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Abstract Ethnobiological studies in South-Eastern
Europe are gaining the interest of scholars and
stakeholders, given that they are increasingly consid-
ered crucial for the evaluation and valorisation of local
bio-cultural heritage. An ethnobotanical survey focus-
ing on local wild food and wild and non-wild medicinal
plant uses was conducted in six villages of Dobruja,
Eastern Romania, among 44 elderly participants
belonging to Tatar and Romanian communities. We
recorded and identified 77 plant taxa, corresponding to
93 plant (use) reports. Only approximately half of the
plants and one-third of the plant reports were common
to both Tatars and Romanians. This demonstrates that
the ethnobotanies of the two communities have
remained somewhat different, despite the common
history that these communities have shared over many
centuries within the same social and environmental
space. This finding can be explained by their different
religious affiliations (Romanians are Orthodox, while
Tatars are Muslims), which has limited intermarriages
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and relevant exchanges of knowledge, practices, and
beliefs related to plants. In particular, nettle (Urtica
dioica) is quite commonly used for food by Romanians,
but is ignored by Tatars. Our study may be of interest to
rural development programs aimed at fostering com-
munity-based management strategies of natural
resources, as well as ecological and gastronomic
tourism.
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Introduction

While traditional knowledge regarding plants is
rapidly decreasing in many regions of the world,
several studies have instead recently demonstrated
that rural areas in South-Eastern Europe still host an
impressive reservoir of folk botanical and ecological
knowledge (Dogan et al. 2008; Jari¢ et al. 2007;
Kotodziejska-Degorska 2012; Fuczaj et al. 2013;
Luczaj et al. 2013; Menkovi¢ et al. 2011; Mustafa
et al. 2012a, b; Nedelcheva 2013; Nedelcheva and
Dogan 2011; Nedelcheva et al. 2011; Péntek and
Szabo 1985; Pieroni 2008, 2010; Pieroni and Giusti
2008; Pieroni et al. 2003, 2012, 2013, 2014a, b;
Redzi¢ 2006, 2007, 2010; Redzi¢ et al. 2010; Rexhepi
et al. 2013; Sarié-Kundalié et al. 2010, 2011; Savikin
et al. 2013; Zlatkovi¢ et al. 2014). This body of
knowledge is observed with particular interest by
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many stakeholders nowadays, since it is considered
crucial for truly sustainable rural development pro-
jects in those areas.

Moreover, cross-cultural ethnobotanical studies
are important for the assessment of cultural compo-
nents, which effect plant used by human societies,
and how this complex interplay changes over time.
Thus far only a few ethnobiological studies in Eastern
Europe have addressed this issue (Pieroni and Giusti
2008; Pieroni et al. 2011, 2014a, b; Pieroni and
Quave 2005; Rexhepi et al. 2013).

Diasporic communities represent particularly
interesting arenas for conducting these studies, given
that investigations of this kind may allow spatial
comparisons, as well as, sometimes, also diachronic
analysis (before and after migration) (Ceuterick et al.
2008 2011; de Medeiros et al. 2012; Ellena et al.
2012; Pieroni and Gray 2008; Pieroni et al. 2008;
Pochettino et al. 2012; van Andel and Westers 2010;
Vandebroek and Balick 2012; Vandebroek et al.
2010; Yoney et al. 2010).

On the other hand, the region of Dobruja in
Eastern Romania has represented one of the most
multi-cultural areas of Europe during the last two
centuries, due to its complex historical trajectories.
According to the 2011 Romanian Census (INS 2011),
South-East Romania, and especially the city of
Costanta and its surroundings, still hosts approxi-
mately 23,000 Turks, who first started to arrive in this
area in the seventh century (De Jong 1986), and
20,000 Tatars, who arrived in the fourteenth century
during the Golden Horde invasion (Nogay Tatars),
while additional Tatars (from Crimea) came and
settled in Dobruja primarily at the end of the
sixteenth century and in the middle of the nineteenth
century (De Jong 1986).

