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Distribution of Woody Rosaceae in W. Asia II 
On the distribution of Mespilus germanica L.

Mespilus germanica belongs to the species whose natural range of 
distribution is very difficult to draw. This shrub has been under cultiva
tion already in the antique world and in many places it has gone wild 
to such an extent that it is possible to consider it as an indigenous plant. 
According to G. H egi [25] medlar has been known in Greece in the 7th 
century B.C. (Archilоchos from Paros) and was later, in the 2nd 
century B.C. introduced to Rome during the Macedonian wars. From 
there it has quickly spread through southern and central Europe thanks 
to cultivation in orchards. In Greece at the time of Theophrast it 
has been known under the name of “sataneois” (Historia Plantarum III, 
12.5) while the generic name of Mespilus is originated in ancient Rome. 
According to V. A. Evreinoff [16] on the basis of a paper by G. Соn
tenau (La vie quotidienne à Babylone, Paris, 1950), M. germanica was 
commonly cultivated in Babylon long before its war with the Persians.

In Europe [25, 30, 44] M. germanica is most probably only an intro
duced species, often naturalized (escaped from cultivation). In this form 
it is known from southern England in Sussex, Kent and Surrey, where 
according to J. C. Loudon [32] it is cultivated since times immemorial 
though the first records of it come from the year 1597 [11]. In Germany 
[25] it is scattered in the central and southern part of the country becom
ing wild near human settlements. It is also under cultivation in Spain 
[10], and Czechoslovakia, mainly in the south of Moravia and Slovakia 
[15] and both cultivated and gone wild in France [12], Holland [34], Au
stria and Switzerland [25], Italy [1], Yougoslavia [24, 30], on Corse [7], 
Sardegna, Sicilia and Malta [1], in Romania [9] and in the Ukraine [14].

Bringing together the various opinions on the natural and naturaliz
ed occurance of medlar it is possible to reach the conclusion that its true 
homeland is only in the south-eastern part of the Balkan peninsula, in 
Asia Minor, on the Caucasus, Crimea, northern Iran and possibly also 
in Turkmenia (USSR). Thus the range would appear to coincide ideally 
with the Euxino-Hercynian province representing the south-eastern ex
tremity of the Euro-Siberian region. To this province it is usual to in
clude the southern shores of the Black Sea and the Caspian Sea and the
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adjoining on them mountain massifs and also sometimes southern Crimea, 
the environs of Novorossiysk and the Caucasus. It is characterised by the 
presence of numerous Arcto-Tertiary and Paleo-Mediterranean relics 
as for example Abies nordmanniana, Pterocarya fraxinifolia, Carpinus 
orientalis, Fagus orientalis, Zelkova crenata, Parrotia persica, Rhododen
dron ponticum [51] and it is to this group that medlar should be included.

Below I give a detailed characteristic of the occurence of M. germa
nica in the countries where according to available evidence it appears 
to be a wild species. Simultaneously on the basis of the data in literature 
and the herbarium collections (primarily in the Herbaria of Edinburgh, 
Kew, Vienna, Leningrad, Stockholm, Jena and Jerusalem) I present 
a point map of the species occurence (fig. 1).

Fdg. 1. Distribution of Mespilus germanica L.: 1. literature, 2, herbarium specimens

