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Introduction

On the evening of October 19, participants coming from abroad met in the Bari 
airport and were transferred to Riva del Sol Hotel in Giovinazzo. After a short welcome 
meeting in the lobby and garden of the hotel most of the participants decided to visit 
Bari, notably to see the Basilica de San Nicola and to have a good but expensive meal in 
a typical restaurant. Bari is a city that lies on the east coast of Italy slightly north of the 
41st parallel. It is a well-known port and university city and the second most important 
economic center of mainland Southern Italy after Naples.

The following morning we received a briefing from IOS member Christof Van Hulle, 
one of the organizers of this event, along with IOS members Dirk Benoit and Morgan 
Santini. Outside, the bus was ready and waiting so off we went for the start of what 
promised to be a very interesting three days.

October 20: from Bari to Sfilzi

Following the northbound A14 highway we admired the landscape of vast areas of 
cultivated land hosting vegetables, olives, almonds, kiwis, grapes, and other fruit trees. In 
the uncultivated areas, we noted Pinus halepensis Mill. and P. pinea L., so characteristic 
of the Mediterranean. Leaving the A14 in an eastward direction we took a road that 
follows the coastline, passing along the way the Riserva natural Salina di Margherita di 
Savoia located between the Orfanto River and the town of Manfredonia. 

The Riserva is a Ramsar Convention1 site that includes the largest salt lake in Europe and 
the second largest in the world (3,870 ha/9,560 ac). Seventy-five percent of the country’s 
salt production comes from here. The entire reserve includes 75,000 ha/185,000 ac of 
prime wetland. The associated flora of salt-tolerant plants and the rich macroinvertebrate 
fauna represent an ideal food source for thousands of sedentary and migratory shorebirds. 

From our bus posted at a convenient viewing point along the roadside, we were able 
to observe hundreds of greater flamingos (Phoenicopterus roseus Pallas), little egrets 
(Egretta garzetta L.), black-winged stilts (Himantopus himantopus L.), pied avocets 
(Recurvirostra avosetta L.), different curlews (Numenius spp.), and slender-billed gulls 
(Chroicocephalus genei Brème). The marshes are a favored breeding site for Eurasian 

spoonbills (Platalea leucorodia L.), 
glossy ibis (Plegadis falcinellus 
L.), five species of heron and many 
others. One of the few remaining 
breeding colonies of the little tern 
(Sternula albifrons Pallas) is here.

On both sides of our observation 
spot, we saw several bushes 
of Myoporum sp. (possibly M. 
tetrandrum Labill.) Domin. 
Indigenous to Australia, New 
Zealand and New Caledonia, this 
genus includes many drought- and 

1. Officially known as the Convention on Wetlands of International Importance, it is referred to as the Ramsar Conven-
tion because it was signed in Ramsar (Iran) in 1971.

1/ The Gargano Promontory and the Foresta Umbra.
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salt-tolerant trees and shrubs, some of which have become naturalized, even invasive, in 
Italy. In the surrounding areas we saw giant clumps of Arundo donax L., also known to 
be drought- and salt-resistant.

Continuing northward to Gargano, we passed through the province of Foggia, with its 
important industrial infrastructure. In economic regression and suffering from increasing 
unemployment, it is a vast landscape of industrial archeology.

Manfredonia: gateway to the Gargano2 

At a distance, in the sunlight, we 
saw the highlands of the Gargano 
Promontory behind the city of 
Manfredonia that lies at the foot of 
the southern slopes. The sub-region 
of the province of Foggia, the 
Gargano, is in fact a detached piece 
of Central Europe that remained an 
island until the accumulation of silt 
and conglomerated soils, combined 
with sea-level lowering during 
the last Ice Age, joined it to the 
mainland. It is a limestone plateau 
extending 30 km/19 mi into the 
Adriatic Sea to form the spur of the 
Italian boot. Relictual populations 
of Alpine, Appenine, Mediterranean 
and Dalmatian (trans-Adriatic) 
flora are found here, especially in 
the Foresta Umbra (the remains of 
ancient oak and beech forest that 
once covered Central Europe).

The strong influence of postglacial 
Quercus petraea (Matt.) Liebl. and 
Q. robur L. on the southern Q. 
pubescens Willd., has created an 
ideal situation for hybridization, 
and identifying individual trees 
based on external characteristics is 
very difficult. Whether hybrids or 
representative of a very high degree 
of intraspecific polymorphism, the 
nomenclatural history of the above-
named taxa clearly shows that a 
wide range of phenotypes exist and 

2. The word “Gargano” refers to many things: the Gargano as sub-region of the province of Foggia; the name of the 
mountain peaks in that sub-region, the Gargano Promontory; the  name of the highest peak, Monte Gargano; and the 
name of the National Park created in 1991.

