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Abstract An ethnobotanical field study on the
traditional uses of wild medicinal and food plants
was conducted in three linguistically distinct moun-
tainous communities located at the East End of the
Occitan macro-area, in the Western Italian Alps.
Interviews with a total of 81 mid-aged and elderly
informants were undertaken using standard ethnobo-
tanical methods. The uses of 92 vascular plants
belonging to 40 different plant families were recorded.
Comparison of the collected data with the ethnobo-
tanical findings of previously conducted studies in
other Occitan/Provengal valleys (specifically the Stura
and Varaita valleys) has shown that nearly the half of
the uses recorded in this study were not reported in
other valleys, strongly suggesting a heterogeneous
character to Occitan ethnobotany. The specific uses of
certain wild plants as famine foods and medicines in
this region are highlighted.
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Introduction

The ethnobotany of European diasporas, “linguistic
isles”, and ethnic minority groups, following the
pioneering work of Attila Szabo and co-workers in
Transylvania (Szab6 and Péntek 1976), has been the
focus in recent years of an increasing number of field
studies, as for example among Arbéreshé Albanians
(Pieroni et al. 2002a, b; Hammer et al. 2011; Laghetti
etal. 2011) and Greeks (Nebel et al. 2006) in Southern
Italy, Istro-Romanians in Croatia (Pieroni et al. 2003),
Albanians in Serbia (Pieroni et al. 2011), Russland-
deutsche in South-Western Germany (Pieroni and
Gray 2008), and Poles in Argentina (Zamudio et al.
2010; Kujawska et al. 2012).

The aims of these studies have been to record the
names and uses of wild plants, and to especially point
out unusual perceptions and/or neglected landraces.
Moreover, these studies have helped to form our
understanding of the ways that traditional knowledge
(TK) concerning plants is shaped at cultural edges, and
how it adapts and changes in the face of new
environmental and socio-cultural contexts.

Transmission of ethnobotanical knowledge repre-
sents one of the several means through which diasp-
oras may engage in cultural negotiations with their
new hosts (Pieroni and Vandebroek, and chapters
therein, 2007; de Madeiros et al. 2012).

In this study, three linguistically diverse mountain-
ous communities located at the East End of the
Occitan macro-area, in the Western Italian Alps,
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participated in an ethnobotanical survey: the Alpine
Provencal communities of the Grana and Gesso
valleys, the Kyé speaking community of Prea, and
the Brigasc/Alpine Ligurian community of Briga Alta.

The objectives of this study were:

e to record the ethnobotany related to wild food and
medicinal plants of these communities;

e to compare the collected data among them, and
with those available in the recent ethnobotanical
literature of the same area;

e to contribute to an understanding of the overlaps
among the ethnobotanies of different communities
at the cultural edge between Occitan and Gallo-
Italic languages.

Methodology
Selected sites

Figure 1 shows the location of the study sites, while
Table 1 briefly summarises their geography and
demography.

In all of our study sites, the traditional small-scale
agro-pastoral activities and especially pastoral activities,

Fig. 1 Location of the four
study sites within the
linguistic map of Piedmont,
North-West Italy

FRANCO-
PROVENCAL

PROVENCAL

Grana Valley

Gesso Valley:
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which were predominant until the first half of the
twentieth century, are mostly abandoned today. This
shift in the socio-economic structure of the community
landscape has been directed by the more recent trend of
emigration to the valley towns for purposes of
employment, whereas the mountainous villages are
occupied primarily by an elderly population, who still
manage small home gardens and gather a few wild
plants.

In the Gesso and Grana valleys, varieties of the
Alpine Provengal language are spoken. This language is
also spoken in many other valleys of South-Western
Piedmont and on the French side of the same Alps. The
association of these varieties with the linguistic Occitan
macro-area is considered mainly the result of socio-
political perceptions more than that of objective
linguistic commonalities (Toso 2006, 2008a).

Prea (Ellero Valley)—much like other tiny villages
in the two surrounding valleys—is the centre of a
unique language known as Kyé. This is classified by
linguists as a peculiar variety of Alpine Provencal,
which shows eccentric characteristics due to the
isolation of this enclave from the “bulk” of the Alpine
Provencal-speaking territory (Fig. 1) and to its prox-
imity to the linguistic borders between Piedmontese
and Ligurian (Grassi 1969; Toso 2006).