1. Bulgaria. A map of distribution of M. germanica in Bulgaria has 
been published in 1943 by B. Stefan of f [45]. Medlar occurs wild only 
in the south-eastern part of the country, in Strandsha and in Sakar 
Pianina [29, 46]. In Strandsha it grows as a shrub 3—4 m high, in oak 
forests (Quercus pubescens, Q. conferta, Q. cerris, Q. petraea) or more 
rarely in beeoh forests (Fagus orientalis), or in shrubs along forests edges 
together with such species as Sorbus torminalis, S. domestica, Acer cam
pestre, Cornus mas, Cotinus cogyggria and Crataegus pentagyna. Simi
larity as Ficus carica and Cydonia oblonga it is often planted by the local 
population near houses and in orchards, particularity in Akhtopol. How
ever the cultivated specimens differ markedly from the wild ones, since 
they are characterized by better growth (small trees), larger fruits (about 
2 or 3 times) and leaves as well as by complete absence of thorns [8].
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2. Greece. The questionof natural occurence of M. germanica in Greece 
is as yet not very clear and so far data on the subject is very scarce. 
It comes primarily from the study of C. Fraas from the year 1845, 
Synopsis plantarum florae classicae, which is much quoted by later au
thors [2, 21, 43]. According to E. Boissier [2] medlar occurs in the 
shrubbery of northern Greece. P. Tchihatcheff [47] mentions stands 
from Mount Athos and from the Pindos range. From this range it has 
been reported by E. Halacsy [21, 22] and F. Hermann [27]. Besides 
that Halacsy (l.c) mentions two further stands in Thessalia near Lecho
nia and in Achaia between Kalavryta and Megaspilaeon and on the islands 
Corcyra, Naxos and Tenos. These last two islands are also quoted by 
K. H. Rechinger [43], who adds that M. germanica is also cultivated 
on Crete. However, A. Hayek [24] believes that in the Balkan penin
sula natural stands of medlar are to be found only in Thessalia and in 
Thrace. In the remainder of the penninsula medlar is supposed to be only 
in cultivation in gardens and in Yougoslavia (Croatia and Serbia) occurs 
also subspontaneously.

On the basis of the information presented above it is difficult to make 
a definite conclusion. It is only possible to suppose that if M. germanica 
indeed occurs in the wild state in Greece than that is most likely in the 
northeastern part of the country, in Thrace which borders with Sakar 
Pianina in Bulgaria and possibly also in Thessalia. However on the map 
presented here all the stands mentioned are included.

3. Turkey. From the European part of Turkey, from Istranca Daglari 
medlar has been reported by F. Hermann [26] and D. A. Webb [49]. 
More stands are on record from the Asiatic part of Turkey. These are 
mentioned among others by P. Tchihacheff [47], E. Boissier [2], 
H. Handel-Mazzetti [23], K. Krause [31], K. H. Rechinger 
[41], H. Czeczott [13], J. Bornmüller [5] and G. Wagenitz [48]. 
Medlar grows here primarily along the shore line of the Black Sea, nor
thern Anatolia (Bithynia, Paphlagonia and Lazistan) where the mean 
annual precipitation is above 600 mm. Outside this area only very sparse 
stands of the species can be found arround Ankara [31], in Kurdistan near 
Bitlis (Kotschy, exs. 471) and near Marash [39]. These last two stands 
are so very much separated from the main part of the species range 
in northern Anatolia that it is dubious whether they could be consider
ed as indigenous. Unfortunately there are no accurate data about the 
stands and only from Kotschy’s herbarium label it can be read that 
M. germanica grows in rocky localities at about 1650 m elevation, which 
would make this a most elevated stand of medlar in Turkey.

In northern Anatolia M. germanica occurs almost from the shores of 
the sea to 1300 m above the sea level (M. Zohary and U. Plitman, 
exs. 2469—9), or rocks, among macchie, in open oak forests (Quercus ilex, 
Q. calliprinos), or in mixed forests (Quercus + Carpinus + Pinus or 
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Abies + Fagus), or even in spruce (Picea orientalis) forests. In European 
Turkey it also enters longos type of forests (J. Mattfeld, exs. 3326).

4. USSR: a) Crimea. Only in southern part of the peninsula [36, 50, 
52]. According to V. F. Vassiljev [50] M. germanica is known in the 
Crimea only from individual specimens occuring sometimes near roads, 
which would suggest that it is a species that went wild and is not indi
genous. However other stands in Pinus pallasiana or Quercus pubescens 
forests would appear to contradict this cnclusion.

b) Ante-Caucasus, Caucasus, Talysch. For this region a detailed point 
map of stand distribution has been published in 1952 by A. A, Gross
heim [20]. It can be distinctly seen from it that medlar occur primarily 
in the central part of the Caucasus, in the Talysch mountains and along 
the shores of the Black and Caspian Seas, and it avoids the dry and semi
desert regions of Armenia and Azerbaijan. The most northerly stands of 
the species occur near Novorossijsk, somewhat north of latitude 44°N.

