricin is not removed with 
the cold drawn oil (Simpson, and Conner-Ogorza-
ly. 2000: 341). If properly stored, castor oil can 
stay unchanged for a long time because of its tox-
icity and high level of saturation (ibid.).

3.1.1.2   Ecology and habitat 
Naturally/spontaneously  growing castor R. com-
munis  L. grows and reproduce readily and suc-
cessfully in moderately hot tropical climates, an-
nual rainfall* of 375 – 500 mm. well drained sandy 
or loamy soils (of medium texture) with adequate 
moisture and average fertility,  clear sunny weath-
er and long days (Land Protection. 2001: 44-45; 
Moldenke, and Moldenke. 1952: 203; Murty, and 
Subrahmanyam. 1989: 206; Weiss, 1971: 62, 123; 
Zohary, 1982: 193). As regards the optimum pH, 
castor plant grows best in soils with low acidity 
(pH 5.0 to 6.0) and it also grows in heavy alkaline 

or saline clayey soil but at the expense (of both 
the rate and size) of its growth and productivity 
(Weiss, 1971: 117). Moreover, it can also grow in 
extremely fertile soils which enhance excessive 
vegetative growth but decrease seed yields (ibid: 
123). High soil temperatures shorten the period 
from sowing to emergence of seedlings (ibid.: 
111). Although it grows as annual plant, castor 
R. communis  L. acts as perennial in tropical and 
semi-tropical areas (ibid: 64, 111) where condi-
tions allow for prolonged growth. It is common 
and grows in abundance along water courses 
(e.g. banks of rivers, streams, gullies), as well as 
flood plains, disturbed and wasteland (ibid). The 
optimum temperatures for shedding the pollen 
are between c. 26° and 29°C after sunrise and un-
til late afternoon (Weiss, 1971: 61).  
These ecological requirements most likely played 
a major role in assessing whether evidence of 
castor plant recovered from the  Early Holocene 
site of Kabbashi Haitah was indigenous, import-
ed, or cultivated in the area/region of the site. 
Inseparable from this assessment are the issues 
of origin and uses of the castor in the Early Holo-
cene Central Sudan.

3.1.1.3 Origin of castor plant recovered the site of 
Kabbashi Haitah in the Central Sudan.
The cultural context coupled with the radiocar-
bon dates obtained from the Early Khartoum site 
of Kabbashi Haitah in the Central Sudan implic-
itly suggest that the archaeobotanical  evidence 
of  castor plant R. communis  L.  found at the site 
(Magid, A., forthcoming):-   
- represents the earliest known evidence of this 
plant , (7700 years bp) in the Central Sudan and 
Africa, 

* Some botanists and plant ecologists suggest that (in order to produce the highest yields), a minimum rainfall of 600 to 
750 mm. is required (Weiss, E. A. 1971: p. 116). Obviously, these estimates are recommended for rain-fed cultivation of 
castor with the expectation of rewarding economic returns..
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-castor  plant was naturally (spontaneously) 
growing in the area,
- the  Central Sudan is one the earliest natural 
habitat of this plant. 

These suggestions are based on the following 
facts:-
1- the archaeobotanical record from the region  
does not attest for the existence of earlier evi-
dence of castor plant.
2- Palaeoclimatic  research (e.g. Brewer, 1992; 
Hassan, 1998; Haynes, et al. 1989; Lario, et al. 
1997; Williams, and Adamson. 1982),  pollen 
analytical studies (e.g. Ibrahim,  1993; Khalafalla, 
2002) and other archaeobotanical evidence re-
covered  (Magid, 1982; 1989; 1995; 2003; Magid, 
and Caneva. 1998), indicate that the climatic con-
ditions and the savannah type of ecosystem  in 
the Central Sudan 7700 years bp. were conducive 
for the spontaneous  growth of the plant (as they 
were at least five times wetter and richer than 
the prevailing conditions).    
3- Material culture remains recovered from the 
site did not include evidence of imported goods  
or any indication of contacts with other region(s). 

3.2.  Possible uses of castor plant by the early Ho-
locene population of the Central Sudan.
Taking into consideration the botanical and physi-
ological characteristics of castor plant, R. commu-
nis L.,  it is possible that the prehistoric popula-
tion of the site and the Central Sudan (Magid, A., 
forthcoming):- 
1) used the colourful and attractive seeds of cas-
tor plant (Fig 4a and Fig 4b) for personal decora-
tion.
2) used the tree-like plant of castor with its broad 
and dense leaves (Fig 4c) as a shelter and shade 
from heat and the sunlight.
3)  observed the explosive dispersal  mechanism 

of its seeds  (Fig 4b) and the smoke-like  shedding 
of its pollen which captured their interest and 
fascination and led them to express  that in some 
forms of ceremonies/rituals.  
 
4.  A survey positioning the evidence from the 
Central Sudan within a world-wide context. 
In this section, archaeological evidence, classic 
sources, historic and ethno-historic studies on 
castor plant and its uses from both neighbouring 
areas and far away regions are examined and in-
tegrated in the present study. These are found to 
provide a comprehensive representation, hence 
the basis for a comparative study of early occur-
rences of castor plant and its uses since the Early 
Holocene period until modern times. 
The discussion comprises a survey on some of the 
past and existing traditional uses of castor plant 
with emphasis on the following issues:-   
1- Derivation and meaning of the plant-name(s)
2- the main theories on the origin and early cen-
tres of castor plant. 
3- early (archaeobotanical, archaeological, tex-
tual, etc.) evidence of castor plant, its uses, and 
their spread in the World.
4- Assessment of continuity and discontinuity of 
different uses of the plant as seen in  the tradi-
tional applications/uses of the plant in different 
parts of the World.

It is anticipated that the discussion on these is-
sues will establish the value of inedible plants (as 
exemplified by castor plant) in different societies 
since Early Holocene and until modern times, 
hence confirm and motivate the importance of 
researching this type of plant remains. However, 
it should be noted here that naturalisation*, and 
cultivation of (spontaneously  growing  and do-
mesticated) castor are issues beyond the scope 
of the present study. However, reference to these 
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issues is made when it is thought relevant. 

