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WILD FOOD PLANTS TRADITIONALLY USED IN THE PROVINCE OF MADRID, CENTRAL SPAIN. Eco-
nomic Botany 59(2):122–136, 2005. This paper reports an ethnobotanical investigation, per-
formed between 1999 and 2002, to determine the wild food plants traditionally used in the
province of Madrid (central Spain). One hundred and twenty-three vascular species belonging
to 31 families were at one time used as vegetables, wild fruits, in the making of beverages, as
seasonings, or as other preparations. Wild vegetables formed the largest group, with Scolymus
hispanicus, Silene vulgaris, and Rumex pulcher the most frequently cooked vegetables, and
Rorippa nasturtium-aquaticum and Montia fontana the most commonly used in salads. Also
common was the consumption of asparagus and several species of climbing plants such as
Bryonia dioica, Tamus communis, and Humulus lupulus. Ethnobotanical novelties included
Sonchus crassifolius, the young sprouts of which were used in salads, and Inula salicina, used
to make herbal tea. Some ecological and cultural aspects of the collection of wild plants for
food are discussed, as well as the relationships between the food and medicinal uses of some
species.

PLANTAS SILVESTRES ALIMENTARIAS USADAS TRADICIONALMENTE EN LA PROVINCIA DE MADRID, CEN-
TRO DE ESPAÑA. En este trabajo se exponen los resultados obtenidos en un estudio etnobotánico,
realizado entre 1999 y 2002, sobre las plantas silvestres usadas tradicionalmente en la ali-
mentación en la región de Madrid, en el centro de España. Se ha registrado el uso de 123
especies vasculares, pertenecientes a 31 familias, incluyendo verduras, frutos silvestres, plantas
utilizadas para elaborar bebidas, condimentarias y otros usos alimentarios de menor entidad.
El grupo de verduras es el más numeroso, destacando por su mayor frecuencia de uso Scolymus
hispanicus, Silene vulgaris y Rumex pulcher como verdura cocinada, ası́ como Rorippa nas-
turtium-aquaticum y Montia fontana para elaborar ensaladas. Igualmente está bastante exten-
dido el consumo como espárragos de diversas especies de plantas trepadoras, como Bryonia
dioica, Tamus communis y Humulus lupulus. Entre las novedades etnobotánicas destacamos
el consumo en ensalada de los brotes tiernos de Sonchus crassifolius y de Inula salicina como
infusión digestiva. Se discuten finalmente algunos aspectos ecológicos y culturales de la re-
colección de plantas silvestres, ası́ como la relación entre los usos alimentarios y medicinales
de algunas especies.
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The Province of Madrid lies at the center of
Spain and harbors the nation’s capital (Fig. 1).
It has a surface area of nearly 8,000 km2 and a
population of some 5,500,000 inhabitants. The
majority (91%) live in the city of Madrid and
the surrounding towns.

Though not very large in size, the region is
not topographically, geologically, or climatolog-
ically uniform. The north and west of the region

1Received 23 November 2003; accepted 24 Febru-
ary 2004.

is mountainous, the peak known as Peñalara
reaching 2,430 m. These mountains form part of
Spain’s Central Range, which runs from the
middle to the west of the Iberian Peninsula. The
remainder of the province has an average alti-
tude of 600 m. Geologically, the north and west
of the region has oligotrophic soils developed on
plutonic (granite) or metamorphic rocks (gneiss,
quartzite, and slate), while eutrophic soils de-
veloped on basic rocks (limestone, marl, or gyp-
sum) are found in the east and southeast. The
climate of the entire province is Mediterranean,
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Fig 1. Location of the Province of Madrid and of the villages where interviews were held.

with a characteristic drought period coinciding
with the higher temperatures of summer. How-
ever, strong variations exist between different ar-
eas in terms of annual rainfall, temperature, and
the duration of the drought period. Mean annual
rainfall ranges from more than 1,000 mm in
some of the more mountainous areas to less than
400 mm in the southeast. The higher tempera-
tures and the longest drought period are also
seen in this part of the province.

