
Introduction
This study examines the botanical legacy of one
Cistercian Abbey from the twelfth to the sixteenth
century by means of flora and habitat surveys of
six townlands associated with (and including) Bec-
tive Abbey, and two control studies, in Co Meath.
The objective of this research is to explore the land-
scape legacy of Bective Abbey and to assess the ex-
tent of horticultural knowledge possessed by the
white monks.

Each townland observed revealed a diverse mix of
habitats with each categorised using Fossit’s (2000)
classification. Native species dominated all flora sur-
veys especially along the road verges. Indicator flora
were flora species typical of medieval times. Ar-
chaeophytes were the principal indicator flora for the
study. Archaeophytes are alien flora species that be-
came naturalised in Ireland prior to 1500, with some
specific to the medieval era. All other alien species
dating after that are referred to as neophytes. 
The survey found a low representation of archaeo-
phytes throughout the townlands due to the screen-
ing effect of hedges from field crops and the

colonising impact of blackthorn (Prunus spinosa) and
ash (Fraxinus excelsior) which reduces species diver-
sity within hedges. However the precinct of Bective
Abbey and the Porchfield in the medieval town of
Trim (used as a control study) provided a higher mix
of indicator flora. Bective had a resident monastic
community who were self-sufficient and this is re-
flected in the flora surveys with an emphasis on food
or arable weeds among the archaeophytes.

These findings also indicate the existence of a kitchen
garden at the abbey and present an opportunity to
recreate a kitchen garden at Bective . Old limestone
walls provided many samples of archaeophytes
throughout the study areas. It is recommended that
they are managed sensitively to conserve the diverse
range of flora they support. Finally this study
demonstrates that flora surveys can add value to a
research program such as the Bective Abbey Project.

By examining the flora and habitats at Bective Abbey
and within its granges, the environmental and botan-
ical legacy of this territory is established. Completing
flora surveys provides information on indicator flora.
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Fig. 1 Map of the Bective Abbey granges showing the location of the flora surveys.



These flora include both native and alien species and
reflect growing conditions such as soil type, aspect
and habitat. However, to discern the historic rele-
vance of these plants, another classification of flora
is required. This involves categorising alien species
and subdividing them into archaeophytes and neo-
phytes. Archaeophytes can include relic plants such
as horseradish (Armoracia rusticana) and alexanders
(Smyrnium olusatrum) and is specifically defined by
flora that is not native but naturalised in Ireland prior
to 1500. Typical archaeophytes also include the white
dead nettle (Lamium album), plum (Prunus domestica)
and mallow (Malva sylvestris and M. neglecta). These
species are indicative of cultivation within specific
areas and eras (Doogue and Krieger, 2010 and
Williamson et al, 2008). Neophytes refer to alien flora
species introduced to Ireland after 1500.

Defining locations to examine flora is problematic as
today most fields are intensively farmed, however
road verges are rich in grasses and herbs, and rarely
cultivated or reseeded. By examining the flora in
these habitats throughout the Bective estate it is pos-
sible to define settlement areas and the flora legacy
of the medieval Cistercian abbey at Bective.

Methods and Materials
The objective for the flora surveys was to recover
data on both historic and environmental factors that
influence the flora assemblage within the granges of
Bective. The influences on flora can be attributed to
the following: Semi natural habitats – closed fields,
earth banks, ditches, hedges, paths, roads, stone
walls; Soil type – ph, wet and dry soil, unfertilised
soil; Location of flora in relation to early settlements
– flora samples indicating culinary, herbal, cultiva-
tion weeds.

An inventory of flora and landscape features was un-
dertaken on six of the original ten Bective Granges
(figs 1–3); Bective, Balbradagh, Balbrigh, Cloncullen,
Dunlough and Yellow Walls. Two control studies
were examined; at Porchfield to the south and Drum-
ree Road/Leshemstown Lane to the east.

Habitat surveys were undertaken on these townlands
over a six month period from September 2011. The
classification of all semi-natural, agricultural and built
ground habitats within the surveyed areas followed
Fossitt’s (2000) classification. While the territory is de-
fined by historic relevance, the botanic survey sites
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Pl. 1 Aerial photograph of Bective Abbey and its granges showing the areas surveyed.

Table 1: Sampled granges of Bective Abbey
Samples Archaeophytes Neophytes 

Townland Habitat and flora survey areas taken Species (counted) Native Unknown
Bective 1km hedging, road verge and abbey grounds 13 68 12 (8) 43 8 5
Balbradagh 1km hedging, road verge and mass path 9 30 2 (1) 26 2 0
Balbrigh 1km hedging, road verge 9 40 4 (3) 32 4 0
Cloncullen 1km hedging, road verge 9 35 1 (0) 31 3 0
Dunlough 1km hedging, road verge 9 44 2 (1) 38 4 0
Yellow Walls 1km hedging, road verge and permanent pasture 9 33 1 (0) 31 0 1
Control surveys
Porch Field 1km permanent pasture, stone walls 9 26 9 (8) 14 2 1
Leshemstown 1km hedging, road verge and drainage ditch 9 24 5 (3) 16 3 0
Total 76 144 20 (16) 97 20 7



were restricted to small areas of semi-natural farm in-
frastructure e.g. hedgerows, road verges, rough
ground, stone walls, ditches and embankments 

