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INTRODUCTION


Ornamental plants are the fundamental ‘raw material’ of nearly all expressions of garden art made in temperate and Mediterranean climate zones the world over. Today’s gardener is spoiled for choice, there being literally thousands of genera and tens of thousands of species, subspecies, forms, varieties, hybrids and cultivars from which to choose. We carefully plan planting schemes and buy our selected treasures at a nursery or garden centre, online or perhaps even grow from seed. What we likely do not do, however, is give a thought to the plants’ origins.


And yet all our garden ornamentals have one thing in common: at one time, they or their ancestors were collected from the wild and introduced into cultivation. It is the ‘as nature intended’ plants and their native habitats that star in this, the untold story of our garden plant archetypes. Global in scope and arranged geographically and pretty much chronologically Wild Edens explores and reveals especially florally rich regions and weaves together the engrossing story of place and ornamental flora, early botanical exploration and the plants’ garden legacies.


Additionally, each chapter offers our personal reflections, and it is precisely because we have ranged over the landscapes and sought out their plants – and photographed both – that we hope to add extra insight and magnitude to the story. Our aim is to present the plants in an entirely new light – growing in their natural form, in their native habitat and in their uncultivated plant associations; to offer a selection of plants that should be more widely cultivated than they are currently; and to recommend some of the finest locations where the plants may be seen in the wild.


Unless stated the botanical illustrations are plates published in Curtis’s Botanical Magazine (called simply The Botanical Magazine between 1787 and 1800) and the year of publication is given in the caption.
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Squeezing between granite boulders is the blue poppy, Meconopsis aculeata, the most westerly occurring species in its genus. Photographed below the Baralacha La Pass, in Himachal Pradesh, northwest India.





The Mediterranean
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Sternbergia lutea glowing with evening light at Sounion, near Athens, Greece.









Personal reflections


‘The Mediterranean’ likely needs no introduction. Cloudless cardoon-blue skies, sun-kissed golden beaches and warm, aquamarine seas, balmy nights and the velvety firmament twinkling with so many stars. Toby’s introduction to the Mediterranean was in the early 1970s when as a child he spent several summers on Crete where his father was working at the Palace of Knossos archaeological site.


It was not the best time of year for botany but I recall being captivated (I still am) by the admittedly non-native silky, peacock breast bluey-purple trumpets of morning glory (Ipomoea purpurea); the heady perfume of jasmine, almost physical in the evenings; the aromatic fine-leaved basil growing in repurposed colourful metal olive oil cans on most whitewashed doorsteps; oleander (Nerium oleander) in many hues by the roadsides, its scent a little sickly sweet; the precursor of ouzo (aniseed), its pungency mingling with the sweetness of Cretan dittany (Origanum dictamnus) when anyone brushed past. And a cornucopia of fruits: silver-bloomed, sweet black grapes from the vine; velvety apricots and succulent figs fit to burst from the tree; and bitter lemons transformed into the most delicious homemade squash by my mother.


And oh-so-many happy memories of the then little-visited Crete: of scampering over the remains of Minoan palaces or taking our ex-army Land Rover up rough mountain tracks to the Nida Plateau and exploring the Idaean Cave, where a chatter of choughs resided; of nicotine-stained moustachioed shepherds in traditional Cretan garb and tall black boots, these same fierce-looking men shyly inviting us into their round, soot-encrusted stone bothies redolent of acrid woodsmoke and goat’s cheese to drink tiny cups of sweet, strong Greek coffee brewed over the olive-wood fire; of scrambling up hillsides of jagged grey limestone boulders and ochre-red soil, trying to avoid the numerous low-growing, spiny and wiry shrubs that tore at our bare legs; of wild, deserted beaches on the lonely south coast, and camping out beside a roaring blaze; and everywhere the generous, genuine hospitality of the Cretans. Formative times indeed, instilling in me a life-long love of the island and history. Yet it was another forty years before I experienced the famous spring extravaganza of wild flowers, in the hills behind Rethymnon. I recall with clarity the thrill of finding over twenty different types of orchids within a short stretch of collapsed drystone wall, and the ebullient richness and diversity of the flowers bejewelling fresh green meadows. All set amid the striking, harsh beauty of the valleyed landscape, the distant White Mountains still capped with snow.


Chris’s Mediterranean epiphany happened thirty years ago with the translucent pure-white flower of a sea daffodil (Pancratium maritimum) on the southern Turkish coast near the immense Roman amphitheatre at Side. Growing in the lee of a hot sand dune criss-crossed by footpaths the flower was barely noticed by the daily throng of passing sunseekers. By coincidence, Chris now lives not far from his memorable first encounter, on the edge of the ancient province of Lycia (today Antalya and Muğla provinces), a complex land of mountain ridges, indented coast and deep canyons with the richest flora in the Mediterranean. His awakening has progressed not only to a greater understanding and admiration of it, but an obsession with seeking out rarely seen botanical gems hidden away in this land. For example, visible from his balcony is the Lycian Olympus: a soaring mountain peak that rises abruptly from lapis waters to barren heights, silent except for the clatter of running ibex and the chuckling of partridges that burst almost from underfoot as they take flight. He is a lone figure laden with photographic equipment exploring the hot, sharp limestone screes in search of the endemic Echinops emiliae, a green-flowered thistle, and, on the few west-facing cliffs that are its only known home, the alpine Asyneuma pulvinatum, each dome of densely packed leaves sprinkled with lilac stars. Encounters with such rarities are their own reward for the dogged plant hunter, and can be made all over the Mediterranean region – for example, on Mount Vardousia in central Greece, where Campanula columnaris teeters on crumbling slopes that seem almost too hazardous to approach.


