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8 Plants and People

Plants have accompanied people since the beginning of humanity. As hunters and gatherers, our ancestors relied mostly on plants, their 
fruits and their seeds for food and nourishment. By trial and error, but also by observing the fauna around them, they gradually unlocked 
the medicinal potential of the flora that existed in their immediate environment. Ingesting certain plants sometimes just made them 
feel happy. Other plants took away fear. Some soothed pain, and facilitated digestion. Many just smelled good. Within communities, a 
few men and women became the acknowledged experts in recognizing the plants, harvesting them and extracting their components in 
order to concentrate their effect. They were recognized by their peers and given special status among their people. Many became priests 
or priestesses, shamans, sorcerers or witches. The use of certain plants became associated with the sacred and with religious worship, and 
knowledge about them was shrouded with secrecy. But other plants retained a more ordinary use, for construction, art, and of course for 
food. Each culture developed its own plant knowledge, which we now call ethnobotany. 

The development of communication and trade between cultures triggered the exchange of knowledge. Exotic plant species were often 
traded across vast distances. They became the object of very lucrative commerce which, at times, initiated wars and invasions. Incense 
and spices, both plant products, were thus transported across half the world. Our region played a key role in this commerce, and was an 
important point of passage for the caravans of the Spices Trail and the Incense Trail. Both myrrh and frankincense, which the Magi are 
said to have brought to the new born Jesus, originate from the Arab World.

As cultures and societies mixed and merged, so did their botanical knowledge and their use of plants. Many species were transferred to 
new environments and took their place among the staples. One of the best examples is probably the tomato, which is today an integral 
part of the famous “Mediterranean diet”. One hundred years ago, the tomato, which was brought from South America, was barely used 
in the Mediterranean region, and was even thought by some to be poisonous!
The modern medical industry was quick to capitalize on ethnobotanical know-how. Prospectors scoured the world and studied ancient 
documents and manuscripts in order to gather folk knowledge of plants and of their effects. These plants were later tested, extracted, 
purified and turned into commercial drugs. Much of what we buy today from pharmacies, in the form of capsules or tablets, originates 
from the plant kingdom. Pharmacists and doctors have become the new priests and shamans.

The urbanization of the world also brought us shops, markets and processed foods. Gathering wild plants for food, medicine or any other 
usage ceased to be part of our daily life, and ethnobotanical knowledge has today all but disappeared. But, paradoxically, we have also 
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become more interested in preserving our natural environment. The terms ecology, ecosystem and biological diversity have become part 
of our daily vocabulary. But environmental preservation must first start with the preservation of knowledge about the environment. 

This book comes as a watershed of our work in IBSAR on the indigenous plants of Lebanon. For the past 6 years, teams of IBSAR 
researchers have deployed their efforts in learning about local plants and their traditional use as a basis for valorizing them. We present 
here some of this know-how. IBSAR is also dedicated to the dissemination of knowledge about nature using unconventional means, 
and we are particularly keen on using art as a medium for scientific expression. We are also committed to enhancing the involvement 
of youth in science and in conservation. This is why in the production of this book, we brought together an eclectic mix of individuals: 
Cynthia Gharios, who did the drawings, is an undergraduate student in the Department of Landscape Design and Eco-Management, 
and a gifted painter. Waleed Saab is in his final year in Graphic design at the Lebanese University - Fine Arts Institute, and a talented de-
signer. Khaled Sleem has, over the years, developed an unmatched practical knowledge of the Lebanese flora and is also an experienced 
photographer. Salma Talhouk and I were the oldest members of the team to which we brought our experience of the flora and ecosystems 
of Lebanon. We must, however, remember that whatever is written in this book is merely the expression of the botanical knowledge 
gathered over millennia by our ancestors. It is to this collective memory that we dedicate this book.
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What is it?
Althaea rosea L. is called khatmiyyeh (        ) in Arabic, a name related to the Turkish name of the same plant: kitmi. It 
is a member of the Malvacea family which includes numerous edible plants with ethnobotanical uses. It is commonly 
known in English as Hollyhock. Khatmiyyeh is a popular biennial plant i.e. it produces leaves the first year, then 
flowers the second year. The plant gives a ‘vertical interest’ in the wild as well as in cultivated gardens as its flower-
ing stem grows up to 2.5 m in height. The leaves are large and roundish and they form a ground rosette from which 
rises the stem, the upper half bearing a spike of large showy flowers. All green parts of the plant are rough and felted. 
The flowering period is in the summer and the plant exists in a large number of varieties that produce flowers measur-
ing 7-10 cm and occurring in a wide range of colors from white to almost black.

Where does it grow?
Khatmiyyes is native to Lebanon. It is very tolerant to a variety of soils and environmental conditions, and can be 
found almost everywhere around the country. In Beirut, it colonizes the soils of the coastal waste lands in 
spite of the salt spray. In the low altitude hills, it can be found on the banks of seasonal water courses and in 
abandoned fields. Although it is generally cultivated as a biennial plant in landscaped gardens, in Lebanon 
it will grow for a number of years in one site.

What do we know about it?
Khatmiyyeh flowers in the late spring on the coast, and in the summer at higher altitude. As the flower-
ing period is relatively short and spans just over 2-3 weeks, tens of people invade the fields and harvest 
the flowers which are used in the traditional Lebanese and Damascene (shami) tisane (zhourat). The root 
extract is also used to clean carpets as it preserves the colors of vegetable dyes.

Various medicinal properties are attributed to khatmiyyeh. It is used in traditional medicine against coughs 
and colds, stomach ache, ulcer, urinary tract infections and as a mild laxative. Some evidence exists for the use 
of khatmiyyeh extract to soothe dermatological conditions, and it can be found as an additive in commercial 
hand-made soap.

