
OLD CONNA GRAVEYARD: PLANT SPECIES REPORT 

Introduction 

The graveyard at Old Conna is no longer in use though historically, the church and the grounds go back to the 12th 

Century.  The site has been previously over-grown by trees and scrub and recent clearance of much of the cover has 

been undertaken including the trimming of trees and the removal of Ivy. However, the current plant, ground cover 

consists of a number of weedy species which will need removal and control if the objective of increasing the 

biodiversity of the site, in tandem with its management for amenity and historical reasons are to be realised.  

This report gives an account of the plant species present within the graveyard, assesses their intrinsic value for 

biodiversity, proposes methods of clearing the area of invasive species and recommends how plant biodiversity can 

be improved. 

Description of the flora 

A complete list of plants present on the site is presented in Appendix 1, and there the status of each is indicated in 

terms of its native or weedy status. If the latter its status as an invasive or aggressive species is noted. 

The main ground cover within the graveyard is Winter heliotrope (see Figure 1) which is an aggressive species, very 

difficult to eradicate and it is the main management challenge to restoring the site to an attractive place for amenity and 

biodiversity purposes. This species was originally introduced from the Mediterranean area in the mid-19th Century as 

a food source for bees in the winter. It flowers in December & January. It is an extremely persistent weed and so 

persistence in controlling it will be necessary.  The other species of concern is the Spanish bluebell which was listed in 

the 2007-2013 Biodiversity Plan of Dun Laoghaire Rathdown as an Alien Species of Conservation Concern due to 

its invasive and spreading nature.-see Page 49. 

https://www.google.com/search?client=firefox-b-d&q=dun+laoghire+rathdown+biodiversity+plan There are a 

number of other species present which are also invasive and Three-cornered garlic in particular is listed on the 



National Biodiversity Data Centre Invasive list as a Medium Impact Species and is an aggressive weed needing 

control.-see  

https://www.biodiversityireland.ie/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/Invasives_taggedMediumImpact_2013RA-2.pdf 

 Wilson's honeysuckle and Alexanders are also troublesome spreaders and would need controlling to prevent them 

spreading further. Figure 2 shows another common, weedy species Red valerian which is less of a threat and though 

attractive to look at and good for insects, its presence on the walls of the church may be detrimental. On balance it 

might be tolerated on the ground and not on the walls. 

Figure 1: The leaves of Winter heliotrope dominating the ground at Old Conna graveyard. 

With regard to the plants providing any clue as to the former historical use of the site, there is little evidence.  However, 

one species which may have persisted for a very long time here is Green alkanet which is pictured in Figure 3. Its 

roots historically are said to have provided a red dye and it was especially for the dyeing of ecclesiastical cloth. So, if 



this was the case, its occurrence in a churchyard/graveyard setting is not surprising. It is a persistent weedy species 

native to south-west Europe and was introduced to Britain around 1700 though if it has an ecclesiastical connection it 

may be earlier. It is frequently found around ruins. 

 

 

Figure 2: Red valerian on the walls of the old church at Old Conna 

The Yew trees pictured in Figure 4 are of two types that on the left is the fastigiate or upright Florencecourt Yew 

which was found in the Cuilcagh Mountains around 1740 and grown on in the garden at Florencecourt, Co. 

Fermanagh where one of the original trees survives. From this it was propagated by cuttings and it reached a general 

circulation to gardens and especially churchyards in the 1820s. Since then it has been widely planted in graveyards 

and gardens. The upright or Irish Yew at Old Conna is likely to have been planted earlier than the 1820s. Yew is 

especially long-lived and the native form can reach ages of 1,000 years though the trees here are very much younger. 

Coring one of the trees to establish its age might be useful. 



The management of the graveyard 

The most pressing need for the restoration of the graveyard is the eradication of the dense swards of Winter heliotrope 

along with the Spanish bluebell and Three-cornered garlic.  The physical removal through digging these out is not an 

option as leaving even the smallest portion of root of both the Winter heliotrope and Three-cornered garlic will allow 

them to persist and spread. Consequently, the only options are grazing and /or spraying. With regard to the former,  

this is a method used in some graveyards elsewhere in Counties Cork and Tipperary and for further information see 

Figure 5  which is a copy of a letter which appeared in the Irish Times of May 30th this year.  It has been observed that 

Pigs readily eat the leaves and roots of Winter heliotrope as I have seen them do this on a site in Co. Wicklow. 

However, their use in a graveyard setting may not seem appropriate as they very likely would disturb the graves. In 

addition, their husbandry and management in what is an urban setting would be difficult.  