Furthermore, Dobruja is inhibited by a few
thousand descendants of the Aromanians and, to less
extent, Megleno-Romanians, who migrated from
Greece, Macedonia, Bulgaria, and Albania in the
third decade of the twentieth century (Micle 2013;
Bardu 2007), while the community of Dobrujan
Germans, who lived in the area between approxi-
mately 1840 and 1940, has been considered
effectively extinct since World War II (Petri 1956).
In the Northern part of Dobruja there are still also
diasporic communities of Russian Lipovans and
Italians (Venetians and Friulans) (INS 2011; Pieroni
et al. 2012).

@ Springer

In Romania, very few ethnobotanical and ethno-
ecological field studies have been conducted during
the past three decades (Babai and Molnar 2013;
Dénes et al. 2012; Dragulescu 1995, 2006, 2013;
Molnar 2012; Papp et al. 2011, 2013, 2014; Péntek
and Szabd 1985; Pieroni et al. 2012; Tita et al. 2009).

Given its complex mosaic of ethnic groups and
languages and the Romanian context, Dobruja may
represent a unique arena for cross-cultural ethnobi-
ological surveys. We therefore decided to conduct a
comparative study between Tatars and Romanians
living in Dobruja (South-East Romania).

The aim of this study was to document local wild
food and wild and cultivated medicinal plant knowl-
edge among the Tatars and Romanians and to
compare these ethnobotanies in order to try to assess
how cultural adaptation processes, which the Tatar
minority experienced over the last few centuries, may
have affected their plant folklore.

Moreover, we wanted to analyse the eventual
occurrence of locally used plants or food items as
possible cultural markers—i.e. culturally salient
plants exclusively quoted and used by one of the
investigated communities.

Methods

Dobruja is a historical and geographic area, which
occupies the northeastern part of the Balkan Penin-
sula. As part of the most western appendix of the
Pontic-Caspian steppe, the environment of Dobruja is
characterized by hot, dry summers and very harsh and
cold winters. Today the main economic activity of
this territory is agriculture and the landscape is
dominated by grassland mainly cultivated with sun-
flowers and maize.

The territory of Dobruja comprises Northern
Dobruja, which is part of Romania, and Southern
Dobruja, which belongs to Bulgaria.

The current study was conducted in six villages of
Northern Dobruja (Fig. 1): Cobadin, which according
to the 2011 Romanian Census (INS 2011), consists of
8,773 inhabitants, of which 427 are Tatars; Ciocarlia
de Jos and Ciocarlia de Sus (located in the same
municipality of Ciocarlia, and which together com-
prise 3,220 inhabitants, including 360 Tatars); Valea
Dacilor, a village of a few hundred inhabitants, which
was considered for many decades the centre of Tatar
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Fig. 1 The study area and
villages
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culture in the area and nowadays is included in the
municipality of Medgidia (39,780 inhabitants, of
which 3,211 are Tatars); Castelu (4,856 inhabitants,
including 164 Tatars); and Mihail Kogélniceanu
(9,978 inhabitants, of which 323 are Tatars).

The study included 44 key informants, of which 23
were Tatars (six individuals declared themselves
Nogay Tatars and 11 Crimean Tatars) and 21
Romanians. The former group included one elderly
Turkish woman, while the latter group included two
Aromanians and two “romanicised” Dobruja Ger-
mans. The age of the informants ranged between 38
and 87 years, and more than two-thirds of the
informants were women between 60 and 75 years old.

The Tatar informants were bilingual in Romanian
and Crimean Tatar (which belongs to the Turkic
language group) and interviews were therefore con-
ducted in both Romanian (for the Romanian
informants) and Turkish.

Details regarding local names, ecology, part(s)
uses, transformations/processes and local medicinal
and food uses of all wild food and wild and non-wild
medicinal plants mentioned by the informants were
also requested.

Taxonomic identification was conducted by the
authors and plant nomenclature follows Flora Euro-
paea (Tutin et al. 1964-1980), the Angiosperm
Phylogeny Group III system (Stevens 2012) and
The Plant List database (TPL 2013). Voucher spec-
imens of the most uncommon taxa were collected in
the field and subsequently deposited in the Herbarium
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of the Botany Department at the University of Sofia,
Bulgaria.