Hedgerows (WL1 Hedgerows, BL2 Earth banks, FW4
Drainage ditches). Botanical surveys were undertaken
on hedgerows that appeared on both the 1:10,560 and
1:2,500 historic Ordnance Survey maps dating from
1837 and 1907. These follow provincial roads and
townland boundaries. Hedges excluded from the
survey were (a) hedges recently planted as wind
breaks, (b) domestic garden hedges and (c) single
species coniferous or deciduous hedges. A kilometre
of hedging was surveyed in conjunction with the
road verge in each townland. A section of five metres
of hedging was randomly selected with all trees,
shrubs and herbage listed from the upper and mid
section of the hedge. Three samples were recorded
per one kilometre of each of the following habitats:
hedging, drainage ditch and road verge. 

Road verges (GS2 Dry meadows and grassy verges, GS1
Dry calcareous and neutral, GS4 Wet grassland). For the
purposes of this study road verges were defined as
linear mixed species grassland that run adjacent to
provincial roads. In most cases road verges form part
of the understory of hedgerows. Road verges ex-
cluded from the survey were (a) verges filled in with
rubbish, (b) any verges that contained grass clippings
or plant debris from neighbouring gardens (c) verges
colonised by invasive species or garden escapee flora
and (d) verges close to private property. A buffering
zone of 2m was allowed for all surveys between
houses and farm entrances. The same criteria were
used for drainage ditches (FW4). The flora survey for
road verges overlapped with the hedgerow surveys
on most occasions. Herbaceous vegetation recorded
included grasses, herbage, and shrubbery that
formed the understory of the hedging. A section of

five metres of road verge was randomly selected
from a one kilometre length of road verge. Three
samples per one kilometre were typically recorded.
An itinerary of all flora present at the time of sam-
pling was recorded. 

Stone Walls (BL1 Stone walls). Stone walls were de-
fined as old stone structures created as part of a set-
tlement or field boundary. Indicator flora growing on
walls defined its appropriateness for survey. The
presence of ferns, pellitory and/or wall flowers indi-
cated its age. Walls not surveyed included: (a) re-
cently constructed walls, and (b) walls dominated by
ivy and red valerian. All stone walls at Bective Abbey,
the boundary walls and stone bridge were examined
at each visit from November 2011 to April 2012. Par-
ticular attention was paid to the south and west fac-
ing walls where there was more vegetation.

Each assessment involved walking along one km of
road that divides or runs adjacent to each townland
on a minimum of three occasions from November
2011 to April 2012. The one kilometre stretch corre-
lated roughly with 60 minutes of walking per day
that was allowed for research. This covered all the
townlands emanating from Bective Abbey in a west-
ward direction. Habitat mapping for each section
was completed along with an inventory of visible
flora at the time of sampling at each visit. Bective had
the highest number of samples because it was a
larger and more diverse area; with excavation sites,
stone walls, amenity grassland and road verges.

The winter of 2011 was mild and flora identification
was achievable with many distinctive features such
as florets, seed heads and leaves remaining longer in
the season. Each side of the road was sampled ran-
domly. Each plant was categorised as a native or
alien species. Species disregarded included garden
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Fig. 2    1:10,560 OS map of Bective Abbey and its grangea showing the areas surveyed. 



plants, invasive species and colonised planting as a
result of excess nutrients i.e. perennial nettles (Urtica
dioica) or large dock (Rumex obtusifolius).

There are some exceptions to the archaeophytes that
are included as such in this survey, as some archaeo-
phytes are very common because of their ability to
propagate through seed dispersal. Archaeophytes
not deemed important are Shepherds purse (Capsella
bursa-pastoris), Common fumitory (Fumaria offici-
nalis), Ground Elde (Aegopodium podagraria) and
Hedge Mustard (Sisymbrium officinale).

Control Studies
Control Study 1: Porchfield  The Porchfield in
Trim, Co Meath was a ‘control’ for this research. The
aim of this survey was to create a benchmark for the
typical flora species of a medieval landscape. The
habitats are comparable to Bective Abbey and its
granges, with stone walls, old pastures, ditches and
embankments. The Porchfield is a large open space
adjacent to Trim Castle. This field was once a me-
dieval ‘open field’ that was arranged into plots. This
medieval land management system originated with
the Anglo Normans. The medieval open field system
was a system of crop rotation and sub division of
land into plough strips known as roods and furlongs.
This type of field was farmed by town residents
known as burgesses. Each plot or perch was equivalent
to 5.5 yards (5.03m) (Kelly, 2002). Raised strips of
earth known as ridge and furrows are a common fea-
ture of such open fields as a consequence of repeated
ploughing or spade cultivation (Hall, 1982 and Kelly,
2002). The faint traces of ridge and furrows can be
observed in the Porchfields (Pl. 2). 

