
Cycas of San Anton 
Gardens
Cycas rumphii Miq.
San Anton Gardens – Malta

The palace, and most notably the gardens, of Sant Anton 
have borne witness for over 500 years to advances in 
natural history, agriculture and gardening on the island. 

Some of the most noteworthy species in the garden include 
Ficus benghalensis, Araucaria heterophylla, Araucaria 
columnaris, Nolina longifolia, Sapindus indica, Sophora 
secundiflora, Paulownia tomentosa, Washingtonia robusta, 
Phoenix canariensis, Phoenix dactylifera, Pinus canariensis, 
Erythrina variegata, Olea europaea, Carya illinoinensis, 
Grevillea robusta, Paliurus spina-christi and Tipuana tipu.

Cycas rumphii is native to the tropical areas of Indonesia 
and Malaysia where it forms part of the primary rainforest in 
coastal areas, helping to stabilize the dunes formed by the 
white coral sand. They usually have an upright arborescent 
trunk, sometimes branched, which can exceed 10 metres 
in height. In the last 50 years, 20% of the species habitat 
has been lost. Red List Category of Threatened Species, 
IUCN: Near Threatened (NT). Specie listed in Appendix II of 
CITES. n
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Dracaena drago L.
Ravine of Alonso - Canary Islands - Spain
Ajuda Botanical  Garden - Portugal

Dragon Tree

The popular name of the Dragon Blood Tree 
(Dracaena draco) is easy to understand when 
you look at adult trees: the extraordinary size, 

the sequence of sinuous dichotomous branches, 
the aerial roots that sprout from the branches, the 
tortuous roughness of the trunk, its fine bark and the 
red ‘blood’ that emerges when it is wounded give it 
an unquestionably prehistoric appearance. This has 
led many people to regard them as among the oldest 
living beings on the planet. The species is endemic 
to Macaronesia where it found on the Canary Islands, 
Madeira and the Cape Verde islands. A few years 
ago, a relict population of Dragon Trees was found in 
the western Anti-Atlas range of Morocco on the north 
face of the Jbels Imzi and Adad Medni mountains, 
growing in almost inaccessible rocky crags and 
gorges.

In the Canary Islands its optimal growing belt is 
between sea level and 400 metres, which means 
that its natural potential area for distribution is very 
extensive. However, wild populations are extremely 
scarce; on the island of Gran Canaria they are very 
rare, in Lanzarote they have disappeared and in 
Hierro three old dragon trees are known to exist. 
In La Gomera there is only one mature tree, and in 
Tenerife they are confined to gullies, cliffs and rocky 
clefts. Trade in resin from dragon trees since time 
immemorial, the use of their leaves as forage for 
cattle, over-grazing, the use of the leaves to make 
fibre for ropes, the spread of farming, and changes to 
and destruction of their habitat by urban development 
have all driven the species to a critical situation. 
Natura 2000: Specie of Community Interest, Annex 
IV. Red List Category of Threatened Species, IUCN: 
Vulnerable (VU). “La Palma”, “Lanzarote”, “El Hierro”, 
“Gran Canaria” “La Gomera” and “Fuerteventura” 
Biosphere Reserves. “Garajonay National Park” and 
“Teide National Park” World Heritage Sites.n
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Yucca filifera Chabaud
Valencia Botanical Garden - Spain
Jubaea chilensis ( Molina) Baill. 
Pisa Botanical Garden – Italy

Yucca & Chilean Wine Palm  

J ubaea is a monospecific genus endemic to Chile. 
Its natural habitat is between latitudes of 32 and 35 
degrees south, and it grows from sea level up to an 

altitude of more than 1,300 metres. Today there are only 
111,000 – 125,000 palms in existence, concentrated in 
two main areas: Ocoa, with around 70,000 and Cocalan 
with 35,000 palms. It is estimated that these figures 
correspond to 2.5% of those that existed 200 years 
ago. In 1832, Charles Darwin indicated that several 
hundred thousand were growing in the Valparaíso area, 
of which just half a century later only a few hundred were 
left. The extraction of palm wine, for which the palm 
needs to be felled, the spread of farming and intensive 
livestock breeding have driven the species to the verge 
of extinction.

In order to accommodate medicinal plants as a practical 
complement to medical studies, the first botanical 
garden was established in Pisa in 1543. This example 
would be followed by other incipient Italian universities of 
the Renaissance period in Padua, Florence and Bologna, 
and in Europe in Zurich, Montpellier, Utrecht and Paris. 
Two magnificent specimens of Chilean palms preside 
over the garden and bear witness to the interest of 
Italian botanists and explorers in the palms. The Valencia 
botanical garden is also home to an extraordinary yucca, 
originally from Mexico, which has reached 12 metres 
in height and has a crown diameter of 10 metres and a 
trunk circumference of more than 9 metres at the base. 
Red List Category of Threatened Species, IUCN of the 
Jubaea chilensis (Molina) Baill: Vulnerable (VU). n
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Palmera Imperial
Phoenix dactylifera L.  
Palmeral of Elche – Spain

The cultivation of date palms dates back to the origins of 
agriculture in the Middle East more than six thousand 
years ago. Since then it has spread ceaselessly across 

the countries of the southern Mediterranean. Pliny the Elder 
spoke of the presence of palms with fruit on the eastern 
coasts of the Iberian Peninsula in the 1st century. When the 
Arabs reached these lands in the 7th century, date palms 
were already established, but under their domain the crop 
proliferated. Today there are around 200,000 date palms in 
the historic palm grove of Elche which has been declared a 
World Heritage Site by the UN, recognising its universal value 
as an example of the transfer of a typical landscape of North 
Africa to Europe.