The diversity of environmental conditions has
helped confer a very rich flora and widely varied
vegetation on the province. Indeed, the area
boasts 2,233 species of vascular plant (Morales
2003), representing some 25–33% of the entire
flora of the Iberian Peninsula and Balearic Is-
lands. Although the whole region belongs to the
Mediterranean floristic region and is dominated
by evergreen forest, especially holm oak (Quer-
cus ilex subsp. ballota (Desf.) Samp.), differ-
ences in climate and soil define three phytogeo-
graphical provinces. In the north and west of the
region, in the highest areas, forests of Pinus syl-
vestris L. grow. At slightly lower altitudes, de-
ciduous forests of Quercus pyrenaica Willd. can
be found. The rest of the region, though nowa-
days quite deforested, is dominated by Q. ilex
subsp. ballota, although there are differences in
the accompanying vegetation as a result of dif-
ferent soil types. On calcareous soils in the
southeast and east, Q. coccifera L. and Q. fagi-
nea Lam. can also be found. Scrub with Thymus
spp., Rosmarinus officinalis L., and Salvia la-
vandulifolia Vahl, or esparto grassland with Sti-
pa tenacissima L. (sometimes also cultivated),

can also be found as successional vegetation.
However, on neutral and sandy soils in the cen-
ter of the province, there are forests of Quercus
ilex and large areas of scrub with Cistus ladan-
ifer L. as successional vegetation. Finally, in the
southwest, with its milder temperatures, there
are large areas of Pinus pinea L. and P. pinaster
Aiton, which can also be associated with holm
oak.

Central Spain has been inhabited since ancient
times. Man has transformed the landscape, fell-
ing much of its original forest to make way for
agriculture and stock raising. The floral diversity
of the territory and the different ways in which
its inhabitants have exploited the natural re-
sources available have engendered a rich popu-
lar knowledge of the use of plants. Yet hardly
any ethnobotanical studies have been carried out
in this region. Only one paper exists, and this
deals with the ecological knowledge of livestock
farmers, including their knowledge of the plants
used by livestock (Barrios et al. 1992).

Although the traditional Spanish staple diet is
based on agricultural and livestock products, un-
til recently many wild plants were used as sup-
plementary foods. They were probably an im-
portant source of vitamins and minerals, played
an important role in times of scarcity, and were
sometimes used as medicines. Presently, how-
ever, with the great development of agricultural
and marketing techniques, it is easy to find fruits
and vegetables in markets throughout the year.
As a result, traditional knowledge of wild food
plants is quickly disappearing and, in most cas-
es, survives only with the elderly. The aim of
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this work was to record which wild food plants
were traditionally consumed in this region and
to determine what their uses were.

MATERIAL AND METHODS

Ethnobotanical information was obtained by
interviewing 132 people (age range 31–94 years,
mean 68 years) from 60 outlying villages of the
Province of Madrid (Fig. 1). Since our intention
was to collect as much data as possible on al-
most-forgotten plant uses, the selection of infor-
mants was biased. Nearly all were aged individ-
uals with an empirical knowledge of plants who
had lived and worked in the rural environment.
Almost all interviews were conducted during
field walks. The interviews were not structured
and involved no closed questionnaire. However,
an outline of subjects to discuss was prepared.
Conversations were directed with general and
open questions to preserve interviewee sponta-
neity. All interviews were held during the years
1999, 2000, 2001, and 2002.

Whenever possible, conversations were taped.
This was important to record the original ex-
pressions of the informants, including, for ex-
ample, the local names of plants. Completed rec-
ords of the interviews are held in a sound ar-
chive at the Instituto Madrileño de Investigación
Agraria (IMIA; the Madrid Institute for Agri-
cultural Research). A specimen of almost all the
plants reported was collected and pressed, and
voucher herbarium specimens were prepared.
These were deposited at the IMIA and the Her-
barium of the Real Jardı́n Botánico de Madrid
(MA; the Madrid Royal Botanical Gardens).
Photographs of the mentioned species were also
taken.

In taxonomy and plant nomenclature, Flora
iberica (Castroviejo et al. 1986–2003) was fol-
lowed for the families included in it, and Flora
Europaea (Tutin et al. 1964–1980) for the re-
maining families, except for the genus Matri-
caria, where the criterion was based on Bremer
and Humphries (1993).

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Table 1 lists the wild plants recorded as tra-
ditionally used as foods; it shows the species
ordered alphabetically by families, the most
common local names used, the popular use of
the plant with its frequency of citation, and the
part(s) of the plant employed in each food use.