2/ Intraspecific variation in Quercus pubescens.
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that at one time or another many of these were given different names by different authors. 
Q. amplifolia Guss., Q. appenina Lam., Q. banja Endl., Q. cupaniana Guss., Q. laciniosa 
Boreau, Q. tommasinii Kotschy ex Vis., and Q. virgiliana (Ten.) Ten. are just a few of the 
myriad names that have been published for the various forms of Q. pubescens.

The dryer slopes of the Gargano are typical maquis with xerophilous and fragrant, low-
growing vegetation including the white flowered Thymus spinulosus Ten. and the smaller, 
very strong-smelling T. capitatus L., Rosmarinus officinalis L., Cytisus villosus Pourr., 
Genista acanthoclada A. DC., Spartium junceum L., Artemisia spp., Ferula communis L. 
with its distinctive dried seed-bearing skeletons, and the naturalized Opuntia ficus-indica 
(L.) Mill. that can be seen everywhere along the road, 

Climbing through a number of hairpin turns we made a short stop for Pinus halepensis 
seedlings growing along the roadside. Here we also found small suckering bushes of 
Ulmus canescens Melville exhibiting its corky twigs and from what we could see at a 
distance, there appeared to be P. nigra var. maritima (Aiton) Melville.3

The Foresta Umbra

In our approach to the Foresta Umbra, we drove through a small city on the eastern 
edge of the Gargano, Monte Sant’Angelo, where I asked myself, why are there almost 
no cars in the streets? My hypothesis is that the inhabitants hide their cars from the very 
hot sun!

Depending on which explanation you choose, Foresta Umbra means either the “shady 
forest” or the “forest of the Umbrians”. The protected part of this forest covers 10,000 
ha/25,000 ac. Due to the particular climatic conditions found here, it is composed of 
species normally associated with colder regions like Fagus sylvatica L., Carpinus betulus 
L., Tilia platyphyllos Scop., Salix alba L., Abies alba Mill., Euonymus europaeus L., 
mixed together with more oriental (trans-Adriatic) species like E. latifolius (L.) Mill., 
Carpinus orientalis Mill., and Ostrya carpinifolia Scop.

Before we reached the heart of the forest a number of interesting deciduous trees invited 
us for a short stop and very quickly everybody was excitedly exploring the roadside and 
neighboring bushes. We immediately made friends with a flock of free-ranging domestic 
pigs, as interested in the acorns as we were. Podolica cattle, a breed of domestic cattle 
with a registered pedigree in Italy since 1931, are also free-ranging in this region. Fallow 
deer (Dama dama L.) and argali or wild mountain sheep (Ovis ammon var. musimon L.), 
introduced for hunting, can also be seen. 

As we moved further into the forest, we found a number of Quercus cerris L., Q. 
pubescens Willd., and Quercus ilex L. Also to be found here: Acer obtusatum Waldst. & 
Kit. ex Willd,4 Fraxinus ornus L., Pyrus amygdaliformis Vill., Prunus spinosa L., Cistus 
creticus L., and C. monspeliensis L. A species of crocus was in full bloom (possibly C. 
longiflorus Raf.) and Hedera helix L., very successful here, decorates the entire forest.

On the rocky, dry soil on the edge of the forest, young flowering racemes of Urginea 
maritima (L.) Baker5 were popping out of the large bulbs. This plant, in the family 
Asparagaceae, is used in medicine and the scilliroside-containing leaf bases can be used 
as a rat poison. This species forms its leaves and seeds in winter and spring, with the 

3. Considered a synonym of P. nigra subsp. laricio Maire.
4. Considered a synonym of A. opalus subsp. obtusatum (Waldst. & Kit. ex Willd.) Gams.
5. Considerd a synonym of Drimia maritima (L.) Stearn.
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3/ a) Arisarum proboscideum (?) b) Phillyrea latifolia L. c) Arbutus unedo d) Pistacia terebinthus e) Ruscus 
aculeatus.

c

e

a

b

d
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flowers appearing in autumn on the naked and dry aboveground bulbs.
Passing through beautiful undulating landscapes the vast forest on the green hills 

contrasted dramatically with treeless valleys, whitish calcareous slopes, and meadows 
strewn with rocks and stones. Where the forest becomes denser and higher, the ground 
was covered with the rosy flowers of Cyclamen hederifolium Aiton. We noted the presence 
of different ferns (Ceterach officinarum Willd., Adiantum sp., and Asplenium sp.) in the 
drier areas and, in shadier spots, Phyllitis scolopendrium (L.) Newman6 and Dryopteris 
sp. 