Althaea rosea L. | Marsh mallow
Malvaceae | Mallow Family
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What is it?
Artemisia herba-alba is known in English as wormwood and in Arabic as ‘Sheeh’      . Artemisia comes from the ancient 
Greek word Artemis meaning goddess. It is a small perennial herb that grows 20-40 cm in height and has a strong character-
istic smell. The plant is a chamaeophyte which means that the buds that give rise to new rigid and erect stems every year are 
born close to the ground. The plant produces leaves that are hairy, silvery, with linear strips. To survive prolonged drought 
periods the plant produces two kinds of leaves that are physically different. During winter, it produces large leaves and then 
loses them at the beginning of the dry season and replaces them with smaller summer leaves. This is a survival mechanism 
which allows it to conserve moisture. The flowers are small white and appear in autumn.
 
Where does it grow?
Sheeh symbolizes the Arabian steppe, the Badia. It grows well in the dry loess desertic soils but the plant 
is very widely distributed and can be found growing in the wild in arid areas of the Mediterranean basin, 
extending into northern Himalayas. 

What do we know about it?
Sheeh is a slightly bitter tasting plant. Traditionally, Bedouins use the dried and crushed leaves to flavor 
food. It can also be added to flavor tea or other brews in order to give them a stronger taste. Sheeh is also 
the main grazing plant for sheep and camels during the summer, and is reported to improve the taste of 
milk and ghee. 

Sheeh is known for its essential oils and is used in folk medicine for the control of intestinal worms. Infusions 
of flowers and leaves are used to treat a variety of ailments, including inflammation. However, sheeh is mostly 
used as a remedy against diabetes; a use that has been confirmed by research on laboratory animals. Sheeh is con-
sidered to be an integral part of Bedouin folk culture, and an old proverb says: “Don’t give sheeh to an enemy”. 

Artemisia herba-alba L. | Herba-alba
Astreaceae | Composite Family
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What is it? 
Asparagus (Arabic halioun        ) belongs to the lily family (Liliaceae) which includes hundreds of cultivated species includ-
ing daffodils, saffron, sansevieras (Arabic lisan al hama               ), and aloe. All plants of this family live for several years 
without becoming woody. Instead shoots dieback after flowering or fruiting and the plant regenerates from its under-
ground storage organs. In general, plants of this family are multiplied by dividing the storage organs into smaller sections 
and planting them separately. 

Where does it grow?
In Lebanon, wild asparagus grows in the rangelands and the degraded bushy areas which constitute a type of ecosystem 
referred to as garrigue. The plant grows in sunny exposures, and thrives on well drained deep calcareous soils. These soils 
have a slightly basic pH that is close to neutral, and retain enough moisture to allow the plant underground storage organs 
to survive during the dry Mediterranean summer.

What do we know about it? 
After the first heavy rains, usually around January and February, rural women in Lebanon start collecting the newly 
emerged spears of the wild asparagus. These are much thinner than their cultivated counterparts, but they are also tastier. 
They are slightly bitter and are consumed as part of the mezzeh. Consumption of asparagus is believed to be beneficial 
as the plant is among the richest in both quantity and quality of antioxidants when compared to other vegetables, 
while also being high in fibers.  

Asparagus has been consumed both as an edible plant but also as a medicinal plant at least since the time of the 
ancient Egyptians. Some of the aromatic compounds in asparagus are quickly excreted into urine. This is attrib-
uted to the metabolism of asparagusic acid which is only found in asparagus. This property has led to a wide-
spread belief that the plant has diuretic properties and has been used in the treatment of urinary tract infections 
and kidney and bladder stones. In Europe, pulverized and dried asparagus roots are sold in combination with other 
plant species to support aquaretic kidney function, the excretion of water without affecting electrolyte balance. 

Asparagus spp L. | Asparagus
Liliaceae | Lily Family
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Cistus L. | Rockroses
Cistacea

What is it?
Cistus creticus and Cistus salviifolius are two closely related wild perennial shrubs of the family Cistacea. Plants of this family 
are also known as rockroses and in Lebanon they are known as ‘ghebreh’. The shrub is evergreen; it keeps its leaves all year, and 
grows to 1m by 1m in size. Ghebreh flowers in June and the seeds ripen in August. The scented flowers are very attractive to 
bees and the shrub blooms for an extended period. Although the individual flowers only last one day there is a long 
succession of blooming flowers throughout the summer. The leaves, which exude a balsamic resin, are 
especially fragrant on warm sunny days.

Where does it grow?
Rockrose is native to the Middle East and North Africa.  It is very common undergrowth in Leba-
non’s forests, especially on the sandy soils under pine woodlands and can also be found along the 
coast as it tolerates maritime exposure. It thrives very well in poor lands, in rocky and dry lands and 
on hill slopes. It is one of the first plants to colonize areas where forests have been destroyed by fire. 
The ability of rockrose to prosper on marginal lands is due to its symbiotic relationships with soil 
fungi belonging to the truffles family. These help the plant obtain water and nutrients from poor 
soils.

