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Trip Report: Saittas Valley, Tuesday 27 August
Our outing was to a lush valley in the Troodos mountains, actually the upper Kouris, between Saittas and Kato
Amiantos (N 34.89951 and E 32.94138) at an altitude of 840m (2800 feet). The sky was blue and the temperature at
10 a.m. was a pleasant 23°C. The following report was compiled by Chris Morgan and Ros Sparrow.
The babbling sound of the river accompanied our walk, and as it was almost level with the track (parts of which
were flooded) the plants were very well watered. This produced the plumpest blackberries (Rubus sanctus) that
most of us had ever found in Cyprus!

Above: the Blackberry Rubus sanctus
Below: Plane tree Platanus orientalis

Above: Tribulus terrestris

Beside the track was Tribulus terrestris, belonging to the
Zygophyllaceae or Caltrop family. Its fruit splits into 5
woody burs, each with 2 – 4 sharp spines, which attach
to animals’
feet. The Latin name tribulus originally meant
Stone
a spiky defensive weapon strewn on the ground to slow
the advance of troops or horses, and the modern name
Caltrop is derived from Latin calcitrapa or foot-trap.
Below: A Roman caltrop, and the fruit of Tribulus terrestris

Tall trees lined the river bank: the Alder, Alnus orientalis,
and Plane, Platanus orientalis. Nearby were orchards of
apples and pears. There were 35 plant species in flower,
and a total of 55 species had been found during previous
surveys.

Clematis vitalba (Traveller’s Joy) was found scrambling over
shrubs at the side of the track, its leaf stalks (petioles) spiraling
around the stems of its host. Its seeds have plumes, 2-4cm long,
which gives the species its second popular name: Old Man’s
Beard. It belongs to the buttercup family, Ranunculaceae.
Mentha spicata (Spearmint) announced its presence by its
pungent odour. It spreads by underground rhizomes* and
forms extensive stands. Mentha differs from other members of
the Lamiaceae in that its flowers have four more or less equal
lobes. Contrast this with the hood
Left: Clematis vitalba
and lower lip of most of this Family.
Lurking on the Spearmint was a Crab Spider belonging to the genus Thomisus. Cyprus has at least 3 species which
are difficult to distinguish. All of them can change colour, becoming white, yellow or pink to match the flower
where they wait ready to ambush any unsuspecting insect visitor.
Below: Mentha spicata, with, below right, a Crab Spider (Thomisus sp.) waiting in ambush

The nodding pink flower spikes of Persicaria lapathifolia were very attractive in the trackside verges. It is a denizen
of stream sides and water channels. The nodes are swollen and reddish and the leaves have a distinctive dark
blotch at their centre.
The semi-aquatic plant Veronica anagallis-aquatica (Water Speedwell) was found along the edge of the track in
shallow streamlets. It gets its name from its similarity to Anagallis arvensis, the Scarlet Pimpernel. Its flowers are in
axial racemes, each flower having 4 purple/pink striped petals, the lower being narrower than the other three (as
can be seen in inset photo). Veronica is the largest genus of the Plantaginaceae Family.
Below: Persicaria lapathifolia

Below: Veronica anagallis-aquatica

Above: Portulaca oleracea (Purslane)

Above: Parietaria judaica

The annual species Portulaca oleracea (Purslane) is not so fussy about water and can be found growing equally
happily between paving stones along Paphos Harbour. Usually decumbent or prostrate, it is grown as a culinary
herb and readily escapes from cultivation. Cultivars of the genus are also grown for their showy flowers.
Showy is not a word that applies to Parietaria judaica. The flowers are small, greenish and clustered at leaf axils. It
sinks its roots between the stones of walls, earning the common name Pellitory of the Wall. It shares its rather nondescript appearance with other members of the stinging nettle Family, the Urticaceae, but has no stinging hairs.
A daisy (Compositae or Asteraceae Family) found here
and in damp locations all over Europe is Pulicaria
dysenterica. The leaves are simple and the achene (seed
enclosed in the carpel) has a pappus of hairs but,
unusually, also an outer row of short scales (inset photo).
Its name comes from a traditional use in treating
dysentery, while a vernacular name, Common Fleabane,
comes from its use as an incense to drive away insects.
Left: the daisy Pulicaria dysenterica

Two grass-hopper nymphs (“babies”) were found. The green one may be Anacridium
aegyptium, and the brown one may be a Xerohippus species, but we have not been
able to get expert confirmation. Close examination of both showed their tiny
wing-buds developing.
Below: Grass-hopper nymphs (immature stage) and left, close-up of the green one’s wing buds

Above: Small Copper and Lang’s Short-tailed Blue (stock photos by Ros).