The European palm groves of Elche, Orihuela, Alicante, 
Bordighera and Vai were considered up until a few years ago 
to be free of any serious pests and diseases. However, today 
they are under serious threat from the relentless advance of 
the red palm weevil.

The Imperial Palm is a male palm from which various tillers 
have sprouted from the trunk, known as “ulls”, in the form 
of a candelabrum, giving it a singular shape. According 
to tradition, in 1894 the town was visited by the Empress 
Elisabeth of Austria, who was so enchanted by the strength 
and beauty of the palm that it was dedicated to her. “Palmeral 
of Elche” World Heritage Site. n
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Horse Chestnut 
Aesculus hippocastanum L.
The Retiro Gardens – Spain

An eastern Mediterranean species which naturally inhabit 
the mountains of northern Greece, Albania and Bulgaria. 
It can be found in the supra-Mediterranean belt in the 

association with Ostryo-Carpinion, growing alongside taxa 
such as Abies cephalonica and Abies borisii-regis.

The horse chestnut was seemingly introduced in Vienna 
around the middle of the 16th century, later spreading 
across the rest of Europe and reaching Paris in 1615. Since 
then it has gone on to form part of central European gardens 
thanks to its numerous virtues: eye-catching summer 
flowers in pinkish-white terminal bunches, large digitate 
leaves, a leafy crown, a thick fruit similar to chestnuts in 
appearance and a strong burst of multi-coloured leaves in 
the autumn. The epithet that gives its name to the species 
stems from the use of the seeds as a treatment for equine 
respiratory diseases. n
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Castagno dei  
Cento Cavalli
Castanea sativa Mill.
Sant’Alfio – Sicily – Italy

The chestnut is a tree that has been spread by human 
activity since time immemorial, which makes it difficult 
to establish its truly natural area. It is believed to have 

originated in the north of the Anatolian peninsula and the Black 
Sea, from where it spread across central Europe and then the 
western Mediterranean and North Africa, for forestry and the 
production of nuts. It can be found in four biogeographical 
regions in the European Union: Alpine, Atlantic, Continental 
and Mediterranean.

Legend tells us that in the 16th century, under this chestnut 
tree at the foot of Mount Etna, one hundred knights and their 
mounts took shelter from a storm, part of the entourage of 
Queen Juana of Aragon and Castile, Naples and Sicily. The 
Hundred Horse Chestnut comprises three thick trunks which 
together have a circumference of more than 55 metres, 
making it one of the biggest trees in the world, and it is 
estimated to be as much as 2,000 years old. A few years 
ago an attack was detected of the invasive Asian chestnut 
gall wasp (Dryocosmus kuriphilus) and of the chestnut 
blight Cryphonectria parasítica. Not too far away stands the 
‘Castaño de la Nave’, another immense chestnut tree with a 
single trunk measuring 23 metres in circumference. Natura 
2000: Habitats, 9260 - Castanea sativa woods. 91L0 - Illyrian 
oak –hornbeam forests (Erythronio-Carpinion). “Mount Etna”, 
World Heritage Site. n
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Celtis australis L.
Psammodromus hispanicus Fitzinger
Monastery of Sant Jeroni de Cotalba – Spain

Gayatonero

A species found all around the Mediterranean, the preferred 
growing areas of the European hackberry or European 
nettle tree are the thermo-meso-Mediterranean belts. It 

integrates in formations of sclerophyll forests associated with 
thermo-hydrophilic environments, in sub-rupicolous locations 
and riverine forests. The formations are distributed in a dispersed 
way in the form of small groups or isolated trees. It is associated 
with Quercus suber, Quercus faginea, Acer campestre, 
Acer granatense, Viburnum tinus, Crataegus monogyna and 
Amelanchier ovalis in the western Mediterranean. The fruit, in the 
form of a drupe, is an important source of food for birds at the 
end of the autumn, which then act as dispersers.

Planted along the edges of crop fields and by rural farmhouses 
for manufacturing handles and wooden utensils for farm tools, it 
gave rise to a traditional artisanal industry that can still be found 
today in the county of Valle de Ayora-Cofrentes in the province of 
Valencia, Spain, where the hackberries are called “Gayatoneros”. 
The thick trunks, full of hollows which form when they are pruned 
every 7-10 years, are a home, refuge and source of food for a 
wide variety of wildlife. Natura 2000: Habitats of Celtis australis: 
92C0 - Platanus orientalis and Liquidambar orientalis woods. 
(Plantanion orientalis). Red List Category of Threatened Species, 
IUCN of Psammodromus hispanicus: Least Concern (LC). n
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Moreton Bay Fig
Ficus macrophylla Desf. ex Pers.
Palermo Botanical Garden – Sicily – Italy 269 n
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