
10

Portugal and Galicia 2010
Wendy Akers

I was deep in winter hibernation mode 
in early February this year. So an invitation to 

join Brian Duncan and Sally Kington on a trip 
to Portugal in a week's time was like spring 
coming early. Some hasty packing and rapid 
booking of flights and cars, and we were off. The 
sixteenth of February saw us landing at Santiago 
de Compostela early, intending to drive south 
to Lisbon to collect Brian and Sally, who were 
flying from London. We couldn't resist a tiny 
side trip before shooting off south. This was to a 
site we knew near the airport to see whether the 
Narcissus cyclamineus in this part of Galicia, 
north-west Spain were flowering. They were just 
coming out and we picked two of the fragile-
looking stems and set off for Lisbon.

It was 13 years since we had looked for 
N. cyclamineus in central Portugal, around Porto. 
This was some time before the species was 
rediscovered, and our hot, frustrating and 
fruitless search in late March 1997 (far too late 
in the year, with hindsight) still rankled. 

A fast road to Lisbon got us there in good 
time to collect Brian and Sally and find our rural 
retreat, where we greeted the indomitable Kathy 
Andersen and her niece Kathy Welsh, who had 
arrived from the USA the day before. They had 
already seen N. calcicola, N. gaditanus and huge 
numbers of N. bulbocodium. We showed them 
our frail Galician cyclamineus, which we were 
hoping would survive until we could compare 
them with forms in Portugal. Next morning we 
set off towards Minde and the radio station at 
Porto de Mos to see N. calcicola. Here the flowers 
were just coming out among the wet rocks, and 
gaps in the rain allowed us to get photographs. I 
was really delighted to see them in the wild for 
the first time. The previous year I had bought 
three bulbs of what was being sold as N. calcicola 
'Idol' and had fallen instantly in love. As we 
searched higher, the cloud base closed in and we 
turned round. After lunch, we left our American 

friends and went south towards Setubal, crossing 
the astonishing Vasco da Gama bridge to get to 
the coast, where the Kathys had seen so many 
N. bulbocodium. This was bulbocodium heaven. 
The sun had come out and we were high above a 
wide tranquil bay among a spill of intensely 
golden hoops. Some were tall and fat with flat 
leaves, others had narrower, smaller cups and 
long, fine, rounded leaves. They were a mixed 
population growing luxuriantly at the edge of the 
dizzyingly steep cliffs, and we followed them 
along the cliff tops until the sun began to set. We 
will draw a blind over the evening, when six 
people and two satellite navigation systems failed 
to find a restaurant that was 3km (4.8 miles) 
from the hotel. It was very dark.

Sturm und drang
Next morning we set out west towards Portalegre, 
where we hoped to find a mixed population of 
N. triandrus growing above the town. There they 
were, on a steep shaly bank: golden yellow 
N. triandrus var. concolor (some would say subsp. 
lusitanicus) and whitish yellow N. triandrus 
subsp. pallidulus growing together, with obvious 
hybrids in pale yellow. Brian had an internet 
contact with a botanist who lived in Portalegre, 
who claimed to have seen that Holy Grail of 
daffodil hunters N. portensis. He was not at home 
when we called, and when we enquired at his 
office we were directed to the Parque Natural da 
Serra de São Mamede. We parted company with 
the Kathys, who were leaving us here and 
travelling south, and drove into the park. We 
were welcomed at the park office and informed 
that the person we sought had retired. However, 
the Forestry Officer Senhor Luis Grilo helpfully 
gave us co-ordinates and directions to the Pico 
São Mamede, where he thought we might find 
the flowers. All this was very exciting and we set 
off. The road to the Pico was a poor forest road 
and went on and on climbing until we entered 
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the cloud, so it was impossible to get an idea of the 
place. Thickly growing trees, leafless at this date, 
were just visible. We had been told specifically 
that the daffodils grew among quartz rocks and 
eventually we came to these rocks. By now the 
rain was horizontal, there was barely any light, 
and the windward side of the rocks was 
frightening. Sally, James and Brian went questing 
into the gloom and I made my way back to the 
car, struggling to believe anything could be seen. 
After an age, Valkyrie-like calls came through the 
murk and they appeared with their prize. 
Underneath a rock, a horizontal leaf and bud had 
been spotted by James, the only sign of daffodil 
life to be seen. They had picked it, hoping to 
identify it when it opened. We retreated down 
the mountain, wet and cold but hopeful. When 
we came down to breakfast next morning, the 
flower was in the centre of the table being 
admired. It had opened, and Brian had made it a 
cardboard collar to keep it upright, and there it 
stood, small and perfectly formed. No, it had no 
sign of the said bulbocodium-look about it. 
Instead, it was a lovely little trumpet daffodil (see 
photo 8, p12), all-yellow, primrose rather than 
golden, with a delightful roll at the end of its 
scalloped corona. A badly faded signboard at the 