4.1  Derivation and meaning of the plant-names.
Derivations and meanings of plant names (to-
gether with other archaeological evidence and 
historical sources) are often used as indicators 
when tracing the spread, migration and  uses of 
the plants. Obviously, migration of plants from 
their natural habitat indicates movement of peo-
ple from region to region for different purposes 
such as trade, search for pasture, etc.
Different names and meanings are given to cas-
tor plant at different periods of time in different 
parts of the World. The main emphasis here is 
on those old and common names and meanings 
which might provide some clues on the origin 
and spread of castor plant and its uses overtime. 
In addition, the discussion  includes those names 
which are relatively younger but they communi-
cate certain meaning (e.g. spiritual) or add new 
information. 
To begin with, the current common and popu-
lar name of the plant “castor” seemed to have 
ensued from a mistake made by the eighteenth 
century English traders as they confused it with 
the name of the shrub Vitex agnus-castus which 
the Portuguese and Spanish in Jamaica called 
“agnus castus” or “agno casto” though it bears 
no resemblance to the South European plant 
properly called so (Weiss, A. E. 1971: p 6; Grieve, 
M. Grieve, M. http://2). Consequently, the name 
spread across the Atlantic by traders. 
Taxonomically speaking, the castor plant belongs 
to the plant family Euphorbiaceae, genus Ricinus 
and species communis and hence, the binomial 
(scientific) name Ricinus communis L. When the 
scientific name Ricinus communis L.  is coined 

in the eighteenth century, the castor plant was 
already naturalised in many parts of the world 
(http://4). This inventive term ¨Ricinus commu-
nis¨ is used to refer to the interesting form and 
markings of the seed of this plant.  “Ricinus”  is 
the Latin word for “tick” and “communis” is also 
a Latin word which means “common” to denote 
its common or wide distribution. In fact, the 
Greek physician Pedanius Dioscorides, c. in the 
first century and the Greek botanist Theophras-
tus referred to it as kroton which means the dog-
tick (Weiss. 1971: 5) because the shape of the 
mottled body of the tick resembles the body of 
the castor seed  and the tick´s head resembles 
the caruncle (i.e. spongy structure) at the proxi-
mal end  of the seed (Fig 4a and Fig4 b; http://5; 
http://6). Other common synonyms are “ricin 
plant”, castor oil plant (derived from the oil ex-
tracted from its seeds), Palma Christi or Palm 
Christ, African coffee tree, wonder plant, castor 
bean plant (http://3; http://7; http://8). With the 
exception of the name “Palma Christi”, all the 
other names and terms of the plant (scientific 
and common alike) are relatively recent (being 
in use for the last three centuries) but they are 
well known and widely spread. Palma Christi “or 
the “Hand of Christ” is given to this plant in an-
cient Rome (http://9)  and was thought to have 
been inspired from the shape of the leaves (Fig 
4c). Obviously, the association of the plant with 
the Hand of Christ indicates some religious con-
notations. 
One of the most ancient names of castor plant 
(we are aware of) is “kiki”, “kikki”or “kaka” re-
trieved from ancient Egyptian treatise (Mold-
enke, and Moldenke. 1952: 203; Zohary,  1982: 
193), namely the medical prescription (No. 201) 

* In this paper, the terms “naturalisation” and  “naturalised” are used to denote  new area(s) to which plants were intro-
duced and flourished and that the terms“ origin” and “native” are used on grounds of their literal meaning denoting the 
source area(s) where castor is believed to have originated.
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contained in the Ebers* papyrus dating to 1552 
BC (http://8; http://10). Referring to this medi-
cal treatise, both Herodotus ( Zohary, 1982: 193) 
and Strabo (Grieve, Grieve, http://2) stated that 
“kiki” was grown in Egypt for “kiki” oil (ibid). At 
the time when Herodutus wrote (4th century BC), 
it seems that this plant has already been intro-
duced in Greece (ibid). In fact, it was reported in 
a Greek papyri which date to the Graeco-Roman 
period, (c. 300 BC and A.D. 650) and found in the 
province of Fayum, where it was frequently re-
ferred to as “kiki” or “kroton” (Weiss,1971: 5). 
The original ancient Egyptian name “kiki” reap-
peared (though slightly changed to “kik”) and 
used by some writers during the late 16th century 
(Grieve, Grieve, http:// 2). 
It has also been reported that castor plant is men-
tioned under several names in the ancient Indian 
Sanskrit** , the most ancient and common one is 
¨Eranda¨ (ibid) dating back to 2000 BC (Weiss, 
1971: 7;http//11) . To our best knowledge, this 
is one of the earliest textual sources on the cas-
tor plant.   Theophrastus referred to the Greek 
name of castor kroton  (Sir Hort, 1948: 69, 71) 
and Dioscorides (in the first century) described 
the plant and its different uses (Grieve, Grieve, 
http://2). The Hebrew word “וצמי  ,qiqayon ”קיקיןו 
or “kikayon” or “kikajon” (Greek kολοkǔνθŋ) ap-
peared in the Bible (in passage, Jonah 4: 6-7) and 
is rendered differently in different translations 
(Moldenke, and  Moldenke, 1952: 203; Weiss, 
1971: 5;  Zohary, 1982: 193). However, there are 
marginal notes in both the Authorised and Re-
vised versions which translate it as Palma Christi 
or Palm Christ (Moldenke, and Moldenke. 1952: 
203). If this translation is accurate, it remains 
to be linguistically proven whether the Hebrew 

name “kikajon” or “qiqayon” is derived from or 
related to the ancient Egyptian kiki. Nonetheless, 
being called Palma Christi and appearing in the 
Bible, this plant has probably some religious as-
sociation.
To sum up, the foregoing  general survey shows 
that by 4000 bp castor plant was known in differ-
ent parts of the Old World and that some of its 
ancient names travelled long distances and con-
tinued to be used for thousands of years not only 
where these names originated but also in other 
parts of the World, for instance,  the ancient 
Egypt name kikki  continued to be used until the 
16th century in different parts of Europe. Howev-
er, this may also lead one to ask about  the origin 
of the Egyptian “kikki” (as it shall be discussed in 
the following pages).  

