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Introduction

People tend to be strongly dependent on the landscape and natural 
environment in which they live and work, especially in extreme 
environments (e.g., high altitude, desert areas) and regions with 
geographical and social isolation. Beginning as children, these people 
have learned how to discover and understand the signs of nature and to 
observe changes in the landscape. However, they have also shaped that 
landscape according to their own beliefs and material needs. This adaptive 
knowledge is often a practical one, based on empirical observation and 
long experience, and transmitted through oral traditions. Such knowledge 
is not merely of academic or historical interest but is fundamental to 
maintaining cultural continuity and identity and, possibly, could play a 
role in achieving sustainable use of plant resources in the future (Svanberg 
and Tunón 2000).

Today, the geographical and social conditions that led to the isolation 
of some European regions are no longer prevalent, and so changes in the 
cultural, economic and political contexts of plant use in these areas are 
coming faster and faster. The current reduction in the human population, 
due to out-migration and a general drop in the birth rate, and the 
abandonment of agriculture have been critical for rural areas and ways 
of life in these regions and have promoted the loss of cultural traditions. 
How these changes are affecting the system of local knowledge of plant 
resources and the maintenance of traditional plant use practices are some 



of the questions addressed in this chapter, based on research in such a 
region of northeastern Portugal.

We documented local knowledge and uses of food and medicinal plants 
among rural people living inside and in the vicinity of the Natural Park 
of Montesinho, in the region of Trás-os-Montes, in northeastern Portugal. 
This area has suffered from geographic and economic isolation and a slow, 
steady decline of the population, as young people move out of the area, 
so we were particularly interested in seeing whether and how traditional 
practices would persist under these conditions. Do the people recognize 
these trends, and are they concerned about them? Are there mechanisms 
that people are employing to maintain their knowledge?

Our research specifi cally analyses the effects of geographic or cultural 
isolation on traditional knowledge and practices (for another example of 
this type of analysis, see Pieroni and Quave 2005). While there have been 
several recent ethnobotanical studies in Portugal (e.g., Camejo-Rodrigues 
et al. 2003; Novais et al. 2004), none have as yet addressed our research 
questions and, unfortunately, they are diffi cult to use for comparative 
analyses due to the different purposes and methodological approaches 
used by the authors (Carvalho 2005).

An Overview of Northeastern Portugal

Terra quente e terra fria. Léguas e léguas de chão raivoso, contorcido, queimado por 
um sol de fogo ou por um frio de neve. Serras sobrepostas a serras. ... É esta a terra 
de homens inteiros, saibrosos, que olham de frente e têm no rosto as mesmas rugas 
da terra (Miguel Torga in Um reino maravilhoso (1941[2002]).

Hot land and frost land. Miles and miles of feral and contorted ground, 
sometime sun-baked, sometime frozen. Mountains overlapped with 
mountains. ... This is the land of real men, carved in stone, men that can 
look you in the eye and have on their faces the same wrinkles the land has 
(Miguel Torga in A Marvellous Rein (1941[2002]).

This quotation characterizes well the remote ruggedness of northeastern 
Portugal and its inhabitants. This is a mountainous region with a highly 
diverse landscape, still with vegetation and fl ora (Aguiar and Carvalho 
1994; Aguiar 2001) similar to the deciduous forest cover that dominated 
the north of the country for thousands of years (Costa et al. 1998; Aguiar 
2001). Native fauna and fl ora have been sharing the same space, hard 
climate and soil conditions with humans and their activities for a long 
time, apparently without substantial changes. These factors supported 
the creation of a protected area in part of this territory during the 1980s, 
the Montesinho Natural Park (Figure 7.1), covering 734 km2, comprising 
eighty small villages with about seven thousand inhabitants (INE 2001), 
and involving two municipalities, Bragança and Vinhais. 
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The rural character of this Portuguese province (called Trás-os-Montes, 
meaning ‘behind the mountains’) has been preserved mainly due to 
social, economic and land-use constraints (Rodrigues 2000). Moreover, 
the national road system is very ineffi cient or nonexistent in many cases 
(Carvalho 2002). Today, despite the emergence of a few new roads since 
the 1990s, physical communication between villages and nearest towns is 
still diffi cult.

For decades, the population of the Montesinho Natural Park has been 
isolated from other populations and dependent on natural resources. 
Agriculture and pastoralism were the main economic activities, sometimes 
complemented by income from mining and smuggling, as the Park borders 
the Spanish province of Castilla-Léon, Zamora. While most households 
were essentially self-suffi cient and subsistence oriented, some products, 
such as grains, chestnuts, potatoes, livestock, textiles, handicrafts, charcoal 
and wood, could be sold or traded outside the communities to generate 
extra income. In former times, medical and veterinary services were far 
from these villages. People’s food and medical needs relied on materials 
found in the natural surroundings, especially wild and cultivated plants, 

Figure 7.1. Map of the Iberian Peninsula. Arrow points to the Montesinho Natural 
Park, in northeastern Portugal



on small-scale animal breeding, and on fi shing and hunting. Wild-gathered 
species were an important supplement and alternative to the regular diet 
– sometimes the sole source of micronutrients, minerals and vitamins (e.g., 
vitamin C) – and the source of raw materials for homemade remedies for 
primary healthcare and treatment of human and animal diseases. 

Over time, this close relationship between people and their natural 
and agricultural environment has led to the development of a rich 
knowledge base on plants, plant uses and related practices. Some of 
this local ecological knowledge has been documented in old botanical 
or agricultural monographs (e.g., Coutinho 1877; Palhinha 1946), and 
in several historical and anthropological research projects conducted in 
northeastern Portugal (e.g., Alves 1934[1985]; Dias 1953[1984]), but there 
was no detailed or prolonged ethnobotanical study of such knowledge 
and practices until 2001 (Carvalho 2005). 

In 1986, when Portugal joined the European Community (EC), the 
northeastern most interior region and the Trás-os-Montes province were 
some of the most depressed areas in all of Portugal. More than half of the 
workforce was committed to agricultural activities, but these were not 
profi table enough to support the population. Thus the area was quickly 
depopulating, as young people migrated to other European countries, or to 
the towns near the Atlantic coast, where it was easier to fi nd employment.