top of the pico had informed us that the flower 
that grew there was N. confusus, how apt. The 
search continues.

Sunshine and snow
Driving north in warm sunshine towards the 
Serra da Estrela, we crossed the Tejo and stopped 
to admire an enchanting display of N. triandrus 
var. concolor: hundreds growing along the bank 
of the road. They were in wet shaly soil along 
with romuleas and arisaemas. We were high 
above the river, which could be seen through a 
narrow belt of trees winding lazily along. Later, 
as we climbed higher on to the Estrela, we began 
to see the 'moonscape' of flat volcanic rocks 
where we hoped to see both the tiny N. rupicola 
we call the Portuguese form and the N. asturiensis 

1 Narcissus cyclamineus at Alcofre, the widely flanged 
corona mouth typical of central Portugal (photo James Akers) 
2 Forms near Porreiras in northern Portugal with the 
mouth almost straight, slightly flanged or more generally 
flared, and 3 at Lires in Galicia with the mouth  
generally straight (photos Brian Duncan)
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that we had seen in 1997. Sadly this time 
everything was under deep snow; in fact we 
followed the snow plough right over the top, the 
brilliant sunshine lighting up the snowfields that 
covered the millions of N. bulbocodium that 
grow there. As we came down on the northern 
slopes a few N. asturiensis were just coming out 
where the snow had gone. Tomorrow was the 
River Mondego and N. scaberulus; it was dark by 
now but we saw them in the headlights as we 
drove towards Gouveia for the night.

Narcissus cyclamineus in Portugal
In glorious sunshine next morning, we were 
thrilled to return and see N. scaberulus growing 
profusely along the Mondego valley. One clump 
that James photographed had six stems of  
multi-headed flowers. We saw them all along the 
river as we travelled northwards; sometimes the 
other parent of the hybrid N. × carringtonii, 
N. triandrus subsp. pallidulus, was growing along 
with them but we didn't see the hybrid. We 
pressed on because we were meeting Theo and 
Petra Sanders at the known site for the central 

Portuguese cyclamineus at Alcofre (see photo 1, 
p11) near Caramulo. Here the river circles the 
tiny village and in the wet meadows single 
flowers grew. The known site is about a two-mile 
(3.2km) hike away and I managed to lose the rest 
of the party, so I sat on a wall watching the 
pruning of the vinho verde vines which run 
through the countryside of central Portugal  
like arteries. Those who reached the site saw 
many  N. cyclamineus, much more sturdy-looking 
than their Galician brothers, growing in close 
proximity to N. bulbocodium, but alas not the 
recently described hybrid N. × caramulensis, which 
has only been found in this area.