4.2 Theories on the origin(s) and Early Centres of 
castor plant
Castor oil, R. communis  L. was well known and 
has become naturalised in tropical and warm 
temperate regions throughout the World since 
ancient times (Weiss, 1971: 3). It is so ancient that 
there is no agreement among researchers about 
the centre of diversity (native area) of the castor 
plant R. communis  L. By the time it was domes-
ticated, it appeared to have spread across Africa 
and Southern Asia (Simpson, and Conner-Ogorza-
ly. 2000: 341, Weiss, 1971: 3). However, there are 
at least two continents, namely Africa and Asia, 
that are generally believed to be the centres of 
diversity of castor plant. But, differences do occur 
as regards (i) which of the two is the continent of 
origin, and (ii) where in the continent (i.e. region, 
part,) are the early centres of castor plant. 

*  In 1872, George Ebers translated an ancient Egyptian medical treatise and given the No. 201.
** Sanskrit (n.) is the ancient version of the Hindu, the language of the Vedas (Weiss, E.A. 1971: p. 7) but preserved to the 
present day as the literary and sacred dialect of India (Webster’s Dictionary. 1913).
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4.2.1 Theories on Early Centres of castor plant
There is a vague yet revealing theory which sug-
gests that  “castor plant is, in the main, a tropical 
plant of unknown origin”  (Zohary, 1982: 193). If 
this theory is combined with the climatic condi-
tions and ecological requirements for the op-
timum growth of naturally growing  stands of 
castor plant, the broad unknown tropical origin 
could now be narrowed down to either tropical 
Africa, tropical Asia or both. In fact, several theo-
ries have been proposed as regards its origin in 
either or both of these tropical regions. These 
can be summarised as follows: 

4.2.1.1 The African origin
Some researchers (e.g. Muschler, 1912: 599; 
Murty, and Subrahmanyam. 1989: 205) suggest 
an African origin for the castor plant R. com-
munis L. without stipulating which area or geo-
graphical region. There is another group of re-
searchers who also suggests that castor plant 
is of an African origin and added that its origin 
is unknown (http://7). A third (widely received) 
suggestion embraced  a Tropical African origin 
of castor (Purseglove, 1976: 294; http:// 9) and 
proposed further that naturally growing castor 
plant occurs in various parts of Eastern Tropical 
Africa (Purseglove, 1976: 294; http:// 14). Some 
of those researchers who support the Eastern 
Tropical African origin  are more specific as they 
named Ethiopia or the Ethiopian region of East-
ern Tropical Africa as being  the land of origin of 
castor plant (David, 1976: 252; Purseglove, 1976: 
294; Shaw; 1976: 113,133; Weiss. 1971: 3, 45; 
http://3; http://5; http://7; http://11; http://13). 
Evidently, the Central Sudan is comfortably 
placed within both the Tropical African and the 

Eastern Tropical African regions. Consequently, 
the theory of an Eastern African Tropical origin 
is now substantiated for the first time with ar-
chaeobotanical evidence of castor, which dates 
back to 7700bp. The present writer is not aware 
of earlier evidence from this region or elsewhere 
in the World. 

4.2.1.2  The Asian Origin.   
Some scholars suggest an Asian origin of castor 
plant (Moldenke, and Moldenke, 1952: 204), but 
no region or area is specified. Other sources are 
more conclusive for they suggest that the sub-
continent of India is the land of this plant (Murty, 
and Subrahmanyam. 1989: 205; Grieve, http://2; 
http://11). Some of the latter group cited some 
linguistic evidence (ancient Sanskrit) dated to 
2000 BC which indicates that castor plant oc-
curred in the Vedas*  in India (Weiss, 1971: 7; 
http://11). 

4.2.1.3 The African-Asian Origin: (Continental 
Pairing).
Some authorities advocate a theory of an Af-
rican and Asian origin (Land Protection. 2001: 
pp.44-45; Murty, and Subrahmanyam 1989: 205; 
http://13). Other more specific researchers apply 
the theory of continental pairing to account for 
the early occurrence of castor plant in both India 
and the Ethiopian region (Weiss, 1971: 7) but no 
dates were provided. 
With the exception of the theory of the East Af-
rican Tropical origin; which is now substantiated 
with direct botanical evidence of castor plant from 
the Central Sudan, the other theories are derived 
on the basis on indirect fragmentary, circumstan-
tial and linguistic evidence (Weiss,1971:3).  

* Veda (n.) is any, some or all of the four collections (Rig-Veda, Sama-Veda, Yajur-Veda and Atharva-Veda) of the ancient 
sacred literature (writings) of the Hindus (Webster’s Dictionary: 1913).
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4.3  Early (archaeobotanical, archaeological, tex-
tual, etc.) evidence of castor plant, its uses, and 
spread: Examples from different parts of the 
World.
The main emphasis in this section is on the early 
direct (botanical) evidence of castor plant as well 
as ancient texts and inscriptions, classic sources 
and historical records that document and/or re-
fer to early occurrences of this plant species and 
its uses in different parts of the World. 

4.3.1 African countries: Sudan and Egypt.
In Sudan, several seeds of wild castor R. com-
munis L. were found in a bronze object identi-
fied as being a saltcellar excavated from grave 
(no. 177) in an ancient cemetery near the village 
of Abri in North Sudan and dated to c. 100 – 70 
BC (Fernández, 1984: 43, 82). It was interpreted 
as being used for keeping (dry and fresh) food-
material intact (Fernandez, : personal communi-
cation). As castor seeds are poisonous, it is un-
likely that they were mixed with food materials. 
If the castor seeds are damaged, their content is 
poisonous, hence, it is unlikely that those seeds 
were mixed with food materials. In addition, the 
size of the saltcellar is too small to be used for 
keeping food materials. Thus, since the castor 
seeds were found in this saltcellar-like object, it 
was most probably used to extract oil from cas-
tor seeds by heating then separating the oil from 
the seeds-residue through the holes at the top of 
the cellar. The oil drawn was most likely used for 
lighting. Since the saltcellar  was found in a grave, 
it is most likely that it served some symbolic or 
ritualistic purposes.
As regards Egypt, seeds of castor plant R. commu-
nis  L.and  grains of wheat and barley have been 
were found in pottery vessels in the Badri region 
near Sohag in Egypt and dated to the
Badarian (ca. 4400-4000 BC); a pre-dynastic cul-

