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Figure 1: Me with lupins, photo by Rosie Peddle 

 

1 Introduction 

1.1 About Me 

I was home-educated from an early age and grew up with nature as my classroom. I always knew 

plants would be a lifelong passion as well as my future career. My horticultural career started as 

weekend and summer holiday work at my local garden nursery in Devon, until I was employed 

full time when I turned sixteen. After being there for two years I moved on to the Eden Project in 

Cornwall where I worked as a horticultural apprentice for a year. This was a fantastic way to learn 

new skills and develop ones I already had. My interest in plant conservation and passion for plants 

that are native and endangered to the UK also grew. I attended Duchy College where I gained a 

QCF Level 2 Diploma in Work-based Horticulture, plus formal qualifications such as Health and 

Safety, First Aid and PA1 and PA6 spraying certificates. I was also Runner-up for Cornwall College’s 

Apprentice of the Year Award and won Duchy College’s Greatest Personal Achievement Award. 

During the apprenticeship I had an opportunity to get work experience at the Royal Botanic Gardens, 

Kew. I worked for two weeks in the Palmhouse and Waterlily House, as part of a small team of full 

time staff and students. I knew I wanted to carry on with practical horticultural training when my 

apprenticeship was coming to an end. 

Becoming a trainee on the Professional Gardeners’ Guild Traineeship was the perfect way to fol- 

low on from my previous horticultural experience. Being able to train in a variety of gardens across 

the country is a unique training experience like no other and I was thrilled when I realised I had been 

accepted onto the scheme. The traineeship is a three year long course which involves spending a 

year working in a different garden around the UK. As well as being in full time employment I keep a 

daily work diary and take part in projects, plant identification tests and formal qualifications at each 

garden. I also write reports and essays on various horticultural subjects throughout the course. At 

the end of the three years I will gain a diploma, which is bespoke to the PGG. I have been chosen by 



 

 

 
 

Figure 2: Map of the Algarve 

 
the PGG to be a Studley Scholar whilst on the traineeship. 

I spent my first year working in the grounds of Ashridge Business School, a place with a historic 

house and beautiful gardens. I had never worked in a formal garden setting before and enjoyed this 

experience immensely. I am nearly at the end of my second year, which I am spending at the National 

Botanic Garden of Wales. I love being in a botanical garden setting, working with such diverse plant 

collections tests and expands my knowledge on a daily basis. 

 

2 The Algarve 

The Algarve is the southern-most province of Portugal and one of the most popular tourist destina- 

tions in Europe, receiving approximately 7 million tourists each year. Although not geographically 

part of the Mediterranean basin, the Algarve, with its Atlantic outlook, has a Mediterranean climate 

and its flora is typically Mediterranean. The region covers an area of approximately 5,500 km stretch- 

ing about 135 km from the windward Atlantic coast in the west (O Barlavento), to the more sheltered 

Spanish border region in the east (O Sotavento). Moving inland over a distance of roughly 40 km from 

the low-lying southern coastal zone (the Littoral), the land rises gradually northwards through a re- 

gion of rolling hills (the Barrocal) until a somewhat discontinuous mountain range (the Serra) forms 

a natural boundary with the neighbouring province of Alentejo. 

The coastal city of Faro is the Algarve’s provincial capital and the administrative centre to its 

16 regional municipalities. Tourism is now the main driver of the Algarvian economy, and as a 

consequence, the region has been greatly developed in recent decades, especially along the southern 

coast. This development has brought relative prosperity to the region but has impacted greatly on the 

local flora and fauna, except in the far south west. Most tourists arrive through Faro’s international 

airport from where they head to holiday destinations in the east, such as Tavira, or (more usually) in 

the west, where the most popular resorts are found around Albufeira, Portimao and Lagos. 

West of Lagos towards Sagres, the coast becomes more rocky and exposed, with fewer sheltered 

sandy beaches, and consequently there is less development. This remote westerly region, extending 

from the dramatic wind-swept cliffs of the Cape St. Vincent peninsula northwards up the Atlantic 

Coast and inland to the serm (around Monchique), contains some of the most beautiful scenery in 
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Figure 3: Sunset on our first evening in the Algarve 
 

the Algarve and offers the best opportunities to experience the region’s rich native flora. 
 

2.1 History 

For a rather small region, less than 200 kilometres in length & 50 kilometres wide, the Algarve has a 

truly fascinating historic tale to tell. 

Between 700BC & 1086 the Algarve had been invaded by Celtic settlers, Romans, barbarian tribes 

from central Europe, Visigoths, Muslim Berbers and Arabs, known collectively as Moors and Al- 

moravides of North Africa. It was only after King Afonso III of Portugal re-conquered the Algarve, or 

“al-Gharb” as it was coined by the Moors, that the Moorish rule ended and sovereignty was claimed 

by King João I after defending Portugal against a Castilian army. One of King João’s sons, Prince 

Henry ‘the Navigator’ is famous for becoming the governor of the Algarve in 1418 and for his School 

of Navigation in Sagres, which delivered improvements in offshore navigation and led to the re- 

designing of the caravel to enable long ocean journeys. This period of sea voyage became known as 

the Portuguese Discoveries and the explorations led to the ‘discovery’ of Madeira, the Azores, Cape 

Verde, and West Africa as far as Sierra Leone. 

History was again re-written in 1580 when King Philip II of Spain claimed the Portuguese throne 

and united the two kingdoms. The association with the Spanish led to attacks on the Algarve from 

Sir Francis Drake in 1587, during which the Prince Henry’s School of Navigation in Sagres was des- 

troyed. 

Portuguese retaliation against the Spanish rule in the 1600s restored Portuguese independence in 

1640. This, however, was not the end of the troubles for Portugal or the Algarve. In 1755 Portugal 

was hit by an earthquake – Lisbon was destroyed along with much of the Algarve and Alentejo. 

France then invaded under Napoleon, but was forced to withdraw when British troops helped 
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Figure 4: PGG trainees with a 650 year old oak tree, photo by Rosie Peddle 
 
 
 

out in the Peninsula War between 1808 and 1811. Although then stable from external attacks, internal 

conflicts in Portugal led to the assassination of King Carlos I and King Manuel II was forced to ab- 

dicate in 1910 during the Republican Revolution, which ultimately brought an end to the monarchy. 

April 1974 was another important historic milestone for Portugal, when a group of radical army 

officers carried out a bloodless coup, known as the ‘Carnation Revolution’ because the soldiers car- 

ried flowers in their rifle barrels. The revolution ended 50 years of dictatorship and initiated a demo- 

cratic constitution which led to victory for the Socialists with the government being led by Prime 

Minister Mário Soares. April 25th is now one of the major holidays in Portugal to remember ‘Free- 

dom Day’. 

In 1986 Portugal joined the European Union (EU) and Mário Soares became the first civilian Pres- 

ident of Portugal. Soares held on to the presidency for 10 years, before retiring in 1996. Today the 

President of Portugal is Aníbal Cavaco Silva. Silva was the centre-right Prime Minister from 1985 

to 1995, before winning the presidential poll in January 2006. He is the first centre-right President 

since the coup of 1974. Pedro Passos Coelho (of the Social Democratic Party) is the Prime Minister of 

Portugal today. 

The importance of Henry the Navigator has been remembered over the years through the erection 

of statues, and his name is often incorporated into street names, and business names. For example 

in Praça Infante Dom Henrique, Lagos, there is a large bronze statue of him holding his sextant and 

gazing out to sea. The great thing about the Algarve history is that there are still so many reminders 

present today: much of Lagos is still enclosed in the old town walls, there are impressive forts still 

guarding Sagres, Castro Marim and Lagos for example and the largest castle in the Algarve is to be 

found at Silves. 



 

 

 
 

Figure 5: PGG trainees with a 1,000 year old olive tree, photo by Rosie Peddle 
 

2.2 Culture 

The heritage of the Algarve is easy to see as you travel around the region: the decorative glazed tiles 

("azulejos") on the buildings and the flat roofed, small windowed buildings, which are signs of the 

Moorish influence of the past. Algarve chimneys are often quite intricate, latticework designs and 

have been used as a symbol of wealth: the larger and more intricate the design the higher the position 

in society historically. 

Many Algarve churches date back to the 15th and 16th centuries, when King Manuel I reigned. 

The characteristic Manueline architecture was lavish and less overtly religious, with high ceilings 

and wide arch ways, visible nautical themes prominent and fantastical creatures inspired from tales 

of the New World. 

Traditional Algarve crafts such as basket making, weaving and lace making have survived largely 

due to the increase in tourism. Pottery is seen all over the Algarve and Porches is one of the centres 

of traditional glazed earthenware. 

 
2.3 Climate 

The Algarve has a Mediterranean climate characterised by long, hot, dry summers with an aver- 

age temperature range of 20 – 30 °C, and cool, wet winters with an average temperature range of 

4 – 10 °C. Its westerly location bordering the Atlantic means that the Algarve is generally wetter and 

windier (especially in the far west) than the truly Mediterranean regions further east. Most plant 

growth ceases during the summer, with many plants (so-called geophytes) surviving as dormant un- 

derground bulbs or corms until new growth is triggered by the first rains in the autumn. The winter 

rains usually begin in late September or early October, and showers continue into March and April. 
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The first spring flowers appear in late January, and from mid March to late April the flowering 

period reaches its peak and the region is covered in a glorious blaze of colour. 

There is no better place to see this spring flower ex- 

travaganza than the Cape St. Vincent peninsula, 

which is transformed into a natural rock garden 

of vibrant yellow, blue, pink and white blooms 

each spring. Year-by-year fluctuations in average 

rainfall and temperature can be substantial, often 

leading to shifts in the duration and pattern of the 

spring flowering period. 

As is typical of a Mediterranean climate, frosts 

are infrequent in the Algarve, allowing the extens- 

ive cultivation of tender fruits such as Citrus and 

olives. Indeed the distribution of the frost intoler- 

ant olive (Olea europaea), which roughly tracks the 

winter 7 °C isotherm across Portugal and the rest of 

the Iberian Peninsula, is a good proxy for the extent 

of the Mediterranean climate and associated flora 

within this western Mediterranean extension. 

Such tender crops are usually grown along the 

warm southern coastal regions at lower altitude. At 

Figure 6: Cape St. Vincent higher altitudes in the Serra (over 600 m), for ex- 

ample in the Monchique region, the climate is much 

cooler and occasional frosts are possible, so more 

hardy fruits, such as cherries and plums, are grown along with vegetables, the cultivation of olives 

and citrus being restricted to the most sheltered valley terraces and lower slopes. Throughout the 

Serra and lower hills of the Barrocal, cork oak, maritime pine and stone pine are extensively cultiv- 

ated for bark, timber and seeds (nuts) respectively. Alongside them, ever-increasing quantities of 

Australian eucalyptus are grown principally to supply wood pulp for the paper-making industry. 

 
2.4 Geology 

The interrelated influences of geology, geomorphology and local climate allow the definition of three 

broad geographical regions of the Algarve: Littoral, Barrocal, and Serra, each with its own character- 

istic vegetation and flora. The Littoral consists of the coastal land running along the southern-most 

strip of the region and up its western coast above the Cape St. Vincent peninsula. It has a mixed 

geology of sedimentary rocks, alluvia, and sand of relatively recent origin: Quaternary, Tertiary and 

Cretaceous. 

Inland, the Barrocal is an area of rolling hills, composed principally of limestone (Cretaceous and 

Jurassic), that increase in altitude upon moving north, where they merge with the mountainous Serra. 

The Serra is composed of older rocks, particularly shale and syenite, mainly carboniferous in origin. 

The high (300 m) Serra is predominantly shale with occasional igneous intrusions, most notably the 

large mass of crystalline syenite at Monchique. The highest peaks of the Algarve, Foia (902 m) and 

Picota (773 m), are found in this region. 

Through its influence on soil, particularly soil pH, the geology of these three geographical regions 

has a significant effect on the composition of their respective floras. Thus, the Littoral and Barrocal 

are dominated by plants that thrive on alkaline limestone soils, such as various species of rock rose 

(Cistaceae), with lime-intolerant and acid-loving plants being confined mainly to sandy areas and 

shale outcrops.  By contrast the acid Serra is dominated by plants that prefer lower pH soils, for 
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instance Ericaceous species such as tree heath (Erica arborea) and the strawberry tree (Arbutus unedo), 

fruits from which are used to make the local ‘fire water’ spirit medronho. 