Finally, Briga Alta represents what nowadays
remains in the Italian territory of a formerly larger

Prea

/ " LIGURIAN
Briga Alta
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Table 1 Selected study sites

Valley/area Municipalities (in local language): Language Altitude of the Population® Number
selected village(s) municipality of
center interviews
Gesso valley  Entracque (Antreigue) and Valdieri Alpine Provencal 904 m a.s.l. Ca. 1800 25
(Vaudier): Entracque, Valdieri,
Andonno, and Sant’Anna di Valdieri
Grana valley  Castelmagno (Chastelmanh) Alpine Provencal 1,150 m a.s.l. Ca. 80 23
Ellero valley  Roccaforte Mondovi: Prea Kyé (“eccentric” 838 m ass.l Ca. 200 24
Alpine Provencal)
Brigasc area  Briga Alta (Ra Briga Auta): Piaggia, Brigasc (Alpine 1,310 m ass.l. Ca. 50 9

Carnino, Upega

Ligurian)

? Inhabitants are largely overestimated by the official municipal statistics, since a large part of them lives actually there only during

the summer

municipality, which, since the end of the 2nd World
War, has been included in the French territory (La
Brigue). The local language, Brigasc, despite a few
recent local claims on the Italian side to be part of the
Occitan macro-area, represents a conservative variety
of Alpine Ligurian, which however for historical
reasons retains a lexicon showing a few Provengal
elements (Toso 2008b).

Field study

Eighty-one mid-age and elderly informants were
selected using snowball techniques for participation
in interviews (Russell Bernard 2005). The focus of the
interviews was on the folk knowledge of wild food and
medicinal plants. We also included information
regarding folk ethnoveterinary practices, i.e. those
related to specific wild fodder plants thought to be
important for improving the quality of the animal and
dairy products, as well as wild honey plants.

Prior informed consent was obtained verbally
before commencing each interview and the Code of
Ethics of the International Society of Ethnobiology
(ISE 2008) was followed.

Questions about the use of folk medicines were
asked using free-listing, semi-structured, and open
interviews. The quoted wild plant species were
collected, when available, verified by our intervie-
wees, identified according to Pignatti’s Flora d’Italia
(Pignatti 1997), and finally stored at the Herbarium
of the University of Gastronomic Sciences. Plant
family assignments follow the current Angiosperm

Phylogeny Group designations (Stevens 2001). Folk
taxa, for which vouchers could not be collected, were
identified using their local names and using the
interviewees’ in-depth description of the plant. Quoted
folk plant names were transcribed using the rules of
the Italian language.

Data analysis

The data collected during the field study were entered
into Microsoft® Excel for analysis.

We compared the gathered data among the three
linguistic groups (Provencal, Alpine Ligurian/Brigasc,
and Kyé/Provencal) and also considered the few recent
(<10 years) ethnobotanical studies conducted in sur-
rounding areas (in the Alpine Provencal Stura and
Varaita valleys) in our analysis. The Jaccard similarity
index among the considered studies has been calculated
following methods described in the recent comparative
analysis of a few circum-Mediterranean medical eth-
nobotanies (Gonzalez-Tejero et al. 2008).

Results and discussion

Table 2 reports the recorded local names and uses of
92 wild food and medicinal taxa recorded in the three
selected linguistic sites. In total, this list of taxa
represents members of 40 plant families. Table 2 also
reports the documented uses of the same taxa in two
recently conducted ethnobotanical studies in two other
Occitan/Provengal valleys in Piedmont (Stura and
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Varaita valleys: Musset and Dore 2006; Pieroni and
Giusti 2009).

Archaic carbohydrate-containing food plants

The food use of the tuber of Lathyrus tuberosus L.,
Fabaceae, which has been documented mainly in the
past in both the Brigasc area and the Grana Valley,
confirms the popularity of this food source in the
Piedmontese traditions. Specifically, in the Brigasc
area, we recorded the use of these tubers in an old local
food called panissa di gasce, which is a kind of
polenta-like gruel that is prepared by also adding a few
boiled potatoes.

In his 1918 review of the wild food plants of
Piedmont, Mattirolo (1918) described the use of these
tubers and discussed their large availability in the
Piedmontese valleys and in Southern Piedmont and
their potential role as famine foods. Mattirolo argued
that because of time and energy required for gathering
these tubers, the use of this plant as an emergency food
should be discouraged. On the other hand, the similar
use of the tubers of Bunium bulbocastanum L.,
Apiaceae, which we recorded in the Grana Valley, is
still also known in other valleys of the Occitan/
Provencal area (Pieroni and Giusti 2009). Mattirolo
(1918) considered this species very valuable and he
also described two culinary techniques in practice at
that time: the tubers could be smashed with salt, milk,
and flour to obtain dough, which was later baked into
small crackers; or they were directly roasted on fire.

Emergency oleaginous plants

Elderly informants in the Grana Valley also quoted a
few unusual plant species, which, apart from walnuts
and hazelnuts, were used in the past for oil production,
especially during wartimes. The seeds of plants from
various plant families, including Celtis australis L.
(Cannabaceae), Arctium lappa L. (Asteraceae), Pinus
cembra L. (Pinaceae), Cornus sanguinea L. (Corna-
ceae), and even Onopordum acanthium L. (Astera-
ceae) have been used for this purpose. It would be
interesting to evaluate the phytochemical properties
and safety of the oils obtained from these unusual plant
sources. Such applications, if deemed safe, could be
revived as a niche food product, boosting the economy
of these communities.