Control Study 2: Leshemstown  The second control
study was along the road verge of Drumree Road
and Leshemstown Lane near Dunshaughlin, Co
Meath. This location was chosen because it held no
known connections to medieval farming but is a
rural area typical of Meath. The hedging for the most
part is typical of agricultural land with hawthorn,
ash and elder dominating. However there are many
parts that incorporate wind break shelter planting
which is not recorded in the survey. The road verge
consists of mixed grass species, herbage and under-
story planting for hedging. All of the areas sampled
included hedgerows. 

Results
The main observations are the numerous semi-nat-
ural habitats that exist along road verges within the
Bective area. These include wet grasslands, dry neu-
tral grassland, earth embankments, hedgerows and

drainage ditches with each hosting a diverse range
of flora (tables 2–9). Flora species include grasses and
herbage which best reflects the environmental con-
ditions typical of unfertilised ground. In all, 144
species were identified.

Native species dominate all flora surveys throughout
the Bective area. In total, 97 individual native species
were identified. In regard to archaeophytes, of which
there were 20 species, Bective Abbey and the control
study of Porchfield have the highest number. The
range of archaeophytes included herbs, cultivation
weeds and salad crops. Overall, with the exception
of Balbrigh, the grange townlands had few archaeo-
phytes. This can be attributed to the colonising im-
pact of blackthorn and elder along the Black road
which traverses Balbrigh, part of Cloncullen and
Dunlough. This road provides a corridor for these
dominating species which diminishes flora diversity.
The number of neophyte species identified was 20.
Overall the findings show few archaeophytes
throughout the grange townlands in comparison to
Bective Abbey.

Bective (table 2) had 68 species, 8 archaeophytes and
8 neophytes. Balbraddagh (table 3) had 30 species, 1
archaeophyte and 2 neophytes. Balbrigh (table 4),
which neighbours Cloncullen, had 3 archaeophytes.
White dead nettle and purple dead nettle grow along
the road verge while plum (Prunus domestica), crab
apple and yew grow in the hedgerow. The presence
of white dead nettle indicates the remains of early
farm settlements in this area. Also, the presence of
fruit in the hedge suggests the possible existence of
an orchard here. It had 40 species overall and 4 neo-
phytes. Cloncullen (table 5) had no archaeophytes
yet it included a telling neophyte; hops (Humulus
lupulus). The lack of archaeophytes in the townland
may represent the low level of settlements in this
area. It had 35 species overall. Dunlough (table 6),
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Pl. 2 Old ridge and furrows are still visible along the
south side of the Porchfield, Trim, Co Meath. The
ridges run north/south towards the river Boyne
(Photo: Loraine Foley).



west of Cloncullen, is rich in hazel, holly and yew
which indicate the maturity of this hedgerow. It had
44 species, 1 archaeophyte and 4 neophytes. Yellow
Walls (table 7) has a mixture of holly (Pl. 3) and yew
which was most pronounced among the hedging
neighbouring Dunlough. Yellow Walls was once the
woodland for the abbey and the legacy of this is re-
vealed in the species that grow here. It had 33 species,
no archaeophytes or neophytes.

Porchfield (table 8), the first control study, accounts
for 8 species of archaeophytes. This area was for-

mally two large fields (32ha) used for cultivation dur-
ing medieval times. Culinary flora typical of the ar-
chaeophyte category, for instance Horse Radish
(Armoracia rusticana), grow in remote corners of the
control study of Porchfield. This provides an insight
to the medieval diet. In total, 26 individual species
were identified including 2 neophytes.

The horticultural legacy of Trim also includes three
gardens and four orchards at St Mary’s Abbey near
the Porchfield (Potterton 2005; White, edited 1943). It
is not surprising that some ornamental flora (Sedum
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GS1 Dry calcareous and neutral          
Lamium album Archaeophyte
Malva neglecta Archaeophyte
Sambucus nigra Native             
Taraxacum Native             
Eruca saliva Neophyte       
Erucasrum gallicum Neophyte       
Fagus sylvatica Neophyte       
Syringa vulgare Neophyte       

BL1 Stone walls                         
Anisantha sterilis Archaeophyte
Sisymbrium officinale Archaeophyte
Erophila verna  Native             
Geranium lucidum Native             
Parietaria judaica Native             
Umbilicus rupestris Native             

BL1 Stone bridge                         
Lamium purpureum Archaeophyte
GS1Dry calcareous and neutral grass-

land                         
Capsella bursa-pastoris Archaeophyte
Conium maculatum Archaeophyte
Geranium dissectum Archaeophyte
Lamium album Archaeophyte
Papaver rhoeas Archaeophyte
Barbarea vulgaris Native             
Leucanthemum vulgare Native             
Sonchus oleraceus Native             
Brassica napus* Neophyte       
Brassica rapa*? Unknown       

Excavation sites ED3 Re-colonising
bare ground                         

Anisantha sterilis Archaeophyte
Capsella bursa-pastoris Archaeophyte
Fumaria officinalis Archaeophyte

Lamium album Archaeophyte
Myopsis arvensis Archaeophyte
Papaver rhoeas Archaeophyte
Alliaria petiolata Native             
Anthriscus sylvestris Native             
Atriplex triangularis Native             
Barbarea vulgaris Native             
Dactylis glomerata Native             
Geranium molle Native             
Geranium robertianum Native             
Poa annua Native             
Ranuculus repens Native             
Rumex obtusifolius Native             
Scrophularia aquatic Native             
Sonchus oleraceus Native             
Stachys sylvatica Native             
Stellaria media Native             
Erucasrum gallicum Neophyte       
Hordeum vulgare Neophyte       
Brassica ssp (Kale) Unknown       