 
2.5 Agriculture 

The recent history of the European flora is linked inextricably with the history of humans. Origin- 

ally the Algarve landscape was dominated by Holm oak (Quercus ilex) forest but most of this was 

cleared for agriculture in Neolithic times. This has had a profound effect on the landscape and the 

species composition of plant communities. Today, citrus fruits (most notably oranges, lemons and 

tangerines) and grapes are important crops in the Algarve, although cultivation of citrus trees is only 

possible with extensive irrigation. These species rarely naturalise beyond the boundaries of where 

they are cultivated, so have not impacted on the native flora away from the confines of agricultural 

land. Other, more ancient crops (introduced in antiquity) with less demanding cultivation require- 

ments, such as figs, almonds, olives and carob have naturalised, and are now an important part of 

the flora. All are still cultivated and can be purchased in most local markets but their cultivation is 

on a smaller scale than that of the more profitable citrus fruits. 

One of the most common ancient plants of cul- 

tivation in the region is the carob tree (Ceratonia sil- 

iqua), which is used for a variety of purposes, in- 

cluding as animal feed (especially for pigs) and as 

a substitute for cocoa in cheap chocolate.It is un- 

derstood that the ancient Greeks brought the carob 

from its native Middle East to Greece and Italy, 

and that the Moors brought it to North Africa, 

Spain and Portugal. The genus Ceratonia is the only 

survivor of an ancient lineage of the pea family 

(Leguminosae, also known as Fabaceae). Interest- 

ingly, the term carat, the unit by which the weight 

of gold is measured, is derived from the Greek ker- 

ation, in reference to the ancient practice of weigh- 

ing gold against carob tree seeds, which display a 

remarkable consistency in weight and size. Today, 

Portugal is still one of the world’s leading produ- 
cers of carob. 

The  olive  is  another  important  ancient  crop 

plant of the Algarve and has been a pillar of the 

Figure 7: Ophrys speculum 

Mediterranean agricultural economy for millennia as a source of oil for cooking and burning in 

lamps. Like that of carob, the ancestry of the olive is poorly understood. The olive has been cul- 

tivated in agriculture for so long that truly wild forms no longer exist. Such plants are referred to 

as ‘cultigens’ and pose interesting questions for evolutionary biologists and agricultural historians 

alike. Another important cultigen that is associated with traditional farming practice is the fig (Ficus 

carica), which is still cultivated on a small scale throughout the Algarve, its fruits being eaten fresh 

(in summer) or, more usually, dried for consumption all year round. In local markets, ‘fig cheese’, a 

much compressed cake of dried figs, is worth sampling, as is the spirit made from figs, aguardente 

de figos. 

Figs can often be seen growing alongside almonds (Prunus dulcis), another deciduous tree species 

that was, and still is, widely cultivated within the region as the fourth element of the traditional 

four-tree orchard system. Almonds are harvested in late summer, and after drying are processed by 

crushing machines to release the seeds (nuts) from their hard cases. The nuts are then either eaten 
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whole, used in cakes and confectionery, or crushed to make marzipan; traditional almond-based 

confectionery is especially popular around Easter time. Today, all along the southern coastal region 

west of Faro, small orchards of carob, olive, fig and almond can be seen in various stages of neglect 

and reversion to scrub as traditional farming practices have given way to tourism and intensive 

irrigation-based cultivation of Citrus and vines. On the hills of the Barrocal and the mountains of 

the Serra, one of the most widespread and well-known farming practices is the cultivation of cork 

oak (Quercus suber). Portugal is the world’s leading producer of cork, most of which comes from the 

high plains of the Alentejo, the Algarve’s northerly neighbour. The trunk and branches of the cork 

oak form a thick (fire-resistant) bark, which is harvested for the production of bottle stoppers (corks) 

and for numerous other applications, ranging from building material and insulation to shuttlecocks. 

The cork can be harvested sustainably every 9 to 12 years. As the cork-harvesting process is not 

destructive to the tree, this is a renewable farming practice, and natural stands of cork oak support 

high levels of biodiversity. The sustainability of cork oak production in the Algarve is therefore 

integral to the survival of plant species that are specific to the ecosystems of the Barrocal and Serra. 

Cork oak forests are still extensive in these 

areas, but their continued survival is threatened 

by the increasing use of plastic ‘corks’ and screw 

caps by the wine industry worldwide (which has 

lead to a decrease in demand for cork) and by 

the forestry industry, which can realise quicker 

and easier profits through the cultivation of fast- 

growing Eucalyptus and pine for the pulp and pa- 

permaking industry. 

 
2.6 Flora 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 8: Ophrys lutea 

The Mediterranean Basin contains the richest and 

most diverse flora in Europe with over 22,000 nat- 

ive species of vascular plants. The Algarve re- 

flects this diversity, having around 1,500 native spe- 

cies of flowering plants. The Algarve’s Mediter- 

ranean climate supports an extremely rich shrub- 

dominated vegetation at lower altitudes, and an 

evergreen oak-dominated woodland at higher el- 

evation. Most of the abundant shrubs are typically 

woody, often spiny, and have tough waxy leaves, 

a plant growth form referred to as sclerophyllous 

(hard-leaved). The term sclerophyllous refers to the 

presence of cells that have thick cell walls (sclereids) in the leaves and stems, and these help to retain 

moisture. 

Indeed, the sclerophyllous plant form has evolved multiple times in diverse unrelated families in 

response to the arid conditions experienced by plants in all five Mediterranean climate regions of the 

world. This means that the vegetation of these geographically disparate regions can look remarkably 

similar (whether in the Northern Hemisphere or the Southern Hemisphere), a text-book example of 

‘convergent evolution’. 

This Mediterranean scrub vegetation is called variously maquis (France and Mediterranean Basin 

regions generally), mattoral (Spain and Chile), fynbos (South Africa), chaparral (California) and mallee 

(Australia). Garrigue is a term usually used to describe low-lying maquis that is associated with dry 

shallow soils, typical of rocky coastal regions where sea winds might also contribute to the more 
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stunted appearance of the vegetation. 

The Algarvian matos (Portuguese vernacular) is typically dominated by shrubs of the rockrose 

(Cistaceae) and pea (Leguminosae) families. In April the large white flowers of the tall gum rock 

rose (Cistus ladanifer) are an ever-present sight, interspersed on rockier slopes with yellow cushions 

of Genista hirsuta. Most of the non-cultivated parts of the Littoral and Barrocal consist of matos of 1 – 3 

m in height, but on the clifftops and plateau of Cape St. Vincent, the vegetation becomes lower (less 

than 1 m) and more garrigue-like even though the plant species are essentially the same. 

In spring, the understory of the matos is usu- 

ally rich with flowering geophytes, including nar- 

cissi, lilies, tulips, irises and orchids, which having 

flowered retreat underground where they survive 

the hot dry summer as bulbs, corms or tubers. Im- 

portantly from a botanical perspective, the Algarve 

province includes the protected South West Alen- 

tejo and Cape St. Vincent National Park (Parque 

Nacional de Sudoeste Alentejano e Costa Vicentina) 

which contains one of the richest floras in Europe. 

Within this park, the Cape St. Vincent peninsula 

is probably the most rewarding site for a botanical 

excursion, especially in spring when the flowers are 

spectacular. 

Cape St. Vincent, consisting of a lighthouse, 

monastery and assorted mobile shops, is the most 

south-westerly point of Portugal, and lies approx- 

imately 6 km from the town and minor resort of 

Sagres. Here, the cliffs rise to 75 m from the Atlantic 

and are buffeted by strong gales in winter. Such 

extreme weather conditions, isolation, and variable 

geology have together contributed to the evolution 

of a unique cliff-top flora, which includes a number 

of endemic species and subspecies together with 

many unique ecotypes. Unfortunately, even within 
Figure 9: Close-up of cork oak bark 

the confines of the park, the flora is threatened by development as tourist apartments spread further 

inland from the small coastal resorts. The future of many of the rare species in the park is therefore 

precarious, and will depend on a sensible and sustainable conservation strategy. 

 
2.7 Fauna 

The Algarve is a real bird spotters paradise, there are so many resident species and many more that 

pass through on their migration flights. The nature reserves such as Ria Formosa in the Faro/Tavira 

area, Castro Marim at the eastern end and the Costa Vicentina protected area on the western Atlantic 

coast are particularly good places to go, but you can see (and hear) birds all over the Algarve. Night- 

ingales, Hoopoes, Bee-eaters and Blackbirds are some of the most easily recognisable along with the 

White Storks which nest on chimneys and rooftops. 

There are many different types of gulls, the salt marshes and lagoons are favourites with flocks 

of flamingos as well as egrets and spoonbills. Hoopoes are a common sight around the cliffs, and 

kestrels can often be seen hovering overhead.The Algarve is also home to a few species of snakes, 

but none of them are considered particularly dangerous to humans. Snakes normally do a quick 

disappearing trick at the first hint of anyone approaching, so chances are that you won’t ever see 
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one.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 10: Citrus limon 

 
Other fauna you may come across includes 

butterflies, such as Marbled Whites and Swallow- 

tails. Almost overnight at the beginning of Au- 

gust masses of dragonflies of all colours appear 

and stay around until well into November. Pray- 

ing Mantis can sometimes be spotted, hedgehogs 

are quite common as are lizards and geckos which 

often sun themselves in the heat of the day. If 

you look carefully in the pine forests around Monte 

Gordo chameleons can sometimes be found. 

The Iberian Lynx, a large, wild cat that was nat- 

ive to the Algarve has now, sadly, become virtu- 

ally extinct due to loss of their habitats and the de- 

cline of the rabbit population (their staple diet), but 

a programme is in place to re-introduce them in 

a carefully monitored and safe environment using 

lynx bred in captivity in a centre in Spain. Along 

Algarve rivers and streams otters, Mediterranean 

turtles and water snakes may be spotted as well as 

salamanders. 

 

3 Itinerary 

Saturday 28th March Travelled by train from Lisbon to Algarve, arrived at Quinta da Figueirinha for 

welcome and introduction by Dr. Gerhard Zabel which was followed by a tour of the Quinta. 

Sunday 29th March Rosie came to the Quinta to welcome us and give us a schedule of what we 

would be doing for the rest of the week. A presentation was held in the evening about Soils 

and Gardening in the Algarve 

Monday 30th March Guided wildflower walks with Rosie, to Rocha da Pena.  Visit to cork oak 

forests and ancient trees. 

Tuesday 31st March Garden visits to the home of Rosie and Rob Peddle, as well as the natural park 

Ria Formosa. Visits to more ancient trees as well. 

Wednesday 1st April Garden visits with Rosie to three different gardens as well as one nursery, the 

Natura Garden Centre. 

Thursday 2nd April Work experience day with Marilyn Medina Ribeiro, on the new botanical garden 

project at Quinta da Figueirinha. 

Friday 3rd April Garden visits with Marilyn Medina Ribeiro. 

Saturday 4th April Visit to Cape St. Vincent before flight back home to the UK. 
 

 
4 Aims and Objectives 

While I am on the Professional Gardeners’ Guild Traineeship I feel I need to make the most of the 

wonderful opportunities this course has to offer, such as this study tour. 
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Figure 11: Our apartment, with Jo Huckvale on the patio 
 
 

I have always wanted to visit countries with a Mediterranean climate, as I have a particular in- 

terest in plants from temperate regions of the world. This experience will broaden my understanding 

of gardens abroad as well as the different climates in which the plants they have grow. 

It is a unique chance to visit different gardens, having guided tours will make it even more inter- 

esting; to hear from the people who created and now maintain the various places they work will be 

an invaluable insight into the type of gardens I wish to work in in the future. Being able to have work 

experience will be a real highlight; I have worked with plants of a Mediterranean nature before, in 

one of the Biomes at the Eden Project as well as the Great Glasshouse at the National Botanic Garden 

of Wales. 

Both places are magnificent examples of how to re-create the natural environment and habitat 

these plants have in the wild, as well as being dedicated to conserving some of the most endangered 

plants on the planet. 

However nothing gives the same sense of understanding than seeing, and working, with plants 

in situ. It will put my own knowledge and skills to the test, and be a memorable part of the trip. I 

have no doubt this study tour will make my passion for temperate plant species even stronger and 

fuel my desires for plant conservation further. 