ture (Hendrickx, and Vermeersch. 2002; Midant-
Reynes. 1992: 160). Arkell and Ucko (1965: 150) 
stated that those castor seeds are probably wild 
(undomesticated) but did not specify (i) how they 
concluded that those seeds were “wild” and (ii) 
whether they were locally growing or imported. 
The present writer suggests that if the seeds are 
proven to be “wild” then they were most likely 
imported as the climatic and ecological condi-
tions were unfavourable for the natural growth 
of the plant.  ( Purseglove .1976: 299 and Zohary  
1982: 193) suggested  that castor plant  was cul-
tivated in ancient Egypt. They also reported the 
finding of seeds in Egyptian tombs dating to 4000 
BC. which were most likely Badarian tombs as 
this culture is mainly known from cemeteries dat-
ing to 3rd millennia BC. Neither  Purseglove nor 
Zohary specified  whether the cultivated castor 
was wild or domesticated. Nevertheless, this evi-
dence is considered one of the earliest attesta-
tions of agriculture in Upper Egypt. The aspect of 
a Badarian agriculture is supported by the finding 
of botanical evidence of grains of wheat, Triticum 
dicocum and barley Hordeum vulgare  as well as 
evidence of sickles (Midant-Reynes, 1992: 160).    
One of the earliest authentic records of Temple 
Garden collections which contain specimens 
of the castor plant, is also dated to the reign of 
Thutmosis III, c. 1500 B.C. (Weiss, 1971: 4).  It was 
suggested that castor plant was probably domes-
ticated in the Fertile Crescent of Asia minor and 
in the Nile Basin (ibid. : 3). 
The ancient Egyptian medicinal treatise (No. 201) 
which is believed to be dated to 1552 BC. and 
contained in the Ebers papyrus (http://10) clearly 
shows that ancient Egyptians were familiar with 
the pharmaceutical content and medicinal value  
of the castor oil. It describes (among others) dif-
ferent parts of the castor plant being used by 
ancient Egyptian for a number of medical appli-
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cations (ibid.). Among these, emphasis is made 
here on those which seem to have continued to 
be used until modern times as demonstrated in 
the following examples.
It should be emphasised that the ancient Egyp-
tians conceived sickness and health as a con-
tinuous fight between evil and good. Therefore, 
those involved in the medical and pharmaceuti-
cal practises used to recite certain incantations 
while preparing or administering medications 
(http:// 5; http:// 9). 
In addition to the curative applications presented 
above, the ancient Egyptians used castor plant 
for other domestic and cosmetic purposes as pre-
sented in table (1). 
1- Classic and historical sources revealed that an-
cient Egyptians used castor oil in wick lamps for 
lighting (Simpson,  and M. Conner-Ogorzaly. 2000: 
341; Weiss,  1971: 4; http:// 3). Both Herodotus 
(in the 4th century BC), and Strabo (c. in the 1st  
century) used the ancient Egyptian word kiki (re-
ferring to castor) when they reported that it was 
a product of Egypt and the oil of which is used 
for lighting lamps (Weiss,  1971:  4; http://5). Di-
oscorides and Pliny (in the  1st century) also stated 
that ancient Egyptians used castor oil for lighting 
(Quer, P.F. 1985: p. 188; Weiss, 1971: 4). 
2- The medical treatise No. 201 reported that a 
lump of ground and kneaded castor fruits soaked 

in oil can be applied to women`s hair to help it 
grow (http://10). It has also been used externally 
as unguents to soften the skin (Grieve, http://2).
3- Sections of hollow castor stems were used by 
highborn ladies (during the Eighteenth Egyptian 
Dynasty, 1567 – 1320 BC) to store kohl (Weiss, 
1971: 4). This implicitly shows that, 3000 years af-
ter it was first cultivated in Egypt, castor was still 
valued as a rare and precious plant. Accordingly, 
one may assume that the plant was not naturally 
growing. Since a hollow stem is considered one 
of the criteria of domesticated  castor plant (ibid.: 
56), this means that by the time of the Egyptian 
18th  Dynasty (if not earlier), cultivated castor 
plant belonged to domesticated species.  
4- Castor plant,( mainly seed-oil) was also used as 
libation in certain religious ceremonies (Simpson, 
and Conner-Ogorzaly. 1995: 341; Weiss, 1971: 
4). It was suggested that the seeds found in the 
ancient Egyptian sarcophagi were meant to ac-
company the dead on their journey through the 
“Land of Shades” and was also used in rituals of 
sacrifice to please the gods (ibid.) and further tes-
tify the special value of this plant.

4.3.2  Asian countries: India, China and Persia.
The earliest reference to castor (as being a plant 
of India) and to its oil is made under several 
names in the ancient Indian Sanskrit in the Susru-

Reason for use Preparation Application

Mal-digestion & constipation
1. castor oil.

2. castor oil combined with figs & dates. 
internal use as laxative (purgative).

Headache 1.Soaking roots of castor in water until 
they dissolve. applied to the head. 

Stimulation/induction of 
labour castor oil. external application.

Eye irritation castor oil rubbing the oil round the eyes 
(http://9). 

Cleanse the body & preserve  
health,

purge the body with kiki (castor oil) for 
three days every month.

external application (reported by 
Herodotus in 500 BC (http://5).

table (1)
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ta Ayurveda*, dated to 2000 BC and the most an-
cient and common of these is said to be ¨Eranda”  
(Murty, S. and N. S. Subrahmanyam. 1989: p. 205; 
Weiss, 1971: 7).  Others argue that the cultivation 
of castor and the use of its oil are so well estab-
lished that the origins of this plant are lost in time 
(Weiss, 1971: 7). However, we are not aware of 
any source or evidence which named the region 
of origin or suggested the initial area(s) of its do-
mestication in India. 
The earliest direct (botanical) evidence of cas-
tor plant, known to us from India, was recovered 
from the site of Ter in the middle Southwest of 
the Indian sub-continent (Kajale, 1991: 159). The 
site is dated to the Satavana and Indo-Roman pe-
riod, c. 200 BC. – AD 200 (ibid.: 176) but the status 
of the evidence (i.e. naturally growing or domes-
ticated) was not specified. In this connection, it is 
noteworthy that the earliest reference to castor 
plant at 2000 BC coincides with the earliest direct 
evidence of domesticated Sorghum  sp. Moench, 
recovered from the site of Daimabad, c. 250 km  
northwest of the site of Ter (ibid: 174). The evi-
dence of  Sorghum sp.  was interpreted as being 
of an African origin (ibid.: 175) but the climatic 
conditions and the cultural practises in the rain-
fed western part of India suited its cultivation 
(ibid.: 174). On  one hand, there is no authentic 
botanical evidence of domesticated sorghum in 
Africa which dates back to 2000 BC.  On the other 
hand, no evidence of naturally growing  race(s) of 
this plant is found in India in 2000 BC to indicate 
that this region was a natural habitat of the early 
races of naturally growing Sorghum. Thus, there 
are compelling reasons to suggest that sorghum 
domestication was first initiated in India in isola-
tion of its naturally growing progenitor c. 4000 

