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Ethnobotanical Investigations
in Rural Anatolia

Fusun Ertug

Ethnobotany is a scientific discipline interested in the relation-
ship between plants and people within their cultural and social
contexts. Each culture has used the natural plants within their
surroundings, cultivated some of the basic ones, and traded
some others to fulfill their various requirements. These plants
have been used not solely as food, medicine, shelter, clothing,
fuel, and fodder but also as crafts, objects and beliefs that each
society generates according to their cultural backgrounds. The
plants they gather, the crops they choose to cultivate, and their
distinct ways to prepare and use them represents an important
part of their cultural identity. That is why studying plant-peo-
ple interaction is important for anyone who would like to obtain
a holistic perspective of a culture.

Anatolia forms a bridge between Europe and Southwest Asia,
and has served as a migration route for various groups. Mod-
ern Turkey covers an area of 780,580 kilometer square and is
located on the junction of three phyto-geographical regions:
the Euro-Siberian, Mediterranean, and Irano-Turanian. Many
genera and sections have their centre of diversity in Anato-
lia. Species endemism is high due to climatic and topographic
diversity, and the limited extent of Pleistocene glaciations.



Many cultivated plants (crops, fruit trees, ornamentals) and
plants that are weeds in Europe, appear to have had their wild
origin in Anatolia and the neighboring areas. The earliest
inhabitants changed their “hunter-gatherer” mode of subsist-
ence, settled down, and accomplished the “Neolithic Revolu-
tion” about 12000 years ago. From earliest Paleolithic period
onwards, many inhabitants have been attracted by and utilized
and transferred this vegetation and landscape by their specific
knowledge. The human factor has probably made a fundamen-
tal impact on this diversity. The flora of Turkey contains over
11000 infrageneric taxa (including species, subspecies and
varieties), of which 3807 are endemic to Turkey and the Aegean
Islands (Giiner et al. 2000; Davis 1965-85). These numbers
mean that the use of over 3000 species can be recorded only in
Turkey. The information related to the use of the endemic and
common plants available in Turkey, makes up an important
part of the country’s cultural heritage.

Until thel1990s, most of the field work that had been conducted in
Anatolia was related to medicinal plants (Alpinar and Sadikoglu
2000; Baytop 1999) and the researchers had focused mainly
on medicinally used species and the medical treatments. The
pharmacists and pharmacologists were the main investigators,
and they were making surveys. An extensive project about tra-
ditional medicine was conducted throughout Anatolia between
1986 and 1995 by a Japanese-Turkish joint team. 160 villages in
55 provinces were visited as part of this project. This long-term
survey revealed over 2500 remedies, and related 420 species
were identified. In a recent evaluation, they proposed that the
number of medicinal plants used in Anatolia is obtained from
about 800 plant species (Yesilada and Sezik 2003). From 1923
to 2000, the number of ethnobotanical publications, mostly
articles published in folkloric journals or reports, reached up to
670 (Alpinar and Sadikoglu 2000). Among all, Turhan Baytop’s
important book entitled Tirkiye'de Bitkiler ile Tedavi (1999) is
the ultimate outcome of his extensive researches on medicinal
plants and their uses in the past and present. Medicinal plants



are given in an encyclopedic form with their local names. In his
Turkge Bitki Adlary Sozliigi, Baytop (1994) provides considerable
information not only on medicinal but also on edible plants,
fodder, fuel, dyes and gums. Evelyn Lyle-Kalcas’s valuable book
(1974) related to the wild edible plants sold in the Aegean mar-
kets, and Oztiirk and Ozgelik’s study of useful plants of Eastern
Anatolia (1991) were among the exceptions with their regional
focus. Although the medicinally focused studies are numerous,
reports such as the one made by Fujita et al. (1995) state that
50% of the medicinal remedies recorded in Northern Anatolia
in 1990’s, had not been reported in Turkish folk medicine pre-
viously, which is an indication of the necessity for further, more
detailed and systematic ethnobotanical studies.