My main aim will be to develop my horticultural knowledge as well as learn from others who are 

on this study tour. Being with a range of people with different horticultural backgrounds and skills 

will make the whole trip even more inspiring and rewarding. The knowledge I gain will not only 

benefit me and my future career but also the garden where I currently work. Sharing what I have 

learnt and being able to put this into practice on a daily basis is a key part of participating in new 

ventures. 
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Figure 12: PGG trainees with Viv Hirst and Rosie Peddle, photo by Viv’s husband 

 
5 The Study Tour 

 

5.1 PGG trainees present 
 
 

Jo Huckvale (3rd year) 

Becky Cross (2nd year) 

 

Dagmar Mueller (2nd year) 

Rob Burstow (1st year) 

 

John Gould (1st year) 

 

5.2 Setting Out 

I could barely contain my excitement in the run up for the trip to Portugal. Two whole weeks of 

plants, gardens and more plants — heaven! The first week in Portugal was spent in Sintra, this is a 

regular placement which all PGG trainees get the opportunity to participate in at some point during 

our three years of training. We spent the week doing work experience in the Park and Palace of 

Monserrate, which is part of Parques de Sintra. We also had time to visit some wonderful gardens in 

the surrounding area, it whetted my appetite for the second week no end. Arriving in the Algarve 

was like another world, the weather was totally different to Sintra — much hotter and sunnier, none 

of us were complaining seeing as we had had one day of rain whilst working in Sintra! 

 

6 Mediterranean Gardening Association Portugal (MGAP) 
 

The whole of our study tour in the Algarve was organised by the secretary of MGAP, (Mediterranean 

Gardening Association Portugal) Rosie Peddle. MGAP is an international branch of the Mediter- 

ranean Garden Society, which is a non-profit making organisation that acts as a focus for everyone 

who has a special interest in the plants and gardens of Mediterranean-climate regions. 

MGAP’s specific target is to promote Mediterranean plants and gardens through education, cul- 

tivation, conservation and recognition of their communal, environmental and economic importance 
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Figure 13: View of Silves and the surrounding area from Quinta da Figueirinha 
 
 
 
 

in people’s everyday lives. For a more detailed description please visit the links to their website in 

the Bibliography section. 

 
Rosie explained a bit about MGAP when she first met us. She said she is a full-time volunteer for 

MGAP, and is crazy about plants! and sustainable horticulture in particular. The financial crisis in 

Portugal is pushing water prices up so people are beginning to think more carefully about conserving 

water and are becoming interested in plants which will naturally thrive in a Mediterranean climate. 

This is great news for MGAP as more people are joining as members and the organisation is getting 

more recognition. 

 
Most MGAP members are mainly retired British, Dutch, German and Portuguese nationalities. 

Some are slightly younger and still employed in horticulture. MGAP is all about sharing experiences 

with different members and other people, like the presentation on soils and gardening in the Algarve 

which Rosie shared with us at the start of the week. 

 
The garden fair held in autumn generates MGAP the biggest amount of money. Lots of specialist 

nurseries attend, some only sell plants of one genus. All plants from the nurseries are propagated 

themselves, MGAP encourage local growers who grow plants which will work in a Mediterranean 

climate. This year (2015) is unusual as they are holding the fair in spring instead of autumn. 350 

people attended the first spring fair, last year (2014) they had 1,000! Rosie said it’s unbelievable how 

much MGAP has grown since the early days. 

 
We were incredibly lucky to have met Rosie and other members of MGAP, such as Gerhard, 

Burford and Marilyn, among others. They were a wonderful, passionate, warm group of people who 

were more than happy to share their knowledge and experiences with us. I wish them all the best for 

their future endeavours and hope to reconnect with them again in the future. 
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7 Quinta da Figueirinha 
 

Arrived Saturday 28th March 

The first impression of our week in the Algarve couldn’t have been more memorable. We were 

greeted from the train station by Dr. Gerhard Zabel, the owner of Quinta da Figueirinha and scientific 

adviser of MGAP. He drove us to the Quinta in his very old, very cool Mercedes, along dirt tracks 

which I now realise pass as roads in Portugal! 

 
7.1 History 

 

 
 

 
 

Figure 14: The Exotic Garden 

Quinta da Figueirinha is a 90 acre family-run bio- 

agricultural farm in near the town of Silves, with 

views  to  the  Monchique  mountains.  The  land 

is covered by citrus plantations, thematic gardens 

and natural vegetation. It is available to self- 

catering holidaymakers looking for something dif- 

ferent, it focuses  its attention  on rural tourism. 

Rosie had organised for us to stay in one of the 

apartments at the Quinta, we were spoilt with a 

very spacious flat with our own patio and swim- 

ming pool! 

Quinta da Figueirinha was founded  in  1988 

by agronomic engineers Dr. Gerhard Zabel and 

Uta Zabel, who had previously worked abroad for 

over 12 years at the GIZ, in development projects 

in arid (Niger) and semi-arid (south Portugal) re- 

gions. The Quinta started off with agricultural pro- 

duction, rural tourism and the protection of nat- 

ural vegetation areas, while providing facilities for 

community work in the areas of agronomic tech- 

nology, demonstration plantations and applied re- 

search and education in the rural areas. 

Nowadays the agricultural production is not a 

major emphasis anymore. The future core areas for 

the Quinta are in the rural tourism, the continuous 

development of thematic gardens, so are continuous environmental protection and education. The 

Quinta works towards a sustainable development of the rural area through coordinated actions in 

agriculture and environmental protection. 

 
7.2 Agriculture 

The organic farming covers mainly fruit orchids, with dry cultures — almonds, figs, olives and carob 

trees and several irrigated cultures such as citrus fruits (orange, clementine, mandarin, lemon and 

grapefruit) and a variety of exotic fruit trees. At present, around 50 different fruit varieties can be 

found at Quinta da Figueirinha and direct surroundings. The oldest tree is around 800 years old and 

have    been    well    protected    and    integrated    in    the    development    of    the    Quinta. 

 

Gerhard  gave  us  an  impressive  tour  of 

the  main  areas  of  the  Quinta,  including  the 
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Figure 15: Citrus grove 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 16: Me with Cistus albidus en mass, photo by Jo Huckvale 
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exotic garden and citrus  grove.  I’ve  never 

met someone with such a staggering amount 

of knowledge before, with a genuine modest 

nature to go with it. He was particularly pas- 

sionate about the carobs, below are just some of 

the notes I made. 

 
7.3 Carob 

Carob trees (Ceratonia siliqua) are used to 

swampy soils. The carob outside our villa is 

between 500 and 600 years old. It was the first 

place Gerhard stayed when he moved to the 

Quinta, he slept underneath it in a hammock! 

Carobs are very drought resistant trees, they 

can store water in their roots well. Seeds are 

very reluctant to germinate. Fruits are female, 

2 sexes in the flower. They can withstand mild 

frosts, surprisingly! 

Carob powder can be found in many food 

products as E410, known as Carob bean gum. 

The gum is extracted from the seeds, which is 

often used in frozen desserts, cultured dairy products and cream cheese. Gums are famously bland, 

they are generally odourless and tasteless and most have no energy value. They do though have a 

nutritional function besides their mechanical and cosmetic ones: in digestion they function as fibre, 

easing bowel function, and some are used as bulk laxatives. 

 
7.4 Botanical gardens 

The Quinta consists of individual parcels with native vegetation. It serves to maintain the ecolo- 

gical connectivity and the typical landscape and flora of the calcareous Barrocal, where native trees 

and shrub species can develop and recover naturally. Undisturbed geobotanical studies can also be 

carried out here. 

Since the foundation of the Quinta small botanical gardens have been created, based on Ger- 

hard’s interest for experimenting and the passion for biodiversity (worldwide there are more than 

40,000 different species of trees!), but also to provide a contribution to the conservation of genetic 

resources. The semi-arid site in the Algarve is ideal for testing drought-friendly fruit trees such as 

olive, almond, fig and carob and irrigated crops with different water requirements, such as citrus, 

apricot and pomegranate. Gerhard is also interested in drought-resistant agro-forestrian plants for 

grazing, erosion control, and not least for the prevention of forest fire through fire-resistant trees, 

shrubs and ground cover. The choice of plants requires a lot of care and information: the species, 

varieties and origins, but also to choose the plants which contribute to the improvement of the soil 

through the development of an extensive plant root system and through nitrogen fixing plants. 

The small botanical theme gardens on the Quinta aim to serve as demonstration gardens for our 

guests and at the same time as demonstration gardens for students and professionals. 

 
7.5 Drought-resistant plantation 

This plantation was created in 1989 in cooperation with Prof. José Nascimento (University of Lis- 

bon) through a selection of forage and erosion control plants. It is amazing how in just 18 months 



 

a green landscape with a variety of plant species such as Acacia, Atriplex, Caesalpinia, Cassia, Casu- 

arina, Coronilla, Cytisus, Dodone, Dovyalis, Lagunaria, Leucaena, Medicago arborea, Opuntia, Parkinsonia, 

Prosopis, Tamarix, etc. was created, from a freshly cleared stony ground. The plant cover is thinned 

regularly and has changed in character over the years. The soil quality has improved significantly 

through a thick raw humus layer and rich soil life. 

 
7.6 Exotic fruit tree garden 

 

The plantation was created in 1993 as part of an am- 

bitious solar irrigation project, which was supported 

by the German Ministry of Research.  The goal was 

a practical demonstration of a solar-powered floating 

pump that could easily adapt to different water levels. 

The Quinta had a free hand in the selection of exotic 

fruit trees from around the world. This now 20-year- 

old plantation was constantly supplemented by new ar- 

rivals and is today one of the most interesting botanical 

gardens of Quinta da Figueirinha. The highlight was be- 

ing able to pick avocados (Persea americana) and eat them 

fresh — it doesn’t get better than that! 

 
7.7 Citrus Plantations 

In these plantations you will find a diverse variety of cit- 

rus plants such as clementines, mandarin, bitter oranges, 

pomelo and grapefruit. 

The orange trees are about 25 years old, as long as 

Gerhard has been at the Quinta. The wild boar in the 

area are pretty ferocious at digging up the soil, we saw 

several examples of where they had kindly cultivated 

the ground! 

The slopes the groves are situated are perfect for nat- 

ural watering by the rain, the soil is very acidic so erodes 

more quickly. A layer of roughly 60-80cm is cultivated 

 

 

 
 

Figure 18: Anacamptis morio 

soil, the rest is natural. The soil isn’t dug very deeply because it’s too stony. The soil is mulched with 

a layer of about 15cm every year. 

We had a quick guide to identifying citrus fruits, clementines are more flat in shape with less 

white pith when peeled. Mandarins have air pockets between the peel and pith, which means they 

peel very easily and are easier to open. It was heaven walking straight out of the door first thing in 

the morning and picking citrus for breakfast, straight from the trees! 

 
7.8 Cypress plantation 

This plantation is part of a project sponsored by the European Union project. It consists of 27 cypress 

clones, which were planted in 4-fold repetition in May 2007 together with the Portuguese Forestry 

Service. The cancer-free tree cultures origin from the University of Florence, and have been made 

available to many nurseries and forest services around the Mediterranean. After experiences from 

Italy and Spain, cypresses are among the most fire resistant tree species, being of great value in forest 

fire prevention. 
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Together with the local forest service, thoughts are being made to add cypresses of Portuguese 

origin to the plantation, which are expected to adapt better to the local conditions. 

 
7.9 Experimental plantation with oak and other tree species 

In collaboration with the company Daniel-Weber Biomonitoring, in December 2010 a small exper- 

imental plantation was created with several species of oak (Quercus robur, rubra, pubescens, ilex, 

frainetto, etc.) and other tree species such as the pine tree, Douglas fir and the native and extremely 

drought-resistant strawberry tree, Arbutus unedo. In future the addition of more trees are planned, 

such as the cork oak Quercus suber and Quercus pyrenaica. 

 

8 Soils and Gardening in the Algarve 
 

8.1 Presentation and slide show by Marilyn Medina Ribeiro 
 

This was a fascinating slideshow presented to us by Rosie, 

Gerhard and other members of MGAP on our first evening in 

the Algarve. Here are some of the notes I made during and 

after the slide show, it was the perfect introduction to the start 

of the week. 

 
8.2 Marilyn’s Story 

Marilyn is the plant adviser for MGAP. She had always loved 

gardening but decided to study Art and Design and become a 

graphic designer at GCSE level. After a year of living in Lon- 

don she had had enough of city life and left her job. She redis- 

covered her love of nature and completed a degree in Land- 

scape Management, then spent 4 and a half years working in 

Lagos, Portugal, for different horticultural organisations. 

She now has her own company, designing and creating 

gardens using plants native to the Mediterranean. She met 

her now-husband whilst working out here and has recently 

given birth to her first daughter. It was very kind of her to 

give up a day of her time later in the week, letting us help 

with the early stages of planning the new botanical garden at 

Quinta da Figueirinha. 