years ago. The earliest botanical evidence of 
naturally growing sorghum was recovered from 
several Early and Middle Holocene sites in the 
Central Sudan (Fig 1; Magid, 1995, 2004; Magid, 
and, Caneva. 1998). Coincidentally, one of these 
sites is the site of Kabbashi Haitah from which ev-
idence of castor plant was also recovered. Thus, 
the same elements (i.e. dates, geographical area, 
climate ecological conditions) on which basis evi-
dence of  Sorghum sp. in India was interpreted 
as being of an African origin, are also applicable 
as regards the explanation of the origin of castor. 
For instance, similar to sorghum, castor plant, 
R. communis L. is an indigenous Tropical African 
plant which was most likely brought from Africa 
to India in the 2nd  millennium BC where it was 
grown. This hypothesis may be used to  (i) to ac-
quire archaeoboatnical evidence, hence verify 
further the early dates for the presence of cas-
tor plant in India, and  (ii) identify the status of 
the early evidence of castor (i.e. wild or domes-
ticated).    
Similar to its use in ancient Egypt, castor oil was 
also used in ancient India as laxative, (e.g. as de-
scribed in the Vedas dating back to 2000 BC.) and 
for lighting lamps (http://5; http://11) and that it 
bears several ancient Sanskrit names, the most 
ancient and common are Eranda and Ruvuka 
(Weiss, 1971: 8; Grieve, http://2; http://5).  It was 
also used for treating dry and hard skin. In ad-
dition, it was used for repelling insects and was 
also placed round hut foundations and trees as 
termites-deterrent (Weiss,  1971: 7). 
The use of castor oil in medicinal and remedial 
applications mentioned above  is said to be well 
documented in the Indian Charaka-Sumhita dat-
ed to c. AD 100 and the Susruta-Samhita dated to 

* Susruta Ayurveda is an Indian holistic system of medicine and health of the Vedas preventing and treating diseases as 
well as providing optimal health and happiness (Murty, S. and N. S. Subrahmanyam. 1989: p. 205; Weiss, E., A. 1971: p. 7).
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c. 200 BC (Weiss, E. A. 1971: p. 7). 
Historical records show that in addition to its 
being used as laxative since ancient times, cas-
tor oil was also used in India (as well as China) 
for induction of childbirth and the expulsion of 
the placenta (http:// 9). It has also been used in 
China in medical dressings and the Persians are 
reported to have used it for treating epilepsy 
(ibid.). Although the Chinese seem to have long 
used castor oil for medicinal purposes, the earli-
est mention of castor in  Chinese literature dates 
to the T´ang period (A.D. 618 – 906) where it 
was  referred to as a cultivated plant (Weiss, E. 
A. 1971: p.8). It has been suggested that it was 
probably introduced to China (as were many oth-
er plants) via the Silk Road or through Kashmir 
with the saffron trade (ibid.). It is also believed 
that since early in recorded history, castor oil was 
one of the trade items with Central Asian tribes, 
especially the nomadic ones who used it in order 
to soften and preserve leather and leather prod-
ucts (ibid.).

4.3.3  Arabian  Peninsula and the Fertile Crescent 
In Arabia, the nomadic tribes administered cas-
tor oil internally in order to cleanse themselves 
and their animals (Weiss, 1971: 5). They also used 
it externally to treat skin conditions and to relief 
rheumatic pain. Researchers are in disagreement 
as to whether castor plant was introduced to Ara-
bia from Africa or India. William Dymock (1893: 
302),   the author of the “Pharmacographia In-
dica”,  maintains that it was imported from India, 
as one of the Arabic names for castor is “Simsim-
el-hindi”,  [Eng. Indian sesame] (ibid) . Other Ara-
bic names are  Khirwa’خِروِع( ) and Kharrub (خرّوب). 
It was also stated that the Arabs used it as de-
scribed by the authors of the Sanskrit in order to 
remain healthy (ibid.; http://7).
In addition to the different medicinal applica-

tions of castor plant and the use of its seed-oil 
for lighting lamps, it was also used in some re-
ligious ceremonies; e.g., castor oil was used ex-
tensively by the Hebrews in their religious func-
tions (Moldenke, and Moldenke. 1952:  203-204) 
and it is mentioned among “the five kinds of oil 
which rabbinical tradition sanctions for such use” 
(ibid.). “God caused this ¨kikajon¨ plant to grow 
and provide shade and shelter for Jonah when he 
sat outside the City of Nineveh, c 750 BC” (Mold-
enke, and Moldenke. 1952: 203; Weiss, 1971: 5; 
Zohary, 1982: 193). 
In addition to its religious association (as dis-
cussed above), it has also been reported that 
castor oil was used in witchcraft (voodoo) cere-
monies (Weiss, 1971: 6). Even the extraction of 
castor oil (in some parts of the World) was  made 
by certain people due to some superstitions and 
taboos. For instance, certain tribes in Malawi use 
castor oil which was extracted by women who 
passed the childbearing age (Weiss, 1971: 6). If 
childbearing women extract the oil, it is believed 
that the oil produced would cause a certain dis-
ease (ibid.). More examples on taboos, supersti-
tious, and religious uses of castor are presented 
in the work of E. A. Weiss (1971) on castor plant, 
R. communis L.

