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Trip Report: Nature Stroll near Polemi, Sunday 30 December 2018
Despite heavy rain in the early morning, group members met by the Olive Tree taverna in Polemi and were
rewarded by sunshine and only one passing shower. Chris Morgan guided us from the road onto a track through
the fields, and has provided the following report on all the plants we found.
The site lies at an altitude of 469 metres i.e. 1500 feet, which is 4.5 degC cooler than at sea level. Air and ground
frosts occur occasionally and light snow is not uncommon. Hence, the climate has seasonality, with many of the
local trees being deciduous. The soil is a clayey, chalky marl which makes for a friable, well drained loam.
However, it seems to be impervious since, after recent heavy rain, many of the fields, including vineyards, were
partly flooded. During the walk, there was a mixture of sunshine and clouds, with heavy rain for about 10 minutes.
In a garden adjacent to the taverna, two small, deciduous, trees had already lost most of their leaves. The Fig
(Ficus carica) was still recognisable by the few remaining three to five lobed leaves and the familiar shaped fruit.
The Almond (Prunus dulcis) still had a few distinctive, oval, felty, brown nuts attached to the branches.
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In contrast, the beautifully scented herb Rosemary
Rosmarinus officinalis was in full bloom.

The Group then walked 300m north east along the
road before turning left along a track. All the plants
that were subsequently encountered were found
within about 500m of the turning.

The eco-system was agricultural. Homo sapiens seeks to grow crops to feed and raise a family. He seeks to
minimise predation of his crop by using insecticides and fungicides. He may till the soil, as is the case here, thus
promoting ruderal plants which are the first to colonise disturbed ground (the term ruderal comes from Latin
rudus: rubble). He may also seek to reduce competition by applying herbicides. And, indeed, a local farmer had
been seen applying herbicide using a small pressure sprayer. In extremis, this might lead to a species-poor
monoculture. But not here! The margins of the fields remained largely untreated and it was here that a galaxy of
some 53 species was found, with 36 in flower. This superabundance arose from the farmer’s application of
fertilizer, regular irrigation and grubbing out of hedgerow trees and shrubs. Many plants were early compared with
nearby un-irrigated sites and “blousy” i.e. larger in all parts than normal.

The first species encountered
belonged to the Geranium
Family, the Geraniaceae. It was
Erodium cicutarium. It has five
petals and the leaves are
pinnate i.e. feather-like with
leaflets attached to a central
leaf stalk. In Cyprus the family
Geraniaceae contains two
genera: Erodium (Storksbill)
and Geranium (Cranesbill). The
popular names refer to the
long beak of the seed pod or
carpel.
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The seed dispersion method of both genera is
remarkable. In the case of Geranium, the
carpels – the seed-bearing envelopes - consist
of 5 chambers with a nutlet in each.
This eventually splits into 5 parts with each of
the five seeds remaining attached by a strap
like appendage. This strap comes under tension
as it dries out.
Eventually, the lower part of the strap snaps
away from the plant, with some force, and
catapults the seed some distance.

In the case of Erodium, the strap remains attached to the seed
when it is shed and coils into a spiral. This uncoils on the ground
and drills the seed into the soil. This coiling is an important
means of distinguishing Erodium from Geranium.

Frequently occurring were the sprawling stems of a non-native plant - the Squirting or Exploding Cucumber,
Ecbalium elaterium. It was not in flower, so an inset of a flower photographed in nearby Kathikas in May 2013 is
shown. It belongs to the family Cucurbitaceae which includes cucumber, gourd, squash, pumpkin, marrow and
water melon. When ripe, Ecbalium fruits explode when prodded. This is a very effective means of spreading its ripe
seeds some distance from the parent plant. It is poisonous, so Linda Maidment, who displayed rare expertise at
prodding the plants, was wise to wear sunglasses.

There were a number of species belonging to the Cruciferae Family.
The name comes from the Latin fero, to bear or carry, and cruci, for
cross, since it has four petals in the form of a cross.
The family is also characterised by 6 stamens, with two opposite pairs
and two opposite singles, as in the first member of this family found,
Sinapis alba. The plant, popularly known as Mustard, was dominant in
patches by the side of the road and is about 80cm high.
The seeds are ground up into a yellow paste with vinegar, wine or
beer, sugar, salt and optional herbs, to make the familiar condiment.
Shirley Spratley mentioned that mustard leaves are peppery and can
be used in sandwiches and salads.
Sinapis alba - photo: Ros Sparrow

The second member of the Cruciferae found is called Capsella bursa pastoris. Its seed pod, strictly a silicule, is
heart shaped and makes this diminutive annual so easy to spot. The popular name is Shepherd’s purse, though
no-one present had ever seen a shepherd with such a purse! When ripe it loses both halves of the purse, leaving
the adherent seeds in the two chambers separated by a translucent, silvery, septum. The most famous example of
this septum in the Cruciferae is the “Silver Penny”, Lunaria alba, with pennies up to 5cm in diameter. This is
beloved of dried flower arrangers.
Below left: Capsella bursa pastoris; centre: Silicule of Capsella

Right: Lunaria alba
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The third member of the Cruciferae
present was Eruca sativa, popularly
known as “Rocket”. The leaves are
edible and often used in salads. The
petals are pale yellow to white, but
it is the dark purple coloured veins
of the petals that makes this species
so easy to spot.
Rocket

Photos: Ros Sparrow

Two species, which were not in flower, belong to the Euphorbiaceae. The first was likely Euphorbia helioscopia. The
genus Euphorbia can often be deduced if a plant exudes, when cut, a milky white latex, though some members of
the quite different Compositae, such as Lettuce, also have this habit. The sap is poisonous and deters sucking
insects such as aphids. The sap also causes inflammation to mucous membranes, such as the eyes, nose and mouth.
So, beware! A further member of this family, without milky sap, is extremely common, though, sadly, not very
beautiful: Mercurialis annua. The plant is usually dioecious, with male and female parts on separate plants.