Lang’s ovipositing photographed by Chris

Two small butterflies were seen which belong to the Lycaenidae family (blues and coppers): the Small Copper
Lycaena phlaeas, and Lang’s Short-tailed Blue Leptotes pirithous. The Lang’s was ovipositing (laying eggs) on
Polygonum equisetiforme, an unusual hostplant for this species; they are known, however, to use a wide variety of
host plants. Other butterflies seen were the Specked Wood, Small and Large White and Clouded Yellow.
Several dragonflies, all males, were jostling for the best perches above the water which pooled on one side of the
track. There were two blue species in the genus Orthetrum, most easily distinguished by the fact that the Epaulet
Skimmer O. chrysostigma has a thin abdomen with a distinct “waist” while the abdomen of the Southern Skimmer
O. brunneum is much broader. More conspicuous was the bright red Broad Scarlet, Crocothemis erythraea.

Above: Orthetrum chrysostigma, Orthetrum brunneum and Crocothemis erythraea

Beside the fast-flowing river perched a solitary damselfly, the Banded
Demoiselle Calopteryx splendens. This fellow had a noticeably bent
abdomen. Such malformations can occur if something goes slightly awry
when the insect emerges as an adult, pulling itself free from its larval skin.
Individuals survive despite some quite severe kinks, but may not be able
to mate successfully.
Left: Calopteryx splendens,
a male, with a bent
abdomen resulting from
problems on emergence

The fern ally Equisetum ramosissimum was growing along the edges
of the track. This had been seen just emerging from the ground on
the Kannaviou Trip in February 2019. At that time, the spore bearing
cones** had not appeared but on this occasion they had appeared
at the ends of the shoots.
Right: Equisetum ramosissimum

Equisetum ramosissimum is a perennial and spreads by underground rhizomes. It is monomorphic, unlike the
other Cyprus species of the genus - Equisetum telmateia – which is bimorphic. The latter has two types of shoot:
one bearing the spore cones and the other being infertile.
In the cool, moist conditions, a number of
plants also native to northwest Europe
were found. One of these was Arctium
lappa, the Greater Burdock, belonging to
the Compositae or Asteraceae Family. Its
roots are used to make the drink Dandelion
and Burdock. The green phyllaries which
encase the inflorescence have a hooked
apex (inset photo) with which it attaches
itself to animal fur. Hence its other popular
name: sticky buttons.
Right: Arctium lappa, the Greater Burdock
Below: Setaria verticillata, with inset photos
showing its hairy ligule and retrorsely scabrid
bristles

Another species which stuck to walkers’ clothing
was the grass Setaria verticillata. This is due to
the spikelets bearing bristles which are
retrorsely scabrid i.e. with tiny, sawtooth
indentations pointing towards the stem. Other
species of Setaria (Ss. italica and viridis) have
antrorsely scabrid bristles pointing in the opposite direction. Setaria also has a hairy ligule***.
Other species of grass in Cyprus have hairy
ligules, but if a grass also has scabrid bristles,
then it is certain to be Setaria.
Another daisy encountered was a lettuce, Lactuca viminea. Curiously, the
upper, linear leaves stick to the silvery stem giving it a patchy green,
streaked appearance. The genus gets its name from the white latex exuded
when the stem is cut (lac: Latin for milk). In fact, there is a whole group of
daisies which share this feature,
called the Lactucoideae.
Left: Lactuca viminea with close-up
of stem
Right: Odontites linkii ssp. cyprius

The next flower encountered was
the Cyprus endemic, Odontites linkii
ssp. cyprius. It belongs to the
Orobanchaceae Family which are
largely annuals and parasitic. This
species, however, is a perennial,
with green leaves and so must be
partly autotrophic****.