4.3.4  European countries: Greece and the Ro-
man Empire
When Herodotus wrote (in the 4th century BC) 
about some of the uses of castor oil in ancient 
Egypt, it seems that castor plant has already been 
introduced to Greece where it is cultivated (even 
today) under the same ancient name (Grieve, M. 
http://2). Pliny also wrote about castor as purga-
tive (Weiss, 1971: 5; http://8). Dioscorides (Quer, 
1985: 188) and Theophrastus (Sir Hort, 1948: 69, 
71) assembled some of the early botanical de-
scriptions of castor plant. Dioscorides went fur-
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ther describing the process of extracting oil from 
its seeds and asserted its unsuitability as food but 
established its usefulness for many other purpos-
es especially as remedy for a number of diseases 
(Quer, P.F. 1985: pp. 188-189). He explained that, 
as a drink, castor oil cures diseases such as chol-
era and constipation and it can also be used as 
drops to treat eye inflammation. He added that 
pure castor oil or oil mixed with vinegar can be 
rubbed on the nipples and breasts of pregnant 
women (during the last period of pregnancy) in 
order to soften them and ease the pain they cre-
ate.  He also stated that the oil is rubbed on the 
bladder area to kill stomach worms and that a 
paste made from the seeds could be rubbed on 
the skin in order to remove skin-stains, and cure 
sunburns, skin abrasion and external wounds 
(ibid.).  
By the time of the Roman Empire, castor plant 
was established in Eastern Europe and was be-
lieved to have been introduced from the ancient 
Egyptians or the Persian empires (Weiss, 1971:6). 
The Greek papyri (mentioned earlier) frequently 
referred to the oil, seeds, leaves and roots of cas-
tor plant  (ibid: p. 5). Thus, it is most likely that 
the ancient Greek and Romans copied the an-
cient Egyptian practise of regular cleansing of the 
body with castor oil in order to remain healthy 
(http://7). This practise was widespread until a 
medieval Arabian physician and masseur (called 
Jahian Ebben Masawaih) promoted the use of 
another ancient Egyptian remedy for constipa-
tion, namely the milder laxative senna, Cassia sp. 
(ibid.). 
During the early Middle Ages, castor oil has also 
been cultivated and widely used for medicinal 
purposes, mainly skin diseases. It was also well 

known as a garden plant in England in the mid 
16th  century (Grieve, Grieve, http://2). Gerard, 
a West European writer of the late 16th  century, 
was one of those who were familiar with castor 
plant under the name kik . He stated that its oil 
was used externally to treat skin diseases (ibid.). 
This name (i.e. kik) was probably derived from 
the ancient Egyptian name “kiki”.  In fact, it was 
reported that the monks of the Middle Ages (who 
were skilled in the art of healing) copied manu-
scripts and important medical treatises of physi-
cians and medical writers such as those written by 
Dioscorides and Pliny the Elder (Telesko, 2001:8). 
These historical facts strongly indicate that names 
of medicinal plants such as  kiki, pharmaceutical 
formulas and medical prescriptions were both 
preserved and continued to be used in the same 
manner as those copied from ancient treatises. 
At a later period (mainly the 18th  century) cas-
tor plant was no longer cultivated in Europe and 
the supplies needed for medicinal purposes were 
imported from Jamaica (Grieve, M., Grieve, M. 
http:// 2). 

4.3.5  The Americas
When it was first introduced to the Americas, cas-
tor plant was mainly used in medicinal purposes  
(ibid.). The Maroons* used castor oil mostly as 
laxative but it was also used as a cleanser  (e.g. 
from colds) and midwives used it to speed up 
labour. On the basis of these historical facts, it 
seems reasonable to suggest that African slaves 
introduced both castor plant and its traditional 
healing prescriptions to the Americas. Weiss sug-
gests it was “transferred with” (and not brought 
by) the slaves to the New World (Weiss, 1971: 9).
A physician who travelled in the West Indies dur-

* Maroon is a name used since 1530 for African-American runaway slaves. The last of these Maroons died in Cuba 25 years 
ago (http://14).
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ing the  mid of the 18th century reported that 
people used castor oil for several purposes in-
cluding remedial application to cool or calm delir-
ious fevers (ibid: p. 6). Gardeners in U.S.A. believe 
that castor plant help to rebel moles, thus, they 
grew it round their gardens. Farmers in the most 
Southern districts believed that it prevented ma-
laria by keeping away mosquitoes (ibid.: p. 9).

4.4  Ancient methods of extraction of castor oil
One of the earliest methods of extraction of 
castor-oil is based on grinding (mainly by grind-
ing stones) to crush the tissue of the seeds and 
release the oil (Simpson, and Conner-Ogorzaly. 
2000: 341). The crushed mass was often sus-
pended in a cloth bag that allowed the oil to seep 
through into a container. Other ancient tools and 
method include mortars and pestles, often with a 
deep inverted cone and a revolving pestle, and a 
press with a wedge that was manually pounded 
(ibid.). Herodotus reported that in order to ob-
tain oil, castor seeds were bruised and pressed or 
roasted and boiled (Weiss, 1971: 4). Pliny wrote 
that neither fire nor water were used to extract 
the oil but the seeds were first sprinkled with salt 
then pressed (ibid.: 4). Dioscorides described an-
other method in which the oil was extracted by 
grinding the seeds in a mill and the ground mass 
was put in a basket and pressed (ibid.). Most of 
the methods of oil extraction (especially those 
which include direct heating or generate heat 
of more than 50ºC while crushing and process-
ing the seeds), would have produced oil largely 
mixed with lethal poison. Thus, future research 
on ancient/ traditional methods of extraction of 
castor should address  the following questions:- 
1- what procedures did the past societies  used in 
order to produce and/or distinguish between the 
poisonous and poison free-oil? 
2- how did they administer the precise medicinal 

doze used, e.g., as purge? and 
3- how did they control production of proper 
quality of oil and avoided oil types and volumes 
which could be harmful or fatal? 
In summary, the foregoing account on the early 
evidence of castor plant and its uses shows that:
1. different parts of castor plant, R. communis  L. 
and bi-products (including oil)   were used for al-
most the same purposes at different times in dif-
ferent parts of the World. 
2. castor oil was the most used element of this 
plant for various purposes ranging from a num-
ber remedial preventative applications, to light-
ing and cosmetic purposes.
3. Different methods were used for extracting the 
oil from the seeds. 
4. the extensive use of oil in ancient times, to say 
the least, indicates:
a. the importance and impact of this plant spe-
cies in the lives of ancient societies,
b. a high degree of both knowledge and technol-
ogy for extracting and administering castor oil for 
medicinal purposes.