Next day Brian's goal was to locate a further 
site for the Portuguese cyclamineus, to compare 
the trumpets of the ones we had seen here in 
central Portugal with ones further north. Would 
they suddenly become straight-mouthed like the 
even more northerly Galician forms or were 
there intermediate types? In the foyer of the 
hotel was an internet area; James typed in 
N. cyclamineus and immediately we were looking 
at a photograph of a meadow with the flowers 

4 Narcissus scaberulus (photo Brian Duncan); 5 N. obesus near Setubal; 6 N. triandrus var. concolor (right) and an obvious hybrid 
with N. triandrus var. pallidulus (left); 7 N. concolor; 8 unidentified daffodil from the Pico São Mamede (photos 5–8 James Akers)
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waving in the breeze. The site was named as 
Porreiras and we set off, with Porreiras on the 
satellite navigation system. It looked strangely 
unpromising when we arrived and we searched 
fruitlessly for ages. A river ran into the sea 
through the tiny town and in desperation Sally 
walked around the street with a flower from 
yesterday in her hand trying to ask passers-by 
whether they knew where they grew. Eventually 
a man with a moustache looked very interested 
and said he knew exactly where we would find 
them. It was a drive away and we should follow 
him in our car. His little blue car set off at a good 
speed and quarter of an hour later, as we joined 
yet another urban motorway, I was suddenly sure 
where he was taking us. I had just spoken the 
words 'garden centre' and 'pots of Tête-à-Tête', 
when we swung into that very place. We thanked 
him for his kindness.

Feeling rather foolish, we set off again along 
the River Lima, intending to look along the 
banks whenever we could, since every time we 
had seen cyclamineus we had also heard water. 
This was easier said than done and led to us 
detouring down a narrow track through bushes 
and long grass to get to the riverbank. We were 
amazed to see the odd bulbocodium poking out 
of this unlikely wilderness and even more 
surprised when Brian thought it looked like the 
form of N. bulbocodium in circulation under  
the name “viriditubus”. We were becoming 
increasingly frustrated that we could not locate 
another site for the Portuguese cyclamineus, as 
we were now quite near the border with Galicia. 
Brian had another reference to a Protected Area 
as a possible site. This was the Corno do Bico 
nearby and we entered hopefully. What an 
extraordinary place. Forest tracks led us high 
through the most amazing lumps of granite as 
big as houses, tossed around as though a giant 
had been playing with them. I think that we 
eventually came out at the edge of an ancient 
volcanic basin, which had spat the molten rocks 
out some millennia previously. There were no 
flowers of any kind, too high, no water, and we 
eventually found our way out again. Back to the 
river, and every time we came to a bridge we all 

got out, searching assiduously with no success, 
and darkness was falling. At the last bridge we all 
piled out again, a spot of yellow in the semi-
darkness sending us all scrambling down the 
bank, then bottoms in the air photographing a 
meadow full of northern Portuguese cyclamineus 
(photo 2). As we pulled away we passed a sign 
that read Porreiras!

Narcissus cyclamineus in Galicia
Next morning we woke up in Spain and were 
enjoying the best coffee in the world at breakfast. 
We had one day to revisit the site at Tallos and 
the tall bulbocodium that Brian mischievously 
calls “akersianus”. Sally measured the stems at 
42cm (16.8in) from upper side of bulb to upper 
side of ovary (though it has been measured as 
much taller by other observers). Brian says the 
plant has been checked and is a tetraploid. The 
rest of the day we went to the end of the earth, 
aka Finisterre, to see the Galician cyclamineus 
by the sea at Lires.1 There they were in the low-
lying soggy fields, hundreds out and thousands 
ready to come out. How on earth did we miss 
them for so long? 

Looking at the Galician forms in the car, it 
was possible to see the difference between these 
with a straight mouth and shallowly notched 
rim, the central Portuguese forms from Alcofre 
with widely flanged mouth and deeply toothed 
rim, and the apparently intermediate forms from 
Porreiras in northern Portugal with the mouth 
sometimes almost straight, sometimes flanged, 
but generally flared, and the rim certainly 
notched, but usually neither deeply nor shallowly 
(photos 1–3). We'd seen so many wonderful 
flowers. Brian summed up the trip in his inimitable 
way: 'It was wild good', he said. And so it was.

Wendy Akers is a daffodil and tulip exhibitor and 
enthusiast. With husband James, she has made 
many trips to France, Portugal and Spain to look 
at wild daffodils

1 Lires is the correct spelling. In a description of a previous 
visit to the area (Daffodil, Snowdrop and Tulip Yearbook 
2007–2008, p12) the name was misspelt Lines.
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