According to Grossheim [19] M. germanica occurs in the Talysch Mts. 
as a substorey of oak forests (Quercus castaneaefolia) together with 
such species as Ruscus hyrcanus, Danae racemosa, Crataegus lagenaria, 
C. kyrtostyla, C. pentagyna, and Cydonia oblonga, while in the central 
Caucasus, between the Elbrus and Kakbeck it appears in beech forests 
in company with Sorbus torminalis, Cornus australis, Ligustrum vulgare, 
Evonymus latifolia and Ostrya carpinifolia. Apart from that it grows 
for example in Daghestan on the Caspian Sea in oak-hornbeam forests 
(Quercus iberica. Q. robur and Carpinus caucasica) and in southern Ar
menia in park type of oak woods (Quercus macranthera) above 1600 m 
elevation. In vertical distribution M. germanica reaches in the Caucasus 
to 1800 m elevation [17, 37].

c) Kopet-Dagh. Here M. germanica has been found on only one stand 
in the Gjuen gorge, on the river Candyr, in 1926. M. G. Popov [38] 
who has visited the stand himself claims that only very few specimens 
grow there among shrubs at about 650 m elevation. They bear small 
fruits about 2 cm in diameter. This stand has been reported in later years 
as natural by A. I. Pojarkova [36] and O. M. Pоletikо [37]. P. M. 
Žukowskij [52] believes that these are only forms that have gone 
wild which contradicts the opinion of Popov who writes that in Middle 
Asia (USSR) M. germanica is not cultivated anywhere. Thus the stand 
of medlar in Turkmenia, which is far removed from the nearest stands 
in Iran (Bender-Ges), is the most easterly of the species reported.

5. Iran. The range of M. germanica in Iran is limited to only a narrow 
belt of mountains north of Azerbaijan and to the Elbrus range (prov
inces Gilan and Mazandaran). A stad of medlar from this region has been 
reported by E. Boissier [2], J. Freyn [18], J. Bornmüller [3, 
4, 5], J. Bornmüller and E. Gauba [6], K. H. Rechinger [42] 
and A. Parsa [35]. It grows primarily in forests and on steep rocky 
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slopes. M. Zoharу [51] claims that in the Chalus area, at 50 m ele
vation M germanica occurs together with such species of trees and shrubs 
as Populus canescens, Salix micans, Pterocarya fraxinifolia, Alnus sub
cordata, Ficus carica, Crataegus monogyna, Rubus caesius, Prunus di
varicata, Albizzia julibrissin, Gledistchia caspica, Buxus sempervirens, 
Acer laetum, Paliurus spina-christi, Punica granatum, Diospyros lotus and 
several species of lianas. In the same region, but at an elevation of about 
1200 m medlar enters into the composition of beech forests together with 
such species as Fagus orientalis, Carpinus betulus, Parrotia persica, Cra
taegus spp., Ilex aquifolium, Acer insigne, and Ruscus Hyrcanus. A stand 
at the highest elevation in Iran, at 2050 m has been reported by Born
müller [3] arround Demawend.

6. Iraq. So far one stand of medlar has been found in Iraq by Ali 
al-Rawi in September 1957. It grows in the northeastern part of the 
country in the Helgord Range at about 3150 m elevation in a subalpine 
thorny-cushion [33]. A herbarium specimen from this stand is in the col
lection of the Royal Botanic Gardens at Kew. This specimen deserves 
a very special note, since it represents at the same time the most sou
therly and the most elevated stand of the species. It is probably in
digenous, since it is unlikely that at such a high elevation it was planted. 
Also R. D. Meikle [33] does not report the cultivation of medlar any
where in Iraq. This stand permits the supposition that also the stand near 
Bitlis in the Turkish Kurdistan, located about mid-way between Iraq 
and northern Anatolia, is of natural origin.

1. Cyprus. According to J. Holmboe [28] medlar occurs in the 
western part of Cyprus on two stands in Prodromo and between Mak
hareas and Lefkara. Unfortunately Holmboe does not give any charac
teristic of these stands thus it is not possible to say anything about their 
origin. The only herbarium specimen from Cyprus that I have seen has 
been collected by H. Lindber g in 1939 in the district Paphos “... in 
silva juxta rivulum inter Stavros et Kannavion” *.  This short note on the 
herbarium sheet label could indicate that medlar grows here in the wild 
state, however the considerable distance from the main part of the spe
cies range, and the documented cultivation of medlar in Crete creates 
certain doubts. Being unable to decide this point the Cyprus stands of 
medlar as well as those from Greece have been marked on the map.