New rural development policies and the Common Agricultural Policy 
(CAP) guaranteed farming prices, ensuring stable incomes for farmers, and 
the region benefi ted from European funds for sustainable development. 
According to national statistical and administrative data (Lima 2000), Trás-
os-Montes province has received a quarter of the total European funds 
attributed to Portugal, for improving quality and safety and developing 
a farming sector in tune with contemporary ideas of environmental 
protection and animal welfare. The new policies were attractive for 
farmers, and middle-aged emigrants returning home, who were offered 
investments in agriculture (e.g., CAP agrienvironment measures) based 
on the development of regional farm products such as cheese, olive oil and 
meat products. These were guaranteed a somewhat protected and more 
lucrative market based on their certifi cation as ‘Protected Designation 
of Origin’ (PDO) and ‘Protected Geographical Indication’ (PGI). Funds 
were also available if farmers took measures to promote environmental 
protection and preserve rural heritage, or decided to develop alternative 
activities such as agrotourism or the sale of wild, natural products like 
honey, herbal teas or mushrooms.

Participation in these EC-funded schemes favoured and reinforced 
the traditional knowledge system, and contributed to a balance between 
traditional and modern farming practices. Subsidies allowed farmers to 
maintain their cultural heritage and to adapt older and modern agricultural 
technologies to new and different purposes. The increasing demand for 
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new and authentic rural goods and services encouraged the revival of 
evocative aromas, fl avours and feelings from old, rural areas. The most 
desired products – edible plants, mushrooms, medicinal plants and PDO 
and PGI products, such as olive oil, cheese, veal and sausages – all required 
traditional knowledge and wisdom for their harvest and production. In 
fact, some communities were revived as a result of the infusion of cash, 
with people returning and traditional farming activities and festivals 
being conducted and celebrated with new enthusiasm. Besides Rio de 
Onor, already a well known community due to its particular ethnographic 
history (Dias 1953[1984]), Montesinho, Moimenta, França, Babe and Baçal 
also became popular through their local events celebrating the main rural 
daily or seasonal tasks, including a segada (the grain harvest), o ciclo do 
linho (the fl ax production and linen-making process), o mata-porco (the pig 
slaughter), and the rites of St John’s Day (24 June) and St Stephen’s Day 
(26 December). 

Unfortunately this revival was rather short lived, as a succession of CAP 
reforms, beginning in 1992 and continuing for twelve years, introduced 
‘fl anking’ measures that cancelled or reduced some crop subsidies and 
imposed strict production conditions that affected traditional agricultural 
farming systems. These measures disappointed local farmers and caused 
the abandonment of some crops (such as cereals, potatoes and fodder). 
Moreover, these new policies constrained the ability of small farmers 
to diversify their activities, and agriculture was suddenly viewed as 
an impossible task without competitive advantages because of rising 
production costs versus low profi ts and uncertain wages. As some 
authors have pointed out (e.g., Batista 1993), there was little chance that 
development based on small-scale agricultural projects could be profi table 
in a European and global context because people enjoy and take pride 
in being productive, on a practical level, and disregard having a passive 
role as mere guardians of nature. Besides, landscape diversity depends 
on the ways in which land is used, especially agricultural and pastoral 
practices; the abandonment of these activities can lead to signifi cant 
structural changes in landscape and vegetation communities. Nowadays, 
this northeastern region, and Portuguese rural society in general, are no 
longer primarily engaged in agricultural activities, instead people have 
abandoned the small villages or taken precarious jobs in the nearest towns. 
Community residents are mostly older people living on minor retirement 
pensions for farmers. There is a high level of out-migration among the 
youth and young adults, resulting in an ageing population and threatening 
the ability of the government to implement regional policies. Many leaders 
in the area are doubtful of the viability of economic alternatives due to the 
population decline. 

Given this dynamic historical and political-economic context, we 
expected that traditional botanical knowledge would also have declined, 
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though we hoped that amongst the population, primarily the older people, 
there would be suffi cient memory of such knowledge even if it was no 
longer being practised. Thus we set out to document present knowledge 
and use of wild food and medicinal plants among several communities of 
the Montesinho National Park. 

Studying Ethnobotany in Montesinho National Park

Out of eighty communities, we choose for our survey all the communities 
(thirty) that matched the following criteria: they had to be located inside 
the Park territory (e.g., communities on the southern Park border, under 
the infl uence of a nearby town, were not selected), have a population 
of over fi fty residents, represent as many of the thirty-six parishes of 
the region as was possible, and have a history of agropastoral activities 
and homegardens until very recently. From 2002 to 2004, during all four 
seasons of the year, unstructured interviews with individual farmers, 
participant observation and group discussions were conducted in order 
to gather ethnobotanical information. Voucher specimens of all plants 
discussed and encountered were collected, identifi ed and stored in the 
Escola Superior Agrária de Bragança Herbarium (BRESA). The fl ora and 
vegetation of Montesinho Natural Park studied by Aguiar (2001) was the 
basic botanical reference for this work. He records 1271 vascular plant taxa 
from the area, including 446 with potential medicinal uses. Plant use and 
management and other related technologies were also documented, and 
a photographic collection and an ethnobotanical database were created. 

Our eighty interviewees were mostly women (85 per cent) and the 
average age was 62 years old. Seventy were chosen randomly and ten were 
key informants selected from those residents considered knowledgeable 
by their neighbours. After getting to know our informants and engaging in 
casual conversation, each participant’s gardening and gathering activities 
were followed and observed. We reported information about all the species 
she/he would consider medicinal or edible, and recorded their local 
names, uses and relevant stories. Afterwards, in our informant’s house 
or garden, the collected samples were discussed in greater detail. In other 
cases, participant observation of plant-collecting trips and the use of plants 
gave us insights into the knowledge required for plant collection, storage 
and preparation. We also recorded information on the means by which this 
knowledge is learned and transmitted, and their opinions on the extent to 
which the younger generation is maintaining these traditions.
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Wild Food and Medicinal Plants in the Natural Park of 
Montesinho

Up until the 1970s, in particular during spring and autumn, the women, 
shepherds, hunters and fi shermen of the area all used to collect a variety 
of plants for both food and medicine as they engaged in their daily 
activities. A few men, including some well known smugglers, were skilled 
in gathering mushrooms and some of the rarer medicinal plants, such 
as the bladderseed1 (Physospermum cornubiense) or the mountain arnica 
(Arnica montana L.), from sites deep in the woods and from across the 
border in Spain. 

