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Abstract: Meum athamanticum, from the Apiaceae family, was first reported in Romania 
in the first quarter of the nineteenth century. However, due to the lack of voucher 

specimens in herbaria (or of information about them) and the fact that it has not been 
further found in the localities before mentioned in the literature, the occurrence of this 
species in Romania has long been controversial or even denied. In this paper, we have 
reported the discovery of M. athamanticum in the Eastern Carpathians of Romania, in the 
area of the Oituz Pass (Covasna county), 77 years after the last record in the country. 
According to our data, this is the only known place from Romania where this species can 
be found nowadays. The species is highly threatened due to the intensive anthropogenic 
impact in the area and the very small number of individuals. Consequently, the authors 

propose the establishment of a special protected area, and including Meum athamanticum 
as a Critical Endangered (CR) species, in a possible future edition of the Romanian Red 
Book of vascular plants. 
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Introduction 

Meum Miller, Gard. Dict. Abridg. Ed 4 (1754), is a monotypic genus of the 

family Apiaceae (Umbelliferae) (Tutin 1968, Leute 1969). The distribution center of the 
only species of the genus, Meum athamanticum Jacq., Fl. Austr. 4: 2, t. 303 (1776) 

(spignel), is represented by the western, central and southern European high mountains, 

extending locally to the north-western and eastern Europe (Spinner 1931, Leute 1969, 

Hegi 1965, Tutin 1968, Villar 2003, Huck et al. 2009) and the North of Africa (Villar 

2003). In eastern Europe, it is distributed in isolated patches of the Balkan Mountains 

(Spinner 1931, Leute 1969, Hegi 1965, Tutin 1968, Villar 2003, Huck et al. 2009), 

Polish Carpathians (Huck et al. 2009), Ukrainian Carpathians (Chornogora) (Tsaryk 

1997), as well as in the Romanian Carpathians (as it will be discussed below). In 

addition to the type subspecies (athamanticum), with the widest distribution in Europe, 

two other subspecies are endemic in the Iberian Peninsula, namely: subsp. labranum 

(Gdgr.) Leute and subsp. nevadense (Boiss.) Drude (Leute 1969). 
According to the literature (Hegi 1965, Tutin 1968, Leute 1969), M. 

athamanticum is a perennial, aromatic plant. Stem glabrous, striate, ± erect, up to 60 cm 
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high (shorter at subsp. nevadense), more or less branched in the upper half, surrounded 

at the base by coarse, fibrous remains of petioles. Basal leaves numerous, glabrous, long 

petiolate, with long-ovate sheaths, blade 2-4 pinnate, triangular ovate (subsp. 

athamanticum) to oblong-elliptic or elliptic-lanceolate (subsp. labranum and 

nevadense), ± erect or (subsp. nevadense) horizontal-patent to ascendant; lobes opposite 

or seemingly whorled, those of the last order filiform (2-6 × 0.1- 0.2 mm). Cauline 

leaves similar in shape but fewer and much smaller. Compound umbels (3-) 6-15 

radiate, rays glabrous or (subsp. labranum) very papillate-scabrous on the inner side, 

extending unequally at fruiting time; bracts (0-2) and bracteoles (3-8) linear-setaceous. 

Flowers many, bisexual, some of them functionally male; receptacle (enclosing ovary) 
glabrous; sepals obsolete, triangular-ovate; petals white or yellowish-white, more or  

less incurved at the top; stamen 5, longer than petals, anthers yellowish; stylopod 

depressed-cone-shaped; styles divergent, later reflect. Fruit brown, glabrous, ovoid-oblong, 

scarcely compressed, 6-10 mm long; mericarps with 5 prominent, very narrow, 

unwinged ribs. 

Meum athamanticum is restricted to cool (Huck et al. 2009) or cool to 

moderately warm environments (Ellenberg  et al. 1992), on soils usually ± humid 

(Spinner 1931, Villar 2003, Huck et al. 2009) or of average dampness (Ellenberg et al. 