But it is not just the rare that appeals; the sheer joyful abundance of the Mediterranean flora is as enchanting as it is varied. Wandering the rocky paths of the Lycian Way, enjoying the heady scent of golden narcissi in Andalucia, unravelling the identification tangle of orchids on Crete and discovering at sunset wild saffron crocus growing between ancient marble steps at Sounion southeast of Athens are but few of many memorable encounters.
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Childhood on Crete, a young Toby Musgrave (right) with his brother Will.
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The Musgrave family with the faithful Land Rover.









Plant location
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The Mediterranean Basin is a biogeographical region surrounding the Mediterranean Sea. It encompasses twenty-two countries and parts of three continents: Europe, Africa and Asia, stretching from the mid-Atlantic volcanic archipelagos in the west to the Levant in the east. On its northern, European shore three large peninsulas – the Iberian, Italian and Balkan – extend into the sea. On its southern, African shore the Basin includes the northern part of the Maghreb, separated from the Sahara Desert by the Atlas Mountains, but excludes most of the eastern stretch where the Sahara meets the Mediterranean. Its 46,000km (28,500-mile) coastline incorporates over 3,000 islands dotted across Homer’s ‘wine-dark sea’, the largest of which are Sicily, Sardinia, Cyprus, Corsica and Crete. Across the Basin landscapes range from rocky shores and sandy beaches to coastal wetlands, semi-arid steppes and plateaux, foothills and peaks, including several mountain ranges, notably the Atlas (Morocco), the Taurus (Turkey) and the Sierra Nevada (Spain). The Mediterranean climate is generally characterized by mild to cool, mostly frost-free, wet winters and warm to hot, dry summers with a drought period that may last six months. Apart from the Mediterranean Basin itself, four more regions found roughly between 30 and 45 degrees north and south of the equator enjoy this climate: southwestern and southern Australia, the Western Cape of South Africa, California (including parts of southern Oregon and northern Baja, Mexico) and central Chile. Nonetheless, the topographical variation of the Mediterranean Basin creates climatic variation and this is especially true of rainfall. As of today, for example, parts of Atlantic-facing Spain, the Apennines of Italy, the Balkans and western Greece, southwest Turkey and western Syria receive more than a metre (3ft) of precipitation per annum, whereas Israel, large parts of (Mediterranean) North Africa and eastern Spain receive half this amount or less. Moreover, the boundary with neighbouring climate zones may be blurred with a gradual shift from one to another mirrored by a similarly gradual change in floral types and many plants common to the two zones.






Flora of the Mediterranean


Globally there are six floristic kingdoms, geographic natural units identified by plant geographers for their distinctive plant life and characterized by a high degree of plant family endemism. The six kingdoms, each of which is composed of a number of smaller floral regions, themselves subdivided into a number of smaller still provinces, are: Holarctic (or Boreal), Neotropical, Paleotropical, South African, Australian and Antarctic.


The vast Holarctic Kingdom spans the most of North America and northern Eurasia and one of its floristic regions is the Mediterranean, which over its two million square kilometres (800 square miles), boasts a flora of some 25,000 taxa of vascular plants – that is to say those plants that have specialized tissues, xylem and phloem, for conducting water and minerals throughout the plant. This richness is explained in part by high local species density. Many of the endemics are extremely rare, occurring in low numbers and limited to a few or even single localities, and are, therefore, particularly at risk due to human activities.


Large areas of the Mediterranean Basin are covered with densely packed evergreen shrubs known as maquis or macchie. The exact form and composition of this woody-plant community is dependent on soil richness and grazing (where heavily grazed it is called garrigue or phrygana) but Arbutus, Cistus, Euphorbia, Genista, Lavandula, Olea, Phlomis, Pistacia, Quercus and Spartium are common. Forests of various pines and oaks, and at higher elevations juniper, firs and cedars, are also widespread, but sadly their extent has been depleted by felling over millennia. And here and there, for example, within deep gorges of the Zagoria region in northwest Greece or on Atlantic-facing ridges near Tarifa in southern Spain, are colonies of species from cooler, humid climates, the relics of glacial periods.


Two common climate survival strategies adopted by many non-woody Mediterranean plants are either to be annuals and complete their life cycle in a single growing season or to be geophytes, plants that hold energy or water in an underground storage organ – a bulb, corm, tuber or rhizome – to overcome the rigours of summer. The Mediterranean Basin boasts at least 2200 species of geophyte including hundreds of Allium, Colchicum, Crocus, Cyclamen, Fritillaria, Galanthus, Iris, Narcissus, Scilla and Tulipa. Some species flower early – from autumn onward – but the main show is springtime. Then, as snows melts at altitude, carpets of aconite, crocus, grape hyacinth and squill appear, followed by early spring fritillaries, irises and peonies. As the soil warms, waysides are bedecked in colour with an increasingly rich mix: spires of pink Antirrhinum and Gladiolus vie with yellow Ferula and Verbascum, red poppies and orchids while wild peas carpet stone-walled olive groves, By late April the macchie is in full bloom as entire hillsides are ablaze with the sulphur-yellow blooms of Genista, Phlomis and Spanish broom (Spartium junceum) intermixed with various pink- or white-flowering species of rockrose (Cistus) and, of course, lavender (Lavandula). Even in the desiccating heat of summer a few shrubs will flower, including oleander, the chaste tree (Vitex agnus-castus) and spiny herbs, for example, Echinops, Eryngium and Onopordum.
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Ophrys helenae, a bee orchid from northern Greece.
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Paeonia broteri among cork oaks in Andalucia, Spain.
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The long-flowering chaste tree Vitex agnus-castus near Antalya Turkey.
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Thousands of golden Asphodeline lutea and white Asphodelus aestivus in central Crete, a common sight where livestock grazing is intense.
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Judas tree, Cercis siliquastrum, near Antalya, Turkey in May.