What do we know about it? 
Until the mid 20th century, rockrose was very important for the silk industry. Its branches were cut 
from the forests and used as a support for silkworms to weave their cocoons. This use, however, disap-
peared with the demise of the silk industry. Rockrose remains a very vital plant for wildlife, and is a main 
source of nectar for bees, which also pollinate its flowers. Although in Lebanon the plant is not commonly used, 
it is worth mentioning the following reported uses of the plant elsewhere. Rockrose produces an oleo-resin refered 
to as ‘ladanum’. This resin is produced by the glandular hairs on the leaves and is used medicinally and in soaps, 
as well as commercially as food flavoring in baked goods, ice cream, and chewing gum, as well as in perfumery. This 
resin is an acceptable substitute for ambergris (which is obtained from the sperm whale) and so is also very important in 
perfume manufacture. The resin is collected by dragging a type of rake through the plant, resulting in the resin adhering to 
the teeth of the rake, or by boiling the twigs and skimming off the resin. Most resin is produced at the peak of summer, the 
hottest time of the year. 
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Crateagus azarolus L. | Hawthorn
Rosaceae | Rose Family

What is it?
Hawthorn, also referred to as Mediterranean Medlar or azarole, is a shrubby tree of the Rosacea family, which also in-
cludes roses and apples. In Lebanon the most common species is Crateagus azarolus locally referred to as ‘zaarour’. The 
zaarour tree is small shrubby deciduous tree that grows up to 10 m in height and loses its leaves in the winter. It produces 
whitish flowers in the spring and bears small edible yellow or red fruits that resemble miniature apples that are less than 
2 cm in size in the fall. The fruits are juicy but slightly sour and contain 3-4 fairly large hard seeds in the center; these are 
often stuck together such that the effect is of eating a fruit with a single large seed. 

Where does it grow?
Hawthorn is native to the Mediterranean region. It is a very hardy plant, and can grow on all kind of soils, including 
heavy clays. It can also tolerate shaded locations and can be found in the forest margins, especially at low or medium 
altitudes. It can withstand droughts and wind, but cannot survive in maritime locations. In Lebanon, it is a common 
shrub of the mid-altitude mountain ranges, and is commonly found in rocky lands.

What do we know about it?
Hawthorn or zaarour is very well known to the rural Lebanese. Most of those who have spent even a small part 
of their lives in a village would have harvested and eaten zaarour. The trees, although they are not planted by 
farmers, are maintained because of the properties attributed to their flowers. Every spring, rural people har-
vest the flowers, which have a pleasant fragrance on the tree, but which turns foul when harvested. The 
flowers are dried and used in infusions, mainly for the treatment of hypertension, a use which has 
been confirmed by clinical trials. Both fruits and flowers are also used as a heart tonic, especially 
for hypertensive people.

Other traditional uses include the drying of the fruit for storage and later consumption as a 
fruity snack. The wood of the tree is very hard and tough and is used for making tools and tool 
handles.
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What is it?
Hypericum perforatum, known in English as St. John’s wort, has a number of local names in Lebanon, the most common of 
which are hashishat al qalb (the weed of the heart,                 ) and `ishbat al tawaleel (the weed of the warts,                   ). 
It is a native flowering perennial plant that has the ability to store reserves in its root crown and compensate during harsh 
times. The plant has underground stems and deep roots. It has two different growth phases, during fall and winter the 
base of the plant grows in size while during spring and summer the plant produces one or more erect stems that become 
somewhat woody towards its base. The plant bears yellow flowers in the summer and is easily recognizable by the transparent 
dots that cover its leaves, giving the impression that they are perforated, hence the name of the species. 

Where does it grow?
Hypericum perforatum is native to the Mediterranean basin, but is now widely distributed throughout the world. The 
plant is very tolerant of poor environmental conditions and can survive a wide range of environments. It is known to 
rapidly colonize degraded lands. St John’s wort grows in most types of soils and in both sunny and shaded locations 
provided moisture and drainage are adequate. In many part of the world, outside its natural range, the species has 
spread rapidly and is considered as an unwanted weed because it displaces and inhibits the settlement and establish-
ment of native flora. One of the main factors that have led to the spread of Hypericum perforatum from its Medi-
terranean place of origin is its domestication and cultivation for medicinal purposes. 

What do we know about it?
St. John’s wort has a long history of herbal use. In fact, its history of ethnobotanical use goes back to Greek times. 
But in the 1990s the plant was brought back to prominence as a herbal remedy, mainly for the treatment of mild to 
moderate depression. Other potential medical applications using St. John’s wort include treatments for anxiety, sleep 
disorders, bacterial and viral infections, inflammatory arthritis, skin wounds, cancer, and certain respiratory conditions. 
In Lebanon, Hypericum perforatum is used traditionally as an infusion that is drank against warts, hence the name `ish-
bet al tawaleel.
Consuming large amounts of the plant may cause undesirable side-effects as the plant contains a phototoxic compound. It 
can react in sunlight to irritate and inflame the skin of those who have ingested too much of the chemical extract.

Hypericum perforatum  L. | St. John’s - wort
Hypericaceae |  St. John’s-wort Family
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Inula crithmoides L. | Hollyhock 
Asteracea | Composite family

What is it? 
Inula crithmoides L. is a member of the Asteracea family, and a close relative of Tayyoun, Inula viscosa L. Its local 
Arabic name is Hashishat-ul-bahr                 literally “the grass of the sea”. It is a perennial bush that colonizes the 
coastline of Lebanon where it grows as single stand bushes of 50-60 cm width and 50 cm height. The leaves are 
fleshy and succulent and grow directly from the stem. Older leaves can sometimes be three-dentate. Its small, yel-
low flowers appear in October at the tip of the stems. 

Where does it grow? 
Inula crithmoides is a rocky shore plant. It grows in the shallow residual soil pockets between the coastal rock 
outcrops, where it is commonly exposed to sea spray. It also proliferates in the salt-drying basins of North Lebanon 
where the salinity can be very high and very few other plants can survive. This makes Inula crithmoides a halophyte, 
which are very special plants that can tolerate large quantities of salt in their environment. 

