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Lorraine Foley is a local professional gardener with a 
B.Sc. in Horticulture from the Salesian College, 

VVarrenstown, Co. Meath. 

She is passionate about sustainable gardening and 
the heritage of landscape. Her love for gardening and 

nature has successfully translated into her popular 
wildlife gardening course. 

www.wildlandscape.com  
lorrainefoley405@hotmail.com  

Research was based on the work of Dermot Kelly, 
Michael Potterton and Noel French. 
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Introduction 

A walk through the Porchfield during the 
summer, especially in July, reveals the 
diverse flora that reflects Trim's medieval 
past. This booklet aims to illustrate the 
variety of flora that may have existed 
in monastic gardens during medieval 
times, throughout the Porchfield trail.  

the Boyne near the Millennium Bridge 
at Trim Castle. Also, the layouts of 
fields next to St Mary's Abbey ruins 
suggest growing spaces for gardens 
and orchards. The traces of "ridge and 
furrow" grooves in the soil within the 
Porchfield allude to cultivation methods 
of medieval allotments in Trim. 
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The signs from the past are all around 
us within the town, with wild herbs 
and perennials appearing in unusual 
locations. For instance, Horseradish 
and Comfrey growing on the banks of  

In fact, the origin of the name "Trim" 
has connections with flora; Baile Atha 
Troim, which translates as "Ford of the 
Elders". 

The Meath Heritage Centre gratefully acknowledges the support 
of Trim Forum for Employment, FAS, Meath County Council, 

Trim Town Council and the local community. 

Elder 
Sambucus nigra 



Comfrey 
Symphytum officinale 

What Are Medieval Gardens? 

Plan of enclosed garden with orchard 

Medieval Garden Styles 

of 

The medieval era spanned a thousand 
years from 500-1500 AD throughout 
Europe. In Ireland, the Normans 
spurred an era of castle building to 
provide security against the native 
Irish. Towns were enclosed by thick 
boundary walls that are still visible in 
many places today, including Kilkenny, 
Drogheda and specifically Trim in 
County Meath. During more peaceful 
times, these walls provided excellent  

shelter to enclosed gardens. Hence 
the dawn of the medieval walled 
garden within the confines of a castle 
or monastery enclosure. 

These gardens were formal with raised 
beds arranged in a square subdivided 
by paths. It was common to have 
a water feature at the centre of the 
garden where the paths intersected. 

The classic horticultural garden styles 
from this era include the following: 

Hortus Conclusus — ornate enclosed 
pleasure garden 

This garden was dedicated to Our Lady, 
found within castle enclosures as well 
as monasteries. All flowers used had re-
ligious symbolism to represent the pu-
rity of the Virgin and the blood of Christ, 
the pure white Madonna lily and the red 
roses. However, much of the flora in-
cluded wild flowers like oxeye daisies, 
herb robert and yarrow planted in for-
mal raised beds. 

Physic Garden — herbal healing gar-
den 

The physic garden was dedicated to 
healing and predominantly associated 
with monasteries of this era. This gar-
den grew medicinal herbs for the sole 
purpose of healing. Although prayer and 
blood-letting were the principle cures of-
fered by monks, they had an extensive 
herbal knowledge that helped with the 
typical day-to-day ailments of sufferers. 

Viridarium — orchard and flowery 
meadow 

Typically within a monastery, the or-
chard was often located over the graves 
in conjunction with the flowery meadow; 
this was known as the "Viridarium". Its 
purpose was to offer a place for walking 
and meditation. 



Hart's-tongue fern Horseradish 
Armoracia rusticana 

Elder 
Sambucus nigra 

Flora Observed at St Mary's Abbey The Porchfield Trail 

The flora of the Porchfield can be 
observed by walking from St Mary's 
Abbey and crossing the large common 
ground known as the Porchfield to 
Newtown. St Mary's Abbey is located 
north of Trim Castle on the opposite 
side of the River Boyne. It is distinctive 
by its large bell tower known as the 
"Yellow Steeple". This was a vast and 
old monastic settlement run by the 
Augustine Order. It is recorded that this 
order possessed arable and pasture 
land as well as four orchards and three 
gardens. 

The shapes of the fields in the location 
of the Yellow Steeple reveal the 
foundations of other principle buildings. 
However, a large green space outlined  

by the boundary wall that lies north 
behind the steeple might have been a 
layout for one of the gardens or orchards 
previously mentioned. 

Today, the boundary wall is a host to 
much flora including an explosion of red 
valerian, many varieties of ferns and a 
non-native variety of stonecrop, Sedum 
album. These plants are common but 
may once have been integrated into an 
ornate enclosed garden in this area. 

However, there are few traces of 
planting from earlier times within the 
open spaces here. 

Horseradish grows freely along the river 
banks at the Millennium Bridge. This is 
a large glossy leaved perennial with 
small white flowers. This is considered 
a relic crop as it was a very common 
vegetable throughout the medieval era. 

Comfrey is a large perennial with 
textured leaves and pink and blue bell 
shaped flowers. It grows next to this on 
the river bank. This was considered an 
invaluable herb, used to heal ligament or 
bone injuries; in fact the monks referred 
to it as "Knitbone". To this day, Comfrey 
grows wild throughout Trim. 

All boundary hedgerows include 
hawthorn, yellow furze and elder. The 
deep crimson berries of elder were 
valued as a cough remedy and the 
leaves were dried and strewn on the 
floors to deter flies and other pests. 



Marjoram 
	

Lady's bedstraw 
Origanum vulgare 
	

Gal/urn verum 

Flora Observed at Porchfield and Newtown 
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Dandelion 
Taraxacum officinale 

What we consider common weeds 
were essential and harvested for food 
in medieval times. For instance, the 
dandelion is a rich source of vitamins 
that appears in early Spring when very 
little else grows. This herb was an 
essential part of the medieval diet. 