A brief history of plant discovery in the Mediterranean


Western civilization was ‘born’ in the Mediterranean Basin during the fourth millennium BCE, the period of the Bronze Age. One of the developments was art, including ornamental gardens, which, in many ways, many be considered barometers of civilization; and the earliest archaeological evidence of their creation comes from ancient Egypt.


Culturally, historically and economically Egypt was very much part of the Mediterranean, although it did not share its climate. The first-ever funerary garden, likely dating from the Twelfth Dynasty (1991–1802 BCE), was discovered in 2017 at Luxor on the west bank of the Nile. And, in a detailed wall painting in the tomb of Sennefer (TT96) at Thebes, dating from the reign of Amenhotep II (ruled c.1427–1401 BCE), is the oldest-known depiction of an ornamental garden. Its layout was formal and sophisticated, and the ornamental planting clearly included native species: papyrus (Cyperus papyrus), blue waterlily (also blue lotus flower, Nymphaea nouchali var. caerulea) and date palms (Phoenix dactylifera).


But the Egyptians also actively imported plants. Evidence for an organized plant transfer is carved into the inner walls of Djeser-Djeseru, the mortuary temple of Queen Hatshepsut (ruled c.1479–1458 BCE), also on the west bank at Luxor. A text and pictorial cycle tells of the trading expedition Hatshepsut dispatched to the Kingdom of Punt (location unknown but likely part of the Horn of Africa) and one scene depicts teams of men transporting frankincense (Boswellia sacra) and myrrh trees (Commiphora myrrha) back to Egypt. The terraces and approach avenue of the temple were graced with gardens and within tree pits cut into the bedrock archaeologists discovered the remains of frankincense tree roots. Is it too fanciful to believe that they belonged to one of the famous imports from Punt?


Archaeobotanical evidence confirms the garden cultivation of plants imported from the Mediterranean Basin, including mayweed (Anthemis pseudocotula), cornflower (Centaurea depressa), larkspur (Delphinium ajacis), crown daisy (Glebionis coronaria), Madonna lily (Lilium candidum) and opium poppy (Papaver somniferum). More remarkable, from further afield and suggesting plant migration along trade routes, are Iris albicans from the Arabian Peninsula, pomegranate (Punica granatum), native to Pakistan, and hollyhock (Alcea rosea ssp. ficifolia) from China.


The Minoans of Crete established the Mediterranean’s first thalassocracy (maritime empire), and their civilization, that flourished from c.3000 to c.1450 BCE, had trading links with Egypt. The archaeological record reveals that this great Bronze Age civilization also revered plants. Pottery, votive figurines, glyptic artworks and frescoes are decorated with native plants and almost all are ornamentals – ones that we cultivate in gardens today – but the exact identification of species is often difficult. The Blue Bird fresco from Knossos is the earliest depiction of a rose, likely Rosa pulverulenta or possibly the non-native R. gallica, and other artworks show the saffron crocus (Crocus cartwrightianus), sea daffodil, iris (likely Iris unguicularis ssp. cretensis or I. albicans) and the Madonna lily. Peter Warren’s insightful analysis of the Fresco of the Garlands from the Palace at Knossos (c.1450 BCE) suggests pheasant’s-eye (Adonis annua), Anemone coronaria, Cretan rockrose (Cistus creticus), ivy (Hedera helix), Lilium chalcedonicum, myrtle (Myrtus communis), olive (Olea europaea), dittany (Origanum dictamnus), corn poppy (Papaver rhoeas), Paeonia mascula, Persian buttercup (Ranunculus asiaticus), rose of Provins (Rosa gallica) and butcher’s broom (Ruscus aculeatus). Interestingly, there are also motifs of non-Cretan natives: the date palm, papyrus, pomegranate and possibly both Iris albicans and Rosa gallica, which may suggest actual plant transfer, not least from Egypt.


More obscured is whether the Minoans made ornamental gardens. The natural landscape of Crete is diverse and dramatic, the flora rich with in excess of 1700 species. Indeed, the island may be considered a large, wild, picturesque, naturalistic garden. And perhaps the Minoans perceived it thus, for while there is evidence of plants cultivated in containers, with one debatable exception of a ‘rock garden’ at the Palace of Phaestos, there is none to show that Minoans made ornamental gardens within or juxtaposed to their architecturally sophisticated palaces. But given the Minoan proclivity for nature-worship and plant reverence it is reasonable to surmise that especially beautiful and florally rich Gods-given natural landscapes were venerated, protected, tended and nurtured. Such ‘nature sanctuaries’ may also have provided the inspiration for floral frescoes such as those discovered in the ‘unexplored mansion’ at Knossos (1600–1500 BCE) and in the royal villa at Hagia Triada (1600–1450 BCE) on Crete, and at Akrotiri on the island of Thera (Santorini), The Spring Fresco (also The Lilies) and Saffron-Gatherers and Goddess (1620–1530 BCE).


Mainland Greece similarly enjoys beautiful natural landscapes and a wonderful flora, and here too ancient Greeks did not consider ornamental garden-making a necessary form of artistic expression. But plants were important: mythology and art abound with floral references and motifs, and scientist-philosopher Theophrastus (c.372–287 BCE) is often called the ‘father of botany’. His ten-volume Historia Plantarum, (‘Enquiry into Plants’, c. 278–c.250 BCE) is the earliest surviving treatise on plants. Naming and describing more than 500 plant groups, it also offers the first attempt made at plant classification.