Those were days of great activity in the villages; women and children 
were active plant gatherers and foragers, while most of the men cultivated 
fi eld crops, worked in the woods or had jobs outside the community in 
farming, mining, roadworks and reforestation. However, those were 
also times of scarcity and hard work without breaks or holidays. As one 
respondent put it, ‘ninguém sabia o que eram fi ns de semana ou férias ... mas 
também não havia pressas!’ (‘no one knew about weekends or holidays ... but 
nobody lived under stress!’). Gathering and the consumption of wild food 
or medicinal plants are strongly correlated with hunger, insuffi cient (or 
nonexistent) medical care and formal education, and geographic isolation, 
as already shown in other ethnobotanical studies (Pardo-de-Santayana, 
Tardío and Morales 2005; Tardío, Pascual and Morales 2005; Grivetti 
2006). All of these criteria appear to have been typical of communities in 
the Park up until the 1970s.

Gathering from the Wild

More than half of the 364 plant species used by people are considered 
wild (199 species), and 140 of these (70 per cent of the wild species) were 
reported to have been traditionally gathered from the wild and consumed 
either as food (10 per cent), as medicinal plants (58 per cent), or both (32 per 
cent). Most of these plants, as well as the remaining 59 species of the wild 
fl ora, have also been used in the area for other purposes, such as veterinary 
medicine, fuel, fodder, and handicraft or building materials (Carvalho 2005).

In the study area, wild plants are known as ‘plantas bravas que crescem 
por aí’ (literally meaning ‘wild plants growing around’). This popular 
characterization refers to species growing on their own in different 
environments. These include plants from woods, scrubland and riversides; 
from natural prairies or meadows; and from disturbed environments, such 
as roadsides, crop-fi eld borders, fallow fi elds, or hedgerows and boundary 
walls. Others fi t into the farmers’ concept of ‘weeds’, which are plants out 
of context, as those weeds, locally named ervas, are closely associated with 
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Table 7.1. Some plants traditionally gathered from the wild, grouped according 
to the principal source or growing place

Source/Growing place Number  Some examples: scientifi c name 
 of species (English name) 

Naturalized species in  16 Chenopodium ambrosioides L. 
the village surroundings   (Mexican tea), Cydonia oblonga Mill. 

(quince), Ficus carica L. (fi g tree), 
Laurus nobilis L. (bay tree), Melissa 
offi cinalis L. (lemon balm), Salvia 
offi cinalis L. (common sage) 

Disturbed environments 63  Borago offi cinalis L. (borage), 
Chelidonium majus L. (celandine), 
Malva neglecta Wallr. (dwarf 
mallow), Umbilicus rupestris 
(Salisb.) Dandy (pennywort), Rumex 
acetosella L. (sorrel), Urtica urens L. 
(stinging nettle) 

Weeds 43  Capsella bursa-pastoris (L.) Medik. 
(shepherd’s purse), Chondrilla 
juncea L. (naked weed), Plantago 
spp. (plantains), Portulaca oleracea L. 
(green purslane), Sonchus asper (L.) 
Hill (sow thistle) 

Prairies and meadows 11  Filipendula ulmaria (L.) Maxim. 
(meadowsweet), Lolium perenne L. 
(perennial ryegrass), Ornithopus 
pinnatus (Mill.) Druce (yellow 
bird’s-foot), Prunella vulgaris L. (heal 
all), Thymus pulegioides L. (thyme) 

Riversides 13  Equisetum arvense L. (common 
horsetail), Fraxinus angustifolia Vahl. 
(ash), Hedera helix L. (ivy), Humulus 
lupulus L. (wild hops), Sambucus 
nigra L. (elder), Tamus communis L. 
(black bryony) 

Bushes/scrubland 18  Arbutus unedo L. (strawberry tree), 
Cistus ladanifer L. (gum rockrose), 
Cytisus multifl orus (L’Hér.) Sweet 
(white broom), Halimium lasianthum 
(Lam.) Spach (rockrose), Lavandula 
stoechas L. (topped lavender), 
Tuberaria lignosa (Sweet) Samp.
(perennial herb similar to spotted 
rockrose) 

Woods 15  Arenaria montana L. (mountain 
sandwort), Crataegus monogyna 
Jacq. (hawthorn), Fragaria vesca L. 
(wild strawberry), Physospermum 
cornubiense (L.) DC. (bladderseed), 
Quercus pyrenaica Willd. (oak), 
Prunus spinosa L. (sloe) 



agricultural practices, homegardens and specifi c cultivated plants, like 
wheat, rye, potatoes and cabbages. Finally, some are naturalized species, 
not depending on human activities for survival, but established for at least 
fi ve decades of local consumption and traditional use (see Table 7.1).

Many of these wild species are in fact found in more than one of the 
habitats described above, but when it comes to harvesting for particular 
uses, species tend to be gathered in only a few or just one of these several 
locations. According to several informants, the quality of the vegetal 
material depends on its particular location. An illustrative example is 
the very common mountain sandwort (Arenaria montana), whose leaves 
and fl owers are still used to prepare a powerful infusion recommended 
as a diuretic and an anti-infl ammatory. Mountain sandwort should be 
collected during spring along paths through the oak trees: ‘vai-se pela 
melhor seixinha nos barrancos dos carvalhos’ (‘one can fi nd the best mountain 
sandwort under oak trees’). As stated by older informants, exposure to 
sunlight decreases the potency of mountain sandwort, so the best growing 
conditions (moisture, light and humus) are to be found on the shady forest 
fl oor, particularly under the oak trees. After having been dried in the 
shade, the medicinal potency of these plants will be preserved at least 
through the year and quite possibly for even longer.

The quality of gathered plant material may also vary according to season 
and time of day. Many of the green edible plants and some fungi should 
be picked in early spring, when the weather is still cold enough to avoid 
insects laying their eggs on these plants: ‘até ao cantar do cuco por causa dos 
bichos’ (‘before the cuckoos sing to avoid worms’). That event coincides 
with the fi rst calls of the cuckoo, which is regarded as the harbinger of 
spring and rising temperatures. This is the case, for instance, for watercress 
(Rorippa nasturtium-aquaticum), red bryony sprouts (Bryonia dioica) and 
oyster mushrooms (Pleurotus ostreatus). Another interesting example is 
the collection of fl ower caps, and sometimes leaves or shoots, used for 
medicinal infusions and macerations (i.e., a process of soaking or steeping 
the plant material). It is said that the best time to harvest is in the early 
morning, before sunrise. From a phytochemical perspective, harvesting at 
dawn is probably a very good idea, as aromatics are very rich in volatile 
substances (essentials oils) and other compounds that easily vaporize with 
heat or are degraded with sunlight. This method of harvesting is applied 
to the fl owering parts from chamomile, St John’s wort, thyme and elder, 
as well as to fennel and mugwort (Artemisia vulgaris L.) shoots. Some of 
our informants fi nd it preferable to combine time with a special day, such 
as St John’s Day. People believe that mid-summer plants have miraculous 
healing powers and they therefore pick them on this precise date, ‘melhor 
colher na madrugada de S. João, que é um dia bento’ (‘It is better to gather 
during St John’s dawn, which is a holy day’).
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Edible Plants and Fungi