There was no systematic study covering all potential useful
plants found in one specific rural area of Turkey until the 1990s.
This means that we have had no idea about how many useful
plants were available within a selected rural area, and what is
the “plant kit” of a village within their surrounding (catchment
area) landscape. In addition, wild plant usage as food, fodder,
fuel, and various different uses such as in handicrafts and in
symbolic applications were neglected. Understanding the role
of these plants and treatments within a local culture was not the
main focus of earlier studies. The first study conducted with an
ethnoarchaeological approach was completed at Kizilkaya vil-
lage and its surrounding area along the Melendiz River of Cen-
tral Anatolia in 1994 and 1995 (Ertug 1997: 2000) (Fig. 1). The
results of this study and further long-term investigations in
other areas indicate that we have to study plant-human interac-
tions as quickly as possible, as the cultural information is rap-
idly diminishing and transforming.

Agriculture is of key importance in Turkey, both in social and
economical terms, butitis declininginitsimportance. Until the
1950s most of the people in Anatolia were living in rural areas
and about 60% were farmers. In 2003 this number decreased
to 30% and the share of employment in the agricultural sector



declined from 40% in 1999 to 34% in 2003. Today, about two
thirds of the total Turkish population lives in large cities (EU
Commission Report 2004). This trend of the transition from
an agricultural to a market and service-oriented economy also
affects the practice and knowledge of wild plant gathering. When
people move to the cities or change their mode of subsistence,
their access to wild plants becomes limited, and the knowledge
transmission from elders to youngsters also comes to an end.

Gathering-Foraging Tradition and its Implications

Foraging wild plants is often considered a sign of poverty or a
response to crop failure, providing supplementary foods during
famines. Three long-term ethnobotanical studies conducted in
Turkey during 1994-2004, indicated that this common belief is
not accurate in Anatolia and probably in other rural Mediterra-
nean communities in the recent past (Ertug 2000: 2003; 2004;
Ertugetal. 2003). In contrast, wild plants constitute an impor-
tant part of routine diets in the traditional agricultural societies
of Anatolia (Fig. 2-5). According to these studies rural people
of Anatolia still continue to gather over one hundred wild spe-
cies only for food, including leaves, shoots, roots, bulbs, stems,
seeds and fruit; in addition to all other uses (Table 1).

Aksaray | Bodrum Buldan
Total number of natural (wild) 300 355 M2
useful species
Number of species in the wild 101 143 84
food group
Endemics to Turkey used as 9 6 6
food & beverages

Table I. Useful plants and particularly edibles in three areas of Turkey
In the above table, differences of recorded useful species in

different areas are due to the length of the study and the area
covered by each project. For example the number of useful
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species in Buldan are much less than other two areas, because
the time that we spent there was much shorter than the other
two projects. The most numerous species were recorded in
Bodrum, because the area of the project extended from Milas
and Mumcular to the whole Bodrum Peninsula, and it was the
longest project with a considerable number of volunteers. It
seems that in every area, it is possible to record about 250-300
useful plants. Some of these are consumed as food-medicine,
and their use overlaps with the medicinal uses.

Plants which are known as "medicinals” constitute the second
place in importance and both edibles and medicinal plants are
considered to be in the domain of women’s knowledge (Ertug
2003b). Gathering fresh greens or healing plants for their fam-
ily is a socially acceptable and also appreciated way of going out
for women. In a traditional Muslim society where women have
some restrictions and boundaries to leave their houses, this
aspect could be an important social force. Collection of wild
edible/medicinal plants is an important social occasion, often
made in a group, where women do not only collect plants and
teach their daughters, but also observe the weeds and crops in
the fields, animals in the village herds, developments within
and in the close vicinity of their village. By gathering, the women
not only provide free and healthy food for their family, but hand
them out as presents to their neighbors, relatives living in the
town and to their sick and elderly. Thus within the reciprocity
rules of local societies, it creates bonds and strengthens their
network. Women also sell some of these wild plants and herbs in
town markets and they exchange goods as well as information.
In many town markets there are special sections called “women
markets” where women bring their garden products as well as
gathered plant foods to sell (Fig. 2, 3, 5).