 
8.3 Soil 

There was an earthquake in 1755 in Lisbon, causing the plate 

of Portugal to tip so the character of the coast was changed. 

The main volcanic fault lies between Africa and Europe, 

plenty of seismic activity is recorded in the Algarve so if the 

ground moves beneath your feet it is nothing to worry about! 

The town of Monchique is volcanic, very close to the skyline. 

 

 

 
 

Figure 19: Ophrys scolopax 

It has potassium and iron rich soils, it gets plenty of rain as it is so near to the clouds. 

There are 200 different types of soil in the Algarve, at Quinta da Figueirinha it is rich clay. The 

high levels of iron is what gives most of the soil and landscape in the Algarve that rich, red colour. 
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Soil categories 

 
Rich clay Poor clay Sandy clay Sand 

 
Serra, Barrocal and Littoral are the three main types of soil.  Please see Geology in The Algarve 

section for more information on this. 

 
8.4 Gardening 

 

Knowing the soil and understanding it is crucial to 

ensure plants establish well. Mulching is incred- 

ibly important, it improves drainage and prevents 

moisture evaporation. October/November is the 

peak time for planting in Portugal, it is the start of 

their gardening season. 

This winter just passed (2014) was unusually 

dry, hence the spring flora wasn’t as floriferous as 

normal. It didn’t matter to us PGG trainees, as it 

was the first time any of us had been in the Algarve 

we were still wowed by the fantastic flora. 

When planting it is best to aim to establish 

the roots before the foliage. Overwatering causes 

rot, which is the biggest cause of plant death. 

Creating a water-wise garden with drought toler- 

ant plants ensures this doesn’t happen — like Beth 

Chatto says, choose the right plant for the right 

place. please see 

The “bowling up” method is used for plant- 

ing in dry/gravel gardens. Make a dam around 

the base of the plant and fill it with water, so the 

roots are trained to go down searching for water. 

Garden centres in Portugal rarely have labels on 

plants — it’s a case of trial and error to see what 

 

 
 

Figure 20: Me with Paeonia broteroi 

thrives and what dies. Plants which are ideal for Mediterranean climates have silver foliage to reflect 

light, and are usually evergreen, bulbs and annual wildflowers. 

Mediterranean shrubs are used to being grazed/naturally pruned by animals like goats so are 

very hardy plants. Most Mediterranean gardens traditionally have paving instead of grass, shadows 

play very well on this type of hard landscaping. 

Lawn substitutes are becoming more common, thanks to Olivier Filippi. Terracing with plants 

instead of lawn is better in the long run, there are lots of lawn alternatives to choose from. People 

in Portugal are starting to become more savvy with water. Different sources of recycling water like 

municipal water, boreholes, collected rainwater, dams, etc are being used. Gutters on buildings are 

very unusual in Portugal, but collecting rainwater is starting to become more common now. 

 
8.5 Algarve 

The Algarve is just under 100 miles across. The landscape of the Algarve goes from silvers and golds 

in summer to lush green for winter as the rain arrives. We really needed to be there for a full year to 

appreciate the change in seasons! 
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Figure 21: One of the New Botanical Garden zones 
 

80% of the rainfall received is from October to April. February is almond blossom season and 

August is when the olives ripen. March/April is when all the wildflowers start to come out, hence 

our timing being perfect to see the native flora flowering. 

Sand dunes are protected as the plants hold the ground together and stop erosion — nothing can 

go across them. 

Silves has traditionally had citrus orchards. Fruit isn’t waxed in the Algarve so it won’t survive 

long journeys, hence exporting to other countries doesn’t happen. Citrus is very small scale produc- 

tion, tiny juicing factories is as big as it gets. This is why we saw loads of citrus groves laden with 

fruit not being picked — no excuse not to go scrumping! 

Seville oranges — Citrus x aurantium — aren’t eaten in Portugal the same as the UK, they’re just 

used as rootstocks. Everything is grafted onto it, it’s a good disease resistant rootstock. When Rosie 

made marmalade out of them and gave some jars to her Portuguese neighbours for the first time they 

were very confused! 

 

9 New Botanical Garden Project 
 

Thursday 2nd April 

Weather: Hot and sunny, 28 °C. 

We were very fortunate to be involved with the early stages of the planning of a new botanical garden 

at Quinta da Figueirinha. We spent a day working with Marilyn, on one of the main areas Gerhard 

wanted us to begin with. 

We started out with a tour of the proposed area which was roughly 2 – 3 acres in size. Gerhard 

had given us a rough map, however we found a much better aerial view on Google Earth which 

 
26 



27  

Marilyn split into 6 different zones on the computer and then printed out for us to use. We went for a 

walk around the area, to know exactly where the perimeter was and also to get a rough idea of where 

the various zones started and finished. Animals had made pathways through the vegetation which 

we used as markers — trenches and the outer fence were also used as boundary markers/dividers. 

It was interesting to see which types of plants 

were growing there and the great variation in spe- 

cies within the different zones. This area isn’t going 

to be planted up with new plants for the botanical 

garden, instead the plants which are already there 

will be enhanced and maintained to display the 

natural flora of the Algarve itself. Gerhard really 

wants to get across how the natural surroundings 

influence a country’s culture. 

The rest of the new garden is going to be split 

into geographical zones to represent areas from the 

different Mediterranean regions, similar to botan- 

ical gardens in the UK like the Eden Project and the 

National Botanic Garden of Wales. 

Marilyn wanted us to make a record of which 

plants were in each zone and how many of each 

species there were before any real physical work 

was done. We spent most of the day identifying 

plants in Zone 4. It was intense but really fun, a 

real test of our plant knowledge. It was great of 

Marilyn to give us the opportunity to get involved, 

even though we were horticultural students and 

not proper field botanists I still think we did a 

pretty good job at accurately identifying the plants. 

It was intriguing to see the difference in the 

variety of plants just within the area we were work- 

Figure 22: New Botanical Garden zones 

ing on. Certain species only grew in one zone and were nowhere to be seen in another. For example 

Cistus were thriving in one zone but not in any others. 

It was interesting being able to realise how well we knew the flora and which species weren’t 

as obvious to identify as others. It’s easy looking at a garden and saying “that’s a thistle” but until 

you’re faced with a project like this and need to know the exact genus, species and family you don’t 

realise quite how tricky it is to correctly identify a plant. We managed to identify 17 different plants 

in total, they were as follows: 

 
9.1 Plants identified (Zone 4) 

 

Anagallis arvensis (Ericaceae) 

Anthyllis tetraphylla (Fabaceae) 

Arisarum vulgare (Araceae) 

Cachrys sicula (Apiaceae) 

Carlina corymbosa (Asteraceae) 

Cynara tournefortii (Asteraceae) 

Echium vulgare (Boraginaceae) 

Foeniculum vulgare (Apiaceae) 

Jasminum fruticans (Oleaceae) 

Lavandula stoechas (Lamiaceae) 

Muscari comosum (Asparagaceae) 

Ophrys lutea (Orchidaceae) 

Ophrys speculum (Orchidaceae) 

Phagnalon rupestre (Asteraceae) 

Plantago lanceolata (Plantaginaceae) 

Psoralea bituminosa (Fabaceae) 

Thapsia villosa (Apiaceae) 
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Figure 23: Rocha da Pena 
 

We also plotted the location of various trees and shrubs in the different zones on paper, a vital 

reference to have when planning future work for this project.We then had a little time left to start 

marking out where the largest patches of orchids were in the various zones with safety hazard tape. 

We’ll have to come back in a few years time to see how the area has transformed! 

 

10 Rocha da Pena 

Monday 30th March 

Weather: Hot and sunny, 28 °C. Very high UV. 

Our first day wildflower hunting in the Algarve was sensational. Rosie took us to the protec- 

ted landscape of Rocha da Pena, near Loulé. It was spectacular to look at, the Table Mountain 

of the Algarve. It has a well-marked 6.4 km trail, a short side trail leads to the summit, Talefe, 

which is the maximum altitude of 479 metres. The walk was an uphill hike at the beginning, we 

didn’t get very far that quickly because every metre or so we kept seeing new plants! At every 

turn in the winding track upwards were small grassy areas which are full of the wildflowers that 

make Rocha da Pena such a famous place. It offered excellent reasons to stop along the route 

for a breather and to take some photographs, which we did. The panoramic views from the top 

across the typical Barrocal landscape for which this part of Portugal is famous for were stunning. 

 

Rocha da Pena has a very rich flora with over 

500 species, some of which are endemic. This 

includes the rare Iberian endemic Narcissus cal- 

cicola. It flowers in very early spring, February 

time, and is found right at the top of the walk in 

clumps across the plateau and on the way down 

on the Penina side. This bulb is found in a few 
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Figure 25: Paeonia broteroi 
 
 

places in Spain and Portugal and is on the IUCN 

Red List of Threatened Species. 

Calcareous soils (with high levels of chalk 

content) are famous for their wild orchid pop- 

ulations. It was a fabulous place to see many of 

the orchids for which the Algarve is very well 

known, particularly the Ophrys (Bee Orchid) 

species. We were lucky and stumbled across 

Ophrys lutea, Ophrys speculum, Ophrys scolopax 

and  Anacamptis  morio.     Ophrys  scolopax,  the 

Woodcock orchid, was simply stunning.  Its perfectly formed flowers were hypnotic, they looked 

exactly like a cheeky grinning face! 

My favourite find was Paeonia broteroi, most of them had gone over but we found one clump in a 

shady spot which were at the peak of flowering. This wild peony is endemic to the Iberian Peninsula, 

it only grows in Spain and Portugal. 

We saw a patch of Scilla peruviana which was unmissable thanks to their vivid blue pyramidal 

clusters of flowers. It was strange seeing them growing en mass like a weed, like dandelions do in 

the UK, when I’d only ever seen them growing in cultivation before. 

Rosie pointed out a daphne, Daphne gnidium, which has foliage very similar to Euphorbia species. 

It’s evergreen and poisonous with fragrant white flowers when in bloom. 

I was pleased to discover the name of two groundcover plants we had seen everywhere at Quinta 

da Figueirinha. Paronychia argentea is a mat-forming perennial with striking fluffy silvery bracts. 

It had completely covered parts of the ground, the effect was like snow. The other was Anthyllis 

tetraphylla, bladder vetch, a low spreading hairy annual with yellow flowers. 

An interesting find was the holoparasite Phelipanche ramosa, branched broomrape. Its host was 



30  

 

 
 

Figure 26: Scilla peruviana 
 

Oxalis pes-caprae which wasn’t a bad choice seeing as it is an invasive alien species from South Africa! 

The dominance of members of the Cistaceae and Fabaceae families in the general matos was a 

memorable sight to witness.  I’ll never forget seeing rockroses plastering the hillsides the same as 

gorse bushes do back home on Dartmoor. The same goes for Pistacia lentiscus, Quercus coccifera and 

Rhamnus alaternus making up the common vegetation, seeing the plants which make up the structure 

of the landscape was just as exciting as finding orchids. 

We saw a great diversity of plants in our morning at Rocha da Pena, we couldn’t have had a better 

start to the week. It was the promise of more wonderful days yet to come. . . 

 
10.1 Plants noted: 

 

Adiantum capilus-verenis 

Anacamptis morio 

Anthyllis tetraphylla 

Asphodelus fistulosus 

Aristolochia baetica 

Bellis perennis 

Ceratonia siliqua 

Chamaerops humilis 

Cistus albidus 

Cistus ladanifer 

Cistus monspeliensis 

Daphne gnidium 

Euphorbia characias 

Ferula communis 

Fumaria capreolata 

Genista hirsuta 

Gladiolus illyricus 

Hypericum perforatum 

Iris albicans 

Iris xiphium 

Juniperus phoenicea 

Lavandula viridis 

Myrtus communis 

Olea europaea 

Ophrys lutea 

Ophrys speculum 

Ophrys scolopax 

Oxalis pes-caprae 

Paeonia broteroi 

Paronychia argentea 
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Phelipanche ramosa 

Phillyrea angustifolia 

Pistacia lentiscus 

Quercus coccifera 

Rhamnus alaternus 

Rosmarinus officinalis 

Ruta graveolens 

Scilla peruviana 

Sedum sediforme 

Smilax aspera 

Thapsia villosa 

Thymus capitatus 
 

 

11 Cork Oak 
 

After exploring Rocha da Pena Rosie took us on 

a magical mystery tour to visit some cork oak 

(Quercus suber) forests. We had the use of a car 

for the week to enable us to get around, I was 

driving on the Monday and was finding it im- 

possible not to get distracted by the gorgeous 

scenery and plants en route. We didn’t crash 

however, we all survived in one piece! 