At the beginning of our survey, one middle-aged man declared: ‘ervas são 
medicinas, não se comem!’ (‘herbs are remedies, they are not to be eaten!’), 
while someone else mentioned ‘chupar ervas é brincadeira de crianças e tonteira 
de pastor!’ (‘eating/sucking herbs are children’s games and shepherds’ 
foolishness’). These statements suggest a prejudice against wild edible 
plants. In fact, interviewees were initially not particularly enthusiastic 
about discussing wild plants traditionally used as food, even though they 
had consented to be interviewed on the subject! We speculated that there 
might be numerous reasons for such prejudice, including the widespread 
negative association between wild food and poverty and hunger, as some 
informants pointed out. Other reasons for the decline in interest in wild 
plants may derive from the increased use of homegardens in the 1970s 
and 1980s, where various staple products for daily meals were cultivated. 
Also, in the last twenty years, mobile shops have started to visit the 
villages once a week to sell groceries, vegetables, fruit and other goods, 
offering a bigger array of products and discouraging the maintenance of 
diverse gardens and wild gathering. 

Against all expectations, then, we were surprised to fi nd that fi fty-
seven vascular plants and sixteen fungi species from the wild fl ora were 
recognized and referred to as traditional edible plants by our informants. 
These species used to be consumed (some still are) in different and creative 
ways, such as raw in salads, boiled or fried, eaten with a potato-based, 
bean-based or chickpea-based soup, as spices, sweets and fruits, or as 
beverages (see Table 7.2 for some examples). 

Compared with the number of cultivated food plants commonly 
available and also inventoried, the contribution of wild food plants to 
the total dietary intake is not very important, although they do provide 
important minor nutrients (such as vitamins and mineral salts) that are 
not present in daily meals based on bread and potatoes.

It is also interesting to highlight the importance of fungi diversity. 
About sixteen species belonging to fourteen genera have been gathered 
and were/are usually eaten, according to the informants. Even though 
we have not been able to compare this result with other areas, we assume 
that it is an unexpectedly high number of species because collecting edible 
fungi is rather diffi cult. Mushrooms are not easily found (i.e., they are 
usually hidden in the herb and ground layer or inside old tree trunks) and 
their collection is only possible for a short time, and extremely dependent 
on adequate climatic conditions.

Wild food was, sometime still is, commonly preserved and stored, for 
consumption during the long and hard winters. This was especially true 
for wild fruits, as well as cultivated products (e.g., cherries, pumpkins, 
tomatoes), and aromatic species used in herbal teas or spices. Marmalades 
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Table 7.2. Wild edible plants and fungi reported by more than 25 per cent of the 
informants, in descending order of most frequently mentioned

Scientifi c name English name Part(s) used and gastronomic use 

Origanum vulgare L. Oregano  Dried leaves and fl orets used as 
spices in salads, for seasoning 
olives, chopped meat and bread 
used in various types of sausages  

Laurus nobilis L. Bay  Dried leaves used as spices, for 
seasoning olives, chopped meat 
and bread used in various types of 
sausages 

Bryonia dioica Jacq. Red bryony  Sprouts, scalded in water, then 
cooked with garlic and olive oil, or 
with scrambled eggs or omelettes 

Foeniculum vulgare Mill. Fennel  Leaves, stems and seeds used as 
spice, liquor and herbal tea  

Fragaria vesca L. Wild strawberry Fruit, raw, jam and liquor 
Rorippa nasturtium- Watercress Leaves, raw in salads and greens 
aquaticum (L.) Hayek  for soup  
Glechoma hederacea L. Ground ivy  Fresh leaves, for seasoning soups, 

herbal tea 
Rubus ulmifolius Schott Blackberries Fruit, raw, jam and liquor 
Chamaemelum nobile (L.)  Chamomile Florets, herbal tea 
All.
Mentha pulegium L. Pennyroyal Fresh leaves, spice and herbal tea 
Montia fontana L. Water chickweed Leaves, raw in salads 
Borago offi cinalis L. Borage Leaves, greens for soup 
Lavandula stoechas L. Topped lavender Leaves, for seasoning wild rabbit 
Urtica dioica L. Stinging nettle  Leaves, boiled then smashed and 

fried with garlic and olive oil or 
cooked in soup 

Pterospartum tridentatum   Flowers and young shoots for 
(L.) Willk.   seasoning wild rabbit, hare or 

chicken, or to prepare a juicy rice 
dish 

Portulaca oleracea L. Green purslane  Leaves, raw in salads and cooked 
in soups 

Rumex acetosa L. Common sorrel  Leaves, raw in salads; raw stems 
are sucked  

Boletus edulis Bull.: Fr. Cep In both cases, caps are stewed with 
Boletus pinophilus  Pine tree porcine meat, or sautéed with onion and 
Pilát & Dermeck   boiled potatoes, or cooked with 

rice
Macrolepiota procera  Parasol  Grilled intact or chopped with 
(Scop.:Fr.) Singer mushroom scrambled eggs 
Pleurotus ostreatus  Oyster  Sliced and fried with garlic and 
(Jacq.: Fr.) Kummer mushroom  olive oil or with scrambled eggs



were prepared from wild strawberries, blackberries and sloes (Prunus 
spinosa fruits), and a traditional jam was/is made from quince pulp. Quite 
exceptional and much appreciated licores (liqueurs) are made from wild 
hop fl orets, fennel and bladderseed (Physospermum cornubiense) fruits, 
sloes and wild strawberries. A wide range of herbs were/are gathered, 
dried and stored in different ways depending on their two main purposes: 
seasoning food or preparing beverages. 

As reported in other Iberian Peninsula regions (Bonet and Vallès 
2002; Pardo-de-Santayana, Tardío and Morales 2005; Tardío, Pascual and 
Morales 2005), some species (e.g., fennel, mints, lemon balm, chamomile, 
lesser calamint) are widely used in herbal teas that are drunk hot in winter 
and cold in summer, as a refreshment, for the pleasure of aroma and taste, 
daily or in social events. Most of these species and their resulting products 
such as marmalades, spirits and infusions are also deliberately consumed 
for their preventative or curative properties and are considered ‘medicinal 
foods’ (Pieroni 2000; Pieroni and Quave 2006). 