A boost to garden-making and the wider distribution of ornamental plants was Roman hegemony: by the time of Julius Caesar’s assassination in 44 BCE all of the northern and western Mediterranean Basin was under Rome’s control, and at the peak of the Empire in 117 CE it had dominion over the whole region. Provinces were ‘Romanized’ and one of the exports from home was the hortus, commonly made in a peristyle courtyard enclosed within the architecture of the domicile. An indication of the plant palette and planting style is given by the trompe-l’oeil frescoes dating to the 30s BCE discovered in the Villa of Livia (Livia Drusilla was the wife of Emperor Augustus), 12km (8 miles) north of Rome at Prima Porta. Beyond a low trellis fence is an informal, naturalistic yet seasonally incorrect planting of what has been identified as: canthus (Acanthus mollis), Anthemis, strawberry tree (Arbutus unedo), hart’s-tongue fern (Asplenium scolopendrium), box (Buxus sempervirens), Cornelian cherry (Cornus mas), cypress, quince (Cydonia oblonga), crown daisy, iris, ivy, bay laurel (Laurus nobilis), myrtle (Myrtus communis), oleander, opium poppy, date palm, Italian stone pine or umbrella pine (Pinus pinea), pomegranate, holm oak (Quercus ilex), Rosa centifolia, laurustinus (Viburnum tinus) and the early dog-violet (Viola reichenbachiana). Once more, a selection of still popular and mostly Mediterranean plants but with a couple of temperate plants that grow in Italy: Norway spruce (Picea abies) and English oak (Quercus robur).
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Iris pallida (1803).
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Pale pink sunrose (Cistus parviflorus) on northern Cyprus in March, together with white-flowered Cistus salviifolius, one of the most widespread of all Mediterranean Basin plants.





Ornamental plants are seen on mosaics, paintings, sculptures and pottery, and a corpus of literary works by Roman authors – Cato, Columella, Dioscorides, Palladius, the two Plinys and Varro – sheds more light on Roman garden plants. For instance, Books XII–XVIII of Pliny the Elder’s Naturalis Historia (‘Natural History’, c.77 CE) concern botany and supplementing the Livia list above, Pliny names maidenhair fern (Adiantum), Jupiter’s beard (Anthyllis barba-jovis), nettle tree (Celtis), Cynoglossum (almost certainly C. cretica), cardoon (Cynara cardunculus), carnation (Dianthus caryophyllus), cut-leaved Dame’s violet (Hesperis laciniata), holly (Ilex), Lychnis, smilax (Smilax aspera), periwinkle (Vinca), violets and pansies (Viola) and the jujube (Ziziphus lotus). Interestingly, lavender is only recommended as a herb for use in wine. There were imports too. Cunliffe (2013) records that new plants were collected as trophies of travel and military campaigns, brought back as ornamental novelties to grace gardens and bear fruit. Jasmine (Jasminum officinale), cherry from the Black Sea region in 74 BCE (which was subsequently re-exported to Britain 120 years later), apricots from Armenia, peaches from Persia and lemon and citron probably from Persia or Egypt. Other non-Mediterranean acquisitions include what are likely to be Rosa alba, R. x damascena (or possibly R. centifolia) and calabash or bottle gourd (Lagenaria siceraria). But of course, many Mediterranean plants will also thrive in a mild temperate climate, so there were exports, too. In addition to a significant diversity of edible plants, the Romans took to Britain a handful of ornamentals: acanthus, box, crocus, laburnum (Laburnum) lily, plane (Platanus orientalis), rose, umbrella pine, violets and pansies, and periwinkle.


Following the fall of the Western Roman Empire in 476 CE, as Christianity spread north, so too did Mediterranean plants. The monastic hortus conclusus (literally ‘enclosed garden’) or Mary Garden was symbolically planted with the Madonna lily and a red rose, likely Rosa gallica. An examination of eleven medieval plant lists made between 800 and 1265 in northern Europe (Harvey, 1981) reveals that of the 247 plants named, 97 had a primarily ornamental role and a further 39 were herbs and fruit or nut trees. Of this 136 only 32 are Mediterranean natives.


By the twelfth century the wealthy elite were making flower-filled romantic pleasure gardens and there is a chronological correlation between the emergence of this herber (or viridarium) and exposure, directly or indirectly, to Mediterranean Islamic garden art, not least during the nine Crusades fought intermittently in the Holy Land between 1095 and 1291. Given such journeying to and fro across tracts of the Mediterranean Basin, it might be expected that a considerable number of ornamental plants would have been taken north, but this was not the case. Perhaps the windflower (Anemone coronaria), Jerusalem cross (Silene chalcedonica) and rose campion (S. coronaria), but definitely the elegant cedar of Lebanon (Cedrus libani). It was introduced to France by Louis VII on his return from the Second Crusade (1147–50) in which Louis had played a major role, desiring to atone for his part in the massacre of more than a thousand civilians at Vitry-le-François in Champagne in 1142. Here, on the hillside overlooking the town, Louis planted the cedars as a memorial. Their descendants grow in the area today.


However, the fashion for growing herbs and fruit trees ornamentally within the herber may have been an Islamic import. The founding of the Emirate of Córdoba in 756 (it retained control until 929) marked the start of 700 years of independent Muslim rule over Al-Andalus (the Spain and Portugal of today). Moorish ornamental gardens here and in North Africa were laid out according to the quadripartite chahār bāgh tradition and richly planted with brightly coloured and/or sweetly scented plants – including herbs and fruit trees. An insight into the Moorish garden form (but alas not its comprehensive planting) is given by Ibn Luyūn (1282–1349) of Almería in his Urjūza fī ‘l-filāha, (‘Poem on Agriculture’, 1348).