1992), acidic (exceptionally nearly neutral) (Spinner 1931, Aubert 1935, Ellenberg et al. 

1992, Villar 2003), with an optimum pH between 4.6 and 6 (Spinner 1931), and ± poor 

in available nitrogen (Ellenberg et al. 1992). The species is a characteristic element of 
montane, subalpine and lower alpine meadows ranging between 550 and 2900 m a.s.l. 

(Hegi 1965, Leute 1969, Bruelheide & Lieberum 2001, Huck et al. 2009).  

The presence of this species in Romania has been long time controversial, given 

the apparently missing specimens in the herbaria and that it has not been re-discovered 

anywhere in the localities reported in the literature. The main goals of this study were i) 

to analyze the available data concerning the presence of M. athamanticum in the country 

and ii) to confirm its presence in the Romanian Carpathians by reporting it in a new 

locality. 

 

Material and methods 

The species was recorded during our recent field work (2017), in the Eastern 

Carpathians. Voucher specimens collected on the field were deposited in the Herbarium 
of the University of Agricultural Sciences and Veterinary Medicine “Ion Ionescu de la 

Brad” Iași (IASI 17980-17982). The geographic coordinates were recorded on the field 

using an eTrex Legend HCx GPS system. The species was identified and checked using 

standard floras and monographs (Jávorka 1925, Hegi 1965, Tutin 1968, Leute 1969, 

Mossberg et al. 1992, Villar 2003, Fischer et al. 2008, Stace 2010). The nomenclature 

of the plant taxa follows Sârbu et al. (2013).  

 

Results and discussion 

a) Hystorical data on the distribution in Romania of Meum athamanticum 

Făgăraș Mountains, Southern Carpathians. The first report of M. 

athamanticum in the Făgăraș Mts was made by Baumgarten (1816), on the Colții Brezei 
(in original: “Wârfulo Goltz”). According to Simonkai (1886), the name “Goltz” 

(Baumg. En.) refers to the Viștea Mare Peak (from the central area of the Făgăraş 
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Massif, near the Moldoveanu Peak). However, from the indication given by this author, 

after Baumgarten, for M. athamanticum (“Vista-mare felé a Brázai havasokon”), it 

appears that the indicated place is represented by one of ridges of the Făgăraș Massif 

oriented to the North - North-East, in the direction of the Breaza village, and 

corresponds, actually, to the Colții Brezei, indicated also after Baumgarten (as “Kolczu 

Breazi”) by Fuss (1866). “Wurfu Goltz” can also be assimilated to Colții Brezei based 

on another work published by Fuss (1846), who reported from that area the species 

Allium ochroleucum W. et K. (as A. moly L.): “Im Fogarascher Distrikt hinter Bráza 

gegen den Wurfu Goltz”. 

Subsequently, M. athamanticum was also reported from Făgăraş Mts in two 
other places, namely: the Doamnei Valley (Valea Doamnei), to the West of Bâlea Lake, 

corresponding to a rivulet that springs from the Doamnei Lake, on the Northern slope of 

Făgăraș Mts (Fronius 1855, cited by Fuss 1866; Simonkai 1886) (in original: “Valie-

Doamnithal”, “Domna völgye”, respectively), and the Arpaşul Mare Peak (Schur 1866, 

Simonkai 1866) (in original: “Arpaser Alpen”, “Arpás havasai”, respectively). 

Bârsei Mountains, Southern Carpathians. The only report of M. 

athamanticum in the Bârsei Mountains is that of Baumgarten (1816), namely “through 

forests at Râşnov” (in original: “Barcensibus nempe in sylvis ad Rosnyo”), probably 

towards the foot of the Postăvaru Massif. Later on, this information was taken over in 

the floristic synthesis published by Fuss (1866), Schur (1866) and Simonkai (1886) (in 

original: “Rosenauer Alpen”, “Kronstädter Alpen” and “Rozsnyó erdeiben”, 
respectivelly). 

Data of the Transylvanian authors from the 19th century, referring to the 

presence of this species in Făgăraş or Bârsei Mts, although credible, have not been 

confirmed by herbarium specimens (Simonkai 1886: “sed in herbario ejus deest”). 