We darted off the main road and followed a 

dirt track until we reached a copse of cork oak, 

which was recovering slowly from being burnt. 

Rosie told us some firemen in Portugal will ac- 

tually start forest fires so they can earn extra 

money in the overtime they work, putting out 

the fires.  The fires they start always get out of 

hand and burn up the surrounding vegetation 

as well as the trees, hence the cork oak and eu- 

calyptus end up getting pretty much destroyed. 

The cork oak is harvested in July/August, 

the cork is treated to remove fungus and graded, 

etc before being used. The main trunk is 

stripped, trees are harvested every 7 to 9 years. 

The year it was stripped is painted on the out- 

 

 
 

Figure 27: Lupinus luteus 

side so any harvesters know when the cork was last taken. They are pruned to a goblet structure, 

which is the ideal shape to make removing the cork easier. In Portugal you need a licence to harvest 

the cork, only skilled people are allowed to do it who are employed by professional companies — it’s 

a big business. 

It was weird seeing trees with their bark half stripped and numbers painted on them to record 

when the cork had been harvested. The redder the bare trunk then the more recently it had been 

stripped, usually September/October time is best for seeing them harvested. 

On the way back to Quinta da Figueirinha we passed a field of yellow lupins (Lupinus luteus) 

which was just stunning. They were gleaming golden in the sunlight, it was like seeing fields of 

buttercups back home in the UK — the perfect end to a perfect day. 

Seeing tree after tree of cork oak was a real highlight of the Algarve trip for me. I remember 

seeing a cork oak tree for the first time in the Mediterranean Biome at the Eden Project years ago. 

The structure and texture of it caught my imagination immediately and I vowed then to see them 

one day in their natural habitat. To have achieved one of my early dreams in horticulture was a 

special moment, one I will never forget. 
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Figure 28: Close up of a cork oak tree 
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Figure 29: Route through Rosie’s garden 

 

12 Rosie’s Garden 

Tuesday 31st March 

Weather: Hot and sunny, 29 °C. 

We spent most of the day at Rosie’s place, Quinta das Sesmarias, in her 4 acre garden. She told us all 

about the history of the garden over lunch, it was a fascinating story. Rosie and her husband, Rob, 

arrived in the Algarve in 2004. The land they purchased was abandoned agricultural, the original 

house had been there since 1991 and left derelict for 5 years. 

The whole place was overgrown, completely weed ridden. The citrus area was changed the most, 

they planted species which survived naturally. The soil was very poor, the soil level was changed at 

the back of the house to create what is now the terrace. The leftover soil was used elsewhere in the 

garden, it was aerated to improve the structure. Pine needles are used as a mulch in other areas of 

the garden. 

Pathways were made as the garden was cleared, the mature trees (carob, almonds and oaks) were 

the main attraction. Existing shrubs were cut back to create better access throughout the garden, the 

Pistacia in particular — they can sprout from nothing. Wild olives which have seeded themselves are 

Olea europaea var. sylvestris, Olea europaea has been cultivated. 

Over time orchids have naturalised in the whole garden, 7 to 8 species now grow there. The same 

applies for the lavenders. Lots of Cistus seedlings were moved and re-planted in the early days, they 

appear in the wet season (autumn). The garden was watered for the first few summers after being 

planted, now not at all. 

Lots of native bulbs were also planted, such as: 
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Figure 30: The natural swimming pool 

 

Sternbergia lutea 

Scilla peruviana 

Narcissus papyraceus 

Muscari sp. 

Narcissus gaditanus 

 

Annual tree surveys are carried out for the standard DDDX (dead, damaged, diseased and crossing 

wood) in January. Rosie and Rob have one full time person employed to maintain the garden whose 

main skill is arboriculture. 

The carobs (Ceratonia siliqua) are kept under close scrutiny in particular, they are known as “widow 

makers”. They can be hollow inside yet still produce lots of foliage and fruit and collapse with no 

warning! The borehole was already in the garden when Rosie and Rob arrived, it’s 90 metres deep. 

Water divining was carried out to discover where the water streams cross to determine where to bore 

for the holes. 

Rosie let us go round the garden by ourselves for the morning, doing a plant identification test as 

we wandered. She had given us a list of key plants which we had already come across earlier in the 

week so it was a good test of our memories to see how many we could recognise and which names 

we could remember. 

We collected specimens of various trees, shrubs, ornamental grasses and climbers, ticking them 

off the list as we found them. I found it fun working through the list and seeing which plants we 

came across easily and which ones we had to really search for. We had time for a quick dip in the 

wonderful natural swimming pool before lunch, it was heaven to bathe in the refreshingly cool water 

on such a baking hot day. 

After lunch we went through all of the plants we had found, then Rosie took us round the garden 

to point out ones we hadn’t seen. She also showed us other plants which weren’t on the list but 

which were still interesting species. Serapias lingua, the tongue orchid, was eye-catching, definitely 

the most attractive-looking species of the genus by far. There were lots of small colonies across the 

whole garden, it was pretty difficult not to step on them! 
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Figure 31: Salvia africana-lutea 
 
 

Two salvias caught my eye, Salvia africana-lutea had rust-coloured, hooded flowers. They were 

strangely beautiful, especially with the sun shining on them. Salvia discolor had an unusual colour 

combination, indigo-blue flowers with contrasting white-downy calyces. I couldn’t decide which 

one was my favourite! 

I’d heard of Bauhinia blakeana, the orchid tree, before coming to Portugal. Rosie had a great speci- 

men in her garden, it was just a shame it wasn’t flowering! I’ve seen photos of the large purplish-red 

orchid like flowers, hopefully one day I’ll see them for real. 

Dicliptera suberecta is a very drought tolerant plant — Rosie is a fan of it in her garden. It has 

velvety-soft leaves with bright orange tubular shaped flowers, another vivid flowering plant. 

Eriocephalus africanus is a shrub with fine grey aromatic foliage which smells like Vicks when 

crushed! It has snow-white flowers followed by fluffy cotton wool seeds, providing interest for 

pretty much every season. Another plant perfect for a waterwise garden. 

I didn’t realise Melaleuca alternifolia is the main source of the commercially produced tea tree 

essential oil. Sarcopoterium spinosum was an interesting evergreen shrub, it had dark green feathery 

leaves and created a dense mass of impenetrable thorns. A very effective anti-personnel plant! 

Vetiver zizanioides is a grass with very perfumed roots, used in aromatherapy. Polygala myrtifolia 

was a cute shrub, with pea-like whitey-purple flowers which close at night time. Haemanthus coc- 

cineus is now my new favourite bulb, also know as the blood flower. It has striking red flowers which 

look like shaving brushes, very cool. 

A euphorbia I hadn’t seen before was Euphorbia milii. It has thorny succulent branches with 

evergreen leathery leaves. The tiny clusters of small yellow flowers are surrounded by bright red 

bracts. A feast for the eyes! 

I loved the use of Buxus sempervirens fruticosa, also known as dwarf box hedging, to create a low 
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Figure 32: Close-up of Scilla peruviana 
 

border along the pathway in the citrus area. I never thought I’d see box thriving in Portugal. I enjoyed 

the time we spent in Rosie’s garden immensely, it was one of my favourite days in the Algarve by far. 

I loved hearing the history behind the garden and learning about all the varied and unusual plants 

in the garden too. The garden is just a wonderful example of letting nature lead the way by simply 

enhancing the natural beauty which was there to begin with instead of changing it completely. Some 

might say it’s a wilderness but I call it paradise. 

 
12.1 Plants identified: 

Trees 
 

Ceratonia siliqua 

Cupressus sempervirens 

Laurus nobilis 

Olea europaea 

Olea europaea var. sylvestris 

Pinus pinea 

Prunus dulcis 

Quercus canariensis 

Quercus ilex rotundifolia 

Quercus suber 
 

Shrubs 
 

Arbutus unedo 

Atriplex halimus 

Bupleurum fruticosum 

Chamaerops humilis 

Cistus albidus 

Cistus crispus 

Cistus ladanifer 

Cistus monspeliensis 

Cistus salvifolius 

Coronilla valentina 

Genista hirsuta 

Lavandula stoechas luisieri 

Lavandula dentata candicans 

Medicago arborea 
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Myrtus communis 

Phillyrea angustifolia 

Phlomis purpurea 

Pistacia lentiscus 

Quercus coccifera 

Rhamnus alaternus 

Rosmarinus officinalis 

Spartium junceum 

Thymbra capitata 

Viburnum tinus 

 

Ornamental grasses 
 

Hyparrhenia hirta 

Pennisetum setaceum 

Stipa tenacissima 

 

Climbers 
 

Aristolochia baetica 

Clematis cirrhosa 

Clematis flammula 

Lonicera periclymenum 

Smilax aspera 

 

12.2 Plants noted: 
 

Aloe ferox 

Aloe striata 

Asparagus acutifolius 

Bauhinia blakeana 

Brachychiton populneus 

Buxus sempervirens fruticosa 

Cassia artemisioides 

Celtis australis 

Cistus hybridus 

Cistus populifolius 

Cussonia spicata 

Daphne gnidium 

Dicliptera suberecta 

Elaeagnus x ebbingei 

Eriocephalus africanus 

Escallonia rubra var. macrantha 

Euphorbia milii 

Euphorbia rigida 

Gladiolus illyricus 

Haemanthus coccineus 

Jasminum polyanthum 

Lithodora fruticosa 

Lupinus angustifolius 

Lupinus micranthus 

Melaleuca alternifolia 

Morus alba 

Myrtus communis subsp. tarentina 

Nepeta tuberosa 

Nerium oleander 

Pistacia terebinthus 

Polygala myrtifolia 

Salvia africana-lutea 

Salvia discolor 

Sarcopoterium spinosum 

Serapias lingua 

Tulipa clusiana 

Vetiver zizanioides 

Wisteria sinensis ‘Rosea’ 
 

13 Ria Formosa 
 

After Rosie let us see her garden she then took us to see a famous salt marsh plant community, 

Ria Formosa, which was classified as a Natural Park in 1987. It encompasses an area of about 45,000 

acres and is protected from the sea by five barrier-islands and two peninsulas. It extends from Anção, 

near Almancil, eastwards as far as Vila Real de Santo Antonio — covering some 60 kilometres of the 

eastern Algarve Coast. 

The Ria Formosa Natural Park is one of the most amazing places of the Algarve, not only for its 

variety of landscapes but also because of its unique location. Recently elected as one of the 7 Natural 
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Figure 33: View of the salt marshes 

 
Wonders of Portugal, it is a unique coastal lagoon which is constantly changing due to the continuous 

movement of winds, currents and tides. 

Due to these natural features and its geographical location it was included in the list of wetlands 

of world-wide interest defined by the Ramsar Convention. It’s considered an Important Bird Area 

(IBA) and is part of the Natura 2000 Network. 

The difference in variety of flora compared to other places we had visited was huge. I loved the 

huge Tamarix africana swaying in the sea breeze, it looked like sticks of candyfloss! The combination of 

Vicia sativa growing alongside Lupinus micranthus gave a beautiful effect spreading across the ground. 

A plant which was hard to spot was Dipcadi serotinum, the brown bluebell.  Its rust-coloured 

flowers camouflage seamlessly with the surrounding vegetation, a total contrast to the purple blue- 

bells in the UK. 

Armeria pungens with Lavandula stoechas subsp. stoechas was another marriage made in heaven. 

An interesting plant we came across was x Halimiocistus sahucii which are hybrids between Cistus and 

Halimium. 

Euphorbia terracina is commonly found on open coastal habitats, a hairless euphorbia with umbels 

of green bracts. The shape of the stone pines, Pinus pinea, was a superb backdrop against the sandy 

trails and blue skies. 

Spartium junceum, the Spanish broom, were covered in vivid yellow flowers. Similar to Genista 

hirsuta but with no spines. 

Having a taste of plant life on the coast whetted our appetites for our planned visit to Cape St. 

Vincent at the end of the week. 