From Abbey towards Robinstown
(Balbradagh), Road verge – Dun-
derry Road, GS4 Wet grassland,
FW4 Drainage ditches, GS2 Dry
meadows and grassy verges         

Aegopodium podagraria Archaeophyte
Agrimonia eupatoria Native             
Clematis vitalba Native             
Dryopteris dilatata Native             
Filipendula ulmaria Native             
Gallium mollugo Native             
Geranium molle Native             
Glechoma hederacea Native             
Heracleum sphondylium Native             
Phyllitis scolopendrium Native             
Potentilla repens Native             
Rubus fruticosus Native             

Scrophularia auriculata Native             
Urtica dioica Native             
Cicerbita macrophylla Neophyte       
Ribes grossularia Neophyte       
WL1 Hedgerows                         
Crataegus monogyna Native             
Fraxinus excelsior Native             
Sambucus nigra Native             
Ulmus glabra Native             

Bective Ringfort WL1 Hedgerows
Anthriscus sylvestris Native             
Crataegus monogyna Native             
Hedera helix Native             
Prunus spinosa Native             
Rubus fruticosus Native             
Sambucus nigra Native             
Stachys sylvatica Native             
Tussilago farfara Native             
Urtica dioica Native             

BL2  Earth banks                         
Lamium album Archaeophyte
Sisymbrium officinale Archaeophyte
Gallium mollugo Native             
Primula vulgare Native             
Prunus spinosa Native             
Ranunculus acris Native             
Rumex obtusifolius Native             
Urtica dioica Native             
Epilobium angustifolium Neophyte       

GS2 Dry meadows and grassy verges
Alopecurus pratensis Native             
Dactylis glomerata Native             
Deschampsia caespitose Native             
Holcus lanatus Native             
Poa trivialis Native             

Table 2 – Survey 1: Flora survey of Bective Abbey and local area
Abbey precincts, amenity grassland. Soil series: 224 Dunboyne/Ashbourne.

*Turnip (Brassica rapa) grows on the bridge at Bective. It may be a refuge plant that always grew there however it is possible it arrived
there as a consequence of seed dispersal from neighbouring fields. Rape (Brassica napus) also grows on the bridge suggesting it
spread from the fields and passing traffic.



album, Sedum rosea and Erysimum spp.) appears within
this territory. This level of ornamental species corre-
lates with Dehnen-Schmutz’s (2004) findings of a
high frequency of wallflowers, sedums and neo-
phytes such as red valerian (Centranthus rubra), grow-
ing on the walls near this Abbey and Porchfield. The
planting at Trim Castle, built in the late twelfth cen-
tury, reflects a higher rate of archaeophytes that in-
clude arable weeds, relic crops and healing herbs.
Forget-me-nots and Pellitory-on-the-wall grow
alongside hedge mustard and mallow (Malva
sylvestris and M. neglecta), while horseradish and
comfrey grow along the river Boyne in Trim.

Leshemstown (table 9), the second control study
had 3 archaeophytes. White Dead Nettle and Purple
Dead Nettle were observed adjacent to a farm dating
from at least the early nineteenth century. The other
archaeophytes is the edible herb Alexanders. These
grow on a recently created boundary bank at Dun-
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WL1 Hedgerows, BL2 Earth banks,
BL1 Stone walls                            

Crataegus monogyna Native                
Euonymus europaeus Native                
Hedera helix Native                
Ligustrum vulgare Native                
Prunus spinosa Native                
Rosa canina Native                
Rubus fruticosus Native                
Sambucus nigra Native                
Ulmus glabra Native                

Road verge – Dunderry road, Ditch,
GS4Wet grassland

Dactylis glomerata Native                

Geum rivale Native                
Poa trivialis Native                
Ranunculus ficaria Native                
Ranunculus reptan Native                
Rumex obtusifolius Native                

WL1 Hedgerows                            
Alliaria petiolata Native                
Arum maculatum Native                
Crataegus monogyna Native                
Fagus sylvatica Native                
Geum urbanum Native                
Glechoma hederacea Native                
Prunus spinosa Native                
Rosa canina Native                

Rubus fruticosus Native                
Veronica montana Native                
Arum italica Neophyte          
Mahonia spp Neophyte          

Rough grass, GS2 Dry meadows and
grassy verges, BL2  Earth banks  

Lamium album Archaeophyte   
Sisymbrium officinale Archaeophyte   
Dipsacus fullonum Native                
Fescue spp Native                
Geranium molle Native                
Potentilla sterilis Native                
Primula vulgare Native                

Table 3 – Survey 2: Flora Survey of Balbradagh
Mass path along Balbradagh and Bective boundary. Soil seriess: 200 Rathowen, 223 Boyne Alluvian.