4.5  Indigenous/traditional  knowledge and prac-
tises pertaining to traditional uses of castor plant.
4.5.1 Definition of terms: Indigenous and Tradi-
tional.   
In international context, the term indigenous 
is  viewed as a synonym of traditional (Loubser, 
2005) from that perspective of an inherited pat-
tern of thought/belief, customs and practises fol-
lowed by a people from generation to generation. 
Indigenous/traditional knowledge is “a total sum 
of knowledge and skills constitutive of [people] 
meaning, belief systems and dynamic livelihood 
construction” (Mazonde, 2010). It is “informed by 
and relates to all domains of life and the environ-
ment”  (Magid, 2011: 137). Accordingly, one can 
safely suggest that indigenous /traditional knowl-
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edge is mainly derived from and built on cumu-
lative experience and practises passed from the 
old to young generation, hence it is dynamic and 
continuously developing (ibid.).   

4.5.2 Traditional /indigenous uses of castor plant.
Indigenous / traditional uses of castor plant R. 
communis  L. are still widespread in different 
parts of the World. Similar to its uses in the re-
mote and recent past, different parts of this 
plant, e.g. seeds, seeds-oil, leaves, roots, stems, 
and fibres are traditionally used to serve different 
purposes. As previously stated, the main empha-
sis in this section is on some of the most common 
and widespread uses which are thought to have 
their roots in the past or that they represent a 
modified version of ancient uses of castor plant.
Different traditional methods are still used to ex-
tract oil from the seeds of castor plant. The most 
common of those methods are the manual (la-
bour-intensive) and animal-driven seed-pressing 
techniques (Simpson, and Conner-Ogorzaly 2000: 
341). But there are also other methods which 
seem to have their roots in the ancient Egyptian 
period some 6000 years ago (Weiss, 1971:4). For 
instance, the ancient method described by Di-
oscorides (and presented earlier in this paper) 
continued to be used in Egypt and India until 
modern times (ibid: 4-5) and another ancient 
method described by Herodotus (also outlined 
in the foregoing discussion) was used by some 
tribes in Malawi until bottled oil was introduced 
(ibid.: 7).
All the traditional/indigenous utilizations of dif-
ferent parts of castor plant can generally be di-
vided into two broad categories, namely medici-
nal applications, and non-medicinal uses. 

4.5.2.1 Traditional/indigenous medicinal applica-
tions.

Medicinal applications can be further divided 
into two general sub-divisions; namely, remedial 
applications and inductive, preventive and pro-
tective applications.

4.5.2.1.1 Recipes and remedies.
Simple and complex preparations made from dif-
ferent parts of the castor plant are administered 
externally and/or internally to cleanse, heal, or 
cure many diseases and symptoms as explained 
in the following examples.
1- Castor oil is internally administered in differ-
ent parts of the World as laxative for treatment 
of constipation, or to clear the digestive tract in 
cases of poisoning (Moerman, 1986: 409, Weiss, 
1971: 7; http://5; http://7). Its use as laxative 
continued, without change since the ancient 
Egyptian times, some 6000 bp.  Similar to an-
other ancient Egyptian remedy, castor oil is also 
traditionally used to treat headache but there 
are some differences as regards its application. 
While the ancient Egyptians used it externally (by 
rubbing it on the head), some of the traditional 
remedies recommend chewing of a few seeds of 
castor (Moerman, 1986: 409). Castor oil is also 
administered internally to treat ringworms and 
tape-worms (http://15). It is also administered 
internally to treat intestinal inflammation, diar-
rhoea and dysentery. Other traditional remedies 
which continued since times immemorial  include 
external use of castor oil to help healing abscess-
es, sores, itches, skin-irritation and infections 
(http://15). 
2- Castor leaves (often steamed) are used exter-
nally to relieve pains caused by injuries, bruises, 
stiffness, back-problems, rheumatism and arthri-
tis and to cure headaches (Weiss, 1971: 7). Cas-
tor leaves are also softened by heat and applied 
externally to cure boils and swellings and to ex-
tract worms (ibid.). The present writer witnessed 
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traditional healers in Atbara area in North Su-
dan and the Ingassana Mountains in South-east  
Sudan cured abscesses by applying externally 
pounded leaves bandaged with fresh ones on the 
abscess repeatedly until they were completely 
healed and dried up  without any side-effects. It 
has also been reported from other parts of Sudan 
that fresh leaves are applied to swollen parts of 
the body and are kept there until they dry up (El 
Safi, 52)
3- A decoction of pounded and boiled castor roots 
is applied externally for treatment of rheumatism 
or gouty swellings (http://15). 

   
4.5.2.1.2   Preventive and protective applications. 
Prescriptions made from different parts of cas-
tor plant have been and still are used in different 
parts of the World for inductive, preventive and 
protective applications such as: 
1- Castor seeds are considered an effective tradi-
tional catalyst for birth control (Moerman,1986: 
406; http://11); one castor seed (chewed or swal-
lowed) after the menstrual cycle prevents the 
woman conceive that month (ibid.). But large 
doses of castor seed-oil used as purgative during 
early pregnancy may cause abortion (Balick, and 
Cox. 1997: 45).
2- One of the traditional uses, which can be traced 
back to dynastic Egypt, is the use of castor oil to 
initiate or induce labour (http://3; http://9) by ad-
ministering it externally in order to stimulate the 
uterus, soften the cervix and help induce labour 
(http://9). Some midwives rub the oil on the belly 
and feet of the pregnant woman to stimulate la-
bour (http//9; http://15). It has also been stated 
that castor oil is also used externally to promote 
the healing of the umbilicus cord  in newly born 
babies and rubbed on their skins to prevent itch-
es, skin irritation and infection (Weiss, E. A. 1971: 
p.7; http:// 9).  It is also reported that hair-wash 

with castor oil is used as a folk  recipe  for protec-
tion from or removal of  dandruff, lice, fleas and 
other scalp problems (http://15).
3- Poultice Castor leaves (sometimes boiled) or 
castor oil-massage are applied to the nipples and 
breasts of lactating mothers (shortly after child-
birth) in order to stimulate the mammary gland, 
hence produce or increase milk flow (Balick, and 
Cox 1997: 45; http://9; http://11; http://15). 
The foregoing account on the remedial and other 
related uses of castor plant and its oil show that 
different parts of the plant are used for different 
purposes or that the same part of the plant, e.g. 
leaves, can be used for different remedies. Simi-
lar to the ancient traditions, castor oil is the most 
common and widely used both for treatment of 
various diseases and as a preventive/protective 
agent.  
    