* In “Iter Cyprium” (Acta Soc. Sc. Fennicae N. Ser. B, 2, 7, 1946) Lindberg 
mentions one additional locality: Pentadactylos “Armenian Monastery” — veri
similiter culta.

Under natural conditions M. germanica is characterized by consi
derable variability. Particularily the fruits are variable which can be 
almost globular, ellipsoidal or even pear-shaped with the sepals variously 
arranged at the top — erect, slightly open, outturned and adhering to 
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the surface of the fruit. As regard the leaves An. and Al. Fedorov [17] 
have described two varieties in the Caucasus differing in leaf margin 
characters, and the distribution of which is determined by ecological con
ditions. The first is more mesophilic occurs in the forest understorey, 
and is characterized by finely serrate or crenate-dentate leaf margins 
(var. serrulata), while the other, more xerophilic occurs in shrubbery in 
open places and has entire leaf margins (var. integrifolia). The Fedorovs 
believe that the latter variety is evolutionarily the younger and has de
veloped as a result of the migration of medlar from forest communities to 
open and dry sites. The presence of such varieties has been noted earlier 
by Freyn [18] in north Iran, and as it appears from the available her
barium specimens they grow also in northern Anatolia. Serrate leaves 
are to be found on the specimen of medlar from Iraq and entire margins 
are on the specimens from Cyprus (H. Lindberg, exs.). It is probable that 
both these forms are to be found also in cultivation since Loudon [32] 
mentiones them under the names “stricta Dec.” (Aitоn, Hort. Kew 
2:172) — serrate leaves and “diffusa Dec.” (Aiton, l.c.) — leaves with 
almost entire margins.

As distinct from the wild forms, the cultivated forms are characteriz
ed by more vigorous growth, a lack of thorns and greater fruits, which 
can reach up to 5 or even 8 cm in diameter while on the wild forms they 
are 1.5—3 cm in diameter. The forms with large fruits are usually re
ferred to as “Macrocarpa” or “Gigantea”. An. and Al. Fedorov [17] point 
out that among the cultivated forms of medlar in the Caucasus it is pos
sible to distinguish three groups differing in the time of fruit ripening: 
1. forms ripening early — in October, 2. medium — in November and 
3. late — in December. According to A. D. Radžabli [40] trees of 
medlar cultivated in Azerbaijan (USSR) reach a hight of 5 m and live 
up to 80—100 years and the mean weight of fruits from the best varieties 
amounts to about 35 gm. Such trees yield annually about 60—80 kg 
of fruits. Of other cultivated forms one may mention the stoneless form 
“Apyrena” and the forms with variegated leaves — “Aureo-variegata” 
and “Argenteo-variegata” [25].

It is striking that in cultivation medlar has developed in Europe 
and on the Caucasus while in the countries of western Asia it is almost 
unknown (or at least there is no information about it) and only E. G. Pоst 
and J. E. Dinsmore [39] mention that it is cultivated in Jordania (in 
Bat-Jala, Nabulus and Samara). Presumably this is conditioned by the 
specific requirements of medlar. It will grow in warm climate, but only 
where there is considerable precipitation (above 600 mm), and therefore 
in the drier climates of southern Turkey, Iran, Syria and Iraq its culti
vation is not possible.

As an ornamental shrub M. germanica has little importance, and it 
is prirmarily cultivated for consumption purposes. However the fruits of 
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medlar in a fresh condition are unsuited for eating, since they are too 
tart. Only when collected after being frost bitten, or stored for a while 
until fermentation, when the pulp becomes brown and soft they can be 
consumed in the raw or in the form of jams or jellies. Also a cider type 
of drink is prepared from these fruits. Ripe fruits contain about 10% of 
sugars, a little over 1% of malic acid and vitamin C, in the skin from 
6.8 to 19.3 mg and in the pulp from 1.6 to 15.8 mg depending on the 
degree of ripeness [16, 25, 37, 52]. Compared with other representatives 
of the subfamily Pomoideae, as Malus, Pyrus or Cydonia medlar has not 
met with such general recognition as a fruit.
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Streszczenie

M. germanica należy do tych gatunków, których zasięg naturalnego występo
wania jest niezmiernie trudny do wykreślenia. Krzew ten znany jest już od VII 
wieku p.n.e. i od czasów starożytnych uprawiany dla smacznych owoców. W środ
kowej i południowej Europie jest od dawna sadzony i w wielu miejscach w takim 
stopniu zdziczały, że robi wrażenie gatunku miejscowego pochodzenia. W związku 
z tym istnieją sprzeczności w traktowaniu szeregu stanowisk.