WL1 Hedgerows                           
Lamium album Archaeophyte  
Lamium purpureum Archaeophyte  
Prunus domestica Archaeophyte  
Alliaria petiolata Native               
Anthriscus sylvestris Native               
Betula pubescens Native               
Betula spp Native               
Crataegus monogyna Native               
Fraxinus excelsior Native               
Gallium mollugo Native               
Geum urbanum Native               
Hedera helix Native               
Malus sylvestris Native               
Rosa arvensis Native               

Rosa canina Native               
Rubus fruticosus Native               
Sambucus nigra Native               
Taxus baccata Native               
Ulmus glabra Native               
Urtica dioica Native               
Vicia cracca Native               
Vicia sativa Native               
Vicia sepium Native               
Acer pseudoplatanoides Neophyte         
Fagus sylvatica Neophyte         
Symphoricarpos alba Neophyte         

GS4 Wet grassland                           
Dactylis glomerata Native               

Filipendula ulmaria Native               
Geum rivale Native               
Ranunculus ficaria Native               
Ranunculus reptans Native               
Rumex obtusifolius Native               
Scrophularia auriculata Native               
Valeriana officinalis Native               
Petasites fragrans Neophyte         

BL2  Earth banks                           
Sisymbrium officinale Archaeophyte  
Achillea millefolium Native               
Fescue spp. Native               
Poa trivialis Native               
Potentilla sterilis Native               

Table 4 – Survey 3: Flora Survey of Balbrigh
Soil series: 218 Dunboyne, 200 Rathowen

Pl. 3 Holly growing along the townland boundary at
Yellow Walls (photo: Lorraine Foley).



shaughlin GAA club. The soil for this bank was
reused from the removal of a neighbouring lane.
This lane, shown on the OS first edition map, pro-
vided access to fields within Leshemstown town-
land. There is a possibility that Alexanders grew
among the understory of the hedging within the
lane. However, the main trend among the road verge
showed native species among the grasses and un-
derstory herbage. In total, 24 species were identified
including 3 neophytes.

Discussion
The lack of documented information on the gar-
dens of Bective Abbey does not mean that there was
no kitchen garden. Excavations and this survey
confirmed its existence. Recored archaeophytes in-
dicate a high proportion of arable weeds; the orig-
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WL1 Hedgerows                         
Anthriscus sylvestris Native            
Crataegus monogyna Native            
Fraxinus excelsior Native            
Geum urbanum Native            
Hedera helix Native            
Ligustrum vulgare Native            
Lonicera periclymenum Native            
Malus sylvestris Native            
Pinus sylvestris Native            
Prunus spinosa Native            
Rosa avensis Native            
Rosa canina Native            
Rubus fruticosus Native            

Sambucus nigra Native              
Stachys sylvatica Native              
Acer psuedoplananoides Neophyte        
Fagus sylvatica Neophyte        
Humulus lupulus Neophyte        

cultivar

BL2  Earth banks                          
Sisymbrium officinale Archaeophyte
Achillea millefolium Native              
Agrimonia eupatoria Native              
Agrosti  spp Native              
Fescue grass Native              
Potentilla sterilis Native              

Sonchus oleraceus Native              
Veronica montana Native              
Vicia sativa Native              
Vicia sepium Native              

GS4 Wet grassland                          
Agrostis stolonifera Native              
Dactylis glomerata Native              
Filipendula ulmaria Native              
Heracleum sphondyliumNative              
Iris pseudocorus Native              
Ranunculus reptans Native              
Rumex obtusifolius Native

Table 5 – Survey 4: Flora Survey of Cloncullen
Cloncullen, along Black road and cul de sac. Soil series: 200 Rathowen, 202 Street (Gley)

WL1 Hedgerows                          
Agrimonia eupatoria Native              
Alliaria petiolata Native              
Anthriscus sylvestris Native              
Arum maculatum Native              
Corylus avellana Native              
Euonymus europaeus Native              
Gallium mollugo Native              
Geum urbanum Native              
Hedera helix Native              
Ilex aquifolium Native              
Ligustrum vulgare Native              
Lonicera periclymenum Native              
Primula vulgaris Native              
Prunus spinosa Native              
Quercus pedunculate Native              
Rosa avensis Native              
Rosa canina Native              

Rubus fruticosus Native              
Sanicula europaea Native              
Acer pseudoplatanus Neophyte        
Cotoneaster spp. Neophyte        
Lonicera pileata Neophyte        

GS Semi-natural Grassland                   
Anisantha ramosa Archaeophyte
Bromopsis ramose Native              
Dactylis glomerata Native              
Holcus lanatus Native              
Phleum pratense Native              
Poa trivialis Native              
Verbascum thapsus Native              
Vicia cracca Native              
Vicia sepium Native              
Lamium maculatum Neophyte        

GS4 Wet grassland                          
Agrostis capillaries Native              
Filipendula ulmaria Native              
Geum rivale Native              
Heracleum sphondylium Native              
Phleum pratense Native              
Ranunculus ficaria Native              

BL2  Earth banks                          
Sisymbrium officinale Archaeophyte
Achillea millefolium Native              
Fescue spp Native              
Glechoma hederacea Native              
Iris foetidissima Native              
Narcissus Native

pseudonarcissus
Potentilla sterilis Native              

                         

