
Chris Morgan guided us on this first of a new series of nature walks, from the picnic site above Pegeia.  We had 

planned to walk about 3km, but Chris shared so much fascinating information about the plants around us that a   

rewarding two hours were spent covering a few hundred metres.  Chris has also gone the extra mile, by providing 

the following trip report.          
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The pods looked like bean or pea pods, and indeed the plant belongs to the same family as those garden           

vegetables, the Leguminosae or Fabaceae. The plants of this family have nodules on their roots containing        

nitrogen fixing bacteria, in symbiotic relationship. The bacteria convert the inert gas nitrogen (which makes up 

79% of the atmosphere) to ammonia and nitrates. These are converted into proteins by the plant, which we all 

eat.  

There is a Carob museum in Anogyra, where the pods are boiled to extract the sugar. The extract is then reduced 

by further boiling to produce toffee or hard-boiled sweets. It was once thought, erroneously, that Carob seeds 

were all the same weight. They were, consequently, used as standards of weight. Our words carat for the weight 

of gem stones and karat for the purity of gold derive therefrom. 
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The first plant that we bumped into was already known to most: the Carob Tree, Ceratonia siliqua. It was               

immediately recognisable by the black seed pods and the thick, pinnate, leaves on a medium sized tree 



The next, small tree was again immediately recognisable: the Olive Tree, Olea europaea. It has black berries (then 

shrivelling), from which olive oil is extracted, and has dull, ashy-grey leaves. The oldest Olive tree in Cyprus is 800 

years old! Olive oil has been traded in Cyprus for many thousands of years. 
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The track then headed south east. To the east lay a coniferous forest dominated by Pinus brutia. It was easily        

recognisable by the long, needle shaped leaves, grouped in pairs, with a collar at the bottom tying the pair        

together. It had typical pine cones and hidden between the scales of one was a black beetle: 
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The species is replaced on Chionistra (Mount Olympus in the Troodos) by its relative, Pinus nigra.  



Also found on the site was the Cypress, Cupressus sempervirens. This is a tall conifer, reaching 15 - 30m, with          

distinctive cones 
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Further along the track another 

conifer was encountered, this 

time Juniperus phoenicea, the 

Juniper. The cones on this tree 

are modified into berries.  

It is replaced at altitude by   

Juniperus foetidissima. A type 

of gin is made from the berries 

of Juniper trees and it is also 

used as a spice.  

At the margins of the forest there was a low growing shrub, with pinnate, evergreen leaves, bearing black and 

orange fruit. This was Pistacia lentiscus.  It grew in close proximity to another species of the genus, Pistacia       

terebinthus, whose leaves are deciduous and presented an autumnal range of red and brown colours. There is a 

“Terebinth” restaurant nearby, and, indeed, the Latin species name derives from the Greek popular name for the 

plant. It was once the source of the paint stripper turpentine. 

Pistacia terebinthus with deciduous, reddish brown leaves (being shed) and below Pistacia lentiscus, evergreen 
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Pistacia lentiscus with pinnate leaves (paripinnate, 

without terminal leaflet) and black and red berries 

 

A tiny bulbous plant in evidence was Scilla autumnalis, the Autumn Squill, with purplish or mauve blue flowers. 

The diminutive Narcissus serotinus was    

everywhere to be found. The large trumpet 

of our native daffodils in the UK is replaced 

here by a smaller version, just 2mm long. 
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At the side of the track, amongst Pistacia bushes, was found the little white orchid Spiranthes spiralis, autumn 

lady's-tresses. Its flowers spiral around the stem, hence its name. 
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The typical Maquis vegetation to the west of the track consisted of many low growing trees and shrubs, especially 

adapted to the prevailing conditions. Two such shrubs were the gorse-like plants Genista sphacelata and          

Calycotome villosa.  

The other spiny gorse,             

Calycotome villosa, had grey 

brown twigs and its trifoliate 

leaves were beginning to    

appear 

The Genista had greenish stems and 

bore fearsome, black tipped spines.     

It had dispensed altogether with its 

single, small, leaves, reducing water 

loss during the hot summer.  
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Perched on a twig was the dragonfly 

Sympetrum fonscolombii (Red-veined 

Darter) identified by David and Ros 

Sparrow: 

“This is one of the most common and 

widespread dragonflies in Cyprus.  