Perhaps that's why, in the subsequent syntheses of the flora of Transylvania,  

M. athamanticum either was mentioned with uncertainty (Jávorka 1925), or was not 

mentioned at all (Ungar 1925, Drăgulescu 2010). We cannot agree, however, with the 

assumption (Hegi 1965) that M. athamanticum was (always) mistakenly indicated in 

Transylvania by confusion with Ligusticum mutellina (L.) Crantz. The two species are 

actually so clearly distinct, especially through their leaves, that even an amateur botanist 

could easily distinguish them. Both species have been reported, with original locations, 

both by Baumgarten 1816 (I, no. 524 and 525, respectivelly) and Schur 1866 (no. 1573 
and 1574, respectivelly), to mention only two of the most important Transylvanian 

botanists of that time. Given their high competence in the vascular flora, it is really 

impossible they had reported the two distinct species, one after another, in the same 

work, and yet confused them with one another. The only questionable case, noted by 

Simonkai (1886), seems to be that of Salzer (1860) (see bellow, the Hășmaș 

Mountains).  

Bucegi Mountains, Southern Carpathians. From the Bucegi Mts the species 

was first reported by Rechinger (1904), who published the floristic material collected by 

Loitlesberger, during a trip in the Romanian Carpathians, in 1897. According to 

Rechinger (1904), Loitlesberger collected M. athamanticum from the Furnica Peak, near 

Sinaia (în original: “Alpe Furnica bei Sinaia”), and the herbarium specimen is stored in 
the Herbarium of the Museum of Natural History, Vienna. The information was 

subsequently confirmed by Leute (1969), who saw the original specimen of 
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Loitlesberger (“Rumänien: Alpe Furnica bei Sinaia, Loitlesberger W!”) and was 

recently taken up in some floristic works on the vascular flora in Romania (Ciocârlan 

1988, 2000, Oprea 2005, Negrean 2011, Sârbu et al. 2013). 

A second report of M. athamanticum from the Bucegi Mts was made by Prodan 

(1939). According to this author, M. athamanticum was “indicated without certainty” on 

the Valea-Albă - Coștila Peak (the author did not indicate, however, which was the source 

of this uncertain information; see also Oprea 2005, Negrean 2011, Sârbu et al. 2013). 

Shortly after (August 8, 1940), M. athamanticum was collected from the Bucegi 

Massif on the Valea Cerbului (BUCM-3161), as a host plant of a new species of 

Peronosporaceae, Plasmopara mei-foeniculi Săvul. & O. Săvul. (Săvulescu & 
Săvulescu 1951, 1964, Negrean 2011) (unfortunately, we could only see the label of the 

herbarium sheet, by courtesy of Mr. Sorin Ştefănuţ and Mrs. Daniela Mogîldea, curators 

of the BUCM herbarium). This has been the second and the last confirmation with 

herbarium specimens of M. athamanticum in Bucegi Mts (and the whole country), until 

now. However, the species was not listed in the flora of Bucegi by the Romanian 

botanists who intensively studied this massif in the last century, such as Grecescu 

(1911) or Beldie (1967, 1972). 

The recent report of M. athamanticum from the Piatra Arsă Peak, the same 

massif (verb. comm., G. Negrean 2004, according to Oprea 2005, Sârbu et al., 2013) is 

not a certain one, given that in the Addenda to Flora Romaniae, 1st part, Negrean (2011) 

did not confirm it from that place, giving only data from literature. 
Iezer-Păpușa Mountains, Southern Carpathians. Reporting of M. 

athamanticum in the Iezer-Păpuşa Mts is probably due to a confusion of two toponyms, 

namely: the Doamnei Valley, from the northern slopes of Făgăraș Mts, in Transylvania 

(see above), and the Doamnei River, which separates, to the south-east, the Făgăraş and 

Iezer-Păpuşa Mts, in Muntenia. We suppose this could have led to the indication of 

Prodan (1939) for M. athamanticum: “Păpușea”, “without certainty”. The  information 

has recently been taken over, with doubt, in some floristic syntheses: “? Iezer-Păpușa” 

(Oprea 2005, Sârbu et al. 2013); “Păpușa”, “syne certitudine” (Negrean 2011). Alexiu 

(1998) did not mention M. athamanticum in his phytosociological monograph of the 

Iezer-Păpușa Mts. 