Table 6 – Survey 5: Flora Survey of Dunlough
Dunlough, along the Black road. Soil series: 200 Rathowen, 223 Boyne Alluvian, 202 Street (Gley)

Fig. 3 Horse Radish is a relic crop that grows along
the banks of the River Boyne in Trim (Lorraine Foley).



inal arable flora may be gone but their weeds per-
sist. A record of the original crops was established
by the archaeological excavations, such as seed
samples of mustard, sorrel, wild radish, pulses and
elderberries (see appendix x). The kitchen garden
was located south of the abbey, on the side adjacent
to the modern road. The garden area was once en-
closed by an earth embankment c.43m east/west by

c.46m north/south. Seeds recovered from soil sam-
ples in this area reveal legumes, carrot seeds and
apple seeds. In the kiln, remains of carbonised
wheat, barley, oats and mustard seeds indicate
crops grown in the wider Bective estate. The pres-
ence of wheat and carrot signify the wealth of the
Order as both foods were the preserve of the rich,
(Harvey, 1984).
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WL1 Hedgerows                          
Arum maculatum Native             
Crataegus monogyna Native             
Fraxinus excelsior Native             
Hedera helix Native             
Ilex aquifolium Native             
Prunus spinosa Native             
Rosa arvensis Native             
Rosa canina Native             
Rubus fruticosus Native             
Taxus baccata Native             

GS4 Wet grassland                          
Angelica sylvestris Native             
Angelica sylvestris Native             

Dactylis glomerata Native             
Equisetum spp. Native             
Filipendula ulmaria Native             
Holcus lanatus Native             
Iris psuedoacorus Native             
Juncus spp Native             
Ranunculus ficaria Native             
Rumex obtusifolius Native             
Scrophularia auriculata Native             

BL2  Earth banks                          
Potentilla sterilis Native             
Primula vulgare Native             
Sisymbrium officinale Archaeophyte
Alliaria petiolata Native             

Taraxacum Native             
Fescue spp Native             

Old permanent pasture, GS Semi-nat-
ural Grassland, GS2 Dry mead-
ows and grassy verges

Agrostis capillaries Native             
Alopecurus pratensis Native             
Arctium minus Native             
Bromopsis racemosa Native             
Holcus lanatus Native             
Poa humilis Native             
Poa trivialis Native             
Rumex acetosa Native             

                         

Table 7 – Survey 6: Flora Survey of Yellow Walls
Yellow Walls, at Maybloom Farm. Soil series: 200 Rathowen

WL1 Hedgerows                          
Crataegus monogyna Native             
Fraxinus excelsior Native             
Prunus spinosa Native             
Rosa canina Native             
Rubus fruticosus Native             
Ulex europaeus Neophyte        

GS Semi-natural Grassland                  
Armoracia rusticana Archaeophyte
Lamium album Archaeophyte

Malva neglecta Archaeophyte
Malva sylvestris Archaeophyte
Myopsis arvensis Archaeophyte
Symphytum officinale Archaeophyte
Alliaria petiolata Native             
Alopecurus pratensis Native             
Dactylis glomerata Native             
Holcus lanatus Native             
Poa humilis Native             
Rumex acetosa Native             
Brassica spp unknown        

BL1 Stone walls                          
Erysimum spp. Archaeophyte
Geranium disectum Archaeophyte
Malva neglecta Archaeophyte
Malva syvestris Archaeophyte
Sedum album Archaeophyte
Sisymbrium officinale Archaeophyte
Parietaria judaica Native             
Sedum acre Native             
Sedum rosea Native             
Centranthus ruber Neophyte        

Table 8 – Control Survey 1: Flora Survey of the Porchfield, Trim
Open field near Trim Castle. Soil series: 200 Rathowen

WL1 Hedgerows                          
Crataegus monogyna Native             
Fagus excelsior Native             
Ilex aquifolium Native             
Sambucus nigra Native             
Acer pseudoplatanoides Neophyte        
Fagus sylvatica Neophyte        

GAA boundary, BL2 Earth banks       
Aegopodium podagraria Archaeophyte
Fumaria officinalis Archaeophyte
Lamium album Archaeophyte

Lamium album Archaeophyte
Lamium purpureum Archaeophyte
Smyrnium olusatrum Archaeophyte
Anthriscus sylvestris Native             
Dactylis glomerata Native             
Gallium mollugo Native             
Hedera helix Native             
Rumex obtusifolius Native             
Sonchus oleraceus Native             
Urtica dioica Native             

Road verge GS Semi-natural Grass-
land, FW4 Drainage ditches, GS1
Dry calcareous and neutral, GS2
Dry meadows and grassy verges  

Anthriscus sylvestris Native             
Heracleum sphondylium Native             
Poa trivialis Native             
Ranunculus arvensis Native             
Rubus fruticosus Native             
Tussilago farfara Native             
Urtica dioica Native             
Chamerion angustifoliumNeophyte

Table 9 – Control Survey 2: Flora Survey of Leshemstown
Drumree road/Leshemstown lane, Dunshaughlin, Co Meath



Understanding the role of indicator flora (archaeo-
phyte and neophyte) in the surveys was a key part
of evaluating the flora at the abbey and its granges.
It is also worth bearing in mind that native species, a
large part of all flora surveys, provided food and
healing herbs. 