A total of 123 species of vascular plants be-

longing to 31 plant families were recorded, rep-
resenting 5.5% of the species of the Madrid flo-
ra. In terms of number of species, the most im-
portant family was the Asteraceae with 31 men-
tioned. These were mainly used as wild
vegetables and for making beverages. The Ro-
saceae, with 17 species, were mostly used as
wild fruits or for liqueurs, whereas 12 species of
the Lamiaceae were used for seasoning and
making beverages.

Most of the mentioned plants are native to the
Iberian Peninsula, with some notable exceptions
such as Castanea sativa, Prunus cerasus, and
Prunus dulcis, introduced from Eastern Europe
and Southwest Asia, and Robinia pseudoacacia
and Bidens aurea, from North and Central
America respectively. These were more or less
extensively grown in the past and nowadays are
occasionally feral in the areas around villages.

Seven categories of food uses (i.e., consump-
tion as vegetables, fruits, beverages, condiments,
flowers, roots, and sap) were used to help ana-
lyze the results. Some species were included in
more than one category. For example, the young
shoots of Rubus ulmifolius allowed this species
to be included among the vegetables, but also in
the category of fruits. Therefore, the total num-
ber of species used for food was 123, but the
sum of all the species with their categories was
143.

Regarding reliability of information, the fre-
quency of citation allows us to distinguish
among usages that have been more important in
the rural life of Madrid from minor plants whose
uses have not been so widespread. However, it
should be noted that a number of usages are cit-
ed by only one informant. Although sometimes
records of this kind have not been taken into
account, many of them were considered for dif-
ferent reasons. First, some species are very rare
in the province and therefore used infrequently.
That is the case of wild Apium graveolens, Sor-
bus torminalis, or Ziziphora hispanica. Another
important reason is that today a real loss of pop-
ular knowledge makes it difficult to find a per-
son who knows certain minor uses of plants. We
have considered the uses cited by only one in-
formant when they have been reported from an-
other region for the same or other closely related
species. That is the case, for instance, of the con-
sumption of rhizomes of Cynodon dactylon, the
use of flowers of Scolymus hispanicus as a con-
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gó
n

yo
un

g
sh

oo
ts

st
ew

ed
(2

6)

C
A

R
IO

P
H

Y
L

L
A

C
E

A
E

Si
le

ne
vu

lg
ar

is
(M

oe
nc

h)
G

ar
ck

e
(8

6J
T

)
co

ll
ej

as
,

co
ne

ju
el

as
le

av
es

an
d

yo
un

g
st

em
s

st
ew

ed
(7

0)
,

sa
la

ds
(3

)

C
H

E
N

O
P

O
D

IA
C

E
A

E

B
et

a
m

ar
it

im
a

L
.

(1
2J

T
)

ac
el

ga
si

lv
es

tr
e,

es
pi

na
ca

,
ac

el
gu

il
la

ba
sa

l
le

av
es

st
ew

ed
(8

)

C
IS

T
A

C
E

A
E

C
is

tu
s

la
da

ni
fe

r
L

.
(2

28
JT

)
ja

ra
se

ed
s

ea
te

n
ra

w
(4

)

C
U

C
U

R
B

IT
A

C
E

A
E

B
ry

on
ia

di
oi

ca
Ja

cq
.

(9
5J

T
)

es
pá
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diment, or the latex of Andryala ragusina as a
chewing gum.

Finally, it should be stressed that there was
some ethnobotanical information that could not
link with a single species, but with a group of
different species of the same genus. In some cas-
es the informants did not differentiate among
species of several complicated genera (Taraxa-
cum, Rosa, and Rubus) and used them in the
same way. This has been reflected in Table 1 as
different species of the same genus, ‘‘species
pluribus’’ (sp. pl.), but has not been taken into
account for the numerical analysis.