Early Islamic texts reveal that between the tenth and eleventh centuries several noteworthy trees made their appearance as garden plants: cypress, orange, two species of poplar and the strawberry tree, as well as new forms of iris and stocks, the Madonna lily, wallflower (Erysimum x cheiri) and a blue bindweed (probably Ipomoea nil), and from further afield but within the Islamic hegemony the bead-tree (Melia azedarach). More detail of plant palettes available between c.1050 and 1200 in southern Al-Andalus is gleaned from two great Islamic treatises: the Kitāb al-filāha (c.1180) and the Kitāb al-Kasd wa ‘l-bayān (c.1085) (Harvey 1975 and 1992). The former by Ibn al-’Awwām, is considered the most comprehensive agricultural treatise in Arabic and the latter is a horticultural work by Ibn Bassāl. Certain Mediterranean ornamentals were well established, including the tree houseleek (Aeonium arboreum) from the Canary Islands, marigold (Calendula officinalis), sweet rocket, iris (unspecified but probably one or all of Iris florentina, I. foetidissima, I. germanica and I. variegata), eight kinds of stock (Matthiola incana), three narcissi (Narcissus elegans, N. papyraceus and N. tazetta), jasmine and a purple jasmine – perhaps Periploca graeca or from further afield, the Persian jasmine or lilac (Syringa persica), violet and rose. Certainly the dog rose (Rosa canina) but also what could possibly be the vari-coloured R. foetida var. bicolor, and while the Chinese rose (‘ward al-sini’) could be Hibiscus rosa-sinensis, it may conceivably be that Rosa chinensis or one of its hybrids had already reached the West.
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Narcissus tazetta (1806).
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The sea daffodil (Pancratium maritimum) is a candidate for the emblem of the Mediterranean region.





Comparison between the two treatises reveals that the earlier one lists some 124 plant groups and the later one almost 160, suggesting a surge of plants introduced or brought into cultivation soon after 1100, including, from the Mediterranean Basin, the Judas tree (Cercis siliquastrum), hibiscus (Hibiscus syriacus), various mallows (Malva), waterlilies (Nymphaea alba, white and red forms, and Nuphar lutea) and several varieties of myrtle and oleander. The kādī is erroneously identified as the screw pine (Pandanus tectorius), a native of Pacific regions, and is likely instead to be the Canary Islands dragon tree (Dracena draco). Not surprisingly the treatise includes several plants introduced from other parts of the Islamic world and by trade from beyond it: two day lilies, Hemerocallis fulva and H. lilioasphodelus, which have a natural range from the Caucasus to Japan, the Arabian balsam (Commiphora gileadensis), the Assyrian plum (Cordia myxa) and henna (Lawsonia inermis), the Malesian banana (Musa × paradisiaca) and from China and closely related to taro, the eddoe (Colocasia antiquorum).


The Italian Renaissance began in the Republic of Florence during the late fourteenth century and garden design was among many notable cultural advances. One would not think today to visit any of the surviving gardens, but in their heyday the planting was as important as the spectacular fountains, sculptures, terraces and grottoes.


A collective list of Mediterranean trees and plants commonly grown in fifteenth- and sixteenth-century Italian Renaissance gardens (Lazzaro, 1990) reveals for the main part a strong parity with those cultivated by Roman and Muslim garden-makers. But there are a few newcomers: within the bosco (‘sacred grove’) or ornamental woodland often juxtaposed to the formal garden, the terebinth (Pistacia terebinthus), cork oak (Quercus suber), tamarisk (Tamarix gallica) and chaste tree. Elsewhere in the garden: asphodel (Asphodelus ramosus), spurge laurel (Daphne laureola), rockrose, broom (Cytisus scoparius), Persian buttercup and Spanish broom.


And yet, notwithstanding all this evidence, it is important to remember that no two primary source plants lists from any period are the same, nor was any one wholly inclusive. Thus, any compilation of lists is also unlikely to be completely representative. It is therefore only possible to generalize but hopefully with some degree of accuracy what was grown in Mediterranean gardens from antiquity until the Renaissance.


The early northern European botanizing of the Mediterranean began with French naturalist and traveller Pierre Belon (1517–64) who explored the eastern Mediterranean region, including visits to Constantinople in 1547 and 1548, as part of a three-year expedition (1546–49) under the patronage of Cardinal François de Tournon. Belon did not collect seed or plant specimens but did publish his account in Les Observations (1553). The next adventurer was German Leonhard Rauwolf (1535–96) whose expedition between 1573 and 1576 took him as far as Baghdad, making him the first European botanist of the post-medieval era to travel in Syria and Mesopotamia (and one of the first Europeans to describe the drinking of coffee). The seventeenth century saw botanist George Wheler (1651–1724) travel in Greece and the Levant in 1675 and 1676. He introduced Hypericum calycinum to England and published his account in A Journey into Greece (1682). Twenty-five years on, Joseph Pitton de Tournefort (1656–1708), who had been appointed professor of botany at the Jardin du Roi (now the Jardin des Plantes) in Paris in 1683, made an expedition between 1700 and 1702 during which he also visited the Turkish Empire in spring 1701 and travelled as far as Tbilisi, Georgia, then a vassal state of Persia.
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Spiny bear’s breeches (Acanthus spinosus) in northern Greece. The leaves of A. mollis were a much-used motif in ancient stonework.
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Love-in-a-mist (Nigella damascena) and quaking grass (Briza maxima) near Preveza, northern Greece.