What do we know about it?
In Lebanon, the fleshy new growth of I. crithmoides is harvested from March-April to early June. People either pick it from 
the rocks near the sea, especially in the region of Barbara, or straight from the salt drying flats such as those of Enfeh and 
Qalamoun. It is then pickled in vinegar and consumed throughout the year. It is consumed as a delicacy with the mezze, and 
usually accompanied by alcoholic drinks. People enjoy it for its delicate sea taste, but many believe it has medicinal proper-
ties, especially as a cure for goiter. Researchers from the American University of Beirut showed that I. crithmoides contains 
more iodine than most leafy green vegetables, but that this quantity was probably not enough to prevent goiter. In ancient 
Lebanese folk medicine, the root of I. crithmoides used to be known as hatab zayti or oily wood. The stewed root was 
considered to be a tonic by poor coastal families, and was used as a remedy for overeating. It was claimed to ease the 
congestion of the bowels and to counteract liver swelling. However, none of these properties have ever been tested or 
proven. Nevertheless, Inula crithmoides might have other uses: research, again at AUB, has shown that its high pro-
tein content and its ability to tolerate saline water make it a good option for cultivation using sea water. This would 
save precious fresh water.
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What is it?
Inula viscosa is locally known as tayyoun. The plant grows straight up off the ground and has numerous side branches but 
the main branch is tall and visible. Since the plant lives for several years the base of the plant often becomes woody. The 
surface of tayyoun is hairy. Leaves grow directly from the stem and are covered with hairs which bear at their tips glands 
that release sticky aromatic substances. It is because of this material that the plant was named “viscosa” (meaning sticky). 
In late summer the plant produces clusters of bright yellow flowers each consisting of many tiny flowers packed in such 
a way as to form the shape of one flower head. Later, in the fall, the fruits which consist of several seeds stuck together at 
a center forming a ball of fine translucent hairs, detach from the plant and get dispersed by wind.  

Where does it grow?
Inula viscosa grows where most other plant cannot survive: it is a plant that survives drought and poor soil. It can be 
found from sea level all the way up to 1500 m above sea level, and it colonizes degraded lands which would oth-
erwise be bare. It grows in compacted soils, in degraded lands suffering from severe erosion, and is often the first 
plant to colonize damaged and disturbed soils. Tayyoun stands are easily spotted: in the dry and desiccated Medi-
terranean summer garrigue, they are usually the only green patches. The plant also grows between rock outcrops 
and in the interstices of the stone walled terraces which characterize the Lebanese mountain landscape. 

What do we know about it?
Lebanese farmers traditionally use tayyoun to prevent drying fruits, especially raisins, from spoiling by laying the 
fruits on a bedding made from branches and leaves. The plant is believed to prevent the fruits from becom-
ing moldy. Tayyoun is also extremely important in honey production, because it blooms in the fall, when 
few other plants can provide nectar for the bees. Tayyoun is also traditionally used as a cataplasm, or 
a wet dressing for wounds, especially by masons who used to construct stone terraces. Farm workers 
often incurred minor wounds on their hands and legs, which they dressed with crushed tayyoun leaves 
covered with a cloth. Recent studies have demonstrated the antimicrobial and anti-inflammatory proper-
ties of tayyoun extract, and the plant is currently being produced semi-industrially in many Mediterranean 
countries, where it is grown on marginal lands. 

Inula viscosa L. | Tayyoun
Astreaceae | Composite Family 
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Juniperus oxycedrus L. | Prickly Juniper
Cupressaceae | Cypress Family

What is it?
Juniperus oxycedrus is known in Arabic as `Ar`ar (          ). It is known in English as Prickly Juniper or Cade Juniper from the 
French genévrier cade. Oxycedrus means “sharp cedar”, a reference to the “prickling” character of its green needle like leaves 
that are organized in whorls of three. 

`Ar`ar is an evergreen conifer tree that varies greatly in shape from a spreading shrub 2-3 m tall to a small erect tree that is 
10-15 m tall. It is a species of juniper related to Juniperus excelsa (Arabic: lazzab) and belonging to the same family as the 
cypress tree. The cones produced by `Ar`ar are unique to the genus and different from other conifers because they don’t 
look like typical cones; instead they are orange-red and look like berries. During autumn, birds eat the mature berries help-
ing in the dispersal and germination of the seeds that have a hard shell and are normally difficult to germinate: As the birds 
digest the fleshy cones the seed coats are softened, then pass in the droppings and are dispersed in nature ready to germinate. 
This is why the decline in bird population due to hunting and pesticide use poses a threat to the reproduction of the tree.  

Where does it grow?
`Ar`ar is naturally distributed across the Mediterranean region and grows on a variety of rocky sites from sea level up to 
1600m ASL. It is commonly found in the Lebanese mountains especially on the peaks of mountains at altitudes above 
the cedar line. `Ar`ar  is a hardy species that is tolerant to all soil conditions, it tolerates drought and can grow in 
very alkaline soil. 

What do we know about it?
In Lebanon, there are several ethnomedical claims regarding the use of `Ar`ar. The crushed berries yield 
an oily substance which is used as an antiseptic salve for wound dressings. A water infusion of the berries is 
used as an anti-inflammatory. The berries can also be macerated in alcohol and rubbed into joints. Ancient 
Arab medicine recommends the use of the rotten bark as a dressing for wounds. Around the Mediterra-
nean the shrub has been traditionally used for the production of Cade oil obtained through the distilla-
tion of the wood. Cade oil is a dark, aromatic oil with a strong tar-like smell which is used in some cosmetics 
and traditional skin treatment drugs against psoriasis and chronic eczema.
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Matriarca chamomilla L. | May weed
Astreaceae | Composite Family

What is it? 
Chamomille or camomille (Matriarca chamomilla L.) is known in Arabic as babunij (         ). The Arabic name is re-
lated to the Persan babunah. The plant bears bears white flowers of 2-3 cm diameter, and flowers in May and June. 
Matriarca chamomilla belongs to the plant family Asteracea, which used to be called Compositae and which includes 
many plants with aromatic properties. The Astaracea family also includes sunflower and safflower, both of which are eco-
nomically important plants. The family gets its name from the special radiating shape of its flowers, which resemble a star, 
or an aster. 