From Famine Plants to Tasty and Fragrant Recipes

Hunger and starvation were common events in this corner of Portugal, 
mostly during the Spanish Civil War and the Second World War. For about 
ten years (1936–1945) the most important local crops, such as grain and 
potatoes, and also meat, were sent to armed forces allied to the Portuguese 
government (General Franco in Spain and to Germany). Thereafter in the 
1960s, when the independence wars of the former African colonies started, 
many of the young soldiers were from Trás-os-Montes and thus the region 
suffered a lack of men to work the fi elds, a situation that entailed scarcity 
all over this area. 

Some interviewees were able to remember and others had been told 
by their parents that in those days there was not enough fl our for making 
bread. Therefore chestnut fl our was used as a substitute, and topinambur 
(Helianthus tuberosus L.) tubers were consumed instead of potatoes and 
distilled for alcohol production. For some, buds, fl owers or fruits from 
various plants (see Table 7.3) were consumed with rye bread during the 
working day to avoid hunger pains – ‘para enganar a fome’.

The sole hot meal of the day might be composed of rye bread and a 
soup made of boiled water with stinging nettle, or borage leaves, enriched 
with a tablespoon of rye, and seasoned with herbs, taking advantage of a 
variety of aromatic wild species (e.g., water mint, apple mint, peppermint, 
pennyroyal, catmint or ground ivy). 

One fascinating episode was recounted in Rio de Onor (a communal 
agropastoral village until the 1970s) concerning the consumption of 
sorrel (Rumex acetosa). There was such a lack of food at the time that the 
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Conselho (council of elders) took over the management of sorrel harvesting 
by selecting the gatherers and the sites where they would collect, and 
then organizing the daily distribution to each family. ‘Tocavam os sinos a 
avisar da distribuição das azedas’ (the church bells rang out to announce the 
distribution of sorrel).

Seasoning and preserving food are still common procedures that 
have an infl uence on the traditional cuisine and are fundamental to 
many regional recipes. Today, there is a particular interest in species 
with natural fl avours suitable for enhancing the taste and smell of food. 
In former times, their use may have been related to nutritional needs, 
especially during those famine periods when wild edible plants were the 
main source of nourishment for the rural families, but nowadays they are 
specially used for fl avour and aroma. There are a great number of use-
reports (151) and plants (30 per cent of those cited) connected with the use 
of these condiments and the processes of food preservation. In one case, 
the use of the Fabaceae Pterospartum tridentatum as a wild green and as a 
spice appears to be unique in Europe. 

Recently, people have brought some of the most popular plants used as 
food additives and beverages from the wild to grow in their homegardens, 
in order to make them easily available. However, according to most 
informants, the gathering and consumption of wild edible plants is in 
steady decline throughout the area. 
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Table 7.3. Species quoted as famine food, in descending order of most frequently 
mentioned

Scientifi c name (part used) English name

Mentha x piperita L. (leaves) Peppermint
Rumex acetosa L. and R. acetosella L. (stems)  Common sorrel and sheep’s 

sorrel
Rubus ulmifolius Schott (fruits) Blackberries
Prunus avium L. (fruits) Wild cherries
Fragaria vesca L. (fruits) Wild strawberry
Lamium purpureum L. (fl owers) Red dead-nettle
Prunus spinosa L. (fruits) Sloes
Halimium lasianthum (Lam.) Spach (fl ower buds  Rockrose
and fruits)
Malva sylvestris L. and M. neglecta Wallr. (fruits)  Common and dwarf mallow
Conopodium majus (Gouan) Loret (tubers) Pignut
Cytinus hypocistis L. (fl owers) 
Crataegus monogyna Jacq. (fruits) Hawthorn
Rosa canina L. (pseudofruits) Dog rose 



Wild Medicinal Plants and Local Folk Phytotherapy 

Wild medicinal species comprise about 70 per cent of the medicinal plants 
mentioned by our informants. In former times, both wild and cultivated 
plants were commonly used to treat illnesses. Moreover, some species 
were well known crop weeds, such as those from cereal fi elds that were 
used to treated injuries that occurred during the grain harvest, when 
instruments such as sickles or scythes made the task potentially dangerous 
(e.g., all milky latex parts from Chondrilla juncea and Osyris alba L.). 

There are differences in people’s perception of wild foods and 
medicines, though both a lack of food and a lack of healthcare are perceived 
as social stigmas. The fact is that the collection of medicinal wild plants 
is considered neither a children’s game nor a grown-up idiosyncrasy. 
On the contrary, it is reported as an expertise belonging to very skilful 
individuals who, in the past anyway, were respected and famous beyond 
their village limits. The informants clearly distinguish different levels of 
expertise among those said to be knowledgeable, identifying for instance 
the best gatherer or the best user of a wide range of species and treatments. 
In addition, the ancient pharmacopoeia associates homemade remedies 
with a kind of magic power that requires a rare natural ability or special 
training, attributes belonging to few people. Some plants (e.g., garlic, wild 
roses, St John’s wort, peppermint and feverfew – Tanacetum parthenium 
(L.) Sch.Bip.) are not only used for their healing properties, but also as 
protective amulets and good omens preventing illness and the misfortune 
of the evil eye. 

Around eighty-fi ve taxa were referred to as having only medicinal 
effects and forty-fi ve species were mentioned as serving both medicinal 
and nutritional purposes. All these species are recommended for 
unspecifi ed (e.g., digestive system) or specifi c (e.g., cramp, cold) disorders, 
to produce a special effect (e.g., laxative, diuretic), and can be suitable for a 
specifi c process such as menstruation, birth or blood pressure. 

Interviewees’ use-reports (272) can be classifi ed according to therapeutic 
activity, with the highest number of uses being digestive-system disorders, 
followed by skin, respiratory and genitourinary affl ictions. These results 
are similar to those obtained in other surveys (e.g., Bonet and Vallès 2003).