@ Springer

Western Alpine herbal medicines

The commonly quoted use of Alpine wormwood
(Artemisia spp.) and gentian (Gentiana spp.) in
medicinal digestives, often in form of home-made
liquors, confirm their crucial role in the folk medicine
of this part of the Alps. As we pointed out in the field
study conducted in the upper Varaita Valley (Pieroni
and Giusti 2009), these customs could lead to prob-
lems of unsustainable overexploitation. We contend
that local institutions should implement a policy that
both acknowledges and regulates the sustainable
small-scale use of these species and also for preserving
the rich Alpine biodiversity.

Wild food plants in producing and refining local
cheese

The Grana Valley, despite its very tiny population, is
well-known for its small-scale production of the
famous artisanal cheese named after the main village
of the valley: Castelmagno. Castelmagno is a cheese
with protected designation of origin (PDO) status,
which has been in production for many centuries (the
earliest known mention of it dates to 1277). Castel-
magno is a semi-hard, half-fat cheese produced from
whole cows milk, obtained from cattle of the Pied-
montese breed fed on fresh forage or hay from the
Alpine meadows or pasture.

Local informants emphasized the importance of
specific wild fodder plants (all from the Poaceae
family) for obtaining an excellent quality of milk and
subsequently cheese: Alopecurus pratensis L., Poa
pratensis L. and Festuca arundinacea Schreb. More-
over, juniper and dandelion are used during the
refinement of cheese, for improving its gustatory
characteristics.

Comparative analysis

More than half (55 %) of the plant uses recorded in the
Gesso and Grana valleys have not been recorded in the
ethnobotany of the Stura and Varaita valleys. This
may demonstrate a quite heterogeneous character of
the Occitan ethnobotany, as we also pointed out in one
of our previous works in which we considered the
(diachronic) comparison between the ethnobotany of
the Varaita valley and those of other Occitan/Proven-
cal valleys, previously investigated in past decades,
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such the Susa, Maira, Chisone and Germansca valleys
in Italy and the Ubaye Valley on the French site
(Pieroni and Giusti 2009).

Moreover, Fig. 2 demonstrates the similarity of the
wild botanical taxa, which were quoted for being used
as food or home-medicines. Despite their linguistic
differences, an important link can be seen between the
ethnobotanies of the Occitan/Provencal valleys and
Briga Alta, and between the same valleys and the Kyé
community, while the overlap between the Kyé and
Brigasc ethnobotanies would seem to be less crucial.

This may be in agreement with the historical
trajectory of the Brigasc peoples, who for centuries
have moved to the Provencal coastal region in winter,
as transhumant pastoralists. Their vocabulary related
to agricultural terms is in fact very rich in Occitan

Brigasc

Fig. 2 Overlap of the wild food and medicinal plants used in
the three linguistic communities

words, and our studies may suggest that the same
paradigm has occurred with regards to the TK related
to plants.

On the other hand, the Kyé area, although linguis-
tically considered part of the Occitan/Provencal
macro-area, has been largely influenced by the Pied-
montese (plain) culture, with whom Kyé people have
had several periods of contact in the last century.

However, the Jaccard Index analysis (Table 3)
shows that there are no significant differences in
medicinal species used among the three linguistic
groups, suggesting a certain degree of interdepen-
dence of the three analysed ethnobotanies.

Conclusion

Wild plants have historically played an important role
in the context of famine foods and medicines in the
Occitan macro-area of the Western Italian Alps. The
persistence of TK regarding these plants is a testament
to the vital nature of their role in human health and
food security. The key points highlighted in this study
include the importance of certain wild grasses, which
are used as key fodder for livestock in the production
of artisanal cheeses in the region, and the enduring
significance of certain medicinal plants (specifically
wormwood and gentian) in the creation of local
medicinal digestives. Moreover, the unusual use of
certain wild tubers as key sources of carbohydrates
during periods of famine and of oleaginous plants,
which have served as useful sources of dietary oils,
have been discussed. While further research is neces-
sary to determine the nutritional value and safety of
these unusual food sources, they may nevertheless
prove to be important to this region both in the context
of food security, but also as resources for eventual
niche food markets.

Table 3 Jaccard similarity index among the wild medicinal and food botanical taxa used in the studies areas

Group 1 Group 2 Botanical taxa used Botanical taxa used in one Jaccard
in both groups group only (group 1/group 2)  index
Alpine Provencal speakers of Ky¢é speakers of Prea 28 29/13 0.40*
the Gesso and Grana valleys
Kyé speakers of Prea Brigasc speakers of Briga Alta 17 24/19 0.28%*
Brigasc speakers of Briga Alta  Alpine Provencal speakers of 28 8/29 0.44%*

the Gesso and Grana valleys

* None of the JI values are statistically significant at a P value <0.05

@ Springer
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In conclusion, the biodiversity of this region is
represented by a myriad of wild species holding great
cultural and economic importance to the local com-
munities, and measures to ensure that these resources
are collected in a sustainable manner are of critical
importance. Conservation of local TK in Western
Alps, in turn, is also a key initiative as the nature of this
information is highly heterogeneous, and applications
of the local wild plant species have been found to vary
from valley to valley.
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