Autor zestawił dotychczasowe opinie o naturalnym i zdziczałym występowaniu 
nieszpułki i na podstawie dostępnej literatury oraz zbiorów zielnikowych wykreślił 
jej zasięg. Jak się okazuje (patrz mapa) pokrywa się on niemal zupełnie z obsza
rem euksyńsko-hercyńskiej prowincji florystycznej. W dzikim stanie nieszpułka 
rośnie w Bułgarii — w Strandża i w Sakar Pianina, w europejskiej części Turcji 
oraz prawdopodobnie w północno-wschodniej Grecji (Tracja i Tesalia), w azjatyc
kiej Turcji — północna Anatolia (Bitynia, Paflagonia i Lazistan), na Krymie, w re
jonie Noworosyjska, na Przedkaukaziu, na Kaukazie, w górach Tałyszu, w północ
nym Iranie i na jedynym stanowisku w górach Kopet-Dag (Turkmenia). Izolowane 
stanowisko znane jest w tureckim Kurdystanie oraz w północno-wschodnim Iraku; 
zagadkowego pochodzenia są stanowiska nieszpułki na Cyprze.

W warunkach naturalnego występowania M. germanica charakteryzuje się 
znaczną zmiennością cech generatywnych (owoce). Znane są jednak odmiany o li
ściach całobrzegich (var. integrifolia) i piłkowanych (var. serrulata). O wiele bar
dziej zmienne są formy uprawowe, które od dzikich różnią się silniejszym wzro
stem, brakiem cierni i większymi owocami, których średnica dochodzi do 5—8 cm 
(u dzikich 1,5—3 cm). Owoce są jadalne, lecz dopiero po przemrożeniu lub dłuż
szym przechowywaniu. Można z nich wyrabiać powidła i galaretki, oraz napój 
przypominający jabłecznik.

Казимеж Брович

О распространении Mespilus germanica L.

Резюме

М. germanica относится к тем видам, реконструировать ареалы естествен
ного распространения которых трудно. Кустарник этот известен уже с VII века 
до н.э. и с античных времен его культивируют с целью получения вкусных 
плодов. В средней и южной Европе, в районах древней культуры вида, он во 
многих местах одичал в такой степени, что его легко принять за туземный. 
В связи с этим и возникли противоречия в истолковании природы ряда место
нахождений М. germanica.

Автор сопоставил все имеющиеся высказывания о распространении 
М. germanica и в естественном и в одичавшем состоянии и на основе доступных 
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ему литературных источников и гербарных сборов вычертил его ареал. Как 
оказалось (см. карту), он почти идеально совпадает с территорией Еуксинско
герцинской флористической провинции. В естественном состоянии М. germanica 
растет в Болгарии (Страндж и г. Сакар), в европейской части Турции, а также 
вероятно в северо-восточной Греции (Фракия и Фессалия), в азиатской части 
Турции (северная Анатолия: Вифания, Пафлагония, Лазистан), в Крыму, в ра
йоне Новороссийска, в Предкавказье, в горах Талыша, в северном Иране и на 
одном местонахождении в Копет-Даге (Туркмения). Изолированные местонахож
дения известны также из Турецкого Курдистана и из северо-восточного Ирака; 
загадочно происхождение местонахождения на Кипре.

В условиях естественного распространения М. germanica характеризу
ется значительной изменчивостью, особенно генеративных признаков (плоды). 

Известны также две разновидности: с цельнокрайними листьями (var. integrifolia) 
и с пильчатыми (var. serrulata). Еще более изменчивы культивируемые 
формы, отличающиеся от дикорастущих более мощным ростом отсутствием 
колючек и более крупными плодами, диаметром до 5—8 см (у дикорастущих — 
1,5—3 см) и весом до 35 гр. Плоды съедобны, но только после подмерзания или 
длительного хранения. Из них можно готовить повидло и желе, а также на
питок, напоминающий сидр.
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