Plant recommendations


Crocus


Ninety species of crocus are distributed widely across the Mediterranean Basin as well as central Europe, North Africa and Central Asia (see Chapter 6). But the crocus’s hotspot is Turkey and parts of neighbouring Greece, home to at least forty species. In the wild it is possible to encounter dazzling carpets of certain species, for instance Crocus sieberi and C. gargaricus, but not all are so gregarious. For example, C. biflorus is sprinkled more thinly (but still in great numbers) across bare slopes, fringing melting snowlines or brightening coniferous woods. Others are more specialized and/or have limited natural ranges, such is C. wattiorum, endemic to a small area of southwest Turkey. The chrome-yellow C. chrysanthus from southern and central Anatolia to the Balkans is ancestor of many garden cultivars, often crossed with C. biflorus, a species with which it naturally hybridizes in the wild. The valuable, cultivated autumn-flowering saffron crocus (C. sativus) is a triploid form derived from C. cartwrightianus, a native of central Greece and Crete. In fact, at least as many species bloom in autumn as in spring and C. goulymyi and C. niveus can be seen en masse in a few places in the Greek Peloponnese. But note that (except for C. sharojanii from the Pontic Alps) no autumn-flowering species is yellow.
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A carpet of Crocus sieberi, subsp. sublimis, smothers the high turf of Mount Voras, in northwest Greece. Various garden selections and hybrids are grown.
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Crocus chrysanthus near Izmir, Turkey in April.
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Antalya saffron: C. wattiorum near Goynuk, southwest Turkey in November.









Galanthus



The snowdrop’s simple white crispness heralds winter’s end in many a garden, but the native distribution of Galanthus nivalis is obscured. As spring arrives, other species continue the display, though they are not as strictly Mediterranean in their distribution. G. gracilis is found across a great swathe of Anatolia and neighbouring parts of Europe, recognizable by the distinctive twist in its leaves. Broader-leaved G. elwesii is from Greece, Turkey and northwest to Crimea. Less well known is a trio of white, autumn-flowering species: G. cilicicus and G. peshmenii, both endemics of Turkey and late-flowering, and G. reginae-olgae from Sicily to Albania, southern and western Greece, where it grows together with pink Cyclamen hederifolium, pushing up through deep plane tree leaf litter in damp woods or between mossy rocks.
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Autumn-flowering Galanthus peshmenii is endemic to southwest Turkey. Similar G. regina-olgae occurs in southern Greece.
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Galanthus elwesii is a sturdy species that forms sizeable clumps in the wild, such as here on Tahtali Dagi, southwest Turkey in March.









Narcissus



Among the most popular of all garden bulbs, the daffodil’s native hotspot is the Iberian Peninsula and, to a lesser extent, the Atlas Mountains. Many species have a strong perfume and with experience it is possible to identify them by fragrance alone. The flowering season begins very early (or late) in November with Narcissus tazetta, the most widespread of all Mediterranean species. The dainty white bells of N. cantabricus open in February and the yellow hooped petticoats of N. bulbocodium are not far behind (the latter is also found in various forms in Morocco). Then in March drifts of N. jonquilla burst open on the rugged limestone massifs of Andalucia, wild paperwhites (N. papyraceus) on stream sides, and the remnant forests of Spanish fir (Abies pinsapo) are lit up by the sulphur trumpets of N. hispanicus, a parent with N. pseudonarcissus of so many of today’s large-flowering hybrids.
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Narcisssu tazetta is found throughout the Mediterranean Basin, photographed here on Corsica in April.
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Wild Narcissus hispanicus looking much like a cultivated daffodil in Sierra de las Nieves, Spain, in March.
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Strong-scented N. jonquilla near Grazalema, Spain, in March.









Cyclamen



Cultivars of Cyclamen persicum are an enduring popular houseplant, yet their ancestor hails from craggy limestone slopes. On Cyprus, for example, in early spring it cloaks the bare rock beneath ancient castles and must have been enjoyed there by humankind for millennia. In the wild, cyclamen invariably grow in dense colonies, and spring-flowering species, such as C. alpinum and C. pseudibericum (both from Turkey) and the widespread central Mediterranean species, C. repandum, show countless pink butterfly-blooms rising above attractive marbled foliage. But autumn-flowering species, such as C. graecum and C. hederifolium, flower before (or as) their leaves emerge. The former is common in the sun-baked olive groves of Greece growing together with golden Sternbergia lutea, while the latter prefers it a little cooler and shadier. A swathe from western Turkey to southern France is home to C. hederifolium. The equally popular C. coum hails from cooler northern Turkey and the Caucasus (see here); two other Turkish natives are C. cilicicum and C. mirabile, while C. rohlfsianum is from Libya.
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Sweet-scented Cyclamen hederifolium filling an olive grove in late October in the Peloponnese of southern Greece.
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Cyclamen persicum near Adana, southern Turkey in March. It occurs from southern Greece to Cyprus, Turkey, Syria and Tunisia.
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Cyclamen repandum with Helleborus lividus subsp. corsicus on Corsica in April.









Iris



Mediterranean irises have been cultivated in one form or another for millennia, and today there are countless cultivars of Iris x germanica, itself an ancient hybrid between I. pallida and I. variegata of central Europe. It may still be found growing in graveyards and naturalized on limestone rocky areas and cliffs, for example near Hatay province in southern Turkey. Native to Yemen but in cultivation in the Mediterranean by 1400 BCE, the white-flowered I. albicans is another species commonly planted on graves across the Middle East, North Africa and Europe. The closely related species Iris junonia grows among the cedar of Lebanon forests in the Taurus Mountains and parts of northwest Turkey. Regions of Spain and Morocco are home to the parents of the showy and much-loved Dutch irises, I. tingitana and the tall I. xiphium, the latter sometimes grows in damp grassy places with the Scilla peruviana. In rockier places the purple I. graminifolia is found mixed among white rockroses and flimsy pale blue Aphyllanthes monspeliensis.
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Iris xiphium in Sierra de las Nieves in Andalucia, Spain, in May. It is a wild parent of the Dutch iris (I. x hollandica), bred by Van Tubergen in the nineteenth century.
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Iris unguicularis sends up a succession of flowers from late autumn to spring near Antalya, Turkey in March and can be found from Tunisia to the eastern Mediterranean.
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The Dalmatian iris, Iris pallida, smothering clifftops near Dubrovnik, Croatia in April.