Several species of oak were to be admired, including Q. pubescens, a monumental Q. 
cerris, and a few enormous Q. ilex. Also present here: Carpinus betulus, Tilia platyphyllos 
and a few maples that we had not previously seen: A. obtusatum var. neapolitanum (Ten.) 
A. DC.,7 A. opalus Mill.), A. pseudoplatanus L. and A. campestre L. We made a point 
of stopping to see the Tasso dell’Ispettore, the most famous of the many very large and 
very old Taxus baccata L. in the Foresta Umbra. Along the roadside, we admired a great 
variety of plants including Rosa sempervirens L., Laurus nobilis L., Ilex aquifolium L., 
Viburnum tinus L., Rhamnus alaternus L., Ulmus glabra Huds., Sorbus torminalis (L.) 
Crantz, Lonicera etrusca Santi, and Asparagus acutifolius L.

As each stop was the signal for a busy exploration of the area, the picnic in the forest 
that was to be our lunch was heartily welcomed by hungry oak lovers! The menu, 
consisting of regional specialties, was a revelation! Our compliments to Renzo Basile, 
Christof Van Hulle’s brother-in-law, who had made all the arrangements for the feast. It 
was my first try of a strong-tasting caciocavallo (a generic term for a kind of stretched-
curd cheese). Combined with a generous amount of Primitivo di Manduria (the local red 
wine) it was a successful combination that I will always remember!

Around our picnic site, with food-in-hand, we still didn’t stop exploring! Here we saw 
Daphne laureola L., the extremely prickly Smilax aspera L., the remarkable marmorated 
leaves of the spring-flowering Cyclamen repandum Sm., and a prickly member of the 
family Asparagaceae, Ruscus aculeatus L., with fruiting female plants and their strikingly 
red berries. 

Sentiero N° 1: Sfilzi to Casalini

After lunch we embarked on the 
Sentiero N° 1 (one of the 15 sentieri 
in the Foresta Umbra). We began 
our walk on this very pleasant 2.5 
km/1.6 mi route from Sfilzi, at 600 
m/2,000 ft, and descended slightly 
to 520 m/1700 ft to reach Casalini. 
The roundtrip took us about 3 hours. 

Besides the species already 
mentioned, we saw exceptionally 
large, tree-sized Pistacia terebinthus 
L., as well as the smaller, albeit 
respectably sized, Pistacia lentiscus 

6. Considered a synonym of Asplenium scolopendrium L.
7. Considered a synonym of Acer opalus subsp. obtusatum (Waldst. & Kit. ex Willd.) Gams.

4/ Quercus ilex
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L. This forest path is literally a parade of interesting species: Paliurus spina-christi Mill., 
Cercis siliquastrum L., Ceratonia siliqua L., Erica arborea L., Arbutus unedo L., Olea 
europaea var. sylvestris (Mill.) Lehr.,8 Pyrus pyraster (L.) Burgsd., and P. amygdaliformis 
Vill.). At the end of the route, near a small building, we found a Juniperus oxycedrus L. 
and not far from it a small European black scorpion (Euscorpius flavicaudis De Geer) that 
is not dangerous although the sting is very painful. A few extremely polite attempts were 
made to get it to pose for a photograph!

On the road again, a short ride took us to the Convento dei Cappuccini in Vico del 
Gargano to admire a very large and very old Q. ilex. It shows the marks of an eventful 
past, with a big hole and scar on one side from a lost head-branch and/or a lightning 
strike. Tourists love to use the large cavity in the massive trunk as a background for 
photographs! The tree is otherwise healthy with a dense crown and fresh leaves. Though 
it was fruiting most of the acorns were out of reach. Disappointed IOS members were 
soon happy again as we were invited to have a drink at the local bar very appropriately 
named Panninoteca la Quercia.

To end this very long and exciting day, we headed for the Rifugio Sfilzi. Once a resting 
place for shepherds leading their animals from Abruzzo to Puglia and back, it is now 
a farm-type B&B. After settling into our rooms we were invited to taste some of the 
regional alcoholic specialties before dinner. Many thanks to our very busy hostess and 
chef, although regretfully, several of our group, unaware of the complete menu, ate too 
much of the many starters and could not honor the lamb and mushroom main course!