 
13.1 Plants noted: 

 

Anagallis monelli 

Armeria pungens 

Arthrocnemum perenne 

Astragalus tragacantha subsp. vicentinus 

Atriplex halimus 

Carpobrotus edulis 

Dipcadi serotinum 

Euphorbia terracina 

x Halimiocistus sahucii 

Lavandula stoechas subsp. stoechas 

Limoniastrum monopetalum 

Lupinus micranthus 

Matthiola parviflora 

Muscari comosum 
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Figure 34: Close-up of Tamarix africana 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 

Figure 35: Pinus pinea 
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Figure 36: Margaret’s Garden 
 

Narcissus bulbocodium 

Ophrys bombyliflora 

Paronychia argentea 

Pinus pinea 

Retama monosperma 

Salicornia europaea 

Scilla monophyllos 

Silene littorea 

Spartium junceum 

Tamarix africana 

Vicia sativa 

 

14 Margaret’s Garden 
 

Wednesday 1st April 

Weather: Hot and sunny, 30 °C. 

Rosie took us to visit three gardens in one day, as well as a garden centre. The first two were near 

Almancil, on the coastal Algarve which were both in the Littoral soil zone. 

The first visit of the day was to the personal private garden of Margaret Jackson. Her background 

as a professional architect is shown in the house and garden she designed, it was only a quarter of an 

acre yet was a little piece of pure paradise. 

Margaret’s garden was right in the middle of Quinta das Salinas, Almancil, a proper urban setting. 

It has been established for 9 years now, a garden which showcases plantsmanship at its best. 

Margaret’s dedicated interest in her garden is demonstrated by the sympathetic use of many rare 

plants alongside native and other more familiar plants. The use of stone, rock and gravel created tex- 

ture and structure which complemented the carefully selected plants to provide colour and contrast. 

It was a typical Mediterranean scene in the background with Pinus pinea, Cupressus sempervirens 
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Figure 37: PGG trainees with Margaret Jackson, photo by Rosie Peddle 

 
and Olea europaea providing much needed shade then a totally different, exotic feel in the understory 

planting. Loads of various succulents and cacti, Yucca gigantea made a dramatic statement planted 

alongside Musa sp. The clever use of Myrtus communis as a winding hedge divided up the space and 

led you subtly through the garden. 

Strelitzia nicolai was very eye-catching, the giant white bird of paradise. It had banana like foliage 

with a bluey-black and white inflorescence, like a dark version of Strelitzia reginae. Drosanthemum sp. 

and Ledebouria socialis worked well growing in pots along the edge of the swimming pool. Spiraea 

prunifolia was growing as a large shrub against the wall, with gorgeous white pom-pom like flowers. 

Rosa x odorata ‘Mutabilis’ was thriving, it was weird to see a rose growing next to succulents! The 

almost thornless stems held beautiful pinky-yellow single flowers. Pride of Madeira, Echium candic- 

ans, was architecturally perfect next to various palms such as Chamaerops humilis and Trachycarpus 

fortunei. The collection of Kalanchoe was interesting, K. tetraphylla worked well growing in pots, K. 

beharensis had gorgeous velvety grey foliage — easy to see why it is commonly known as the feltbush. 

Little or no water is required to maintain the plants now they are established. Margaret employs one 

gardener to help maintain her garden now, apparently he is a scavenger who will acquire plants from 

anywhere, usually unlabelled! The challenge is then identifying them and seeing if they’ll work in 

the garden or not. Margaret’s garden was an absolute delight from start to finish, the kind of place I 

can imagine myself designing someday. Please see the Bibliography section for a link to a complete 

article on the garden. 

 
14.1 Plants noted: 

 

Aechmea sp. 

Aeonium castello-paivae 

Agave attenuata 

Aloe ferox 

Catananche caerulea 

Chamaerops humilis 

Cistus monspeliensis 

Cistus x purpureus 
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Figure 38: Cistus monspeliensis 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 39: Cistus x purpureus 
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Clivia miniata 

Coreopsis sp. 

Convolvulus cneorum 

Coronilla valentina subsp. glauca 

Cupressus sempervirens 

Cussonia paniculata 

Cycas revoluta 

Dietes iridioides 

Dracaena fragrans 

Drosanthemum sp. 

Echium candicans 

Gaura lindheimeri 

Geranium maderense 

Kalanchoe beharensis 

Kalanchoe daigremontiana 

Kalanchoe tetraphylla 

Ledebouria socialis 

Libertia formosa 

Limonium latifolium 

Lobelia tupa 

Melianthus major 

Monstera deliciosa 

Musa sp. 

Myrtus communis 

Olea europaea 

Phoenix roebelenii 

Phormium tenax 

Pinus pinea 

Quercus suber 

Rosa x odorata ‘Mutabilis’ 

Spiraea prunifolia 

Strelitzia nicolai 

Strelitzia reginae 

Trachycarpus fortunei 

Wisteria sinensis 

Yucca gigantea 

 

15 Viv’s Garden 
 

After visiting Margaret’s garden we moved onto Viv’s.  Vivian Hirst is a very experienced garden 

designer who has lived in the Algarve since 1981. She and her husband bought the property, Mandi- 

hari, in the 1980s and transformed the house and garden, which is nearly 3 acres in size. There was 

nothing there to start with except a 500 year old Quercus suber, an awe-inspiring cork oak specimen. 

Everything else was planted, 70% of which came from seed, the other 30% was bought in. The 

soil is heavy clay mixed with sand, it was clear to see how appropriate plants had been chosen to 

suit the conditions. I found the atmosphere wonderfully peaceful, especially in the dry zone of the 

garden with a fantastic collection of Australian type plants. 

The Monet style bridge over the large ornamental pond was picture-perfect, a big Corymbia citriod- 

ora along the water’s edge added shade to an otherwise sun-baked area. It was a massive specimen, I 

was amazed to hear it had been grown from seed in 1984. The scent of citrus from the crushed foliage 

was telling as to why it is commonly known as the lemon-scented gum. It had a friend in the form of 

an adorable Siamese kitten basking in the shade, she was so cute I wanted to take her home! 

Another example of a mature specimen was Eucalyptus macrocarpa, with stunning red flowers 

which were similar to Banksia blooms. Tipuana tipu, the Pride of Bolivia, also had stunning vivid 

yellow pea-like flowers. It’s the only member of the genus Tipuana. 

I noticed palms we had seen before, such as Trachycarpus fortunei and Chamaerops humilis. A more 

unusual one was Dypsis decaryi, the triangle palm, which is native to Madagascar. It’s famously 

known for its tristichously arranged leaves that form a triangle. 

I recognised Robinia pseudoacacia, the black locust tree, with hanging clusters of scented white 

flowers. It’s a rapid growing, deciduous tree native to North America which is a common sight in 

streets and parks in England. Not one of the plants I was expecting to see in the Algarve! 

A particularly gorgeous shrub was Leptospermum scoparium, the New Zealand tea tree. It had 

vivid pink flowers which were practically glowing in the sunshine. Petrea volubilis had purple flowers 

like jasmine, a beautiful climber a tad like a tropical Wisteria. 

Euphorbia cotinifolia, the copper bush, had deep burgundy foliage, similar to Cotinus. I loved the 

contrast it gave against the brilliant blue sky. 
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Figure 40: Viv’s ornamental pond 

 
Streptosolen jamesonii was a bright, evergreen 

shrub, its clusters of flowers change from yellow to 

red. It was easy to see why it’s commonly known 

as the marmalade bush! 

Viv’s time living in the Canary Isles showed in 

the many choice exotic plants and trees, like the 

dragon trees Dracaena draco, Hibiscus rosa-sinensis 

and other succulents. 

We had a quick scout round the wildflower area 

just outside Viv’s garden and found the common 

broomrape Orobanche minor as well as Opuntia ficus- 

indica and Echium plantagineum growing en mass. 

We also saw a prime example of the type of garden 

not to  have  in the  Algarve. . . It  was a  classic 

WAG style house with horrible formal lawns and 

hedging surrounding a huge swimming pool. Hor- 

rendous! 

 
15.1 Plants noted: 

 

Aechmea sp. 

Figure 41: Eucalyptus macrocarpa flower Chamaerops 
hu 

Dracaena draco 

Duranta repens 

Citharexylum 

Corymbia citri 
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Dypsis decaryi 

Echium plantagineum 

Eucalyptus macrocarpa 

Euphorbia cotinifolia 

Hibiscus rosa-sinensis 

Justicia adhatoda 

Kalanchoe beharensis 

Leptospermum scoparium 

Melianthus major 

Musa sp. 

Opuntia ficus-indica 

Orobanche minor 

Petrea volubilis 

Quercus suber 

Robinia pseudoacacia 

Schinus molle 

Senna didymobotrya 

Spathodea campanulata 

Streptosolen jamesonii 

Tipuana tipu 

Trachycarpus fortunei 

Wisteria sinensis 

 

16 Natura Garden Centre 
 

On the way to the last garden visit of the day Rosie took us to a garden centre, Natura. It has the 

largest selection of Mediterranean plants in Portugal with 24 years experience in the Algarve. Not a 

bad reputation to have! 

The Natura Garden Centres were established in 1993 by certified landscape designer Jean-Claude 

Defrance. Before relocating to the Algarve, Jean-Claude, originally from France, was instrumental in 

the formation and successful running of one of Western France’s largest garden centres. 

He was drawn to the Algarve by its climate and natural beauty, it became the setting in which 

Jean-Claude was able to share his enthusiasm and passion for a more ecological way of landscape 

design, not only by using the classic indigenous variety of trees and plants that once flourished on the 

Algarve but also by introducing other varieties that would thrive in this environment. So successful 

was he in his endeavours that a second Natura Garden Centre opened in 1997. 

I started my horticultural career by working in my local nursery, therefore I’m like a kid in a sweet 

shop when visiting any kind of garden centre. The sheer variety of plants at Natura was impressive, 

you could buy anything from trees, shrubs, climbers, perennials, rock and water plants, cacti and 

succulents. . . it was hard not to buy everything in sight! I was particularly tempted by the array of 

Hibiscus rosa-sinensis and Bougainvillea, the small cycads were also very cute. 

The selection of Olea europaea trees were awesome, they cost up to 8,000 euros. Bargain! A gor- 

geous wisteria also wowed me, Wisteria floribunda ‘Violacea Plena’ had long racemes of double purple 

flowers. As well as plants Natura also had a complete range of environmentally friendly organic 

fertilisers and other garden support products and flower pots from France and Italy. 

Natura were also advertising Zoysia tenuifolia as Greenfolia, the no-mow lawn alternative. It offers 

itself as an ornamental groundcover that needs almost no care, including zero lawn mowing, no pest 

or diseases and a reduction in water consumption by 70%. Olivier Filippi, a pioneer in irrigation free 

gardening in the Mediterranean, highlights this species as a top lawn alternative. 

Visiting Natura was a great contrast to the other places we had seen in the week, even though we 

only saw one garden centre while in Portugal it was definitely the best. 

 

17 Burford’s Garden 
 

Our last garden visit of the day was to Rua do Cadoico, a garden near to the town centre of Loulé in 

the hills behind Faro, which is the personal private garden of the president of MGAP, Burford Hurry. 

He has been gardening in the Algarve for 26 years and has lived in his current house (and garden) for 

12 of them. He comes from an African background where heat, drought and cold are not uncommon 

factors in gardening. 
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Figure 42: Collection of olive trees 
 
 

 
 

Figure 43: View of Burford’s garden from the top terrace 
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Rua do Cadoico is tucked away from the bustle of the town on a steeply sloping site alongside an 

all year round waterfall. It is terraced on three levels, with the magnificent waterfall running straight 

through the heart of the garden. Burford has utilised the springs to provide humid areas for differ- 

ent species of ferns, apparently in the olden days the women of the village came to his property and 

washed      the      clothes      communally      in      the      river      as      it      flowed      through! 

 
Most of the trees were already present when 

he bought the property, including a huge Morus 

alba. The mulberry was growing on the hillside, 

a fantastic specimen at roughly 50 years old. 

It had a colourful climber, Canarina canariensis, 

growing through it. Also know as the Canary 

bell-flower, it has beautiful orangey-red veined 

flowers. I also loved Lantana montevidensis, a 

low-growing, trailing variety with purpley-pink 

flowers. 

I noticed some interesting training tech- 

niques on certain plants. A Carissa macrocarpa 

had been pruned into a perfect bonsai, Punica 

granatum had an unusual sprawling habit and 

a Ceratonia siliqua which had been specifically 

shaped to provide shade in the garden.  I liked 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 44: PGG trainees with Burford Hurry 

how Burford had cleverly manipulated the plants to maximise their full potential. 

Overall I thoroughly enjoyed the visit. The layout of the place was unique, unlike any garden I 

had seen before. The use of hard landscaping elements (the walls, terraces, paths and steps) enhanced 

the planting greatly. The use of pots filled with bulbs and succulents was also very effective. 