The low, spiny subshrub Astragalus echinus was found hidden in the
mass of lush vegetation along the track. It was not in flower but was
immediately recognisable by its pinnate leaves ending in a yellow
spine. Also, the base of each stipule***** is white, hairy and
persists even after the stipule has died back. The lower part of the
stem is covered with the spiny remains of the pinnate leaves. Truly
unappetising fare even for a hungry goat.
The similarly unpalatable fern Pteridium aquilinum (Bracken) was
very happily ensconced at this altitude, though it shuns lower
ground in Cyprus. It has deep rhizomes which make it difficult to
control in the UK, even at the lowest altitudes, but so far it has
not caused problems in Cyprus.
Above: Astragalus echinus
Left: Pteridium aquilinum

On his recce, Chris found a marshy area with an array of
wetland species of plants, all Monocots. They belong to
the Order Poales (grass-like plants) which contains
(amongst others) the Families Juncaceae (the rushes);
Cyperaceae (the sedges); and Poaceae (the grasses). The
Order is characterised by much reduced flowers and
doing things in threes or multiples thereof (highlighted in
red below).
The flowers of the rush, Juncus inflexus, had just about gone over. The stem is a smooth cylinder with a spongy
pith filling. In this species, the pith is not continuous but interrupted (inset photo). The branched inflorescence
appears to emerge from one side of the primary stem. In fact the primary stem ends at the flowers with three
bracts, one very large (up to 20cm, emulating the stem) and ending in a point and two further, tiny bracts.
The secondary stalk bearing the inflorescence emerges at the
junction of the three bracts with the primary stalk. This stalk ends
in three bracteoles forming an involucre from which emerge rays.
Each ray bears a number of unstalked flowers along
its axis or ends in a further umbel. The individual
flowers, of which there are hundreds, consist of six
brownish bracts enveloping the three stamens and
the seed capsule, which opens by three valves
(shown right, stamens withered).
The next wetland species bumped into was Cyperus glaber. It was
easily recognisable as a Member of the Cyperaceae by its
trigonous stem, though there are exceptions. The stem or culm
ends in three bracts from which emerge irregular (athelate)
umbels on about 5 rays.
From the top of the rays radiate a number of flat spikelets with
two rows of florets. The florets have no distinct sepals or petals, a
single scale-like glume enclosing the three stamens and trigonous
carpel. The pith in the stems of the species Cyperus papyrus was
used in Ancient Egypt to make the first paper.
Above right: Juncus inflexus

Right: Cyperus glaber

The last species found was a grass (Poaceae): Arundo donax. It is a tall reed with feathery inflorescences and
always appears on the margins of lakes, rivers or in drainage ditches. It has woody, bamboo-like stems and is
believed to have been introduced to Cyprus by early human settlers from the Levant, for use as a building and
roofing material. It is highly invasive and a nuisance, as it clogs up water-courses and ponds making them less
suitable for wildlife such as birds and dragonflies.

Above: the invasive reed Arundo donax

Footnotes
* Rhizomes are underground stems that send out shoots and roots from its nodes. Stolons, on the other hand, are
above ground stems that perform the same function e.g. strawberry runners.
**The cones bear the spores which are haploid, having only a single set of chromosomes in each cell. The spore
germinates on moist ground to produce the diminutive haploid gametophyte called the prothallus. This produces
the male and female gametes (sperm and ovule respectively). The sperm has dozens of flagella, a whip-like
appendage which is engaged in locomotion (c.f. humans with just one flagellum and flowering plants with none at
all). Fertilisation occurs to produce a diploid zygote cell which grows into the large diploid plant seen along the
trackside that day.
***The ligule of a grass – important taxonomically - can be seen when a leaf, which always clasps the flower stalk,
is pulled away from the stalk. At the hinge point of the leaf will be found tissue which is generally membranous i.e.
translucent like tracing paper, but occasionally hairy and sometimes absent.
**** Autotroph: organism that produces complex organic compounds (such as carbohydrates, fats, and proteins)
from simple substances present in its surroundings, generally using energy from light (photosynthesis). Includes
algae, plants and some bacteria. Contrast heterotroph: an organism that cannot produce its own food, relying
instead on the intake of nutrition from other sources of organic carbon, mainly plant or animal matter (e.g. fungi
and animals).
*****The stipule is a small leaflike appendage to a leaf, typically borne in pairs at the base of the leaf stalk.