Where does it grow?
Chamomille is a very widespread plant. It grows well on all continents, and thrives as a weed on freshly plowed fields. 
It generally prefers well drained soils and temperate climates. It can also be found between rocks and in crevices on 
residual red soils of the mountain. 

What do we know about it?
Chamomille must be one of the oldest wild plants used in decoctions for a variety of purposes. Because of the shape 
of its flower, the ancient Egyptians dedicated it to the sun and believed it to cure fevers. European herbalists from the 
Middle Ages recommended bathing in chamomille decoctions for relaxation and cooling. In Lebanon, the flowers are 
commonly harvested and dried for use as decoctions, individually or with other herbal mixes. Chamomille tea has today 
become a major herbal drink branded and marketed by hundred of companies. Many of the traditional uses of the plants, 
such as the calming effect and the digestive properties have been widely researched and demonstrated, and it has been esti-
mated that over a million cups of camomille infusions are consumed worldwide everyday. However, It must also be pointed 
out that chamomile can induce allergies in certain people, especially those who are allergic to other members of the family 
Asteracea.
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What is it?
Myrtle (Myrtus communis L.) is known as hemblas (           ) or ar-raihan (           ) in Arabic. However, only North African 
countries refer to myrtle as raihan. This is where the Spanish name for the plant, Arrayán, appears to have been be 
derived from.
It is a perennial shrub from the Myrtaceae family which includes evergreen, drought tolerant tree and shrub species 
that produce essential oils. Myrtle leaves generate an aromatic and refreshing smell. There are two botanical variet-
ies of myrtles in Lebanon. The edible one, which produces white berries 10 to 15 mm in diameter and is commonly 
planted as hedges or in gardens. The other variety produces smaller violet/blue berries. Its branches are used as green 
foliage in flower arrangements and wreaths prepared for funerals.

Where does it grow?
Myrtle is native to Europe, North Africa and West Asia and tolerates very well the conditions prevalent in this 
region. It is found in the wild sunny locations, on well drained calcareous soils. It is tolerant to drought, 
which explains its success in Mediterranean environment.

What do we know about it?
Myrtle has been associated with religious rituals in ancient Jewish and Roman mythology. The plant was 
sacred to the goddess of land and fertility, Demeter and to the goddess of beauty, Aphrodite. 

The plant is often used in vernacular landscapes in Lebanon, especially as a hedge plant in rural and 
urban settings. In Lebanon, the white variety is picked and consumed as a fruit and it can be found in 
farmers’ markets and fruit shops in late summer and early fall. 
The leaves and berries of myrtle have traditionally been used in several home remedies throughout the 
Middle East. As both are rich in aromatic compounds they are believed to have antiseptic and disinfectant prop-
erties. They are used externally for wound healing and are also used to treat constipation and as a carminative agent 
for de-worming. The essential oil is commonly used in aromatherapy to combat sore throats and coughs. However, there is 
little scientific evidence for these medicinal properties. 

Myrtus communis L. | Myrtle
Myrtaceae | Myrtle Family
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What is it?
Orchis anatolica (Arabic: sahlab) belongs to the orchid family Orchidacea one of the largest families of flowering 
plants with a current estimate of 25,000 species. Unlike the species that grow in the Far East, Mediterranean orchids 
are terrestrial and have underground tubers which help them survive droughts. The name “orchis” originates from the 
Greek word meaning “testicle” due to the appearance of the small and oval shaped tubers. The name sahlab is the con-
traction of the 2 Arabic words “khasyu al-tha`lab” which means “fox testicles”. Orchis anatolica is a delicate plant with a 
loose flower spike of pinkish flowers that bloom in the spring reaching 30 cm in height.  
 
Where does it grow? 
Orchids are found in every continent except in Antarctica. The tiny seeds of orchids, which do not contain any nutrients to 
support the growth of the embryo, can only germinate if the appropriate fungus attacks them. If the environmental conditions, 
such as soil type, climate, and plant composition are not favorable, then the presence of the appropriate fungus will be limited and 
this would in turn hinder the growth and distribution of the orchids.  
Orchis anatolica is native to Lebanon and the Fertile Crescent where it can be found in oak woodlands and pine forests at elevations 
ranging from sea level to 2000m. It is a shade-loving plant that can tolerate low soil fertility and periods of cool weather.  

What do we know about it?
Sahlab is also the name of a hot sweet milk-based drink and of a special ice cream flavor. It is prepared in Turkey, Syria, Lebanon and 
Palestine, using sahlab powder, which is the dried and pulverized tuber of Orchis anatolica. While the plant grows widely in Lebanon, 
the sahlab powder is imported from the mountains of southern Turkey. 
Both the sahlab drink and ice cream share a common characteristic: the plasticity of their texture. This is due to the presence in the 
tubers of a polysaccharide resembling starch called bassorin which gives them their special consistency.
Sahlab, like many other orchids, is believed to have aphrodisiac qualities. This idea dates back to ancient Greek and Roman times, 
and is associated with the special shape of the tubers. Recent experiments on mice have shown that male animals fed Orchis ana-
tolica bulb showed increased fertility, as evidenced by a larger number of impregnated females!
There is concern currently in Turkey that Orchis anatolica might be over-collected, resulting in a decline in the wild population. 
Research is needed for the domestication and farming of this important economic plant which can constitute an important 
source of income for rural families.