WILD VEGETABLES

Wild vegetables, with 66 species (54%),
formed the most important group. This group
also included the consumed unripe fruits or
seeds (eaten raw as a snack) of four species of
Malva, two species of Erodium, and the imma-
ture seeds of several Fabaceae, such as Vicia
lutea and Lathyrus cicera. We also recorded the
use of the immature seeds of Pinus pinea, which
has also been indicated for other Spanish prov-
inces such as Segovia (Blanco 1998) and Alba-
cete (Sánchez López et al. 1994). The tender
leaves and stems of Scandix australis and Foe-
niculum vulgare were used as snacks because of
their characteristic aniseed flavor. Other ‘‘finger
foods’’ quite frequently eaten were the tender
and peeled stems (near the inflorescence) of Sily-
bum marianum, the stems of several species of
Taraxacum, and the peeled young shoots of dif-
ferent species of Rubus and Rosa.

Besides watercress (Rorippa nasturtium-
aquaticum), the two species most frequently
used in salads were Montia fontana and Chon-
drilla juncea. The first is an aquatic plant that
lives in streams and springs in areas with non-
calcareous soils in the north and west of the re-
gion. Its small leaves and stems are very much
appreciated in many regions from the west of
the Iberian Peninsula (Blanco 1998; Blanco and
Cuadrado 2000; Granzow de la Cerda 1993).
Another species of this genus, M. perfoliata, is
cultivated and consumed in salads in North
America (Facciola 2001). The second, Chon-
drilla juncea, is a widespread perennial species
that very frequently lives as a weed among ce-
real crops. When a plant is cut, young white
shoots sprout from the roots. The blanched
sproutings and leaves were collected and tradi-
tionally eaten as salads when cereal crops were
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weeded in early spring. This species was also
consumed in the same way in other provinces of
Central Spain (Blanco 1998; Blanco and Cua-
drado 2000; Sánchez López et al. 1994). Anoth-
er wild vegetable of the same family, and with
a very similar use to C. juncea, was Sonchus
crassifolius, an endemic species of Central Spain
that lives in limy and rather saline soils. The use
of this species in the southeast of the Province
of Madrid (and, as also ascertained, in the near-
by provinces of Cuenca and Toledo) has never
before been reported.

Among the most frequently used wild vege-
tables in Central Spain are species that are eaten
cooked. Espárrago triguero, Asparagus acuti-
folius, is a wild asparagus whose young shoots
are usually eaten in omelettes or with scrambled
eggs. We also recorded the traditional and wide-
spread use of another three species popularly
considered to be wild asparagus (it should be
remembered that asparagus means ‘‘young
shoot’’ in Latin): Bryonia dioica, Tamus com-
munis, and Humulus lupulus (all climbing spe-
cies), belonging to three different families but
consumed in the same way and with similar
names (variations of espárragos). According to
Font Quer (1990), the young shoots of the first
two species were used both as food and for their
medicinal properties as early as the days of
Dioscorides (1st century A.D.). In recent times,
the same uses have been also reported for Bry-
onia (Blanco 1998; Blanco and Cuadrado 2000;
Bonet and Vallès 2002; Fajardo et al. 2000; Mu-
let 1991; Verde et al. 2001; Villar et al. 1987),
and for Tamus (Blanco and Cuadrado 2000;
Casana 1993; Fajardo et al. 2000; Mesa 1996)
in other regions of Spain. The first of these spe-
cies is also similarly used in Italy (Pieroni 1999),
while the second is used in France, Italy, and
Turkey (Coupland 1989; Facciola 2001).

However, the most popular species in the
Province of Madrid, as shown by their high fre-
quency of citation (Table 1), were Scolymus his-
panicus (cardillo) and Silene vulgaris (colleja).
The peeled basal leaves of the former were
boiled and then fried lightly in olive oil with
garlic to be served as a garnish for cocido, a
traditional Spanish dish with stewed chickpeas,
potatoes, and meat. They were also consumed
lightly fried with garlic and cured ham and
sometimes with hard-boiled or scrambled eggs.
This species is eaten in a similar way across
much of Spain (Blanco 1998; Blanco and Cuad-