The balance of plants working with the natural surroundings created an atmosphere of harmony. 

I find the use of water in any garden relaxing, Rua do Cadoico epitomised that for me. Burford was 

a lovely guy, it was great to meet him and very generous of him to show us round his garden. We 

hopefully made a good impression for other PGG trainees who go there in the future. 

 
 
 

17.1 Plants noted: 
 
 
 

Aloe ferox 

Bougainvillea 

Canarina canariensis 

Carissa macrocarpa 

Ceratonia siliqua 

Chamaerops humilis 

Chrysalidocarpus lutescens 

Clivia miniata 

Cycas revoluta 

 

Iris spuria 

Lantana montevidensis 

Morus alba 

Olea europaea 

Punica granatum 

Strelitzia reginae 

Tradescantia pallida 

Zantedeschia aethiopica 
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Figure 45: View of the rockery 

 
18 Marilyn’s Carvoeiro Garden 

 

Friday 3rd April 

Weather: Cloudy, sunny spells, 26 °C. 

We spent the day visiting two gardens which had been Marilyn’s projects this time last year. The first 

one was in Carvoeiro, Lagoa, a garden nestled into the hillside. Marilyn had basically redesigned the 

whole garden as the previous planting wasn’t suited to the climate or overall conditions at all. 

Both rockeries were original, Marilyn had altered the structure of both so more soil could be 

incorporated and to generally make them less “currant bun” like. More appropriate plants were 

chosen, I liked the variety of succulents and cacti used which provided great colour and texture. 

Echeveria setosa had wonderfully furry leaves with orange flowers, a very cute specimen! Por- 

tulacaria afra var. prostrata was similar to Crassula, a popular succulent for bonsai. This variety is a 

particularly low growing form. 

What used to be a long strip of lawn is now a Mediterranean walk with a mixture of grasses, 

herbs and colourful herbaceous perennials. A weed proof membrane was laid underneath the gravel 

area before planting, to help keep maintenance down. 

The popular hybrid cistus Cistus x purpureus (a cross between C. ladanifer and C. crispus) was 

used, another cistus I hadn’t heard of before was Cistus x skanbergii, a dwarf rockrose with pale pink 

flowers. 

The clump planting of Rosmarinus officinalis ‘Boule’ was very effective, it sprawled across the 

gravel like an octopus! The fragrance was heavenly too. Syzygium paniculatum is a dense bushy 

rainforest tree which is used for hedging not just in Marilyn’s gardens but in quite a few gardens in 

the Algarve. 

It was a year since Marilyn had finished planted it, I was surprised to hear no fertiliser was used 

prior to planting, only slight mycorrhizal fungi. Everything had established incredibly quickly and 

was obviously thriving. 
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Figure 46: Marilyn’s Alvor Garden 
 

The plants were given deep watering by hose occasionally through the first two summers, now 

there is no need for watering. The owners are happy as they are no longer spending small fortunes 

on irrigation! 

The owners have recently purchased the land next door which Marilyn is taking on as a new 

project in September (2015). She’s hoping to turn it into a garden with a large wildflower meadow 

and native perennial planting. 

 
18.1 Plants noted: 

 

Aloe ferox 

Chamaerops humilis 

Cistus x purpureus 

Cistus x skanbergii 

Convolvulus cneorum 

Cyperus papyrus 

Echeveria setosa 

Euphorbia rigida 

Euphorbia characias 

Jacaranda mimosifolia 

Phormium tenax 

Portulacaria afra var. prostrata 

Rosmarinus officinalis ‘Boule’ 

Salvia x clevelandii ‘Allen Chickering’ 

Syzygium paniculatum 

Trachycarpus fortunei 

Yucca gigantea 

 

 

19 Marilyn’s Alvor Garden 
 

The second garden we visited was in Alvor, Portimão. It was larger than the previous one and felt 

more cohesive as a whole to me. Marilyn explained that when the new owners of the property 

moved in they quickly realised that the 350 square metre lawn wasn’t making sense, financially or 
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aesthetically.  After researching Mediterranean garden styles, they opted for a naturalistic gravel 

garden, thickly planted with herbs, perennials and grasses. 

I liked the symmetrical clumps of perennials with swathes of grasses weaving through. The mix- 

ture of different heights, colours and textures gave it a dynamic, but not overpowering, appearance. 

It was a clever way of manipulating the space, seemingly creating a cascading topography within a 

flat area. 

Once the grass was weed-killed and ploughed into the soil, a 5cm dressing of gravel was laid 

on top, leaving a blank canvas on which to lay out the plants. The plants were watered fortnightly 

through the first summer and now not at all. 

 

 
 

Figure 47: The perennial planting at Alvor 

It was a year since Marilyn had finished plant- 

ing it, the rich loamy soil has supported extraordin- 

ary growth in the first year. The plants looked so 

well established it was like they had been there for 

years. 

The combination of Echium candicans with Eu- 

phorbia rigida and Salvia ‘Royal Bumble’ was strik- 

ing, the red against the lime-greeney yellow was a 

winner. A Grevillea robusta was present, also known 

as the silky oak. It’s the largest species in the genus, 

it was a fantastic specimen in the garden. 

A plant I hadn’t seen before which was used in 

the repeat planting was Ballota pseudodictamnus, in 

the Lamiaceae family. It had aromatic, white hairy 

leaves with small pink flowers in whorls toward 

the stem tips. The foliage worked well as a contrast 

amongst the rest of the colourful planting. 

I didn’t know the herb Sideritis cypria was used 

as tea in Greece, Marilyn said it has a strong citrus 

flavour. I was tempted to take some home and try 

it! An interesting climber was Stephanotis floribunda. 

It had white jasmine-like flowers and is common as 

a houseplant in the UK. Two species of honeysuckle were climbing alongside it (Lonicera japonica and 

L. implexa), the fragrance was overwhelming. 

Stones and pebbles were used to cover the ground near the lower growing plants such as Euphor- 

bia myrsinites as a nod to a little rockery. 

It was great being able to see a couple of the gardens Marilyn had designed, especially after seeing 

one of her presentations earlier in the week. 

 
19.1 Plants noted: 

 

Ballota pseudodictamnus 

Dodonaea viscosa 

Echium candicans 

Euphorbia myrsinites 

Euphorbia rigida 

Grevillea robusta 

Jasminum polyanthum 

Lonicera implexa 

Lonicera japonica 

Salvia ‘Bee’s Bliss’ 

Salvia ‘Royal Bumble’ 

Salvia x jamensis 

Sideritis cypria 

Stephanotis floribunda 

Strelitzia reginae 

Yucca gigantea 
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Figure 48: Close-up of the 1,000 year old olive tree trunk 
 

 

20 Ancient Trees 

 
Throughout our week in the Algarve Rosie took us to see some absolutely breathtaking ancient trees. 

The first two were a 300 year old carob (Ceratonia siliqua) and a 1,000 year old olive (Olea europaea), 

both in the same place near São Brás. The carob was pretty special, I couldn’t get over the width of 

the trunk! But the very old olive really blew me away. The trunk was gnarled and so thick, we all 

knew how slow growing olives are so to see one at that size was magnificent. 

We then drove into the centre of São Brás and saw a 650 year old Quercus ilex subsp. rotundifolia, 

in a patch of ground right in the middle of a housing estate. Rosie told us the planning authorities 

had been very considerate of the tree and had built all the new flats around it, trees are valued highly 

in Portugal. 

It was an unbelievable specimen, the structure and shape was amazing. The canopy was so vast, 

sitting underneath it and feeling the shade it provided was perfect on such a hot day. I’d be pretty 

happy if I had a tree like that just outside my front door! 

The last tree we saw was another phwoaar! sight. We drove to a citrus grove in Moncarapacho 

and saw a carob tree to end all carob trees. It was between 650 – 1,000 years old, the size of it was sen- 

sational. Part of the trunk was hollow, it was so large I could actually fit inside it quite comfortable! 

The crown was 25 metres across, the scale of it made a really dramatic impact on the landscape. 

All of us PGG trainees were into tree porn, I was amazed at the ancient trees we had seen. It 

made me realise how young and insignificant we are in the grand scheme of nature, very poignant 

moments and more special memories were made seeing those ancient trees. 
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Figure 49: Me with the 300 year old carob, photo by Rosie Peddle 

 

 
 

Figure 50: 650 - 1,000 year old carob tree 
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Figure 51: 650 year old oak tree 

 

21 Cape St. Vincent 

Saturday 4th April 

Weather: Hot and sunny, 29 °C. 

A definite highlight of the study tour was exploring Cape St. Vincent. This was not part of the 

itinerary, our last day in the Algarve was free to do whatever we fancied before heading to the airport. 

We agreed as a group that it would be criminal to be in the Algarve without visiting one of its most 

famous areas with one of the richest floras in Europe. So we set off early and had most of the day to 

explore. 

The dramatic, 100 metre high cliffs at Cape St. Vincent consist of hard dolomitic limestone very 

unlike the sandstone cliffs with which the Algarve region is generally associated. The numerous 

plants that live on the limestone cliffs have capitalised on the sand which, as a result of filling the 

cracks and fissures in the rock, maintains a higher level of moisture than would generally be found 

in this inhospitable and windswept environment. 

Although the ocean that pounds the coast of Cape St. Vincent is the Atlantic, the warm wet 

winters and long hot and dry summers are far more reminiscent of the Mediterranean region. As a 

result the plants, birds and animals found are far more typical of the Mediterranean than they are of 

the northern European countries, the coasts of which are also dominated by the Atlantic ocean. 

As soon as we stepped out of the car I was in heaven. Plants were littered along the roadside 

right to the clifftops, we literally stumbled across Ophrys fusca which was growing on the verge! The 

combination of whites, pinks, yellows and blues patterning the clifftops like a vivid carpet was a joy 

to behold. I noticed typical plants growing together like Matthiola sinuata with the purple pimpernel 

Anagallis monelli which is one of the most common and memorable plants of the Algarve and found 

almost anywhere close to the coast. One of the prettiest of the wildflowers was Iberis procumbens, 

which forms brilliant white pincushions. 
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Figure 52: A beach at Cape St. Vincent 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 53: Close-up of the groundcover 
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Figure 54: Anagallis monelli 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 55: Lotus creticus with cliffs in background 



56  

 

 
 

Figure 56: Cloud along the cliffs 

 
I couldn’t get over seeing snapdragons growing wild. The red Antirrhinum majus blooms were 

everywhere, any yellow ones are likely to be escapees from nearby gardens! 

The Hottentot fig, Carpobrotus edulis, was out in full force, a highly invasive weed from South 

Africa which smothers and suffocates the native plants. It has very pretty flowers for such a thuggish 

plant though! 

Astragalus tragacantha subsp. vincentina, a low-growing leguminous shrub and both the creamy- 

yellow and purple-flowering types of Honeywort, Cerinthe major, were also common. 

Cistus palhinhae dominated the clifftops, a rare endemic to Cape St. Vincent. It closely resembles 

Cistus ladanifer which is found throughout the rest of the Algarve except that the flower petals of this 

species don’t have the maroon spots that occur on the petals of C. ladanifer. 

I loved how there were no fences or barriers along the cliffs, just a sheer drop! I can see why it 

was known as ‘The End of the World’ in the Middle Ages. At one point the cloud rolled inland and 

we could barely see in front of us, it was a very eerie atmosphere. We retreated until the skies cleared 

again as we didn’t fancy losing our way in the fog! 

The landscape combined with the flora made Cape St. Vincent the most beautiful, amazing place 

I’ve ever seen. It was hard to tear myself away, I’d seen pictures and read about how wonderful this 

Lands’ End of Portugal was but nothing could have prepared me for seeing it for real. 

We saw some spectacular sights throughout our week in the Algarve and to finish with Cape St. 

Vincent was the cherry on top of the cake. 