Penteleu Mountains, Curvature Carpathians. The only reference to the 

occurrence of this species in the Penteleu Mts is that of Şerbănescu (1939) who 
indicated it at “Secuiu” (see also Oprea 2005, Negrean 2011, Sârbu et al. 2013, Dihoru 

2015). The occurence of this species in Penteleu Mts is, however, doubtful, according to 

Dihoru (2015). 

Hășmaș Mountains, Eastern Carpathians. Reporting of M. athamanticum on 

the Higheş (Hegyes) Peak, in the northern extremity of the Hășmaș Mts, near Tulgheş, 

by Salzer 1860 (cited by Fuss 1866 and Simonkai 1886) is due, according to Simonkai 

(1886), to a confusion with Ligusticum mutellina (L.) Crantz. (“Meum mutellina L.  

[M. athamanticum Salzer Reiseb. 233, non Jacq.]”). Nobody has further reported this 

species in the Hășmaș Mts, although their flora was carefully studied by many botanists 

(Nechita 2003). 

Stânișoarei Mountains, Eastern Carpathians. Grecescu (1898) reported M. 
athamanticum at the Neamţ Monastery perhaps based on the indication given to him by 

the pharmacist Cania: “Mônăstirea Neamțului (Can.)” (see also Oprea 2005, Sârbu et al. 
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2013). One can suppose that the plant was perhaps cultivated in the garden of the 

monastery and possibly was seen there or even used by Cania, but its occurrence has been 

not confirmed subsequently by any botanists. We also did not find it, even cultivated, 

during our recent surveys (Oprea & Sîrbu 2009) on the flora of Stânișoarei Mts. 

In addition to the above, we find an interesting reference about M. athamanticum 

in Romania at Panțu (1906). In his opera “Plantele cunoscute de poporul român” (The 

plants known by the Romanian people) this author gave, under the vernacular names 

“brie (Trans.)” and “brioală”, an exact description of this species, noting that it grows 

“through the orchards in the mountainous region” of the country (without precise 

location). It is, however, unlikely that such a rare species would have been so well 
known to the people at the time, to have not one but two vernacular names. In fact, 

according to the same author, the names above mentioned are also given to other 

species, such as Ligusticum mutellina (brie, brioală) or Athamantha hungarica (brie), to 

mention only those from the Apiaceae family (see also Borza 1968). 

Although the most recent reliable report of this species in Romania (Bucegi Mts) 

dates back to 1940 (Săvulescu & Săvulescu 1951), in the further years, the species was 

considered dubious or extinct (†) from Romania and deleted (“Delendum”) from the 

flora (Borza 1947), and afterwards, for about 5 decades, it has not been longer listed 

from Romania, either in regional (e.g. Beldie 1962, 1967), national (Todor 1958, Beldie 

1977), or European (Tutin 1968) floras. 

More recently, Ciocârlan (1988, 2000) re-introduced M. athamanticum into the 
list of vascular plants of Romania, mentioning it, perhaps after Rechinger (1904) or 

Leute (1969), from “Bucegi, on Furnica”, as a very rare species, on mountain and 

subalpine meadows. In the third edition of the Flora Ilustrată a României (Illustrated 

Flora of Romania), however, Ciocârlan (2009) treated it as unconfirmed in the Bucegi 

Mts (“old data; it has not been further found”). 

More complete lists with the localities from where M. athamanticum was 

mentioned in Romania (without data of Transylvanian botanists of the 19th century) 

published Oprea (2005), Negrean (2011) and Sârbu et al. (2013).  