Orchis anatolica L. | Anatolian orchid
Orchidacea
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What is it?
There are two wild pistachio species that we commonly refer to in Lebanon as botom (      ). Both species belongs to the 
Anacardiaceae family, which also includes the cultivated pistachio tree (Pistacia vera) and the sumac tree. The most wide-
spread species in Lebanon is Pistacia palaestina. (also known as Pistacia terebinthus L. subsp. palaestina) and is a tree 
commonly known as Pistachier térébinthe de Palestine. It is a small evergreen tree distinguished by its broad canopy. 
The second, Pistacia atlantica is also known as Mount Atlas pistachio. It is a large tree that can grow up to 20m. Like its 
cultivated relative, botom is monoecious meaning that there are female trees that bear fruits and male trees that bear flowers 
only. The trees flower from May to July, and the bright red seeds ripen in the fall. 

Where does it grow?
Pistacia palaestina is the predominant wild pistachio species in Lebanon. It grows along the western slopes of the Mount 
Lebanon chain. The tree is widely distributed in open woodlands, guarrigues and maquis. It is tolerant to drought and 
cold, and colonizes coastal scrublands and dry rocky slopes and favors sunny locations. It thrives well on all soil types, 
from light sandy to heavy clayey but prefers neutral to alkaline soils formed on limestone. In contrast, the distribu-
tion of Pistacia atlantica is limited to high altitudes where it is found as scattered old populations. According to 
local accounts P. atlantica were once abundant and formed dense forests in the past but were lost to extensive 
deforestation. 

What do we know about it?
Remnants of different pistachio species have been found in archeological excavations as early as 6760 BC. How-
ever although records on the cultivated pistachio are abundant there is less information about other species 
which are typically used as rootstocks for the cultivated pistachio because of their tolerance to harsh condi-
tions. In Lebanon, botom is currently underutilized. The fruits are sometimes harvested and nibbled 
on, usually by village kids. The trees are often trimmed or felled and the wood used for heating or 
as supporting structures for grapevines. In certain locations of South Lebanon, especially in the 
village of Aytaroun, the dried fruits, which taste like pistachio, are used as a condiment in the 
manufacture of a special kind of bread made called baq`et el botom. In the spring, the young 
tender green shoots called shaashoub are collected and consumed as a raw snack, or prepared as a 
yoghurt salad or with garlic, oil and olives.  

Pistacia palaestina L. | Botom
Anacardiaceae family
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What is it?
Plantago major L. (Arabic Lisan al hamal              ) is a small perennial plant which dies to the ground and sprouts back 
from its roots every year. The leaves arise from a base close to the ground forming a 10-20 cm diameter stand. The shape 
of the leaves, broad and oval, resembles a tongue, which gave it its Arabic name Lisan al hamal, the lamb’s tongue. The 
plant produces flowers that are borne along the ends of a flowering stalk and appear like rat-tails. They grow during 
May to September depending on location and altitude and produce yellowish seeds in long, narrow spikes rising 
above the leaf base. 

Where does it grow?
Plantago major, native to the drier areas of southern Europe and Western Asia, has spread to every continent because 
of its very broad range of tolerance to different climatic and soil conditions. It is considered an unwanted weed in most 
places as it easily colonizes fields and is well adapted to withstand grazing pressure, and trampling by peopleIt is also able 
to grow well in compacted soils and can dominate the low vegetation near paths and roads where soils are usually com-
pacted. . It can withstand limited salinity and maritime exposure and can also be found in locations near the sea.

What do we know about it?
Plantago is harvested and consumed during spring in certain parts of the Mediterranean. The young leaves are boiled 
and then fried with onions and eaten with bread after seasoning with lemon juice. However, the slight bitterness and 
fibrousness of the leaves is retained after cooking, and contribute to the unpopularity of this dish. 
The plant is also believed to have a number of medicinal properties, but its ethnobotanical use in the region is 
limited. Around the Mediterranean, it is used as a folk remedy to prevent infections on small lesions because of its 
astringent and antiseptic properties. Its effectiveness as a treatment for bleeding, and its ability to quickly staunch 
blood flow and encourage the repair of damaged tissue, made it known as “Soldier’s Herb” because it was used 
as field dressing on wounds. In addition, the plantain seeds contain up to 30% mucilage which swells up in 
the gut, acting as a bulk laxative and soothing irritated membranes. There has also been a claim that a trans-
dermal patch containing an extract of the herb Plantago major produces a diminished desire for nicotine. 

Plantago major L. | Lisan al hamal 
Plantaginaceae | Plantain Family
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What is it?
Prunus mahaleb (Arabic mahlab           ) belongs to the same genus as plums, peaches, cherries and almonds. The species 
name mahaleb comes from Arabic al-mahlab, probably meaning “a kind of perfume or sweet smell”. It is a small deciduous 
tree that produces small, white and fragrant flowers that grow in clusters of 3-10 flowers in the spring. The fruits look like 
tiny cherries. They are green when immature, turn red and then black in mid to late summer.

Where does it grow?
Mahlab has a wide distribution and can be found in central Europe as in the Mediterranean region. Prunus mahaleb grows 
in thickets and open woodlands on mountain slopes. In Lebanon it exists at high altitudes as sporadic populations and individu-
al tree specimens. It tolerates droughts and snows, and can thrive on all soil types provided they are well drained. It prefers 
sunny or semi-shaded locations. Birds play an important role in the spread of the tree in wilderness, as they feed on 
the fruit and disperse the seeds to favorable locations. Prunus mahaleb is threatened with habitat loss, in part due 
to the systematic hunting of birds. The species is commonly used as a rootstock for cultivated cherry trees because 
it produces well-anchored, drought resistant trees. 