While the Abbey influenced the flora distribution, en-
vironmental factors also dictated flora variety and lo-
cation. The hedging throughout the abbey is typical
of rural pastures, with scrub encroachment occurring
along banks and drainage ditches. Many embank-
ments in the north Leinster region created the right
ecological conditions for hedging to naturalise with
Ash (Fraxinus excelsior) and Elder (Sambucus nigra),
the most common colonising species( Doogue and
Kelly 2006). 

At Bective Abbey, excavated soil along the boundary
wall germinated many species typical of disturbed
soil, for instance noxious weeds and grasses. How-
ever, poppies (Pl. 4), six row barley (Hordeum vulgare)
and forget-me-nots (Myopsis arvensis) (each a by-
product of farming) sprouted alongside a species of
brassica ssp. It is suggested that this unknown plant
is a variety of kale (Curtis, pers comm.). Such soil dis-
turbance promoted the correct conditions for dor-
mant seeds to germinate during the summer. Plate 4
shows the brassica species that grew from the spoil
heap at Bective Abbey. On long-term excavations

Species Common name
Aegopodium podagrari* Ground Elde •                                                                                                •
Anisantha ramosa Hairy Brome                                                        •                                         
Anisantha sterilis Barren Brome •                                                                                                  
Armoracia rusticana Horseradish                                                                                    •             
Capsella bursa-pastoris* Shepherds purse •                                                                                                  
Conium maculatum Hemlock •                                                                                                  
Erysimum spp. Western wallflower                                                                                    •             
Fumaria officinalis* Common fumitory •                                                                                                •
Geranium dissectum Cutleaf gerranium •                                                                                  •             
Lamium album White dead nettle •          •           •                                                      •           •
Lamium purpureum Red dead nettle •                         •                                                                    •
Malva neglecta Dwarf mallow •                                                                                  •             
Malva sylvestris Common mallow                                                                                    •             
Myopsis arvensis Forget-me-nots •                                                                                  •             
Papaver rhoeas Common poppy •                                                                                                  
Prunus domestica Plum                           •                                                                      
Sedum album White stonecrop                                                                                    •             
Sisymbrium officinale* Hedge Mustard •          •           •           •           •           •          •             
Smyrnium olusatrum Alexanders                                                                                                  •
Symphytum officinale Comfrey                                                                                     •
* Archaeophytes ommitted from survey                            
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Table 10: Archaeophytes
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Pl. 4 Poppies grow next to a possible Kale (Brassica
ssp) on a spoil heap at Bective Abbey (Photo: Lor-
raine Foley.



these new ‘habitats’ provide additional information
for a flora survey. 

Ingelise Stuijts (2000) writes about the wild flowers
in A Prior’s Garden that grow at the Augustinian Pri-
ory at Kells, Co. Kilkenny. She suggests their origin
was from the medieval monastic gardens as each
has herbal attributes. At Esrum Kloster Abbey in
Denmark (ibid.), relic plants sprouted after earth
disturbance during excavations at the monastic
abbey. Such flora provided a starting point for a re-
constructed herbal garden. The fact that such relict
plants can germinate under the right conditions
after dormancy of hundreds of years suggests the
potential to examine flora at all excavations. How-
ever, this theory needs further examination. That
soil can store seed for extended periods is not in
doubt, dating the newly sprouted plant is. Also, en-
vironmental factors dictate the success of certain
plants to grow and may bear no relationship to the
history of the site (Feehan, 2000).

Plant legacy and seed dormancy is a contentious sub-
ject. While certain archaeophyte plants can indicate
old settlements by their presence, recently germi-
nated plants cannot be reliably used as an indicator
of age. The soil has a reservoir of seed and when it is
cultivated, annual and perennial seed will react and
germinate in response to environmental factors, re-
gardless of their chronology (Doogue, pers. comm.). 

When historical factors influence flora and their lo-
cations the role of gardens and particular species of
flora can reveal patterns of turbulence or peace.
Dehnen-Schmutz (2004) completed a flora survey at
56 medieval castles in southern Germany. By cate-
gorising the alien flora as archaeophyte or neophyte
and comparing this to existing data on medieval
flora, many archaeophytes were associated with food
and healing, whereas neophytes were mostly orna-
mental. It is argued that the archaeophytes were as-
sociated with turbulent times of conflict and self
preservation, whereas the rise of neophytes indicates
a later period of non-defensive castle enclosure with
walled gardens and ornamentation.

Certain archaeophyte species at Bective Abbey can
be linked to a change in agriculture that began in the
twelfth century. White dead nettle (Lamium album) is
strongly associated with old farm settlements be-
cause of the use of rich nutrient dung heaps which
became a feature of new farming methods at this
time. The storage of manure was an innovation in-
troduced either by the Cistercian Order or the Nor-
mans. This plant was recorded at Bective where it
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Fig. 4 Plate 3: White Dead nettle grows at Bective
Abbey and at other farmsteads throughout the study
area (Loraine Foley).