Above: Euphorbia helioscopia

Above: Mercurialis annua
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The grass Avena ludoviciana – the Wild Oat – announced its presence by its nodding flowers. The glumes equivalent to sepals – become straw coloured after the seed is shed, and are persistent well into autumn.

There were a number of species belonging to the Compositae or Daisy Family with both tubular (ray) and ligulate
(disk) florets. The first was Calendula arvensis, which – in its cultivated forms - is a much-loved annual garden plant.
It has the feature that only the outer, ligulate flowers are fertile and produce seed. The centre of the seed head is,
therefore, bare of seeds. The seeds are curved and incurving. They are wrinkly, warty and bristly enabling the seeds
to attach to the fur of passing animals. That way, they do not have to rely on wind dispersion of the seeds using
pappus hairs, as is the case for other daisies.

Calendula showing fertile ligulate flower, infertile tubular flower, infructescence and seed

Composite photo: Chris Morgan

The next daisy was easily recognised for it has the
unusual feature, amongst Composites, of bearing
initially white flowers, which subsequently turn blue. It
is Aster squamatus. The current specimen had almost
finished flowering, so only bore blue flowers, but an
inset, with the white flower, photographed at Paphos
Harbour on the 3rd of December 2017, is shown (left).

Aster squamatus with blue flowers: Photo: Ros Sparrow
with inset white flower photographed by Chris Morgan

On this trip, there were also two daisies which bore only tubular
flowers. The first was Conyza bonariensis, a non-native plant
originating in South America.
Right: Conyza bonariensis
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The second daisy with only tubular flowers was Senecio vulgaris
(right) a plant which is native to Cyprus and the UK, where it is
commonly known as groundsel or chickweed.
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The next species seemed to enjoy the tilled soil at the edge of the
fields: Lamium amplexicaule (shown below). It belongs to the
Labiatae or Mint Family. They can often be identified, as here, by
their square stems and the seeds which are in bird nests of four
eggs. The purple petals of Lamium amplexicaule are joined into a
narrow tube at the lower end. This inflates at the upper end and
divides into an upper lip (the hood) and a lower lip with two
lobes.
Inside the hood are the 4 male stamens containing the pollen and the female style and stigma. When an insect
visits, the stamens and style dab the back of the insect affecting pollination or transfer of pollen. The species name
amplexicaule (from Latin amplexus: embrace, and caulis: a plant stem) relates to the wrapping round the stem of
the leaves (see detail below).

Square stem

Hood: upper lip
Four stamens and style
Lower lip with two lobes

Amplexicaule leaves

Nest of four nutlets
Lamium amplexicaule showing anatomical detail

Composite photo: Chris Morgan

David Sparrow recalled that amplexus also describes the mating behaviour of many amphibians, in which a male
grasps a female with his front legs while fertilizing her eggs as they are released in the water.
Many members of the Labiate Family have, as here, asymmetric or zygomorphic flowers i.e. they only have one
plane of symmetry. As in the human face, the upper half is different from the lower half; there is, however,
bilateral symmetry between the left and right sides. Zygomorphic flowers are also seen in sweet peas, orchids and
snapdragons. In contrast, the inflorescence of the Calendula, mentioned above, has many planes of symmetry and
is referred to as actinomorphic. David Sparrow mentioned that the term “Zygo-“, derived from ancient Greek and
referring to a balanced pair, is also used in zoology: for instance, damselflies form the sub-order Zygoptera, or
“matching pairs of wings”.
The Labiates are often aromatic plants and are used as pot herbs e.g. Lavender and Rosemary. Others have
culinary uses such as Basil, Thyme, Mint and Oregano.

Asparagus acutifolium
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Silybum marianum
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During the trip, Shirley Spratley drew attention to a number of edible plants which we encountered. One was
Asparagus, here the species acutifolium, of which the spring shoots are edible, as are those of the other native
species, Asparagus stipularis.
Another species on Shirley’s culinary list was the variegated thistle, Silybum marianum, the Milk or Lady’s Thistle.
The white-veined leaves need to be picked with gloves, the sharp edges cut off, and then boiled like cabbage. The
ubiquitous three leaved clovers are also used as a protein rich food for cattle.
Of course, never eat any part of any wild plant, unless you are sure of its identification.
Almost no fauna had been seen, no doubt due to the
weather. David Whaley had spotted a flock of Serin
feeding in a field, but these were difficult to observe.
On our way back, however, on a post amongst some
snails, there was a seed bug, which has been identified
as Lygaeus creticus (“Wildlife of Cyprus” page 229). This
belongs to the order Hemiptera or “half-wings”, many
of which are characterised by the forewings being
partially hardened, with the remaining hind part being
membranous.
Seed bug: Lygaeus creticus

And finally………
some fauna visiting
the Polemi area
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