According to our key informants, there are a set of ‘worthy plants’ 
which they prefer and highly recommend for human or animal primary 
care because they treat a range of symptoms and a broad spectrum of 
infections and infl ammations (see Table 7.4). Key informants consider that 
these worthy plants have all the properties and characteristics required: 
they are not rare or diffi cult to fi nd; they are easily gathered, preserved, 
processed and consumed; and they are suitable for the most common 
health problems, such as digestive, respiratory and urinary affl ictions, 
pains and skin diseases. Some of them are often cited without specifi cally 
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Table 7.4. Medicinal species considered as ‘worthy plants’, in descending order 
of most frequently mentioned

Scientifi c name  Number of Number of Main use 
(English name) quotations different uses

Tuberaria lignosa (Sweet)  64  7 Intestinal and 
Samp.    genitourinary anti-
(perennial herb similar    infl ammatory, diuretic, 
to spotted rockrose)    internal and external 

disinfectant, vulnerary 

Juglans regia L. (walnut  55  9 External antiseptic, anti-
tree)    infl ammatory, vulnerary, 

dandruff, diabetes 

Pterospartum tridentatum  52 10 Respiratory and digestive 
(L.) Willk.    systems, skin condition 

(spots, acne), heart 
troubles, hypertension 

Foeniculum vulgare Mill  52 5 Digestive system 
(fennel)

Sambucus nigra L. (elder) 48 5  Respiratory system, 
pneumonia 

Glechoma hederacea L.  46 4 Painful menstruation, 
(ground ivy)   restorative 

Hypericum perforatum L. 45 7 External antiseptic, 
(St John’s wort)    digestive system and liver 

disease 

Cytisus multifl orus (L’ Hér.)  45 6 Rheumatic pains, 
Sweet (white broom)    hypertension, diabetes, 

cholesterol, headache  

Mentha suaveolens Ehrh.  44 9 Nosebleed, diarrhoea and 
(pennyroyal)    vomiting, haemorrhoids, 

cholesterol, coughs, skin 

Chelidonium majus L.  42 4 Vulnerary, warts, corns
(celandine) 

Malva neglecta Wallr.  40 7 Internal and external 
(dwarf mallow)    disinfectant, skin 

condition, toothache, 
respiratory and digestive 
systems  

Origanum vulgare  36 5 Coughs, pneumonia, 
subsp. virens Hoffmanns.    kidney infection 
& Link Bonnier & Layens 
(oregano)   

Rosa corymbifera Borkh.  32 4 Diarrhoea and vomiting, 
(wild rose)    eye infl ammation, muscle 

pain



mentioning or identifying the body part or the process treated, as if they 
are able to cure any problem. Moreover, these species are well known, 
have higher rates of quotation, are among those with a great number of 
different medicinal uses (see Table 7.4), and were and are commonly used 
by the majority of our respondents and relatives; and there is still a large 
demand for 95 per cent of them.

Standard literature on pharmacognosy and phytotherapy (e.g., Evans 
2002; Heinrich et al. 2004) confi rms the properties and pharmacological 
effects of at least half of the ‘worthy plants’ listed in Table 7.4, and 
describes their use since ancient times in many other places. Although 
there is no reference for six species (Tuberaria lignosa, Pterospartum 
tridentatum, Glechoma hederacea, Cytisus multifl orus, Mentha suaveolens and 
Malva neglecta), there is available in the literature useful pharmacological 
information on the medicinal uses of the same genus or of similar species 
from the same botanical family.

Local Homemade Remedies

Leaves, flowers and fruits are the most preferred plant parts for 
homemade preparations. The vegetal materials can be dried, burned, 
macerated, heated, fried, melted, milled or chopped, and used plain or 
with some additives. Olive oil, pork fat, honey, lemon juice, alcohol, 
brandy, wine and vinegar are all mediums. They are consumed or applied 
in a variety of ways, including infusions, decoctions, gargling, inhalation, 
maceration, syrups, poultices, baths, vapour baths, lotions and ointments. 
Medicinal plants are often mixed in order to ‘combine efforts and increase 
quality’, which is based on a belief in synergism between several species. 
Furthermore, they noted that the pharmaceutical industry also develops 
mixed products: ‘Mistura-se pois! Então e os remédios da farmácia? Se 
calha, são feitos de uma coisa só!’ (‘of course we mix herbs! Think about 
pharmaceuticals, are they made from a single ingredient?’).

Generally, wives (and sometimes husbands) prepare the basic remedies 
to treat the family or the animals. However, particular recipes made of 
plant mixtures, some herbal extracts, and special lotions and ointments 
(such as those for wolf and viper bites and for scorpion or wasp stings) 
are prepared by specially trained healers who provided them on request. 

In the folk phytotherapy there are some important remedies that are 
regarded as essential contributions to the families’ well-being. Informants 
fi nd it remarkable to have such a group of plants they can use for 
preventative or curative medicine. Widespread examples, most of them 
still in use, include a decoction made from Pterospartum tridentatum fl owers 
and a syrup made from the leaves of watercress (Rorippa nasturtium-
aquaticum), both used as anti-catarrhals and expectorants. The infusions 
of elder (Sambucus nigra) and hawthorn (Crataegus monogyna) fl owers are 
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considered the best bronchopulmonary decongestives. An infusion of white 
broom fl owers (Cytisus multifl orus) and fruit from red and black bryonies 
(Bryonia dioica and Tamus communis), macerated in alcohol, has a powerful 
anti-rheumatic effect. The root decoction of wild strawberry (Fragaria vesca) 
is used for female genitourinary system disorders. A perennial rockrose 
(Tuberaria lignosa) or St John’s wort (Hypericum perforatum) decoctions 
are diuretics, recommended for digestive and liver diseases, and have 
external and internal anti-infl ammatory properties. Walnut tree (Juglans 
regia), clary (Salvia sclarea L.), great mullein (Verbascum thapsus L.) and 
self-heal (Prunella vulgaris) are commonly used as vulnerary plants. 
Macerated oak buds (Quercus pyrenaica) in alcohol and the latex from 
various species, already mentioned, promote wound and sore healing. 
Dwarf mallow (Malva neglecta) decoction is a very useful external 
disinfectant and an internal anti-infl ammatory that may be drunk or used 
in baths. Round-leaved mint (Mentha suaveolens) leaves are haemostatic 
and applied for nosebleed. Pennywort (Umbilicus rupestris) leaves prepared 
with olive oil are an ointment that treats haemorrhoids. The decoction of 
Arrhenatherum elatius (L.) J. & K. Presl. roots and maidenhair spleenwort
leaves (Asplenium trichomanes L.) was in former times a popular anti-
pyretic for children. 

The traditional pharmacopoeia suggests that people once exploited 
quite a lot of the available natural resources; today, some of these resources 
are not in use any more. Besides herbs, shrubs and trees provided raw 
materials for medicines and drugs as well. Some of these woody species, 
mentioned by a great number of interviewees, are: elder (Sambucus nigra), 
ash (Fraxinus angustifolia), quince (Cydonia oblonga), oak (Quercus pyrenaica), 
helm oak (Quercus ilex L. subsp. ballota (Desf.) Samp.), ivy (Hedera helix) 
and wild roses (Rosa canina and Rosa corymbifera). 