Most populations are found on large 

areas of open water, but the species is 

migratory and can be seen anywhere 

on the island.  The male is brick-red; 

this one is a female.” 



Amongst the low growing, rather twiggy and wizened plants, was Cistus salviifolius (flowers February to May,   

inset). This had crinkled, ovate leaves.  

The other Cistus present on the site was monspeliensis. It was easily distinguished, despite not being in flower, by 

the linear leaves, infolded on their undersides. The flower taken at the Picnic site on 20th April 2014 is also shown. 
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The next plant found in flower was the yellow daisy, Dittrichia viscosa.  The flower head was typical of the      

Compositae family. It looked, at first glance, like a single flower, but on closer inspection, it was clearly an         

inflorescence consisting of about 30 individual flowers or florets. The florets towards the centre were tubular, 

only 3mm high, and shaped rather like tiny daffodils. The outer flowers again had a tube, but attached to one side 

of the tube was a long petal called a ligule. Below the petals, the sepals were replaced by a whorl of hairs, the 

pappus, which helps to disperse the seeds when ripe. The leaves are rather sticky - hence the species name      

viscosa - and are rank smelling. Here was an example of a plant where all three senses: sight, smell and touch, 

were helpful in identifying the plant. 

Inflorescences of Dittrichia viscosa showing outer ring of ligulate florets and inner tubular flowers 

Tubular or disc floret of Dittrichia viscosa (actual 

length 6mm) 

Ligulate floret of Dittrichia viscosa (actual 

length of ligule – the long petal - 6mm) 

Note the whorl of hairs (pappus) which gives the seed lift in the wind so that it can colonise distant habitats. 
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On the same “island” in the middle of the track could be found the dead stalks of the carrot,  Daucus carota.  Just 

below the inflorescence there was a whorl of leaves, rather like the ruffs worn around the neck in Tudor times. 

Radiating from this ruff, like the spokes of an umbrella, were the flower stalks or pedicels, forming an umbel. The 

name of the family of plants to which this belongs is called, appropriately, the Umbelliferae. The family has many 

representatives in Cyprus. 

A further plant on the “island” was another member of the Umbelliferae, Foeniculum vulgare (Fennel). It 

has the very characteristic smell of the herb which has wide culinary uses. It has very finely cut basal 

leaves in spring, but these are lost during the summer heat. At this time of year, it is common on road 

side verges.  On the 29th of October, a mantis (Iris oratoria) was found on the plant.  
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It was a female since it had 

eight segments to its thorax 

and the wings are shorter 

than the abdomen. It had the 

typical white spines on the 

foreleg of the species. 
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It is unclear whether the egg case (ootheca) of a 

mantis, found on the current walk, is the same      

species. 

Ros Sparrow informs us: “Eight species of mantis 

are found on Cyprus.  The females lay a clutch of 

eggs, coated in a spongy substance which        

adheres to a tree or wall and hardens to form an 

egg case.  Depending on the species it may con-

tain between 10 and around 100 eggs.  These 

hatch into tiny nymphs which break out of the 

case and quickly disperse. Some may cannibalise 

each other en route.   

The species Iris oratoria which may have formed 

this nest can be either brown or green. The wings 

of the female are about two-thirds the length of 

the abdomen while those of the male extend just 

beyond the abdomen tip”. 

Turning back to the edge of the forest, a small, evergreen, tree was immediately recognizable by its fruit, the 

acorn. It was Quercus coccifera. It has holly like, spiny leaves which explains one of its popular names, Hollyoak. It 

is also known as Kermes Oak.   
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There were insect eggs on one of the Oak leaves, in a pleasingly geometric pattern: 

Elsewhere on the same tree, the caterpillars were munching away, half an oak leaf having already been consumed.   