The species has been listed about two decades ago into the national red list of 

vascular plants, as a rare species (Oltean et al. 1994), but nowadays it is not included in 

the Red Book of Romania (Dihoru & Negrean 2009). 

Dihoru (2015) made the most recent reference to this species in the Romanian 
botanical literature, but considered it to be “dubious” in the flora of the country. 

 

b) Field data: Meum athamanticum re-discovered 

During a botanical trip in the area of the Oituz Pass, Covasna county, at the 

border between Nemira and Breţcu Mountains, Eastern Carpathians (Fig. 1), on June 

10, 2017, we found the very rare species Meum athamanticum, in two neighboring 

places, southward of the national road DN11 (N46°03'35.25'', E 26°21'38.47'', 874 m 

a.s.l.; N46°03'36.54'', E 26°21' 38.23'', 867 m a.s.l.).  

The total area occupied by M. athamanticum does not exceed 10 sq.m, in the first 

area and is approx. 1 sq.m in the second one, the total number of recorded individuals 
being 8 and 2, respectively.  

All the plants identified by us (Fig. 2, 3, 4) entirely correspond morphologically 

to the description (Leute 1969) of M. athamanticum subsp. athamanthicum, except the 
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very papillate-scabrous rays of the umbel on the inner faces (Fig. 4c), as in subsp. 

labranum. 

 

 
Fig. 1. Location of Meum athamanticum in the area of the Oituz Pass, Eastern Carpatians (the 

mark). Map of Romania from File:Romania-relief.png. 

 
Since the year 1940 (77 years ago), when it was the last time collected from the 

Bucegi Mts, as it has shown above, the species has not been further found until now, 

neither there nor anywhere else in the country. This means that the Oituz Pass is the 

only known location in the entire Carpathian chain of Romania where M. athamanticum 

survives nowadays. The fact that the presence of M. athamanticum in this relatively 

accessible place has not been noted so far might seem quite surprising, given the 

intensity of floristic and phytosociological surveys in the area (Kovács 1968, 1971) or 

in neighboring regions (Mititelu & Barabaș 1993, Gurău 2014). We suppose this is 

because both of the small number of individuals (easy to overlook) and the fact that the 

species grow here in a transitional area between grassland and forest, perhaps less 

promising in floristic and (especially) phytosociological surveys. 
All the plants of M. athamanticum were at anthesis on June 10. In August 3, 

when we reviewed the place, the fruits were already mostly scattered. The few 

harvested fruits are fully developed, with seemingly viable seeds. 

The plant grows on the plateau slightly sloping north, in a mountain hay 

meadow, at the transitional line to the the nearby forest, together with Agrostis 

capillaris L. subsp. capillaris, Anthoxanthum odoratum L., Arnica montana L., 

Avenella flexuosa (L.) Drejer, Avenula pubescens (Huds.) Dumort. subsp. pubescens, 
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Betula pendula Roth, Briza media L., Calluna vulgaris (L.) Hull, Campanula abietina 

Griseb., Carex pallescens L., Carum carvi L., Corylus avellana L., Cruciata glabra (L.) 

Ehrend. subsp. glabra, Cynosurus cristatus L., Deschampsia cespitosa (L.) Beauv. 

subsp. cespitosa, Dryopteris carthusiana (Vill.) H. P. Fuchs, Fagus sylvatica L. subsp. 

sylvatica, Festuca rubra L. subsp. rubra, Genista tinctoria L. subsp. tinctoria, 

Genistella sagitallis (L.) Gams, Helianthemum nummularium (L.) Mill. subsp. 

obscurum (Čelak.) Holub, Hypericum maculatum Crantz subsp. maculatum, Luzula 

luzuloides (Lam.) Dandy et Wilmott, Melampyrum bihariense A. Kern., Molinia 

caerulea (L.) Moench subsp. caerulea, Nardus stricta L., Pedicularis comosa L. subsp. 

campestris (Griseb.) Jáv., P. sylvatica L., Phleum alpinum L. subsp. alpinum, Phyteuma 
vagneri A. Kern., Plantago atrata Hoppe subsp. sudetica (Pilg.) Holub (a quite 

surprising occurence at such a low altitude of this very rare taxon in the flora of 