The second option is to spray the weeds and this will need to be carried out several times. Dun Laoghaire Rathdown 

Council is committed to the reduction and cessation of the use of herbicides and in its manual (see 

https://www.dlrcoco.ie/sites/default/files/atoms/files/dlr_pesticide_free_weed_control_on_hard_surfaces_plan_2018.

pdf  ) it recommends the use of hot foam to replace the former use of herbicides.   As the property is within the DLR 

County, a consultation with their Cleaning Section and engineers is recommended. As stated, it will be necessary to 

apply the solution on several occasions to reduce and get rid of the weeds.  There is a considerable covering of Ivy on 

the Irish Yew pictured in Figure 4 and though not a parasitic species and a very important species for biodiversity, it is 

recommended that it be reduced in vigour on this tree. 

Enhancing the biodiversity 

Whilst the improvement and management of the biodiversity must await the removal of the weedy elements of the 

graveyard, it is recommended that the existing Native plants be maintained on the site together with the Alien , Giant 

viper’s bugloss which is very attractive to bees. As there is a likely historical connection between Green alkanet and 

the church, it is recommended that it is left to grow on the site. The pressing matter is to eradicate those three species 

mentioned above and following this a more comprehensive biodiversity and amenity plan can be drawn up and 

implemented.  

 



 

Figure 3: A plant of Green alkanet common along the south side of the graveyard. 

 



 

Figure 4: Fastigiate or Florencecourt Yew on the left and native Irish Yew on the right. In contrast to the 

upright nature of the former, Irish Yew is spreading. 

 

 



 



Figure 5: Letter to The Irish Times on 30th May, 2020 

Dr Tom Curtis 

8th June, 2020 

 

Appendix 1: List of Plant Species at Old Conna Graveyard as noted on 26th May, 2020 

Common Name Scientific Name Comment 
Sycamore Acer pseudoplatanus Alien naturalised 
Garlic mustard Alliaria petiolata Native 
Three-cornered garlic Allium triquetrum Invasive weed 
Cow parsley Anthriscus sylvestris Native 
False oat-grass Arrhenatherum elatius Native 
Maidenhair spleenwort Asplenium trichomanes Native 
Butterfly-bush Buddleja davidii Weedy but good for butterflies 
Trailing bellflower Campanula poscharskyana Alien naturalised 
Remote sedge Carex remota Native 
Sticky mouse-ear Cerastium glomeratum Native 
Red valerian Centranthus ruber Alien invasive 
Lawson's cypress Chamaecyparis lawsoniana Alien and fast-growing 
Feverfew Chrysanthemum parthenium Alien but medicinal herb 
Traveller's-joy Clematis vita-alba Alien invasive 
Kashmir cotoneaster Cotoneaster cashmieriensis Alien bird sown 
Himalayan cotoneaster Cotoneaster simonsii Alien bird sown 
Ivy-leaved toadflax Cymbalaria muralis Common plant of walls 
Cocksfoot Dactylis glomerata Native 
Fern-grass Desmazeria rigida Native 
Giant viper's-bugloss Echium pininana Alien but good for bees  
Scutch Elymus repens Native but weedy 
Hoary willow-herb Epilobium parviflorum Native 
Broad-leaved willow-herb Epilobium montanum Native 
Petty spurge Euphorbia peplus Native weedy 
Red fescue Festuca rubra Native 
White ramping-fumitory Fumaria capreolata Native 
Wood avens Geum urbanum Native 
Ivy Hedera helix Native 
Hogweed Heracleum sphondylium Native but caution needed 
Yorkshire fog Holcus lanatus Native 
Spanish bluebell Hyacinthoides hispanica Alien and needs control 
Tutsan Hypericum androsaemum Native 
Nipplewort Lapsana communis Native 



Himalayan honeysuckle Leycestria formosa Alien and spreading 
Green alkanet Pentaglottis sempervirens Alien often around ruins 
Winter heliotrope Petasites fragrans Alien and aggressive spreader 
Rough-stalked meadow-
grass Poa trivialis Native 
Wild cherry Prunus avium Native  
Pedunculate oak Quercus robur Native 
Creeping buttercup Ranunculus repens Native 
Currant spp. Ribes spp. Alien bird sown 
Clustered dock Rumex conglomeratus Native 
Grey willow Salix atrocinerea Native 
Ragwort Senecio jacobaea Native 
Groundsel Senecio vulgaris Native 
Alexanders Smyrnium olusatrum Alien and spreading 
Prickly sow-thistle Sonchus asper Native 
Smooth sow-thistle Sonchus oleraceus Native 
Hedge woundwort Stachys sylvatica Native 
Dandelion Taraxacum officinale Native 

Yew Taxus baccata 
Native commonly in 
churchyards 

Florencecourt yew Taxus baccata fastigiata 
Planted in churchyards since 
1820s 

Wheat Triticum aestivum Alien 
Common nettle Urtica dioica Native 
Lamb's lettuce Valerianella locusta Native 
Germander speedwell Veronica chamaedrys Native 
Wood speedwell Veronica montana Native 
Common field-speedwell Veronica persica Alien 
Bush vetch Vicia sepium Native 

 