Fig. 5 The distribution of White dead nettle (Lamium
album) is concentrated mostly in the north east of the
country, an area most defined by Norman settlement
during the twelfth century (Botanical Society of the
British Isles, 2012).



grows in clumps in alignment with the Abbey walls,
near the garden area (figure x). White Dead nettle
grows predominantly in the east of the country, an
area most defined by the Norman establishment in
the twelfth century (fig. 5).

Culinary herbs: The role of herbs in medieval daily
life is not restricted to archaeophytes as many native
species provided essential nutrients and healing as
well as adding taste to food. Winter-cress (Barbarea
vulgaris) (Pl. 6) is frost-hardy and available through-
out the winter. Both the leaves and flowering stem
are edible, and it is rich in vitamin C. Although com-
mon, this herb was found only at the Abbey in this
survey. Other edibles found in the abbey grounds in-
clude hedge mustard (Sisymbrium officinale), and
many species from the brassica family (native and ca-
sual neophytes) and rocket (Eruca saliva and Erucas-
trum gallicum), which are classed as neophytes.

Healing herbs: There was probably a Physic garden
(herbal healing garden) at Bective Abbey. Pellitory-
on-the-wall (Parietaria judaica) is a native plant found

on cliffs and coastal areas, however it grows abun-
dantly on old limestone walls (figs 6–7). It is com-
monly associated with monasteries as it was used for
healing kidney ailments, (Doogue and Krieger, 2010).
This herb grows at Bective Abbey, as well as New-
town Abbey and Trim Castle, east and south of
Porchfield, respectively. Dwarf mallow (Malva ne-
glecta) grows in isolation at the abbey. This archaeo-
phyte plant has healing properties. Plate 7 shows this
plant growing low on the gravel ground in a shel-
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Pl. 5 Clumps of White Dead nettle grows in adjacent
to the garden area of Bective Abbey. Many samples of
the plant grow in a linear arrangement radiating from
the east side of the abbey towards the River Boyne.
This might suggest the remains of a drainage pipe
(Photo: Lorraine Foley).

Pl. 6 Winter Cress (Barbarea vulgaris) is an edible
herb that grows in Bective Abbey (Photo: Lorraine
Foley, 2012).

Pl. 7 Dwarf mallow (Malva neglecta) grows near the
side entrance to Bective Abbey (Photo: Lorraine
Foley).

White dead nettle

White dead nettle

White dead nettle



tered corner of the abbey. It also grows at Trim Castle,
however it is not a common plant in Ireland.

Arable weeds: Bective Abbey had a large number of
arable weeds (poppies, barren brome grass (Anisan-
tha sterilis) and forget-me-nots), and edible species
(winter cress, hedge mustard, and brassica spp.). The
large number of species is partly due to the large area
surveyed and due to the old limestone walls of the
abbey and boundary creating sheltered environ-
ments. Barren Brome (Pl. 8) is an archaeophyte that
grows on the walls of the abbey.

Conclusion
The botanical legacy of Bective Abbey, as evidenced
by archaeophytes, is varied. However, many iso-
lated finds proved very significant in tracing the
history and legacy of this medieval landscape, such
as the appearance of white dead nettle (Lamium
album), forget-me-nots (Myopsis arvensis) and bar-
ren brome grass (Anisantha sterilis), each associated
with farming.

The flora studies present an opportunity to recreate
a kitchen garden at Bective Abbey and other Cister-
cian abbeys throughout Ireland. Bective boasted a
self-sufficient community and this is reflected in
the flora surveys by food or arable weeds among
the archaeophytes. The earth embankment of the
kitchen garden is barely discernible today but the
addition of a stone wall along the south end of the
kitchen garden during a later period suggests that
the garden existed after abbey’s dissolution in 1540.
In fact, it is possible that it was redesigned during
Tudor times when the abbey was converted to a
manor. The presence of neophytes such as rocket
suggests the continuance of a garden into the sev-
enteenth century.

This study highlights the need to conduct floral sur-
veys on the peripheries of medieval settlements
such as fields, road verges and hedgerows, where
legacy plants (native and archaeophyte) may grow
undisturbed. Other considerations should be the
creation of a management plan for the maintenance
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Fig. 6 Pellitory-on-the-wall grows on the walls of
Bective Abbey (Lorraine Foley).

Fig. 7 Detail study of Pellitory–on-the-wall at Bective
Abbey (Loraine Foley).

Pl. 8 Barren Brome (Anisantha sterilis) annual
grass grows freely on the limestone walls of the
abbey (Photo: Lorraine Foley).



of stone walls at historic sites like Bective Abbey
and Trim. Many of the limestone walls provided
rich samples of archaeophyte species. Such walls
should not be sprayed with herbicides in order to
preserve these floras. Setting a criteria for weeding
out invasive neophytes such as red valerian (Cen-
tranthus ruber ) and ivy-leafed toadflax (Cymbalaria
muralis) should encourage ferns, wall flowers and
wall barley to grow. Other management considera-
tions would be to allow grass verges to grow tall
along national monument walls to increase biodi-
versity and potentially wild flora populations. A
more comprehensive flora survey during the grow-
ing season would be ideal to complete this research.
However, to fully examine the Cistercian botanical
legacy a flora study of all their abbeys and granges
throughout the country is required. 
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