Romania), P. lanceolata L., Poa chaixii Vill., P. nemoralis L., P. pratensis L., Polygala 

vulgaris L. subsp. vulgaris, Potentilla erecta (L.) Raeusch., Ranunculus acris L. subsp. 

acris, Rhinanthus minor L., Salix caprea L., Stellaria graminea L., Thesium linophyllon 

L., Thymus pulegioides L. subsp. pulegioides, Trisetum flavescens (L.) Beauv. subsp. 

flavescens, Vaccinium myrtillus L., Veratrum album L. subsp. album, and Veronica 

officinalis L. 
 
 

 
Fig. 2. Meum athamanticum: a - habitus (in the area of the Oituz Pass, Covasna county);  

b - a compound umbel. 
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Fig. 3. Meum athamanticum in Romania: herbarium specimens. 

 

 

Analyzing the average values of the ecological indicators (according to Ellenberg et 

al. 1992, Borhidi 1995 and Sârbu et al. 2013) of the accompanying plant species listed above 

(i.e. 4.6 for temperature, 5.2 for soil moisture, 4.5 for soil reaction, and 3.4 for nitrogen 

preferences), it follows that, in the Oituz Pass, M. athamanticum grows in moderate to cool 

conditions of temperature, on ± acidic, semihumid  and ± oligotrophic soil.  

These conditions are quite suitable for M. athamanticum (see Introduction) and 

fit well on the general natural features of the area of the Oituz Pass, which are 

characterized (Kovács 1971) by annual average temperatures ranging from 4 to 6°C, 

rainfall exceeding 900 mm annually, brown (including podzolic) soils formed under a 

primary vegetation of deciduous and mixed forests (which, on the deforested areas, have 

been replaced by secondary grasslands dominated by Festuca rubra, Agrostis capillaris, 

Nardus stricta etc.).  

Recent research (Huck et al. 2009, 2012) revealed that existing populations of  

M. athamanticum in north-western and central Europe have persisted during glacial 

periods in multiple refugia and in isolation from southern European populations. We 

therefore suppose that the isolated populations in the Carpathians could be also 

preglacial relics. 
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Fig. 4. Meum athamanticum: a - leaf (in part); b - the base of the stem surrounded by fibrous 

remains of petioles; c - rays of the umbel, toward the base; d - umbellule with young fruits;  
e - fruit (mericarps). Scale bar: a,b - 10 mm, c – 0.5 mm, d, e - 1 mm. 

 

c) Recommended IUCN threat category  

The very limited population of M. athamanticum, close to a frequently circulated 

road and that the area is often grazed by animals are major factors of risk that could lead 
to its disappearance from this location, as we suppose it happened with the populations 

from Făgăraş or Bucegi Mts. Trees and shrubs growing nearby probably have a 

protective effect, to a certain degree, on M. athamanticum in the Oituz Pass, assuring its 

survival so far. Prohibiting grazing at the edge of the forest could provide an extra 

chance of its survival in the future, despite the small number of individuals. However, 

additional research is needed in order to further assess the conservation status of the 

species. We recommend the establishment of a special protected area for this species 

and its inclusion in the next edition of the Romanian Red Book of vascular plants 

(Dihoru & Negrean), as Critically Endangered (CR). The authors undertake to inform 

public authorities of the Covasna county, about this discovery, in order that appropriate 

conservation strategies to be applied. 

 

Conclusions  
The presence of the species Meum athamanticum in Romania has been long time 

controversial, given the apparently missing specimens in the herbaria and that it has not 

been re- discovered anywhere in the localities reported in the literature. In this paper, we 

have reported the discovery of M. athamanticum in the Eastern Carpathians of Romania, 
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in the Oituz Pass area (Covasna county), 77 years after the last record in the country. 

We recommend the establishment of a special protected area for this very rare species, 

in the Oituz Pass, and its inclusion in the next edition of the Romanian Red Book of 

vascular plants, as Critically Endangered. 
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