Other bulbs and corms


There are other geophytes of note: Anemone blanda, which sometimes grows together with the yellow winter aconite (Eranthis hyemalis); the bright Anemone coronaria that peppers the spiny macchie and phrygana; fragrant Hyacinthus orientalis, ancestor of the garden hyacinths and found in the Taurus Mountains and certain Aegean Islands; and the mountain-dwelling, delicate Anemone blanda and the blue grape hyacinth (Muscari armeniacum). The Iberian Peninsula is especially rich in squills including, and arguably most lovely of all, Scilla peruviana with its whorls of violet-tinged sapphire. And human activity down the millennia has spread far and wide many garden favourites, including Gladiolus italicus and G. kotschyanus, Lilium candidum, Sternbergia lutea and Tulipa sylvestris.
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Scilla peruviana at Volubilis, Morocco.
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Ranunculus asiaticus occurs in different colour forms; on Crete it is white to pink.
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Mixed colours of Anemone coronaria in southwest Turkey.
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Hyacinthus orientalis on limestone rocks near Kemaliye, Turkey.









Woody plants


Trees that are a familiar sight in gardens and landscapes include the architectural stone or umbrella pine (its seeds – pine nuts – are an ingredient of pesto), the evergreen holm oak, the shade-giving plane and two majestic cedars, the Atlantic cedar (Cedrus atlantica) from Morocco and the cedar of Lebanon, which survives still in large tracts of old-growth forest in parts of the western Taurus. The macchie is rich in spring-flowering woody plants with the yellow-flowered Calycotome, brooms (Genista) and Spanish broom often dominant, albeit intermixed with rockrose – pink Cistus creticus, soft pink C. parviflorus and white C. salviifolius – the architectural shrubby spurges Euphorbia characias, E. dendroides and E. hierosolymitana, and others, including pink oleander, muted mauve chaste tree and airy smoke bush (Cotinus coggygria). In Morocco there is also the white broom Lygos raetam and in the eastern Mediterranean the purple-pink Judas tree, which is often found in association with the smooth, reddish-barked Greek strawberry tree (Arbutus andrachne) and two aromatic pistachios, the terebinth or turpentine tree and mastic (Pistacia lentiscus). Both Pistacia and Arbutus produce colourful berries in autumn and winter when the shrubs are draped with the white-flowering Clematis cirrhosa.


Many macchie shrubs are unpalatable or toxic to livestock. But some of these aromatic, tough-leaved plants are used by humans: bay laurel (Laurus nobilis), various lavenders, Jerusalem sage (Phlomis fruticosa), sage (Salvia officinalis), rosemary (Salvia rosmarinus), savory (Satureja) and mountain tea (Sideritis). A handful of other attractive Mediterranean shrubs that should be cultivated more widely are Jupiter’s beard, silvered Convolvulus cneorum from Croatia, and the sweet-scented Daphne sericea from Turkey, Cretan ebony (Ebenus cretica) with its dense cones of pink flowers and, from Morocco, Globularia alypum with its blue pom-pom flowers.
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Clematis cirrhosa tumbles from cliffs at Termessos, Turkey, the flowers followed by silky-plumed seeds (inset).
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Spanish broom (Spartium junceum) dominating macchie near Finike, Turkey, alongside eastern strawbery tree and kermes oaks.
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Nerium oleander growing wild near Antalya, Turkey. This showy plant has been planted across the region and around the world.
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Euphorbia characias is perhaps the best known of the woody spurges.
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Lavandula pedunculata growing wild in Morocco. It is similar to French lavender (L. stoechas) and there are many cultivars of both these and L. angustifolia from which most garden forms are derived.
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Aromatic-leaved myrtle (Myrtus communis) near Antalya, Turkey.





Many macchie shrubs are unpalatable or toxic to livestock. But some of these aromatic, tough-leaved plants are used by humans: bay laurel (Laurus nobilis), various lavenders, Jerusalem sage (Phlomis fruticosa), sage (Salvia officinalis), rosemary (Salvia rosmarinus), savory (Satureja) and mountain tea (Sideritis). A handful of other attractive Mediterranean shrubs that should be cultivated more widely are Jupiter’s beard, silvered Convolvulus cneorum from Croatia, and the sweet-scented Daphne sericea from Turkey, Cretan ebony (Ebenus cretica) with its dense cones of pink flowers and, from Morocco, Globularia alypum with its blue pom-pom flowers.






Hardy palms


Ubiquitous along swanky boulevards and seafront promenades, few species of palm are actually endemic to the world’s Mediterranean climate regions. In the Mediterranean Basin there are three: the European fan palm (Chamaerops humilis) studding dunes and dry slopes in the west of the region (a striking steel-blue form is locally abundant in the Atlas Mountains). The leafy Canary Island palm (Phoenix canariensis) graces deep barrancas (canyons) and, characterized by stiffer leaves, the less common P. theophrasti survives in small colonies confined to a few coastal valleys and sea cliffs in parts of Crete and southwest Turkey.
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Hardy Chamaerops humilis requires no water in summer. Shown in cultivation in Turkey.
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Phoenix canariensis is a near hardy endemic to the Canary Islands. Photographed at Valle Gran Rey, La Gomera.
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Phoenix theophrastii on coastal rocks near Cape Gelidonia, southwest Turkey.
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Phoenix canariensis decorating the promenade at Trogir, Croatia.