What do we know about it?
Prunus mahaleb is essentially a wild tree, but it is sometimes cultivated to produce a spice frequently used in 
Greece, Turkey, Syria, Lebanon and Palestine called mahlab        , and which is extracted from the center of the 
pit of the fruit. The dried seed kernels are used as flavouring in breads, sweet pastries, and confectionery and as an 
essential component of a mixed spice common in Lebanon called daqqat al kaak              , used in cooking special 
Lebanese breads and biscuits. Syria is the world’s main producer and exporter of mahlab.

Caution should be taken when using and consuming mahlab which has a bitter taste, as members of the same genus 
are known to contain compounds such as prunasin which form cyanide when mixed with water, and can thus be 
very poisonous. 
Other reported uses include the production of a natural green dye from the leaves and a dark gray dye which can 
be obtained from the fruit. Furthermore the wood of this species is hard, very heavy, and polishes well and is ideal for 
producing carved ornamental items. 

Prunus mahaleb L. | Mahaleb
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What is it?
Rhus coriaria L., sumac         is a deciduous tree native to the Eastern Mediterranean and parts of Arabia and Central Asia. 
Sumac is a small tree reaching 3m in height. The young branches are hairy and the mature stems exude a resin when cut. In 
autumn, the leaves turn bright red before falling off. Flowers are white and are followed by dense conical clusters of small red-
dish furry fruits. In the Aramaic language, sumaqa refers to “dark red” as well as the sumac berries, and the name was adopted 
by European languages via Arabic. 
Several species of the genus Rhus grow wild around the Mediterranean Sea; of these, only Rhus coriaria is used to produce sumac 
spice. It is important to note that several related plants used as ornamentals in Europe and Northern America are not identical 
to the variety yielding the spice sumac in Lebanon and ingestion of those ornamentals may have adverse effects. One of them 
Toxicodendron vernix, is known as poison sumac, not to be confused with the Lebanese sumac. 

Where does it grow?
In Lebanon, sumac grows wild at middle and low altitudes. It colonizes steep slopes and uncultivated parcels. Like its rela-
tive Pistacia lentiscus it is able to live in all soil conditions and is tolerant to drought. But although it is able to thrive in 
poor soils, it prefers sunny locations. 
Sumac is semi-cultivated in Lebanon; trees that spontaneously appear near terrace walls or at the edge of cultivated parcels 
are tended and their fruits harvested. Farmers commonly cut new sprouts emerging from underground stems and trans-
plant them to desired locations, usually in steep lands unusable for the growing of other trees. The quality of the sumac 
fruits is believed to improve with altitude. 
Rhus coriaria is also known as Sicilian sumac as it is widely cultivated in Sicily. In Lebanon, it is commonly sold, as 
fruit clusters or as a ground spice. Most of the product on the Lebanese market originates from the harvest of semi-wild 
plants. The current price of sumac (nearly $10 per kilo) offers sufficient incentive to start its systematic cultivation as a 
source of supplementary income in areas with poor rocky soils and little access to water. 

What do we know about it?
Sumac is mostly used in Lebanon as a condiment. It is an essential ingredient of the za`tar mix which also includes 
Origanum syriacum (thyme) and toasted sesame seeds. It is also used as a souring agent in salad dressings as one would 
use lemon or vinegar. It is an essential ingredient of the fattoush salad. The fruits, crushed and mixed with water and oil 
are used as a meat marinade and cooking sauce, a method that was used in Roman times. 

Rhus coriaria L. | Sumac 
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What is it?
Salvia fructicosa, also called Salvia triloba is the East Mediterranean sage known as Greek or Lebanese sage. Salvia is a genus 
that belongs to the mint family Laminaceae (Labiateae), which includes many aromatic plants such as basil, mint, rosemary, 
marjoram, oregano, thyme and lavender. In Lebanon sage is known as qas`ein (         ) or Meiramiyyeh (        ). It grows 
as a shrub with stems that reach up to 1 m high, with grey-green, strongly aromatic velvety leaves. The best essential oil is 
obtained from the plant at the end of the summer. 

Where does it grow?
S. libanotica is a common wild plant of Lebanon. It is found as a bush in the degraded open areas and as an important com-
ponent of the undergrowth vegetation of the oak and pine forests. It thrives very well on the dry rocky Red Mediterranean 
soils formed on hard limestone. 

What do we know about it?
The name Salvia is derived from the Latin word ‘salvere’, meaning ‘to heal’, and this herb has been known for thousands of 
years for its healing qualities. It was used by ancient Greeks for the treatment of ulcers and snake bites and the Romans used 
it for improving the memory and the senses. Until today several Salvia species are known and used for culinary and medicinal 
purposes. The dried leaves and essential oil of sage are used extensively by the food industry as seasonings for sausages, ground 
meats, fish, salads, soups, and stews. Sage is also used as a flavoring and antioxidant in cheeses, pickles, vegetables, processed 
foods, and beverages. The oil is used to extend the keeping quality of fats and meats. 
The Lebanese/Greek sage which accounts for more than 50% of the culinary sage imported into the United States. In Leba-
non, sage is frequently harvested from the wild and exported to Jordan, where it is commonly drank as an infusion, usually 
with tea. 
Sage is reputed to have a variety of medicinal properties, including being used externally as an antiseptic for wounds and 
bruises as well as a gargle for tooth and throat aches that accompany common colds. However, the most common documented 
use is as an infusion for abdominal pain, as it eliminates flatulence, aids digestion. In Bedouin ethnobotany, this infusion is also 
used to relieve the pain of menstrual cramps.
In south Lebanon, branches of wild sage are harvested and burned as incense over the graves of loved ones. This association with 
death and loss is why many people, while recognizing the importance of sage, avoid consuming it.
Research carried out in Lebanon has shown that sage essential oil had tumor suppressive properties as well as anti-inflammatory ef-
fects. Research has also identified the bioactive components responsible for the anticancer effects of essential oils of Lebanese sage. 