Day 2: from Sfilzi to Martina Franca 

The next morning, everybody was ready for an 8:30 am departure and off we went, 
southbound, for our 260 km/160 mi drive to Martina Franca. Along the way we had 
occasion to remark how fertile the land is in this region: everywhere there are vineyards, 
almond orchards, figs, olives, industrial vegetable fields, cereal crops (wheat, corn, 
maize) as well as small, individual gardens near houses. Some 30 minutes from Taranto 
(due south of Bari on the opposite coast) the open landscape changes into an open oak 
forest.

Our study site for the day was the Riserva Naturale Regionale Orientata Bosco delle 
Pianelle. Theoretically only 15 minutes from Martina Franca, it took us a little longer as 
we got stuck in the Massafra weekly market traffic congestion.

Upon arrival at the Visitors Center, a wonderful picnic, prepared by Renzo, was 
waiting for us. As delicious as the previous one, it was a wonderful combination of 
fruit (including cactus figs, kaki and grapes), cheese, dried ham and other regional meat 
specialties, different traditional types of bread, a variety of delicious pies and…more 
than enough wine! 

To explore the forest, we chose an itinerary that was an estimated 8 km/5 mi walk 
beginning in open vegetation and ending in a denser, darker part. Seven species of oak 
are found here, Q. pubescens, Q. robur, Q. cerris, Q. ilex and three that we had not yet 
seen: Q. trojana Webb., Q. dalechampii Ten., and Q. coccifera L. Other interesting plants 
along the road included several species in the genera Phillyrea and Prunus, and perhaps 
a third species of cistus (Cistus salviifolius L.). In order to make the trip even more 
exciting, Christof led us off of the trail through the bush to a steep descent, fortunately 

8. Considered a synonym of Olea europaea L.
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ending on a road. This adventure resulted not only 
in a few more interesting discoveries, but it also 
convinced us of the ecological value of the area. 

We visited the city of Martina Franca (where 
Christof Van Hulle was married and where his 
parents-in-law live) on the way to our lodgings for 
the night in Alberobello, a reconverted farmhouse 
called Madonna dell’Arco with very comfortable 
rooms in individual trulli. The town of Alberobello 
is famous for these greyish, cone-roofed, little 
buildings used as storehouses, shelters, or houses, 
and that are made with traditional 19th century 

Apulian dry-stone masonry (i.e., without the use of mortar). We were invited for a swim, 
but most of us were too hungry and moved into the dining room rapidly where we had the 
pleasure of meeting Christof’s family. The owners had prepared an amazing dinner, a real 
promotion for the farm products that are their specialty. Fine food, good company, great 
spirits all around, but, exhausted as we were, we soon retired to our beds!

October 22: all the way to Tricase

After a copious breakfast, we were off again for a 170 km/110 mi drive to Tricase 
that would take us nearly to the tip of the boot heel. Our first stop on arrival was to see 
the Quercia dei Cento Cavalieri di Tricase, a monumental Q. macrolepis Kotschy. The 
tree is in a fenced area of 5,000 m2/50,000 ft2 and is growing with a few other trees, 
presumably, Q. dalechampii. Classified as a natural monument by UNESCO in 1979, the 
oldest estimate dates it from the 11th century (but I think that this is an exaggeration!). 
Certain enthusiastic oak lovers soon got over the fence, and walked over one of the heavy 
vertical branches, perhaps without realizing that this was not very respectful towards this 
old lady! As I have seen a few of these giant trees growing in Dymokastro in Northwest 
Greece, I was more attracted by other oaks nearby that had similar hybrid characteristics 
to an oak that we would see later on with Oreste Caroppo.

With enough time left before lunch we had a stroll through the Bosco Monotipico di 
Tricase, a landscaped area and educational plant garden with conservation status. We 

walked along an interesting wild 
hedge of fairly typical Q. coccifera 
with large leaves, long acorns, 
and cups that cover only one third 
of the nut. The mountain form 
of the species has smaller, very 
prickly leaves, and the cups cover 
only half or less of the acorn. The 
cohabitation of these two types 
of Q. coccifera is familiar to me; 
it is common on the southeastern 
slopes of the Kalodiki marshes near 
Morfi (Parga) in Greece. Some of 
the indigenous oaks were labeled, 

5/ Quercus coccifera acorns.

6/ Tricase Harbor, a beautiful setting for a picnic lunch.
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and we were glad to see Q. macrolepis and Q. 
pubescens with fruit, as well as Q. ithaburensis (a 
species not native to Italy) that had been planted.