In addition to the gender aspect of gathering, we observed two
other social aspects which also affect the continuity of the tra-
dition of gathering. The taste of the wild plants is probably an
important aspect as the preferred taste is something that is
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culturally determined. This is the reason why some plants are
liked in some areas, while the same plants are considered as
animal fodder in others. For example the bitter taste of Chic-
ory (cutlik), which is a very common plant all around Turkey, is
very much appreciated in Central Anatolia, but not the Aegean
region Ethnobotanical studies have revealed that people who
migrated from a rural area to a town within Turkey or even
abroad, came back to gather particular plants, and take them
back either fresh, dried or preserved as pickle, jam, or paste.
The second aspect can be called "the cultural identity: Some
preparations and receipts can be accepted as unique in one
region, thus people who belong to that area would like to eat
those dishes in a specific time of the year. Some wild plants play
an important role in this identity. For example, in Buldan area
local people use the buds, shoots and fruit of two sub-species
of terebinth tree (Pistacia terebinthus/ ¢itlembik) in springtime,
as additives into their salads and prepare a special filling with
fresh pounded almonds (gagla), fresh onions, and a sour sauce
of plums together with pounded terebinth fruits (Fig. 6). Some
aromatic plants can be a key ingredient of a local cuisine, thus
being a part of that cultural identity.

Domestication versus Gathering

Ethnobotanical studies indicated that the number of domes-
tic plants cultivated by contemporary farmers is astonishingly
limited. In any area, domesticates hardly exceed 70, including
food, fuel, fodder, fiber, building, dye and medicinal plants.
Plants for food, including cereals, pulses, vegetables, spices
and fruit are the largest group within the cultivars. The vegeta-
ble plants, although numerous in comparison to other domes-
ticates, are limited to 20-30 varieties. On the other hand, the
wild “plant-kit” in every area is much higher. Thousands of
years after the “Neolithic revolution”, this fact seems a contra-
diction at first sight. However, all of the studies and observa-
tions from various parts of Anatolia make it clear that the agri-
culturalists do not limit themselves only to domesticates but
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also use available species (with a cultural selection) for various
needs without going into the trouble of cultivating them. Thus
their “plant-kit” is much larger than what they plant. They still
use or at least possess the information on hundreds of plants,
and only a small number of these are endemics to Turkey (see
also Table 1). Most of the wild plants used as food are common
atleast in the Mediterranean region, and they are also recorded
as edible in other areas (e.g., Bonnet and Valles 2002; Lamb-
raki 1997, Pieroni 1999; Savvides 2000; Tardio et al. 2004).
Until the last decade there were a very limited number of pub-
lications available on this hidden harvest (Scoones et al. 1992).
Today, the number of studies shows a steady increase as we face
losing this valuable information without even recording it.

A number of questions follow ethnobotanical findings, such as:
Why do people still gather so many plants instead of domesti-
cating them? What is the role of these species in their diet, in
their health and in their culture? Seasonal patterns of gather-
ing related to other activities such as planting, harvesting, and
winter preparations ... and other questions related to their use
in the past: Can we trace the past uses of these wild plants in
the archaeological records? Can we accept our contemporary
knowledge as a clue for their past use?

Contributions of Ethnobotanical Investigations to
Archaeobotanical Studies

Recent archaeobotanical studies provide some positive answers
to the above questions. Indeed, we can trace the past plant-
human interactions increasingly through modern archaeobo-
tanical (including pollen, phytolith, charcoal, macro and micro
analysis), coprolites, and trace analysis techniques. System-
atic sampling with flotation, pollen, and phytolith investiga-
tions are providing data on many plant species; trace analysis
on tools and materials are presenting ways of preparation and
uses; and when available, coprolites provide important clues to
diet. Of course all these techniques have their own limitations
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as well as strengths. The scope and the approaches of the spe-
cialists are also important for investigations and further inter-
pretations. Analyses that focus only on remains of seeds and
fruits —common practice in temperate regions where agricul-
tural systems are largely seed-based—may miss some of the
most important clues, especially from foods such as roots’,
inner bark, stems, leaves, as well as from the largely vegetative
parts of plants commonly used as sources of materials (Hather
and Mason 2002: 2). However, evidence requires some com-
parative material for better interpretations and ethnographical
analogies of processes. For example, Arum species (yilanyastigt,
livik) have some poisonous properties, yet, both their tubers and
the leaves can be eaten after drying and/or boiling (Grieve 1996:
236; Baytop 1994 287). Without knowing when and how they
were used, we cannot investigate the subsistence or the economy
of a past society. Recent ethnobotanical studies, as well as the
new trends in archaeobotany, have changed our previous con-
cepts and definitions of "agrarian” societies. The terms such as
“hunter-gatherer” and "agriculturalist” were once used by the
archaeologists as opposed states, and implicitly excluded tran-
sitional states. It is very important to realize that hunter-gath-
erers may undertake agricultural practices, and agriculturalists
may well persist in gathering, therefore these should not be seen
as mutually incompatible (Hather and Mason 2002: 4).