Results and discussion

Table 1 presents the detailed plant uses and remedies,
which were described by the informants during the
field study.

77 plant taxa were recorded, as well as 193
medicinal and wild food plant reports. Cultivated and
semi-domesticated plants are the predominant species
on the list.

Most of the plants reported by the informants are
grown in private yards and gardens or in the areas
surrounding their homes, and were personally col-
lected by them. Along the sidewalks in front of their
houses locals often plant fruit trees and sometimes
construct small gardens for food, medicinal, and
ornamental purposes. The vicinity of the investigated
villages is characterized by agricultural plots of maize
and sunflower, which does not provide a wide diversity
of species. Another small group of species is collected
from more distant hilly areas, mainly by shepherds or
during the collection of wood used as fuel in the winter.
Also, a few of the recorded plants are derived from teas
bought at drug stores or pharmacies.

In total, 83 local folk names were recorded: 29 of
them were mentioned only by Tatars and another 42
only by Romanians, while nine plants with the same
folk name were documented in both communities.
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Healthy/medicinal food

Many informants reported a variety of foods with a
healing effect; in particular, lacto-fermented vegeta-
bles (muraturi in Romanian) were perceived as
indispensable. In muraturi the main ingredients are
primarily cultivated vegetables or fruits (sometimes
also unripe watermelons and melons), which are
fermented in a salty brine with the addition of specific
seasoning elements, such us dill, branches of sour
cherry tree, and quinces. The liquid portion of
muraturi, which is salty and sour, is considered
healthy and often drunk to alleviate stomach-ache.

However, the majority of the healthy foods
included in Table 1 were reported by Tatars: this
included raw seeds, root juices, raw garlic and onion,
boiled cereals, jams, oils and fruit macerates and
distillates. Among Tatars we also recorded a special
drink made from toasted corn flour and water, which
is used during Ramadan in order to reduce hunger
during the daylight hours.

The main refreshment drink for Tatars is coffee
(brewed as Turkish coffee), which is additionally
recognized as a medicine in case of diarrhoea—this
report is common also in Turkey (Dogan and Ugulu
2013); moreover, both communities perceive some
home-made herbal teas not only as medicinal rem-
edies but also as healthy refreshments.

Medicinal plants

Table 1 reports all the medicinal plants reported by
the study participants.

The ratio of wild to cultivated medicinal plants
was different between the two communities: approx-
imately 3:1 among Tatars and 2:1 among Romanians
(Fig. 2).

Both groups, however, reported a similar number
of semi-domesticated medicinal species.

Informants also responded differently to questions
related to the use of specific plants for treating
various ailments. The initial Tatar response tended to
be: “the solution to these problem(s) is to visit a
doctor”, whereas Romanians consistently mentioned
the use of herbal teas, for example those made from
Hypericum perforatum, Matricaria chamomilla,
Taraxacum officinale, Tilia spp., Mentha spp. and
Robinia pseudoacacia. Hypericum and Mentha spp.
are often perceived as panaceas among Romanians.
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Fig. 2 Wild (W), semi-domesticated (SD), and cultivated
medicinal plants reported by Tatars (TA) and Romanians (RO)

Fig. 3 Tatar woman with gathered flowering lime tree (7ilia
tomentosa) branches

Lime tree is recognized by both communities as a
versatile plant for herbal teas (Fig. 3); however, some
informants mentioned its possible negative effects. In
particular, the prolonged use of this tea, which is
considered good for women, causes the loss of virility
in men.

