botanic gardens

These plant species
are part of our
national identity
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I

recently asked some students
to list plants that have a major
LQpXHQFHRQRXUOLYHV7KH\FDPH
up with various grains and other food
plants, some medicinal plants and
RWKHUVWKDWZHXVHIRUoEUHV3DS\UXV
IHDWXUHGDVWKHVRXUFHRI HDUO\SDSHU
But there wasn’t much of an Irish
pDYRXUDQG,WKRXJKWLWPLJKWEHIXQ
to produce my own list of plants that
GHoQH,UHODQG

Solanum tuberosum

7KHKXPEOHVSXG7KHIDLOXUHRI WKLV
FURSEURXJKWIDPLQHWRWKHFRXQWU\
RI FRXUVH7KHGLVHDVHZDVoUVW
QRWHGDQGWKHSDWKRJHQLGHQWLoHGLQ
WKHVE\'DYLG0RRUHFXUDWRU
of the National Botanic Gardens in
'XEOLQ5HVHDUFKFRQWLQXHVDQGLQ
the last few years a team of scientists,
H[DPLQLQJGULHGKHUEDULXPVDPSOHV
that were over 150 years old, decoded
the genome of the particular strain
RI WKHSDWKRJHQWKDWGLGWKHGDPDJH

Brassica oleracea

$IWHUSRWDWRHVFDEEDJHLVSRVVLEO\
WKHXOWLPDWH,ULVKYHJHWDEOH'XULQJ
the Famine, many people in Ireland
UHOLHGRQFDEEDJHWRNHHSERG\
DQGVRXOWRJHWKHU,W VKLJK
in vitamins, minerals,
oEUHDQGDQWLR[LGDQWV
7KHWRWDOODQGDUHD
LQFDEEDJHWRGD\
(around 680ha) has
fallen in recent
\HDUVEXWLWVWLOO
represents 16%
(nearly one-sixth)
RI RXUoHOGYHJHWDEOHSURGXFWLRQ

Sphagnum species

Sphagnum moss is the most
important plant involved in the
IRUPDWLRQRI ,UHODQG VERJODQGV
7KHHFRORJLFDOVLJQLoFDQFHRI ERJV
has come into sharp focus in recent

0OTATOESAREONEOFTHEMAINFOODSTHATDElNE)RELAND

GHFDGHV%RJVDFWDVJLDQWFDUERQ
‘‘sinks’’ and alleviate the risk of
pRRGLQJZKLFKLVZK\HIIRUWVFRQtinue to preserve what remains of
RXUERJV

Chondrus crispus

7KLVRQH VUHDOO\QRWDSODQWDWDOO
LW VDQDOJD,WJRHVE\WKHFRPPRQ
QDPHRI &DUUDJHHQPRVV,W VFRPmon on our rocky Atlantic coasts and
is reputed to cure coughs, colds and
VRUHWKURDWV,WFDQDOVREHPDGHLQWR
various dessert concoctions and it
frequently appears on the Ballymaloe
+RXVHPHQX

Crataegus monogyna

7KHKDZWKRUQRU0D\WUHH
– one of our most comPRQKHGJHURZSODQWV,W
makes a great stockSURRI EDUULHUDQGLWV
ZKLWHpRZHUVDUHD
welcome sight along
WKHURDGVLGHVLQ0D\
,WVUHGEHUULHVRUKDZV
are a fantastic food
VRXUFHIRUELUGV7KHUH
are lots of superstitions associated with this
WUHH0RVWRI RXUKRO\ZHOOV
feature a hawthorn tree and we
all know it’s a home to the spirits of
WKHIDLULHV
0DQ\,ULVKSHRSOHZRXOGDYRLGFXWting down a hawthorn tree for fear of

LQFXUULQJWKHZUDWKRI WKHIDLULHV

Hordeum vulgare and
Humulus lupulus

,Q,UHODQGKDRI VSULQJEDUOH\
DQGKDRI ZLQWHUEDUOH\LVVRZQ
HYHU\\HDU0XFKRI LWLVXVHGDVIHHG
EXWVRPHLVXVHGWRSURGXFHZKLVNH\
DQGRI FRXUVHWKHEODFNVWXII+RSV
also feature in the making of that
IDPRXV,ULVKEUDQG7HQPLOOLRQ
glasses of Guinness are downed every
GD\DFURVVFRXQWULHV

Trifolium dubium or Trifolium repens

It may surprise you to know that
WKHUHLVVRPHGRXEWDVWRZKDWVSHcies of plant we actually mean when
ZHWDONDERXWVKDPURFN7UDGLWLRQ
VXJJHVWVWKDW6W3DWULFNXVHGWKLV
three-leaved plant to explain the Holy
7ULQLW\,UHPHPEHUEHLQJWROGDVD
child that shamrock wouldn’t grow
DQ\ZKHUHEXW,UHODQG QRWWUXHRI 
course – most of the clover species
WKDWDUHFRQVLGHUHGWREHVKDPURFN
DUHFRPPRQWKURXJKRXW(XURSH 

Lolium perenne and others

0XFKRI ,UHODQG VOLYHVWRFNLQGXVWU\
LVJUDVVEDVHGqQHDUO\PKDRI 
land in this country are in pasture,
KD\DQGJUDVVVLODJH$QGRI FRXUVH
ZHKDYHRYHUJROI FRXUVHVDQG
over 1,800 GAA pitches across the
LVODQG7KDW VDORWRI JUDVVNHHSLQJ
XVIHGDQGNHHSLQJXVoW
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More Irish than the
Irish themselves?