4.5.2.1.3     Other traditional uses of castor plant  
Different parts of castor plant are also used for 
purposes other than medicinal applications. 
These can be divided into two broad groups, 
namely, utilities and body care as demonstrated 
in table(2).

4.5.2.1.3.1     Utilities. 
4.5.2.1.3.2     Body-care. 
1.  Many societies in different parts of the World 
use castor oil as ointment to soften hard and/or 
dry skin or retain its soft texture and maintain 
healthy physical appearance. It is  rubbed on  (i) 
the hands and feet before going to bed in order 
to keep them soft (ii) the body before bathing to 
keep it healthy and relax the muscles and imparts 
sound sleep (http://11) and (iii) the eyebrows 
and eyelashes or on the pimples to keep them 
well-groomed. Tribesmen in East Africa use it to 
anoint their skins (Weiss, 1971: 6).  
2. Castor oil is also used for prevention and/or 
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removal of dandruff, and it is also regularly used 
mainly by females (e.g. in East Africa and India) 
as tonic to help the growth of hair (ibid.: pp. 6,7), 
strengthen it and retain healthy appearance/ex-
posure.  Traditional applications of oil to the hair 
can be traced back to c. 6000 ago in ancient Egypt 
(ibid;), however, with slightly different recipe; 
while the traditional recipe consists of pure cas-
tor oil, the ancient Egyptian recipe consisted of 
ground and kneaded castor-fruits soaked in oil 
(http://10). 
3. The colourful and attractive seeds are often 
seen in jewellery in some parts of the World 
(http://4; http://12); e.g. the Caribbean castor 
seeds- necklaces (http://12). 

4.5.2.1.3.3     Other uses
1. Some communities hold mythical beliefs in cas-
tor plant (http://15). For instance, in West
Africa the local people believe that it protects 
them from lighting and call it the “thunder tree” 

(ibid.). Some African witch doctors use collections 
of colourful seeds  “as part of their impedimenta” 
(Weiss, 1971: 6) to heal or bewitch people. Oth-
ers use them as fortune teller and in the West 
Indies castor oil is still used in some voodoo cer-
emonies (ibid.).
2. The seeds are also used in entertainment 
games (Weiss, 1971: 6). 
3. As castor is an imposing plant that adds exotic 
flair to the landscape, it is often grown for orna-
mental effect of house-gardens.  
The foregoing general survey on the traditional 
uses and applications of castor plant clearly
reflects both a large degree of continuity and 
spread of its uses over time often without
significant change of the original (or ancient) reci-
pes, formulas and applications. 

5. Concluding summary.
The foregoing account on castor plant draws at-
tention to the following main points:

Part of the plant used Preparation Purpose 

Fibre extracted from the stem Extracted by traditional pound-
ing method To make ropes ((http://7; http://15).

long and short branches & stems No preparation for hut building, e.g in Uganada , (Weiss, E.A. 
1971: p. 6).

dry stalks & stems No preparation firewood (ibid.: p. 9).

castor oil Pressing the seeds
fuel for domestic lighting, e.g. in  India (where its 

ancient name ‘Eranda‘ is still used),and in Java 
and Africa  (ibid.: p. 8).

castor oil Pressing the seeds leather tanning (ibid.; Grieve, M. http://2).

castor leaves 
reaped, dried & stored, to 

be cooked in boiling water in 
winter.

To feed the Eri silkworm in Burma, India, Ceylon, 
Thailand and Cambodia (Weiss, E.A. 1971: pp. 8, 

58).
ripened leaves Fresh leaves consumed as greens by Koreans  (ibid.: pp. 8,58).

large, tree-like types of castor No preparation source of shade and windbreaks round the dwell-
ings in the Middle East  (ibid.).

castor trees Organized in lines 

barrier and as a sand-binder on the dunes in ar-
eas of irrigated farming). but if it spreads quickly 
over large areas leading to significant loss of fer-
tile cultivable and grazing lands (Land Protection. 

2001: pp. 44-45)

castor trees No preparation grown in South America as mosquito repellent 
(http://15).

table(2)
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1- Evidence of castor plant R. communis  L. is re-
covered from an Early Holocene site in the Cen-
tral Sudan and dated to c. 7700 - 7200 bp. Those 
findings represent the earliest botanical evidence 
found  –so far- from the Central Sudan. No evi-
dence is found in the material culture remains 
which indicates the likelihood of its being import-
ed. 
2- Both the palaeoclimatic and palaeoecological 
conditions of the Central Sudan 7700 bp con-
formed to those required for the natural growth 
of castor plant. These reasons combined strongly 
suggest that the Early Holocene Central Sudan 
was part of the Eastern Tropical Africa region 
where castor plant is thought to have originated.
3- The earliest evidence of cultivated (and most 
likely domesticated) castor R. communis  L. is de-
rived from Egypt dating to 6000 bp. As Egypt is 
outside the natural habitat of the castor plant, 
the first cultivated gene pool was most likely im-
ported from the Sudan (being the nearest and ac-
cessible natural habitat). 
4- Linguistic evidence of castor plant in India dat-
ing to 4000 bp. is interpreted in favour of its be-
ing native to India. In this work, it is interpreted 
as being imported, most likely from Africa. How-
ever, further research is needed to verify this in-
terpretation and that on the source of castor in 
Egypt (stated in point 3).
5- Different parts of castor plant and extracts 
removed from the plant were used for differ-
ent curative and preventive medicinal applica-
tions as well as body caring,  spiritual and other 
socio-cultural uses probably since ancient times 
(c. 6000 bp.) and until the present. Most of the 
ancient and traditional uses and applications of 
castor plant are strikingly similar despite their be-
ing practised in different and far apart regions in 
the World. Those similarities clearly indicate both 
continuity and spread of those uses and applica-

tions over time without significant change of the 
original formulas or purposes of application. 
6- This work clearly shows that the world-wide 
spread and utilization of castor plant since strong-
ly accentuate its significant and indispensable 
role since ancient times. It also reflects that in-
edible plants, as seen in the case of castor plant, 
were (and still are) not less important than food 
plant, hence stresses the need for attending to 
their study in a fashion equal to that of studying 
food-plants.
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