The eggs and caterpillars have been identified by Eddie John (Butterfly Recorder for Cyprus and co-editor of the 

“Wildlife of Cyprus”) as the Buff-tip Moth (Phalera bucephala).  It is quite a large moth, whose larvae can feed on 

a variety of trees and shrubs.  They are gregarious in their early stages, becoming solitary later, and they pupate 

over the winter. The adult is camouflaged as a twig (see Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Buff-tip). 
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Returning to the track, the long, narrow, straw coloured, 

dead leaves of the very common bulb Asphodelus aestivus 

could be seen spreading radially from the dead, branched, 

flower stalk. New green shoots were emerging from the 

ground. Its flowers (see inset) appear between January and 

June. 

The Asphodel is an example of a monocotyledon. These are 

characterised by one seed leaf appearing when the seed 

germinates (the dicotyledons have two). The adult leaves 

are usually simple and have parallel veins (venation). The 

flowers are usually trimerous i.e. have three or six petals; 

three or six sepals; three or six stamens and three or six 

chambers to the seed chamber.  

 

The thick, leathery leaves of another bulbous plant, Drimia 

maritima, were just starting to emerge from the ground.  

 

Unlike the Asphodel, its dead flower stalk was unbranched. 

The broad, leathery leaves of this extraordinary plant spend 

the period until summer above ground. There, the leaves 

photosynthesise, combining carbon dioxide gas (0.04% of 

the atmosphere) with water, in the presence of sunlight and 

the green pigment chlorophyll, to produce glucose,         

fructose, sucrose (table sugar) and other carbohydrates and 

oxygen gas.  

 

These carbohydrates are sent down into the bulb, which 

swells to up to 20cm in diameter. The leaves die back in the 

summer. Between July and September the bulb sends up a 

huge flower spike, sometimes 1.5m tall, before setting seed 

and dying back in the autumn. The leaves are poisonous to 

goats. A stock photo of the plant in all its phases is shown 

on the following page. 

The monocotyledons include Narcissus, Muscari (Grape Hyacinth), Asparagus and Drimia growing nearby. The 

monocots also include the vast families Orchidaceae (28,000 species) and the grasses (Gramineae or Poaceae) 

with 32,000 families. The grasses include the locally common cereal plants Barley (Hordeum), Oats (Avena) and 

Wheat (Triticum). The spread of civilisation to our cold, North Western European Climes, has been associated 

with the spread of these cereal crops.  
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At the side of the track could also be found the unmissable, 2-metre-high, dead, stalks of the globe thistle, 

Echinops spinosissimus.  As the popular name suggests, the flowers are globular and a shade of metallic blue 

when in flower in July-September (see inset below). It is widely used in the UK, in its cultivar forms, as a stately 

plant at the back of the perennial border. The thistles belong to the daisy family, but have only tubular and no 

ligulate florets. 
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Scurrying into the undergrowth when approached were many Snake-eyed lizards (Ophisops elegans) identified as 

such by David and Ros Sparrow. 

David writes: “There are 11 species of lizard on Cyprus           

(3 "true lizards", 4 skinks, 2 geckos, an agama and a            

chameleon). The Snake-eyed Lizard is the most common of 

the "true lizards" and is found over most of the island, but 

preferring drier, dustier habitats. Its name is derived from the 

lizard having in place of eye-lids, a protective transparent 

membrane known as a brille. This is an adaptation to life in 

dusty environments where dirt and grit could damage and 

scratch the cornea. Over time the eye-lids of its ancestor   

became transparent and then fused together to form the 

brille, a feature found in all snakes. It can be readily identified 

by the two prominent cream to white stripes that run along 

the back”. 

Another rather twiggy, half dead, plant, little more than 6 

inches tall, again emphasised the need to use the sense of 

smell. The plant was a Thyme, Thymus capitatus (an inset 

shows a plant in flower, in June, near the coast of the    

Akamas peninsular).  

Nestling close to the water pipes along the edge of the 

track were the pink flowers of the thistle, Carlina pygmaea 

(shown below). Even the petals of this plant are spiny,  

deterring the attentions of even the most determined 

predator. 
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Fortuitously, at the end of the walk, a leaky water pipe had produced a lush growth of grass and there could be 

found the unmistakable shiny yellow petals of a buttercup, Ranunculus bullatus.  

Also present in this well watered area was Colchicum pusillum, an autumn Crocus, recognised as this species by 

the fact that the flowers appear with the leaves: 
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