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Beaucarnea recurvata Elephant’s foot or Ponytail palm   

Plant in Focus, July 2026

Introduction
This monocotyledon species of flowering plant is in the family Asparagaceae.

This species is a spectacular plant growing in the bed in front of the Hansen Gates. In 2001 this plant 
was moved from the front of the lawn in the 20th Century Garden and relocated to the new 21st 
Century drought tolerant Garden. A Beaucarnea is mentioned in ‘Growing Together’ George Jones 
sup 1 1988, in his description of Charles Wyatt’s historic nursery “Frogmore” situated at Fyansford.

The species is endemic to Eastern Mexico. According to IUCN it is now confined to the state of 
Veracruz, however Plants of the World on Line cites it as occurring in Oaxaca, Puebla, San Luis 
Potosi and Tamaulipas (see photos).  There are 350-year-old Beaucarneas registered in Mexico.

Despite its common name pony tail palm, it is not related to the true palms, family Arecaceae. It has 
become popular in Europe and worldwide as an ornamental plant.

Beaucarnea recurvata, 

21st Century Garden, GBG, May 2016. 

Photos: DJ, CC BY-SA 

This information was prepared by Jayne Salmon, Friends of Geelong Botanic Gardens.
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Description
It is an evergreen perennial growing to 8m (26 feet) in height with an enormously expanded caudex for storing 
water.  The caudex can be as great as 14m (46 feet) in girth in the wild.  The single palm like stem produces 
terminal tufts of strap-shaped recurved leathery leaves, sometimes hair locked, and shaped in the ends and with 
occasional panicles of small white flowers once the plant reaches over 10 years old.

The trunk is swollen at the base and slender higher up, young plants are unbranched but become well branched 
with age.  The almost spherical caudex in youth stage becomes broadly conical and very wide at the base with 
age.  The bark is smooth and finely cracked. The trunk is swollen at the base and slender higher up. 

The leaves are green, linear, slightly recurved and bent, thin, flat or slightly rigid.  They are up to 180 cm long 
and up to 2 cm wide.  Flowers are creamy white, 1.5 mm in diameter, produced in dense panicles, 90 – 112 cm.

Beaucarnea recurvata

growing in their indigenous tropical 
deciduous forest habitat.

Above: They typically grow in 
well-drained rocky soil. 
Llano de la Soledad, 

Oaxaca, Mexico, Jan 2023. 
Photo: Raul Linares Cruz, 
iNaturalist.org, CC BY-NC.

Left: In flower. Photo: Tamaulipas, 
NE Mexico, Sep 2014, 

Gerson Herrera, iNaturalist.org, 
CC BY-NC.
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Habitat
Beaucarnea recurvata occurs over an altitudinal range of 200-900 m (660-2,950 ft) above sea level. It grows on 
rocky soils deficient in nutrients, cliffs and steep mountains where it grows in full sun or partial shade. Its habitat 
is low deciduous forest, with average temperatures of 20c and an annual rainfall of 800 mm (31 in) and a well-
marked dry season between 7 -8 months.  It is very slow growing and tolerant of drought.

Conservation
This species Beaucarnea recurvata is mostly in a critical condition due to various anthropogenic activities which 
have led to severe fragmentation and destruction of their habitat.  Additionally, the collection of seeds, seedlings, 
juvenile and adults for commercial use has affected population size and the proportion of sexes, thereby 
reducing fertilization possibilities and consequently fertilization. This exploitation process exposes this species to 
a state of threat of extinction by reducing the minimum size of the populations, as well as deterioration of their 
genetic diversity.

Following a submission from the CITES Scientific Authority of Mexico (National Commission for the Knowledge 
and Use of Biodiversity [CONABIO]) to the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species [CITES], 
that International Body has placed Beaucarnea recurvata on the list of species that are strictly regulated by a 
permit system.

The International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN) considers this species to be Critically Endangered 
in the wild. 

Beaucarnea recurvata, 
Top: Like most monocolyledons, the 
reproductive parts (sepals, petals, 

stamens, stigma) are in 3s.
The seed pods have 3 wings. 

21st Century Garden, GBG, Aug 2014. 
Photo: DJ, CC BY-SA 

Bottom: The seed heads are deep red. 
Photo: San Diego Botanic Garden, 

California USA,
Oct 2020, cultivar413, 

Wikimedia Commons & Flickr, 
CC BY 2.0.
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Cultivation
The species has received the Royal Horticultural 
Society Award of Garden Merit. It is often grown 
as a house plant or an outdoor plant in a 
subtropical climate. Slow growing and drought 
tolerant, it is hardy down to 10°C. It grows in full 
sun or light shade. It requires a porous soil mix to 
drain when watered. Overwatering can foster 
pests such as mealy bug or cochineal insects. If 
kept in regions with winter frost it must be kept 
indoors as it cannot withstand low temperatures.  
To maintain its shape the ends of the leaves 
should not be snipped and when repotted it must 
keep all of its roots.

Toxicity
This species is not toxic to cats, dogs or humans. 
A study of the chemicals in this plant indicates 
that it may be promising for treating ulcerative 
colitis, a condition that has limited therapeutic 
options. This needs significantly more work.
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Beaucarnea recurvata

Top: The caudex can grow to 14m girth.
San Luis Potosí, Mexico.

Photo: Axel Guel, iNaturalist.org, CC BY-NC

Middle: Flower head, not yet open. 
21st Century Garden, GBG, Feb 2015, 

Photo: DJ, CC BY-SA

Bottom: The leaf margins are serrated to deter 
animals. 

Photo: BohemianMe, Wilkimedia Commons, 
Public domain.



5 This distrbution map by DJ is based on Mexico Location Map by NordNordWest, Wikipedia CC BY 3.0, 

with state names from Blank Map of Mexico with States Names by alaznegonzalez, Wikipedia CC BY-SA 3.0. 
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