rado 2000; Casana 1993; Galán 1993; Granzow
de la Cerda 1993; Guzmán 1997; Martı́nez-Li-
rola et al. 1997; Mesa 1996; Sánchez López et
al. 1994; Triano et al. 1998) and in other Med-
iterranean countries such as Morocco (Tanji and
Nassif 2002) and Italy (Arcidiacono et al. 1999).
The consumption of its cooked fleshy roots has
also been reported (Bailey 1933; Facciola 2001),
and it has been employed as a coffee substitute
(Kunkel 1984). The leaves and young stems of
Silene vulgaris were traditionally eaten in ome-
lettes or with scrambled eggs and also as a gar-
nish for potaje, another typical Spanish dish
with stewed chickpea, beans, rice, and cod, often
consumed during Lent. The use of this species
has been also reported in other regions of Spain
(Blanco 1998; Blanco and Cuadrado 2000; Cas-
ana 1993; Galán 1993; Guzmán 1997; Martı́nez-
Lirola et al. 1997; Mesa 1996; Mulet 1991; Sán-
chez López et al. 1994; Triano et al. 1998; Verde
et al. 1998; Villar et al. 1987) and in other Med-
iterranean countries (Arcidiacono et al. 1999;
Cerne 1992; Ertug 2000; Pieroni 1999). Though
not as frequently as Silene vulgaris, romaza (Ru-
mex pulcher) was also stewed in potaje in some
villages of the east of the Province of Madrid.

Another wild vegetable often used in the past,
especially in times of shortage, was the well-
known milk thistle (Silybum marianum). Al-
though different parts of the plant were eaten in
different ways, the peeled and cooked basal
leaves were the most frequently used parts. This
plant was also consumed in other regions of
Spain (Galán 1993; Guzmán 1997; Verde et al.
1998) and in other Mediterranean countries
(Abu-Rajouh 1996; Facciola 2001).

Armeria arenaria, Carduus tenuiflorus, Ero-
dium ciconium, Erodium cicutarium, Muscari
neglectum, Quercus coccifera (galls), Rumex in-
termedius, Stipa gigantea and Vicia lutea were
also used as wild vegetables, but no references
to them could be found in the literature.

WILD FRUITS

This group, with 29 species (24%), is the sec-
ond largest in terms of the number of species
cited. The most frequently eaten fruits in the re-
gion were those of Crataegus monogyna, and
those of different species of the genera Rubus
and Rosa. These fruits are known to have a high
vitamin content (Font Quer 1990) and they were
probably used for this very reason. Today, with
many types of fruit commercially available year-
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round, only the fruits of a few species of Rubus,
mainly R. ulmifolius, are collected.

Widespread in Spain, and very important in
the past, especially in times of scarcity, is Quer-
cus ilex subsp. ballota. Its fruits (acorns, known
as bellotas) were usually consumed raw, al-
though they were sometimes roasted.

Some species, such as Malus sylvestris or
Prunus spinosa, whose fruits are often unpalat-
able when eaten raw, were stored for several
months, a process that allowed them to sweeten.
They were then eaten during the winter, when
there was not so much fresh fruit as there is
today.

The seeds of Cistus ladanifer (jara) were eat-
en raw as a snack; this use has also been re-
ported from the west of Spain by Blanco and
Cuadrado (2000). According to Facciola (2001),
its seeds have been ground into flour and used
for making cakes and breads. This last use has
also been reported from Morocco (Rivera and
Obón 1991).

The fruits of Quercus pyrenaica, Rhamnus
alaternus, Rubus castellarnaui, and R. lainzii
were also used, but no references were found in
the literature.

BEVERAGES: INFUSIONS AND SPIRITS

Another important group, with 22 species
(18%), consists of plants used to prepare bev-
erages, including infusions, liqueurs, and coffee
substitutes.

In Madrid, one of the infusions (or herbal
teas) most frequently used was manzanilla
amarga, Chamaemelum nobile, but other man-
zanillas were made from Matricaria recutita and
M. aurea. M. recutita, the famous camomile tea
plant, grows wild in some areas of the region
and also can be seen cultivated in gardens. M.
aurea is an Iberian and North African endemic
species more widespread in the center and south
of the region.

Té de roca (Jasonia glutinosa) was also a
very popular herbal tea, not only in Madrid but
also in other Spanish regions, such as Aragon
and Catalonia. It was often regarded as a tasty,
aromatic beverage better than true tea (Blanco
1998; Bonet and Vallès, 2002; Font Quer 1990;
Mesa 1996; Mulet 1991; Pardo de Santayana
2003; Sánchez López et al. 1994; Villar et al.
1987). This species grows on calcareous rocks
in Spain and at a few sites in France and Mo-
rocco.