Ethnobotanical investigations not only provide relevant refer-
ence collections for identifications, but also indicate some of
the ways that each species can be useful, for example for thatch-
ing, for fodder (fig. 7), for fuel, for food and/or medicine. Fur-
thermore, these studies present clues about the possible tim-
ing of uses as well as the harvesting and processing techniques
of various plant parts. In a recent study on Anatolian plait-
ing crafts, (basketry, cordage, mat making and brooms) more
than 90 species of plants were listed, as a resource material for
these crafts (Ertug 2006). Various techniques of plaiting were
also underlined in the same study (Fig. 8). If we can integrate
all this information with archaeobotanical investigations, we
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could create a clearer picture of the daily life, the subsistence,
the know-how and social interactions of the past populations.

Plenty of ethnobotanical information has been gathered on
most cultivated and wild plants and plant-based objects from
the villages and towns of Anatolia. Hundreds of plant sam-
ples collected in various stages and specimens were identified
by the taxonomists, and the dietary values of some were ana-
lyzed by nutritionists. Accessibility of plants was checked in
varying environmental conditions around the studied settle-
ments. Social and cultural factors were studied in the studied
settlement and in neighboring communities. Processes, tools
and techniques, such as the tools and methods of harvesting,
detoxifying, and preparing the plants as food, medicine, dye
or fibers were studied. However, we still do not have a com-
mon database for all information related to useful plants or a
comparative database for the cultivated and wild plants which
are recovered in all the archaeological settlements of Anatolia.
A relational database of archaeobotanical, historical and eth-
nobotanical data could be an ideal tool to investigate multiple
lines of evidence such as a project recently started in Lefkandi,
Greece (Livarda and Kotzamani 2006).

Challenges and Possible Solutions

Ethnobotanical investigations indicate that rural people of
Anatolia consider wild plants as an essential part of their
health and cultural distinctiveness, valuing their taste, culi-
nary properties and the social elements of collection practices.
This long-established heritage is in a transformative stage and
is in decline due to rapid modernization, migration to towns
and changing social relations.

Systematically studying this important folk knowledge and
cultural heritage related to plants becomes a real challenge. It
is arace against time not only because the knowledge is declin-
ing rapidly, but also because the available researchers are very
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limited in number for recording all useful plants of this large
country and of this rich cultural heritage.

Ethnobotany is a new field, and there is no formal education in
Turkey, except a few classes on medicinal plants at Pharmacy
and Pharmacognosy departments. The Turkish Academy of
Sciences (TUBA) has accepted ethnobotanical knowledge as a
part of Cultural Heritage, and included it in the Cultural Inven-
tory Project of Turkey (TUBA-TUKSEK) in 2002. A pilot project
was conducted in Buldan during 2002-2004 (Ertug etal. 2003;
Ertug et al. 2004). From 2002 on, ethnobotanical workshops
have been organized by TUBA for training young scientists
from various disciplines. As a result of these workshops four
additional ethnobotanical studies in various areas of Turkey are
currently in progress. A national data base will cover all gath-
ered data from the pilot and ongoing projects of ethnobotany,
as well as archaeology, local architecture, oral history and eth-
nography. This documentation and inventory will be very help-
ful but not sufficient, as further studies are needed with the
support of universities, governmental and private institutions.
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Fig. 2. Edible plants seller in Buldan market, Denizli 2003
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Fig. 4. Gathering yimlik/yemlik (Tragopogon sp.) in Seydisehir, Konya 2007
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Fig. 5. Turp otu (Raphanus raphanistrum) sellerin Ayvalik market 2000

Fig. 6. Pounding terebinth buds (bedren) and fresh almonds (¢agla)
forspecial Buldan dish, Yenicam village, Buldan, Denizli 2003
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Fig. 8. Plaiting a reed mat from kamis (Phragmites australis) in Akhisar, Aksaray 1994.

All photographs were taken by F. Ertug.
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