Garden legacy


Mediterranean flora was fundamental to ornamental gardens made in the region by successive civilizations and cultures from antiquity until the sixteenth century, and the assimilation from wild flowers to garden ornamentals was a gradual, mostly passive, process – not a result of deliberate collection and introduction by plant hunters. Over the succeeding three centuries an increasing diversity of Mediterranean plants became cultivated within the temperate, northern gardens of Europe. But beyond being objects of novelty and interest, a topic of conversation, they had no impact on fashions of garden form or planting style. Collectively, however, the five regions that experience a Mediterranean climate are home to about 48,250 vascular plant taxa – almost 20 per cent of the world total. And so, as plant hunters collected in the other four regions – especially actively in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries – so the availability and diversity of the ornamental Mediterranean flora increased dramatically. Stylistically, the Mediterranean Garden can trace its origins to the late Victorian period and geographically, in its genesis at least, to the Mediterranean Basin. Its emergence reflected that age’s great collectivist mentality and certain garden-makers and plant enthusiasts began to gather and grow (predominantly) Mediterranean plants, sometimes arranged either by geographical region or by botanical classification. An early example is La Mortola (now Giardini Botanici Hanbury), created from 1867 by Sir Thomas Hanbury (1832–1907) on a steeply sloping site between the towns of Menton, France and Ventimiglia, Italy. Published in 1889, the first edition of the garden catalogue Hortus Mortolensis listed about 3600 species, a number that had risen to 5800 in the third edition of 1912. Two other lovely examples of this garden style are the Jardín Botánico Marimurtra (Marimurtra Botanical Garden) begun by Carl Faust in 1924 at Blanes on the Costa Brava, some 75km (46 miles) northwest along the coast from Barcelona; and the dramatic La Mortella, once the home of English composer Sir William Walton, on the Italian island of Ischia, begun in 1958 by his wife Susana (with early assistance from garden designer Russell Page), with its lower garden shady, enclosed and moist, and the upper one drier, rocky and open with stunning prospects over the Mediterranean Sea.


This garden style continues to evolve – today we may recognize it through dry-stone walls, stone-paved patios, climber-smothered pergolas, pools, fountains and geometric topiary, terracotta pots and containers, olive trees casting dappled shade, gravel or stone paths edged with low clipped hedges of box or lavender, the aggregate-covered beds and borders planted primarily with Mediterranean plants. And in recent decades an increased interest in plants from all five regions has seen a diversity of native plants newly brought into cultivation. Notable gardens from these regions are: La Pépinière Filippi at Mèze and Le Jardin des Rossignols near Gignac, both France; designer Paolo Pejrone’s garden of Bramafam, Revello, Italy; the experimental garden of the Mediterranean Garden Society at Sparoza, Greece; the riad Dar al Hossoun by Eric Ossart and Arnaud Maurières at Taroudant, southwest Morocco; Filoili, Woodside and University of California Botanical Garden, Berkley, both in California; Lixouri at Barkers Creeka and Lambley Nursery at Ascot, both Victoria, Australia; Kirstenbosch National Botanical Garden and Bridle Road Residence, South Africa; and Jardín Los Vilos, Coquimbo, Chile. But many of these plants will happily grow in a temperate climate zone too. Take, for example, England’s Abbey Garden on Tresco, second largest of the Isles of Scilly, where Arthur Dorrien-Smith greatly expanded the Mediterranean collection in the early twentieth century, and Keith Wiley’s contemporary Wildside in south Devon. Although it may be somewhat incongruous to attempt to imitate this style in, say, central England, there is a host of Mediterranean plants that will make the garden more interesting.
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The tranquil and floriferous Patio de la Acequia at the Generalife, part of the Alhambra Complex at Granada, Spain and one of the finest Islamic gardens still in existence in the Mediterranean region.











Floral hotspots in the Mediterranean


The richness of the Mediterranean biome provides the plantsman with an abundance of choice and many areas of this extensive region will produce fine plants. Nonetheless, there are standout areas with exceptional botanical diversity. The best season to visit depends somewhat on what one wants to see; March for bee orchids and crocuses, April for colourful coasts and burgeoning roadsides, May in the foothills and June and July exploring the high tops. October sees the season start again with the first flush of autumn bulbs and cyclamen. For the determined there is something at any month of the year and a lifetime can be spent exploring the infinite twists and turns of this complex area.
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Wild snapdragons (Antirrhinum majus) in Andalucia, Spain. There are numerous cultivars of this popular bedding plant. It has naturalized in other parts of the Mediterranean.
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Digitalis lanata is one of five species of summer-flowering foxglove to be found in northwestern Greece.
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Tulipa cypria is endemic to Cyprus. Tulips are mainly eastern Mediterranean.
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Fritillaria persica near Hatay, Turkey, garden forms include ‘Adiyaman’, named for the Turkish city where it grows.
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Anagallis monellii is a plant from the western Mediterranean, from sunny places in Andalucia, Spain.
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Phlomis lychnitis is also a plant of the western Mediterranean.






Lycia, southwest Turkey


(March–July and October)


Lycia, between modern Antalya and Fethiye on Turkey’s southern coast, is floriferous. The matrix of limestone and serpentine coastal headlands, coastal peaks and two inland ridges of the Taurus Mountains creates a multitude of habitats that harbour dozens of endemic plants, including Asyneuma pulvinatum, Echinops emiliae, Lathyrus belinensis and Sternbergia candida. Tracts of Turkish pine (Pinus brutia) and cedar of Lebanon forests are protected in the Olympos-Bey Daglari coastal national park and adjacent reserves.




[image: image]


Lathyrus belinensis.
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Echinops emiliae.







[image: image]


Campanula macrostyla.
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Muscari racemosum.





Morocco


(March–April and October)


From typical macchie to windswept Atlantic coasts and the soaring peaks of the Atlas Mountains, Morocco presents many facets. Above Chefchaouen, the so-called ‘blue city’, there remain fine tracts of Atlantic cedar and Spanish fir forests where peonies and endemics grow.


Traditional agriculture ensures fabulous cornfield flower displays continue to colour the landscape and many narcissi bloom in both spring and autumn.
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