Here we also found Dioscorea communis (L.) 
Caddick & Wilkin, the rare Ephedra foemina 
Forssk., Cistus incanus L. and a female plant 
of Ceratonia siliqua L. with ripe seed pods. 
Highly rich in protein, it has been planted in 
the Mediterranean as fodder for centuries so its 
distribution has been largely extended.

A very inconspicuous small flower proved upon 
examination to be the autumn-flowering Narcissus 
serotinus L. (confirmed by Morgan Santini, and 
his father, Claudio, who we contacted on several 
occasions for more botanical information!). We also found a member of the family 
Araceae, probably Arisarum proboscideum (L.) Savi. This perennial dies off in summer, 
leaving only a spike with orange berries, grows back in autumn, and flowers in the spring 
with a distinctly “tailed” spathe. Climbing over and into shrubs in the undergrowth 
between the oak trees, Smilax aspera L., a common liana in Southern Europe. Though 
exhibiting beautiful marmorated leaves, and long bunches of attractive blood-red fruit, it 
is above all dreaded by hikers and field botanists for the cruel wounds it can inflict if one 
tries to walk through the clumps it forms.

For our last picnic, after this short but very instructive visit, we sat along the docks 
of Tricase Harbor where Capparis spinosa L. that we had seen on several occasions was 
growing. The flowers are pure white with purple stamens, and the immature flower buds, 
conserved in salt or vinegar are known in kitchens around the world: in English, capers.

After lunch, we drove to the town of Maglie, where we met with botanist Oreste 
Caroppo. In 2012, Oreste discovered a putative hybrid between Q. coccifera and Q. cerris. 
Apparently only one tree – very healthy though recovering from drastic pruning by city 
authorities – is known to date. We noticed that the tree was fruiting but that there were 

7/ From left to right: Morgan Santini, Dirk 
Benoit, Christof Van Hull, Oreste Caroppo.

8a-b/ Putative hybrid between Quercus cerris and Q. coccifera.
a b
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no young saplings nearby – due to 
over zealous urban maintenance, 
according to Morgan Santini who 
has raised seedlings from acorns 
collected here. The shiny, long-
lasting, dark green leaves are 
interesting and Dirk Benoit collected 
scions for grafting. The name that 
has been proposed to designate this 
plant is Q. ×caroppoi (publication 
is in preparation by Dott. Piero 
Medagli of the Dipartimento di 
Scienze e Tecnologie Biologiche ed 
Ambientali, Universià del Salento).

Following Oreste’s suggestion, 
we moved on to a station of Q. 
frainetto, passing on the road many 
Q. coccifera and numerous trees 
and shrubs that we had seen before. 
We saw several very typical Q. 
frainetto and a few rather atypical 
types that seemed to be intermediate 
between this species and Q. robur. In 
Greece there seems to be a range of 

transition between Q. frainetto and Q. pubescens, and it is not always easy to distinguish 
between the two.

Oreste then led us to our final destination to see an interesting, large oak, representative 
of that form of Q. pubescens that used to be called Q. amplifolia. Originally described 
and named in 1844 by Giovanni Gussone it was subsequently renamed Q. lanuginosa 
var. amplifolia by Borzí in 1880 and then, by Nyman, in 1881, as Q. appenina subsp. 
amplifolia. Today, these are all considered to be heterotypic synonyms of Q. pubescens 
subsp. pubescens (today several hundred names are considered synonyms of Q. pubescens 
or heterotypic synonyms of Q. pubescens subsp. pubescens!).

Although I looked carefully at the leaves, acorns and cups, it was difficult to draw any 
conclusions especially since we did not have that much time to examine the surrounding 
trees of the same population. I have seen very similar trees in Bulgaria, Turkey and 
Northwest Greece, and I thought at the time that they seemed to be intermediate between 
Q. robur subsp. pedunculiflora (K. Koch) Menitsky and Q. pubescens.

After this very interesting excursion in such a floristically rich region, thus far not 
explored by IOS members, we returned to Bari, happy and tired.

Participants. Dirk Benoit, Gert Dessoy, Dominique D’Haene, Jacques Dheedene, Josée Segers, Christof 
Van Hulle, Ronny Van Keer, Bruno Van Puyenbroeck, Fanny Vanschoelant (Belgium); Nora Vogel 
(France); Oreste Caroppo, Morgan Santini, Renzo Basile (Italy); Wiecher Huisman, Bart Schipper (the 
Netherlands).

Photographers. Photos 1-6, 8 a-b: Geert Dessoy. Photo 7, 9: Bruno Van Puyenbroeck.

9/ Putative hybrid between Quercus cerris and Q. coccifera.