Plantain 
Plantago major 

The list below indicates some 
ornamental flowers like stonecrop and 
red valerian. These may once have 
grown as part of a garden here. Red 
valerian is very common in Ireland yet it 
was introduced as an ornamental plant 
during the medieval ages. 

Moving east from St Mary's Abbey 
along the River Boyne lies the medieval 
town of Newtown. Newtown was once 
a prosperous area that developed from 
the success of Trim. It contained the 
Augustine Order, Cathedral of St Peter 
and St Paul, a parish church, hospital, 
bridge and old market place. 

This townland can be accessed from St 
Mary's Abbey by crossing the Porchfield; 
this was once an "open field" that was 
arranged in ridge and furrow plots. This 
space was typical in medieval times 
where local people or burgesses grew 
vegetables on plots that were arranged 
in rows. Today it contains a wide range 
of meadow grasses along with faint 

traces of the original ridge and furrows. 

According to the Monastic possessions 
records, Newtown was one of the richest 
and politically strongest monasteries 
of its time. Records show it included 3 
acres of gardens and orchards adjacent 
to the main buildings. 

Along the south of the outer buildings 
near the river, there is a raised plateau 
of land which indicates that this was 
a main access or dock via the river. 
Today it is rough raised ground with 
pink mallow and white yarrow growing 
profusely. However, in 1849 when 
William Wilde (Oscar Wilde's father) 
travelled along the Boyne to explore 

Common Name Name General Uses 

Yarrow Achillea millefolium Tea drank to alleviate toothache 

Comfrey Symphytum officinale "Knitbone" medicinal herb common 
throughout Trim 

Stonecrop Sedum album Ornamental variety of sedum grows 
on the boundary wall at St Mary's 
Abbey 

Horse radish Armoracia rusticana Vegetable common in medieval 
times 

Red Valerian Centranthus ruber Naturalised garden plant from 
medieval times 



Marjoram grows profusely in clumps 
along the boundary wall of Newtown 
graveyard. It has a beautiful pink fragrant 
bloom with aromatic oval green leaves. 
This is a native species, however it is 
not common. This was a herb used 
in food preparation, adding flavour to 
potage or soups. Also it was strewn on 
floors to add fragrance. 

Other flora that grow on the boundary 
wall are typical of alpine gardens. They 
grow well in dry poor soils and self seed 
profusely. The yellows of hawkweed 
and bird's-foot trefoil, compliment the 
purple thistle of the lesser knapweed 
and ox-eye daisies. The diverse flora 
that line the walls provide nectar and 
pollen to a host of insects within this 
warm dry micro climate. 

The banks along the stream are 
lined with the white frothy bloom of 
meadowsweet, tall globes of wild 
angelica and wild mints. 

drug originates from the Anglo-Saxon 
"driggan" meaning to dry. These 
dried herbs were used in medicines, 
purgatives, skin ointments, eye drops, 
infusions, sedatives, stimulants, cough 
medicine, air fresheners and pot herbs 
for stews. 

The chart on the following page 
indicates possible uses for these 
common plants. 

Conclusion 

To explore the Porchfield trail during the 
Summer allows the visitor to examine 
the diverse flora. The indicator plants 
will enhance the historic experience by 
revealing day-to-day life in a medieval 
community. 

The study of antiquity in horticulture 
reveals so much about gardening and 
society throughout history. 

Water figwort 
Scrophularia auriculata 

Yarrow 
Achillea millefolium 

Meath in his "Beauties of the Boyne" 
book, he describes this as: 

"...a parterre or terrace, which stretched 
down to the water's edge, and where 
the good monk's of old quaffed their 
wine by the banks of the Boyne, in the 
calm summer evenings, before the 
vespers bell summoned the community 
to worship". 

A much romanticised version of how life 
was, but it confirms the rough ground as 
part of the establishment and allows for 
the idea of a relaxing quayside garden 
in this picturesque location. 

To the north of the main cathedral  

in a small adjoining field and along 
the boundary wall of the graveyard, a 
perfusion of herbs can be observed 
throughout the grounds. 

The yellow airy blooms of lady's 
bedstraw was used as sleeping material 
for a mattress because of its fragrant 
flowers and ability to repel flies. Another 
use included making cheese with the 
flowers as rennet. 

Water figwort is a tall green stemmed 
plant with tiny red flowers. It grows 
along the banks near the stream that 
borders the field boundary. This herb 
was used to clean out infected wounds 
and ulcers. 

The versatility of the flora that grow 
around Newtown cathedral boundary 
indicate a reliance on herbs and practical 
uses for flora during medieval times. 

Herbs for healing were an integral part 
of monastic life. All herbs collected 
were used fresh or else dried to 
preserve them. Apparently the word 
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Common Name Latin Name Medicinal_gradisary Use 
Marjoram Origanum vulgare Culinary use and fragrance 

Water figwort Scrophularia 
auriculata 

Healed septic ulcers and 
wounds 

Mallow MaIva syvestris Ornate flower 

Lady's bedstraw Galium verum Fragrant bed material. Flowers 
also used as rennet in cheese 
making. 

Wild Angelica Angelica sylvestris Natural sweetener and used to 
cure coughs 

Mints Mentha aquatica Healed indigestion 

Nettles Urtica dioica Rich source of vitamins and 
used in tonics 

Meadowsweet Filipendula ulmaria Sweetener for mead and ale 

Hawkweed Hieracium pilosella Infusion of leaves alleviated 
whooping cough 

Creeping Cinquefoil Potentilla reptans .Common ornate garden plant 

Herb Robert Geranium robertian Common ornate garden plant 

Lesser Knapweed Centaurea nigra Common ornate garden plant 
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