Salvia triloba L. | Sage
Labiateae | Mint Family
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Styrax officinalis L. | Styrax
Styracaceae | Styrax Family

What is it?
Styrax officinalis L. is known as hawz (       ) in Lebanon. Its common English name is styrax or storax. It is a large deciduous 
shrub that can reach up to 6 meters in the wild. Its white and fragrant flowers appear in June as small drooping clusters of 3 to 
6 flowers per cluster, and its small greenish rounded fruits ripen in October. 

Where does it grow? 
Styrax is native to Southern Europe and to the Levant, and is therefore only mildly tolerant to cold. It is, however, drought 
tolerant. The plant is cultivated in France and Germany. It thrives on sandy and loamy soils with a pH close to neutrality. It 
can be found in Lebanon in semi-shaded locations on the red sandy soils which also support the umbrella pine forests. The 
distribution of the species is broad in Lebanon and it can be found from coastal areas to altitudes of up to 1500 m. 

What do we know about it?
Styrax officinalis has long been used in the Mediterranean basin as a source of resin called storax, used for the manufacture of 
perfumes and incense. Ancient Greek references, including Herodotes in the 5th century BC indicate that it was traded by 
Phoenician merchants from the Near East to the Hellenic Peninsula.
The perfumed resin was extracted by wounding the tree barks and collecting the dried sap. It was used in folk medi-
cine against cough and respiratory illnesses, and it was believed to have antiseptic properties. Avicenna (Ibn Sina) 
mentions it in his book Al-Qanun fi al-Tibb.

The medicinal properties of styrax resin appear to be due to its benzoic acid content. Tincture of benzoin is still 
used today to clean small wounds and promote healing, and derivatives of the compound are used in cigarettes 
because it reduces the cough caused by the inhalation of tobacco.
In Lebanon, the fruits are used for freshwater fishing. The process is called “tehweez” (         ). River water flow 
is slowed down through a temporary barrier and the styrax fruits are smashed and thrown in the water. The 
crushed fruits release a substance that causes the fish to float and get trapped in the temporary barrier from 
where they are collected. Styrax officinalis can also be mixed with tubers of cyclamen and made into a toxic mix 
used to poison sea fish by adding it to bait. The dead fish are then collected from the sea floor. 

The dried fruits of styrax are also used as rosary beads. 
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Sambucus ebulus L. | Elder 
Capripholiaceae | Honey suckle Family

What is it?
Sambucus ebulus L. is locally known as bailasan (         ). It is a small-medium sized bush (0.6-2m) with white flowers 
borne in large clusters. It flowers from July to August, while the seeds ripen from August to September. The crushed 
bark emits a strong disagreeable odor.

Where does it grow?
Bailasan is widespread in Lebanon, because of its drought tolerance and of its ability to thrive in a variety of soils, 
from calcareous clays to neutral sands. It can also tolerate various degrees of shading, and has been reported to 
withstand atmospheric pollution. This is why it can be found in a broad range of habitats, ranging from forest 
fringes, woods and hedgerows to scrubs. It is also found on the sides of streams and in ravines. It can easily colonize 
waste lands. It spreads vigorously due to its creeping rhizomes.

What do we know about it?
The leaves and stems of most Sambucus species are known to be poisonous, and the fruits 
have been reported to cause stomach upset in some people. However, it appears that any toxic 
substance in the fruit is present in very small quantities and is probably destroyed by cooking.  
The leaves are used by Bedouins as a tea in folk medicine to calm colic and stomach aches. 
Extracts from the fruit and the root are used as dyes and ink, and have been used to color 
hair black. 

The seeds contain about 25% oils, and are used in compresses as an anti rheumatic in Ira-
nian folk medicine. Recent studies by Iranian researchers showed that some of these claims 
might be justified.

In the Arab world, Bailasan is a girl’s name, albeit rarely used.
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What is it?
The stinging nettles found in Lebanon consists of several species belonging to the nettle family and which are all 
referred to in Lebanon as qurrayss or horrayq (pincher or burner). These plant species are typically recognized 
by the stinging hairs on their leaves and stems. The plants, which can reach up to 1m height, have soft green 
leaves that grow opposite each other along the stem and are furnished with stiff and long hairs that bear 
small spherical heads which readily break off upon contact discharging an irritating fluid which pene-
trates in to the skin. The plant blooms from June to September producing green flowers that are polli-
nated by wind. Seeds ripen from July to October. 

Where does it grow?
Qurrayss prefers shaded locations where there is little disturbance and a relative abundance of moisture. 
It grows preferentially in fertile locations, and can be found in forest and woodland undergrowth. 

What do we know about it?
Soaking nettles in water, cooking them, or drying them will remove the stinging chemicals from the plant, 
which allows their handling and consumption without stinging. Young leaves generally have a better taste 
than older, more bitter leaves i.e. when the plant enters into its flowering stage and when leaves also develop 
gritty particles. In early spring the harvested young qurrayss leaves can be transformed into safe and nutritious 
dishes.  It contains relatively high levels of protein which makes the young shoots nutritionally valuable for veg-
etarians. The young leaves are similar in texture to spinach and can be added to mixed salads. In europe several 
recipes are produced using nettle including pesto and nettle soup.  

The plant has a history of medicinal uses. One of the most common uses is as a hair tonic: water infusions 
are said to strengthen the hair follicles and to reduce dandruff. It has also been used as an anti inflammatory. 
In old times, before lipstick became common, Bedouin women used to rub the leaves of Urtica on their lips in 
order to induce redness.

Urtica spp. L. | Qurrayss
Urticaceae | Nettle Family
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