Medicinal Food

Generally, our informants believe that consumption of ‘good food’ 
(fl avoured, tasty, without fertilizers and pesticides, mostly greens) is 
healthy. However, the concepts of food and medicine seem to be quite 
unrelated in their minds, as they never refer to a species as medicinal 
food (i.e., medicinal and nutritional uses have always been mentioned 
separately), although they admit some connection between those uses, 
particularly between some beverages drunk after meals and their digestive 
effects. This link has also been reported in other surveyed areas in Europe 
(Pieroni 2000; Bonet and Vallès 2003; Pardo-de-Santayana, San Miguel and 
Morales 2006).

Pieroni and Quave (2006) described several ways of perceiving the 
correlation between food and medicinal value that can be adapted to this 
study area. In Montesinho, some of the forty-fi ve reported plant species 
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that have both medicinal and nutrient value, mostly herbs and weeds, are 
multifunctional, without any kind of link between these two uses; others 
are ingested to satisfy both nutritional and health needs and are interesting 
in terms of their role as medicinal food; many are simultaneously used 
as spices, consumed as soft drinks or as herbal teas and for unspecifi ed 
health purposes. For instance, wild hop (Humulus lupulus) fl owers, 
bladderseed (Physospermum cornubiense) and fennel (Foeniculum vulgare) 
fruits are consumed in liqueurs, as condiments for standard recipes and 
traditional baked goods, and as remedies for irritable bowel syndrome. A 
soup made with water, salt, olive oil and the leaves of ground ivy, stinging 
nettle or borage was strongly recommended for labour induction and 
women’s post-partum recovery because of its restorative effects. These 
ingredients were also said to stimulate lactation and prevent excessive 
bleeding. Moreover, these plants were said to provide a balanced set 
of nutrients for nourishing newborn babies whose mothers could not 
breastfeed and for recovering young children who have been ill. Mothers 
used to give their young children the fruits of species such as sloes, dog 
rose and hawthorn because they believed they had high vitamin content. 
Some women mentioned that plants usually sucked (see Table 7.3) have 
the same, high vitamin content.

Persistence of Wild Food and Wild Medicinal Plant 
Knowledge and Uses

At the time of our survey, the collection and consumption of wild plants 
in Montesinho was virtually nonexistent. People were not seen walking 
around their villages; villagers are old and remain at home most of the day. 
Also, there were few signs of plant collecting, such as botanicals drying 
in back yards. Although recognizing, collecting, classifying, managing 
and manipulating wild plants were once very important skills (Carvalho, 
Lousada and Rodrigues 2001), today, this local knowledge and those tasks 
appear to have been set aside by the majority of residents, though several 
new countervailing tendencies can also be described for the area. 

As in some other European regions (Svanberg and Tunón 2000), people 
are aware that nowadays their lifestyles are very different from those that 
once prevailed, but they also think that traditional knowledge should be 
more highly prized by the younger generations. Some people would like 
to have a combination of today’s material well-being with yesterday’s 
appreciation of nature. 

Nostalgic older people can remember that just a few years ago, in 2001, 
the situation was quite different, as a seventy-year-old woman explained, 
while showing us some dried herbs: ‘Lembra-me que ainda não faz três anos que 
colhi a última alcária’ (‘I remember, I collected my last specimen of  rockrose 
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(Tuberaria lignosa) less than three years ago’). And she concluded: ‘Quando 
saía com o gado sempre ia apanhando, agora já não o há, não vou ao monte e por 
isso não colho!’ (‘I used to gather plants while taking care of the sheep; I don’t 
have sheep any more, so I am not going out and I don’t collect so often!’).

Other informants commented that ‘gathering means to climb up the 
hills and walk in the woods’. This represents some diffi culties they are not 
able to overcome because ‘their legs aren’t what they were...’ (‘as pernas já 
não são o que eram ... já nos custa a subir até ao carvalhal’). Instead they have 
brought several plants from the wild and planted them in the garden. They 
think it was a good idea because these plants ‘are growing anyway’. Many 
of them are for herbal teas and used to be gathered every season (‘Fomos 
trazendo algumas plantas de lá, pusemo-las na horta e até que “prenderam” bem! 
Muitas são ervas “pro” chá que costumávamos colher todos os anos’). 

Along with these more personal reasons, by 2002 the lack of EU subsidies 
had begun to affect the area dramatically, with farmers and young people 
giving up and leaving the area. An abnormally long period of drought 
between 2003 and 2005 only made conditions worse by destroying much 
of the vegetation resources that might have been harvested. 

Even so, traditional knowledge concerning medicinal and edible 
plants and plant use still remains in the memories of older and middle-
aged residents. Moreover, it is still practised by some older women and 
middle-aged housewives, and occasionally among some young people 
who claim they care about healthy and safe food and alternative medicine. 
For a period of four years (2000–2004) the survey showed that 45 per cent 
of the medicinal applications reported and 15 per cent of the food uses 
reported persisted in the studied communities. Although some people 
are not able to gather or prepare wild plants by themselves, the majority 
of our informants assumed that they would keep using local remedies 
for basic healthcare (e.g., common cold, digestive disorders, skin injuries 
or rheumatic pains), food additives and beverages. Usually neighbours, 
friends and relatives cooperate in providing and changing the required 
raw material; occasionally certain medicinal herbs and spices (e.g., bay, 
oregano, mint, lemon balm, common sage or fennel) are found by chance 
in local markets and sold during village festivals. 

According to our informants, the demand for wild vegetables and 
fruits is lower than it used to be for a number of reasons, including 
the availability of cultivated alternatives from local homegardens and 
markets, the general unavailability of wild plants, especially edible ones, 
in local markets – except for watercress, water blinks (Montia fontana), 
some mushrooms and a few medicinal plants – the increased time and 
effort required to harvest wild plants, and the age-old symbolic association 
of wild food plants with poverty and times of starvation. 

However, there is a growing interest among the young (30–40 years 
old) and some returning migrants (50–60 years old) in plant-based 
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natural therapies, which are seen as healthier alternatives to modern 
pharmaceutical products. These people appear more interested in 
consuming traditional medicinal plant products than collecting them, 
and they lack knowledge of where these plants come from, how they are 
gathered and how they are prepared. Instead, they rely on their elder 
relatives and neighbours to supply them with these products: ‘tenho 
sempre ervas colhidas e preparadas para a minha fi lha levar...’ (‘I always gather 
and prepare some herbs for my daughter...’). 