Although established medicinal plants used by the
two communities are different, the most common
diseases and ailments for which they were employed
are the same: the greatest number of plants is
associated with the treatment colds, followed by
those for stomach complaints, skin inflammations,
high blood pressure, and rheumatisms.
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TATARS ROMANIANS

Quoted plant taxa

Plant reports

Fig. 4 Overlap between the overall plant taxa and reports
mentioned by the two communities

Table 2 Most frequently reported preparations and remedies
among Romanians and Tatars

Romanians Tatars

Black locust flower tea
(external use)

Chamonmile tea

Dock leaf sarmale Dock leaf sarmale

Dandelion tea Onion tea

Lime tree flower tea Lime tree flower tea

Nettle soup Mint tea
St. John's Wort tea St. John's Wort tea
Walnut tea Walnut tea

Wormwood tea (external use) Grape vine sap (external use)

The top remedies shared by the two communities are reported
in italics

The most frequently quoted medicinal plants (H.
perforatum, M. chamomilla, and T. officinale) are
known by all informants by their Romanian names,
which suggests either an important role of modern
phytotherapeutical media in spreading their use
among Tatars or a cultural adaptation of this com-
munity to mainstream Romanian customs with regard
to the most commonly used herbal teas.

Cross-cultural comparison

Cross-cultural ethnobotanical analysis within a given
environment has shown that divergences and com-
monalities between communities depend upon a
complex interplay of historical, cultural, and social

processes (Pieroni et al. 2011; Pieroni and Quave
2005).

Although a link between the use of certain
ecological niches and ethnic boundaries has been
demonstrated in mountainous environments (Barth
1956), the same cannot be said for ethnic groups
living in plain environments, such as the steppe of
Dobruja.

Approximately the half of the plants and one-third
of the plant reports are common to both Romanians
and Tatars. Figure 4 illustrates the overlap between
the taxa and plant reports quoted by the two
communities.

This finding demonstrates that the ethnobotanies
of the two communities have remained distinct,
despite their common history within the same social
and environmental spaces during the last several
centuries. The divergences between the ethnobotanies
considered in the current study can be explained by
diverse domestic practices and customs. Although
Dobruja has represented a complex mosaic of many
cultures and identities during the last two centuries or
more, Tatar and Romanian communities have lived
mainly apart, due to their religious differences, with
little or no intermarriage. We believe that the
transmission of plant knowledge, particularly regard-
ing food plants and home-made medicinal remedies,
still primarily takes place from mothers to daughters
and thus the absence of intermarriages may explain
the divergences between Tatar and Romanian plant
uses.

Among the most frequently reported preparations
and remedies, only approximately half were shared
by the two communities (Table 2).

In terms of food customs, we could observe that
the Tatar cuisine seem to be dominated by meat and a
very limited use of wild food plants, while Roma-
nians appear to consume a large amount of wild
nettles (U. dioica).

Despite the limited sample of informants, in the
study area we could suggest also the occurrence of
other, food-based, cultural markers: the consumption
of A. retroflexus by Aromanians (consistently denied
by Romanians living in the study area, while we
know that this use is spread among Romanians living
in the Moldavian region of the country), pork meat
among Romanians (not consumed by Tatars for
religious reasons) and horse meat among Nogay
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Fig. 5 Bio-cultural food
markers found among the
studied groups

Tatars

Tatars (ignored not only by Romanians but also by
Crimean Tatars) (Fig. 5).

Interestingly, in other Turkic-speaking areas, and
notably in Turkey, U. dioica and U. urens are widely
used as food (Dogan 2012; Dogan et al. 2004).

In summary, the main differences in the ethnobot-
anies of the two communities can be traced to the
following three divergences:

® Tatars tend to use a relatively small number of
wild plants, especially for medicinal purposes;

® Romanian ethnobotany tends to include more
medicinal plants;

® Tatars tends to perceive more food preparations
as “healthy”.

Conclusions

Plant resources continue to play an important, albeit
diminished, role in the holistic domestic provision of
dietary and medical care among Tatars and Roma-
nians living in Dobruja.

The fact that only half of the reported plant uses
were common to both communities confirms that,
despite their historically shared environmental and
social space, religious divergence has had a negative
impact on the possible hybridization of domestic uses
of plants.

Given that our findings express the local bio-
cultural heritage, these data could provide important
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Romanians
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insight into endogenous (community-based) initia-
tives of rural development, including ecological and
gastronomic tourism, sustainable gathering and
small-scale trade of local plant resources.
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