The use of Inula salicina to prepare infusions
in the north of the province, and of Ziziphora
hispanica in the east, has never before been re-
ported.

Among the plants used to prepare liqueurs,
the most popular was Prunus spinosa. By soak-
ing its fruits in anisette with a few coffee grains,
people would prepare pacharán, a liqueur very
popular in much of Spain. Other Rosaceae spe-
cies whose fruits were used to make liqueurs
were Prunus cerasus, Malus sylvestris, and Sor-
bus aria. No references to this use could be
found for the last two species.

Finally, two informants cited the use of Ci-
chorium intybus as a coffee substitute. The use
of the roasted root of cultivated forms of chicory
for this is well known (Coupland 1989; Facciola
2001; Font Quer 1990; Launert 1982), but not
of the dry basal leaves, as our informants men-
tioned.

CONDIMENTS, COLORING, AND

PRESERVATIVES

This group, with 12 species (10%), consisted
mainly of plants from the Labiatae (Lamiaceae)
family. The most frequently used was Thymus
zygis, especially to flavor olives, but also to sea-
son meat or stewed potatoes. Another species of
the same family, Origanum virens, was widely
used as a condiment for pork, mainly in chorizo
(spicy dry pork sausage) and in other meat dish-
es.

The seasoning of olives was a very important
activity in rural Spain. There are many different
ways to do this and many plants can be used, as
shown in Table 1. One of the species most fre-
quently used was Foeniculum vulgare. This
plant was also said to be used to preserve dried
figs (Ficus carica). A sack of figs was placed in
boiling water containing F. vulgare and then
quickly removed before it was dried for use as
dried fruit.

One informant made reference to the use of
Scolymus hispanicus flowers as a food condi-
ment and saffron substitute. The same use was
reported by Clusius in 1576 from the Province
of Salamanca (central Spain), and was also was
cited by Niebuhr (1970).

OTHER USES (FLOWERS SUCKED OR

CHEWED, ROOTS, LATEX)
The flowers of nine species (7%) were re-

ported sucked or chewed. The flowers of Anchu-
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Fig. 2. Number of species of each category of
food use and growth habit.

sa azurea were commonly sucked by children to
reach their nectar—hence its most common pop-
ular name of chupamiel (honeysuck). Viola
odorata, Trifolium pratense, Echium plantagi-
neum, and Digitalis thapsi were reportedly used
in the same way, though this is the first time for
last two species of this list.

The consumption of the fried flowers of the
North American tree Robinia pseudoacacia is
well known (Facciola 2001; Pieroni 1999), but
in Madrid and other regions of Spain (Blanco
1998; Fajardo et al. 2000; Triano et al. 1998) the
flowers were eaten raw. Other species cited were
Capsella bursa-pastoris, Raphanus raphanis-
trum and Diplotaxis catholica. No references
were found in the literature for the last species.

The subterranean organs of only three species
(2.4%) were consumed: the sweet roots of Glyc-
yrrhiza glabra, the bulbs of Allium ampelopras-
um, and the rhizomes of Cynodon dactylon.

Finally, two species (1.6%) were used for
their milky sap (latex). The latex of Euphorbia
serrata was employed to curdle milk and make
curd. Shepherds would add a few drops of this
plant to hot milk while stirring. This use has also
been reported from other regions of Spain, such
as Castilla-León, Castilla-La Mancha, and An-
dalusia (Blanco 1998; Blanco and Morales,
1995; Martı́nez-Lirola et al. 1997). The milky
latex of the roots of Andryala ragusina was used
as a chewing gum. Although this has never be-
fore been recorded, there are some references to
other species of the same family (Asteraceae),
such as Sonchus oleraceus, used by the Maoris
of New Zealand, and Tragopogon porrifolius,
used by native Americans of British Columbia
(Facciola 2001).

ECOLOGICAL AND CULTURAL IMPLICATIONS

OF WILD FOOD GATHERING IN

CENTRAL SPAIN

Of the 123 vascular plant species used for
food purposes, 70% were herbaceous plants,
19% were shrubs, and 11% were trees. Figure 2
shows most species used as vegetables were her-
baceous plants (60), while five were shrubs and
only one was a tree (the immature fruits of Pinus
pinea). Fruits and seeds were gathered mainly
from shrubs and trees, but also from two species
of herbaceous plant (Fragaria vesca and Sily-
bum marianum). Beverages, especially herbal
teas, were mainly made from herbaceous plants,
whereas liqueurs were made from the fruits of
trees or shrubs. For food seasoning, only shrubs
and herbaceous plants were used, six species of
each. Finally, all the flowers, roots, or latex used
came from herbaceous plants except the flowers
of Robinia pseudoacacia.