Nowadays, the village festivals, during summertime and religious 
celebrations (Easter, Christmas and All Saints’ Day), in which all residents 
participate and relatives living far away are invited to take part, serve as 
important occasions for reviving and maintaining the role of traditional 
foods and wild medicinal-plant uses. Traditional meals and rites are 
recreated, and when their holidays are over and it is time to return 
home, the ‘visitors’ leave with a variety of herbal remedies, homemade 
products and gifts that remind them of ‘home’ and that they cannot get 
elsewhere. Unfortunately, those holiday periods are not the times when 
wild greens are harvested and consumed, in early spring, so they tend not 
be consumed by visitors. However, one woman mentioned that she had 
successfully frozen red bryony sprouts because her grandchildren living 
in France are fond of omelettes made with them. 

Uses of the medicinal fl ora and wild edible mushrooms are more 
common today than the use of wild food in general. Some medicinal 
plants have always been traded or sold in local markets, and interest in 
those species has only increased over the past few years. There is now a 
certain infl ux of middle-class, urban people and specialist dealers, able to 
recognize a large number of species, who come to harvest mushrooms and 
medicinal plants for free. Several local residents are naturally upset by 
this activity, which some see as poaching. Although a minority (i.e., fi ve 
informants from two communities), some residents claim harvesting by 
outsiders is unacceptable because these people collect without any rules 
and do not respect the resources and the sites. However, the majority of 
our informants do not seem to be aware of any potential risk involved 
with these activities. 

In Montesinho, women retain the most valuable knowledge about plants 
and are primarily responsible for the maintenance of traditional plant-use 
practices for the purposes of maintaining the well-being of their families 
(Carvalho 2005). However, that does not stop them from also using and 
combining traditional remedies together with pharmaceuticals prescribed 
by conventional biomedicine (Figure 7.2). Insofar as their physical condition 
allows, women are still gathering or getting from friends and neighbours 
the species considered ‘worthy plants’ (e.g., mallows, rockrose, St John’s 
wort), and preparing homemade remedies, amulets and good-luck charms 
(e.g., a dried branch of St John’s wort behind the front door).
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It is assumed that the disappearance of many plant uses is related to the 
arrival of modern medical facilities. However, the loss of the traditional 
knowledge system is much more linked to the decline of an agro-sylvi-
pastoral lifestyle, since most of the gathering tasks and uses were once 
associated with other agricultural activities. As farming, herding and forestry 
work disappear the opportunities to get out on the land and harvest wild 

Figure 7.2. Edible and medicinal plants from the Montesinho Natural Park, 
Portugal. a) Asplenium trichomanes (maidenhair spleenwort); b) Hypericum 
perforatum (St John’s wort); c) Umbilicus rupestris (pennywort); d) Collecting and 
drying medicinal herbs; e) Cytinus hypocistis; f) Tanacetum parthenium (feverfew); 
g) Dried bunches of Melissa offi cinalis (lemon balm); h) Traditional remedies are 
often used together and simultaneously with pharmaceuticals prescribed by 
conventional medicine and religious or pagan beliefs
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plants also begin to decline. Without the continuity of gathering activities, 
knowledge loses its practical context, becoming just an empty memory or 
a story, by which few can recreate the practice needed to correctly identify, 
harvest and prepare wild plant products. Some informants have recognized 
this in the following statement, ‘o que não se faz, a gente esquece!’ meaning 
knowledge is preserved as long as it is practised, which is also true for other 
societies described by other authors (Balée 1993). 

Conclusions

Gathering from the wild in the Natural Park of Montesinho used to be 
an important activity performed mainly by skilful women and children 
while engaged in their daily farming activities. They used to exploit all the 
villages’ natural surroundings and collect roots, leaves, fl owers and fruits 
from well known herbaceous and woody plants. This vegetal material, 
consumed raw or preserved for year-round consumption, was the basis of 
several homemade plant products used for daily meals and for primary 
healthcare of humans and animals.

In our survey of contemporary wild plant use, 140 specimens from 
forty-four botanical families were reported and identifi ed as potential 
food, medicine or medicinal foods, which represents 40 per cent of the 
ethnobotanical fl ora found in the Montesinho Natural Park. In general 
terms, these plants have never been under excessive pressure from 
exploitation as they are common, according to the IUCN Red List (1994). 

Although of great importance in former times, the consumption of wild 
edible plants tends to be considered outdated, the gathering being regarded 
as very time-consuming, requiring a lot of work and quite unnecessary 
because there are plenty of cultivated alternatives. Nevertheless some 
wild species are still widely used for their taste and aroma, as spices and 
beverages. Some medicinal species that are most frequently mentioned 
and still used are locally classifi ed as ‘worthy plants’ and considered to 
have the essential characteristics for elementary healthcare: widespread, 
easily gathered and consumed, with a vast array of medicinal properties 
and pharmacological effects. 

As shown in other European surveys, in Montesinho gathering from the 
wild and consuming wild food or medicinal plants is strongly correlated 
with poverty, periods of scarcity, and geographic and social isolation. 
As a result there is often a reluctance to speak of wild plant use, and 
thus transmission of valuable information about plants and their uses 
to younger generations or outsiders is inhibited. Also, collecting plants 
was closely associated with daily farming routines; it is considered that 
gathering from the wild will not last if these routines are not performed. 



In fact, the decline of farming as a viable way of life and other related 
changes in rural lifestyles have led to a decline in the gathering and 
consumption of wild foods and folk medicines. Only older women still 
keep up these practices, and seem interested in discussing them, though 
there does appear to be some interest in natural therapies from younger 
people and outside entrepreneurs. Although a huge amount of traditional 
knowledge concerning these plant uses is still available in their memories, 
there are few young people around to learn and use this knowledge. While 
holidays, family visits and demands for homemade products allow for 
some maintenance of traditions, the knowledge required to fi nd, harvest 
and prepare these products is not being transmitted.

People admitted that although they are not able to gather by themselves 
they continue to consume wild plant products, especially the medicinal 
ones regarded as the best alternatives to conventional medicines, insofar 
as they can obtain the vegetal material from neighbours or local markets. 
As a consequence, today, medicinal uses are more popular than wild 
food uses and some of the medicinal plants have been transplanted into 
gardens. A recent interest among young adults and returning emigrants 
in plant-based natural therapies and organic foods is envisaged by some 
residents as a hopeful trend for the persistence of the collection and 
consumption of wild food and medicinal plants in their region. 
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Note

 1. English names were adopted from the website database Plants for a Future: 
Edible, Medicinal and Useful Plants for a Healthier World (PFAF 2003).  Scientifi c 
names follow Flora iberica (Castroviejo 1986-2009).
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