 
21.1 Plants noted: 

 

Allium subvillosum 

Ammophila arenaria 

Anagallis monelli 

Antirrhinum majus 

Armeria pungens 

Asteriscus maritimus 

Astragalus tragacantha subsp. vincentina 

Biscutella vicentina 

Carpobrotus edulis 

Cerinthe major 

Cistus palhinhae 

Corema alba 



57  

 

 
 

Figure 57: Antirrhinum majus en mass 
 
 
 

Crucianella maritima 

Daucus halophilus 

Dipcadi serotinum 

Euphorbia paralias 

Halimium calycinum 

Halimium halimifolium 

Iberis procumbens 

Juniperus phoenicea 

Lavandula stoechas 

Lithodora diffusa 

Lotus creticus 

Matthiola sinuata 

 

Narcissus bulbocodium 

Ophrys fusca 

Ophrys speculum 

Paronychia argentea 

Phagnalon rupestre 

Polycarpon tetraphyllum 

Rosmarinus officinalis 

Sedum sediforme 

Silene rothmaleri 

Stauracanthus genistoides 

Stipa gigantea 

Thymus camphoratus 
 
 
 
 

21.2 Going Home 
 

I will be completely honest here — I didn’t want to return home. Two weeks in a foreign country 

sounds like a long time but in reality the days just flew by — no homesickness for me! There was so 

much to see and do, I think if we’d spent six weeks in the Algarve along it still wouldn’t have been 

long enough. Spending our last day in Cape St. Vincent couldn’t have been a better way to end our 

Algarve experience. The place and plants epitomised all we had seen and learnt during the week, I 

could quite happily have stayed there forever. . . 
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Figure 58: Hibiscus rosa sinensis 
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22 Summary 
 
22.1 Conclusion 

 

In conclusion, the PGG study tour to the Algarve was a brilliant opportunity to see an extraordinary 

diversity of plants, places and gardens in one of the most iconic parts of Portugal. 

It was a truly fascinating and informative study tour; I learnt a huge amount about the flora of 

Portugal including the soil and climate which is best for the plants to grow. I saw places like Rocha 

da Pena and Cape St. Vincent with the best display of wildflowers I have ever seen. 

Seeing plants grow in a different environment than what I was used to was a great way of testing 

my overall plant knowledge. I expanded and improved my plant identification skills and discovered 

completely new plants in the process. This was especially apparent when working on the new botan- 

ical garden project at Quinta da Figueirinha, hunting for plants and trying to identify them gave me 

a thrill like no other — I could do that all day, every day. 

I saw some beautiful gardens created by very talented people. They were fine examples of how 

to garden in a Mediterranean climate, the originality and creativity in which they had been designed 

and now managed fuelled my future ambitions for curating gardens abroad as well as in the UK. 

I grasped more of an understanding of how a country’s flora influences its people and culture. 

The unique relationship between plants and people is intriguing and one I wish to study further. I 

have wanted to visit countries with a Mediterranean climate for as long as I have been working in 

horticulture, as I have a particular interest in plants from temperate regions of the world. Spending 

time in the Algarve has made my passion for these types of plants even stronger; I have always 

enjoyed working with plants in a botanical garden setting but seeing and working with plants in 

situ compared to in an artificial environment has given me a real understanding of the habitats these 

plants need in order to thrive. 

I have gained invaluable insight into how to interpret and translate this into ex situ displays, it 

has fuelled my desires for plant conservation further. 

I only imagined to a certain extent what I thought the trip would be like. It exceeded my expect- 

ations, I was exhilarated and astounded at what I saw with my own eyes; it has made me even more 

determined to explore different parts of the world. 

During the study tour it dawned on me that horticulture is a global phenomenon. Some of our 

hosts had better English than others, however their enthusiasm couldn’t be more apparent. No mat- 

ter where I end up travelling in the world language may always be a small barrier but, most import- 

antly, passion and excitement will never need translating. 

The inspiration of spending time with other knowledgeable horticulturists and general plant en- 

thusiasts together with the kindness and generosity of everyone at MGAP for making us feel so 

welcome made the whole experience unforgettable. 

 
 

22.2 Return Plans 
 

There is no doubt I will return to Portugal again in the near future. A week in the Algarve just wasn’t 

long enough, next time I would ideally like to visit at a different time of year to see the contrast in 

the change of seasons. I would also like to return to see how the new botanical garden at Quinta da 

Figueirinha is taking shape and to visit members of MGAP as well of course. Portugal, the Algarve in 

particular, is a beautiful part of the world which I look forward to seeing again. Watch this space. . . 

 
 

22.3 Budget Breakdown 
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Date Description Amount (€) 

28/03/15 – 04/04/15 Accommodation and food for the week €203.00 

28/03/15 Train fare from Sintra to Tunes €22.80 

28/03/15 Extra food for the week €12.40 

30/03/15 Food from cafe Tesouros da Serra €6.05 

4/4/2015 Meal out €14.00 

4/4/2015 Meal out €20.00 

 Total spent €278.25 

 Total spent (@1.39 Euros/GBP) £200.00 

 Amount given £240.00 

 Amount returned £40.00 
 
 

 

Signature. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 
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25 Full List of Plant Names 
 

A 

Aechmea sp. 

Aeonium castello-paivae 

Agave americana 

Agave attenuata 

Allium subvillosum 

Aloe ferox 

Aloe striata 

Ammophila arenaria 

Anacamptis morio 

Anagallis arvensis 

Anagallis monelli 

Anthyllis tetraphylla 

Antirrhinum majus 

Arbutus unedo 

Arisarum vulgare 

Aristolochia baetica 

Armeria pungens 

Arthrocnemum perenne 

Arundo donax 

Asparagus acutifolius 

Asphodelus fistulosus 

Asteriscus maritimus 

Astragalus tragacantha subsp. vicentinus 

Atriplex halimus 

 
B 

Ballota pseudodictamnus 

Bauhinia blakeana 

Bellis perennis 

Biscutella vicentina 

Bougainvillea 

Brachychiton populneus 

Bupleurum fruticosum 

Buxus sempervirens fruticosa 

 
C 

Caesalpinia spinosa 

Cachrys sicula 

Canarina canariensis 

Carissa macrocarpa 

Carlina corymbosa 

Carpobrotus edulis 

Cassia artemisioides 

Catananche caerulea 

Celtis australis 

Centaurea cyanus 

Centaurea pullata 

Cerinthe major 

Ceratonia siliqua 

Chamaerops humilis 

Chrysalidocarpus lutescens 

Chrysanthemum coronarium 

Cistus albidus 

Cistus crispus 

Cistus ladanifer 

Cistus hybridus 

Cistus monspeliensis 

Cistus palhinhae 

Cistus populifolius 

Cistus x purpureus 

Cistus salvifolius 

Cistus x skanbergii 

Citharexylum spinosum 

Citrus limon 

Citrus sinensis 

Clematis cirrhosa 

Clematis flammula 

Clivia miniata 

Convolvulus cneorum 

Corema alba 

Coreopsis sp. 

Coronilla valentina 

Coronilla valentina subsp. glauca 

Corymbia citriodora 

Crucianella maritima 

Cupressus sempervirens 

Cussonia paniculata 

Cussonia spicata 

Cycas revoluta 

Cynara tournefortii 

Cynoglossum nervosum 

Cyperus papyrus 

 
D 

Daphne gnidium 

Daucus halophilus 

Dicliptera suberecta 

Dietes iridioides 

Dipcadi serotinum 

Dodonaea viscosa 
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Dracaena draco 

Dracaena fragrans 

Drosanthemum sp. 

Duranta repens 

Dypsis decaryi 

 
E 

Echeveria setosa 

Echium candicans 

Echium plantagineum 

Echium vulgare 

Elaeagnus x ebbingei 

Eriobotrya japonica 

Eriocephalus africanus 

Escallonia rubra var. macrantha 

Eucalyptus macrocarpa 

Euphorbia characias 

Euphorbia cotinifolia 

Euphorbia milii 

Euphorbia myrsinites 

Euphorbia paralias 

Euphorbia rigida 

Euphorbia terracina 

 
F 

Foeniculum vulgare 

Ferula communis 

Fumaria capreolata 

 
G 

Gaura lindheimeri 

Genista hirsuta 

Genista hirsuta subsp. algarbiensis 

Geranium maderense 

Gladiolus illyricus 

Grevillea robusta 

 
H 

Haemanthus coccineus 

Halimium calycinum 

Halimium halimifolium 

x Halimiocistus sahucii 

Helichrysum italicum 

Helichrysum stoechas 

Hibiscus rosa-sinensis 

Hordeum murinum 

Hypericum perforatum 

Hyparrhenia hirta 

 
I 

Iberis procumbens 

Iris albicans 

Iris spuria 

Iris xiphium 

 
J 

Jacaranda mimosifolia 

Jasminum fruticans 

Jasminum polyanthum 

Juniperus phoenicea 

Justicia adhatoda 

 
K 

Kalanchoe beharensis 

Kalanchoe daigremontiana 

Kalanchoe tetraphylla 

 
L 

Lantana camara 

Lantana montevidensis 

Laurus nobilis 

Lavandula dentata var. candicans 

Lavandula stoechas 

Lavandula stoechas subsp. luisieri 

Lavandula stoechas subsp. stoechas 

Lavandula viridis 

Ledebouria socialis 

Leptospermum scoparium 

Libertia formosa 

Limoniastrum monopetalum 

Limonium latifolium 

Lithodora diffusa 

Lithodora fruticosa 

Lobelia tupa 

Lonicera implexa 

Lonicera japonica 

Lonicera periclymenum 

Lotus creticus 

Lupinus angustifolius 

Lupinus luteus 

Lupinus micranthus 
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M 

Matthiola parviflora 

Matthiola sinuata 

Medicago arborea 

Medicago orbicularis 

Medicago sativa 

Melaleuca alternifolia 

Melia azedarach 

Melianthus major 

Monstera deliciosa 

Moraea sisyrinchium 

Morus alba 

Musa sp. 

Muscari comosum 

Myrtus communis 

Myrtus communis subsp. tarentina 

 
N 

Narcissus bulbocodium 

Nepeta tuberosa 

Nerium oleander 

 
O 

Olea europaea 

Olea europaea var. sylvestris 

Ophrys bombyliflora 

Ophrys fusca 

Ophrys lutea 

Ophrys scolopax 

Ophrys speculum 

Opuntia ficus-indica 

Opuntia maxima 

Orobanche minor 

Oxalis pes-caprae 

 
P 

Paeonia broteroi 

Pancratium maritimum 

Paronychia argentea 

Pennisetum setaceum 

Persea americana 

Petrea volubilis 

Phagnalon rupestre 

Phelipanche ramosa 

Phillyrea angustifolia 

Phlomis lychnitis 

Phlomis purpurea 

Phoenix roebelenii 

Phoenix theophrasti 

Phormium tenax 

Pinus pinea 

Pistacia lentiscus 

Pistacia terebinthus 

Plantago lanceolata 

Polycarpon tetraphyllum 

Polygala myrtifolia 

Portulacaria afra var. prostrata 

Prasium majus 

Prunus dulcis 

Psoralea bituminosa 

Punica granatum 

 
Q 

Quercus canariensis 

Quercus coccifera 

Quercus ilex subsp. rotundifolia 

Quercus suber 

 
R 

Retama monosperma 

Rhamnus alaternus 

Robinia pseudoacacia 

Rosa x odorata ‘Mutabilis’ 

Rosmarinus officinalis 

Rosmarinus officinalis ‘Boule’ 

Ruta graveolens 

 
S 

Salicornia europaea 

Salvia africana-lutea 

Salvia ‘Bee’s Bliss’ 

Salvia x clevelandii ‘Allen Chickering’ 

Salvia discolor 

Salvia x jamensis 

Salvia ‘Royal Bumble’ 

Sanguisorba minor 

Sarcopoterium spinosum 

Schinus molle 

Scilla monophyllos 

Scilla peruviana 

Sedum sediforme 

Senna didymobotrya 

Serapias lingua 
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Sideritis cypria 

Silene littorea 

Silene rothmaleri 

Smilax aspera 

Spartium junceum 

Spathodea campanulata 

Spiraea prunifolia 

Stauracanthus genistoides 

Stephanotis floribunda 

Stipa gigantea 

Stipa tenacissima 

Strelitzia nicolai 

Strelitzia reginae 

Streptosolen jamesonii 

Syzygium paniculatum 

 
T 

Tamarix africana 

Thapsia villosa 

Thymbra capitata 

Thymus camphoratus 

Thymus capitatus 

Tipuana tipu 

Trachycarpus fortunei 

Tradescantia pallida 

Trifolium stellatum 

Tuberaria guttata 

Tulipa clusiana 

 
V 

Vetiver zizanioides 

Viburnum tinus 

Vicia sativa 

Vinca difformis 

 
W 

Wisteria floribunda ‘Violacea Plena’ 

Wisteria sinensis 

Wisteria sinensis ‘Rosea’ 

 
Y 

Yucca gigantea 

 
Z 

Zantedeschia aethiopica 

Zoysia tenuifolia 