Most of the species used are found in second-
ary habitats; only a few live in natural forests.
Many are weeds of cereal crops and were usu-
ally exploited when crops were hand-weeded.
Nowadays, with our modern agricultural tech-
niques such as deep plowing or the use of her-
bicides, these plants only can live away from
cultivated land. They are therefore less abundant
than fifty years ago.

As for the cultural implications of wild food
plant gathering, not all these species had the
same importance in these past diets. The results
show that many plants were used as snacks,
mainly by children. They were probably a good
source of vitamins and minerals, but have be-
come less important now. Some wild fruits
(Rosa, Rubus, Crataegus) and vegetables were
also eaten raw as snacks (Scorzonera, Taraxa-
cum, Scandix). However, many other species
played a significant role as supplementary foods
until not so many years ago. They were used to
vary cuisine, or to flavor, garnish, or stretch out
other foods (see above). Finally, many others
were very important as emergency foods in
times of scarcity, such as Silybum marianum or
Cichorium intybus. The informants mentioned
that some species were only consumed during
the years of shortage after the Spanish Civil War,
in the 1940s (e.g., the leaves of Papaver rhoeas
or Arctium minus).
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RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN FOOD AND

MEDICINAL USES

Many wild food plants were also used for me-
dicinal purposes. According to Etkin (1994),
‘‘wild foods are consumed not only for caloric
value, but also for other nutrient and pharma-
cologic potential.’’ Several of the species re-
ported by our informants maintained their me-
dicinal uses until not so many years ago, such
as Origanum virens, Thymus mastichina, Thy-
mus vulgaris, and Rosmarinus officinalis. Other
clear examples are those plants used to make
infusions or liqueurs. Initially, they were used
for their medicinal properties, but in most cases
they eventually became considered simply as
beverages.

Modern medicine has contributed to the rapid
decrease in popular knowledge of medicinal
plants. This is probably why many species in the
past known as medicinal plants are nowadays
known only as wild food. Such is the case of
two species quite widely used as wild asparagus
in central Spain, Bryonia dioica and Tamus com-
munis. These have been known to have diuretic
properties since ancient times, having been re-
ported by Dioscorides in the first century (Font
Quer 1990). Probably, the current use of these
young shoots as food stems from this early me-
dicinal use. Etkin (1996) mentions a large num-
ber of plants used today as food that were first
appreciated for their medicinal qualities.

The food use of Silybum marianum seeds, al-
though cited by only one informant in this work,
has also been reported in Jordan (Abu-Rajouh
1996). This author reports that the oil of these
seeds is rich in linoleic acid and polyunsaturated
fatty acids, and thus could be included among
the plant oils with dietary and health applica-
tions.

As mentioned above, many wild plants were
probably a good source of vitamins and minerals
for children in the past, when cultivated fruits
and vegetables were not so available. Other bit-
ter tasting species such as Arctium minus and
Cichorium intybus, widely consumed in the past,
were used to stimulate the appetite and the
‘‘functions of the liver.’’

CONCLUSIONS

This study shows that a rich traditional
knowledge of plants lingers on in the Province
of Madrid—in fact, much greater than might be

expected for a region with an important major
city (Madrid) and many surrounding towns. Un-
til recently, many wild plants were used as sup-
plementary food. However, most of this folk use
of wild food plants survives only in the memory
of the elderly, and is now in danger of vanishing.
This paper, the first of its type for this region,
tries to collect record and disseminate this tra-
ditional knowledge in order to help maintain lo-
cal cultural traditions and facilitate research into
new food sources.

In the context of increasing interest in the
health potential of foods, reflected in the grow-
ing literature on ‘‘functional food,’’ ‘‘pharma-
food,’’ or ‘‘nutraceuticals’’ (Etkin 1996), studies
on wild food plants, their nutritional and medic-
inal qualities, and their potential as new alter-
native crops may be very useful.
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