
                          A quick Guide to 

Burren 
Flowers



Introduction
When it comes to flowers, the Burren 
has few parallels. This region supports an 
enormous diversity and density of species. 
It is estimated that 70% of Ireland’s 900 
native species are in the Burren. There 
is a curious mix of Arctic-Alpine and 
Mediterranean species, calcicole 
(lime-loving) and calcifuge (lime-hating) 
species as well as 23 of Ireland’s 27 native 
orchid species.

The density and diversity of plants is due 
to a variety of factors including the warm 
moist air from the Gulf Stream, the high 
light-density of the region and the heat 
reflected from the limestone pavements. 
However, the most important factor 
contributing to the rich floral diversity 
of the Burren uplands is the traditional 
practice of cattle grazing these areas 
mainly in the winter period. This practice 
removes potentially dominant grass and 
weed species, thus allowing the dormant 
herb flora sufficient light and resources to 
prosper over their flowering season, with 
little threat of being trampled by livestock.

This quick reference guide is not a 
definitive guide to the Burren flowers but it 
highlights flowers some of which, although 
common here, are rare elsewhere. It is 
a good starting point for people with an 
interest and wish to know more about the 
plants around the Burren. The months that 
the flowers are blooming are highlighted 
by the colour of their flower.

We hope you enjoy finding these flowers.

The Burrenbeo Trust Team



Rue-Leaved/3 fingered Saxifrage
Saxifraga tridactylites

Common on limestone pavements, grasslands and walls. 
Solitary tiny flowers, 3-fingered fleshy leaves. When in stress 
the leaves and stem turn red. An annual which survives the 
summer as seed. Not to be confused with purging flax. 
Five petals.

J F M A My J Jy Ag S O N D

Wood Anemone
Anemone nemorosa

Frequent in areas of woodland, scrub and unimproved 
grassland especially on north-facing slopes. The petals are 
usually white with nectary guides; the outside becomes 
pink as they get older. The flowers close and droop in dull 
weather and at night. The leaves are deeply cut, coming out 
in groups of threes from the stem. 
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Blackthorn/Sloe
Prunus spinosa

Has white flowers which emerge before the leaves. There 
are strong pointed spines on the branch. Leaves are oval 
and slightly toothed. Produces sloes which are blue-black in 
September to November. Five petals.
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Whitethorn
Crataegus monogyna

Abundant throughout the Burren. White and sometimes 
pink flowers and very fragrant. Leaves are small and cut 
deeply. Berries are wine-coloured, indigestible and out 
in October to November. Said to be the haunt of fairies 
– never cut one down.
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Wood Sorrel
Oxalis acetosella

A woodland floor herb, with shamrock-like leaves which 
have a lemony flavour. The white flowers are bell-shaped 
with lilac veins. Five petals.
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Cat’s Paw/Mountain Everlasting
Antennaria dioica

Found on grassy areas and limestone pavement. Rare 
elsewhere in Ireland. Clusters of white-pinky flowers that 
when you look down on them resemble a cat’s paw. Leaves 
are a distinctive yellowy-green on top side and silvery-white 
beneath. Two to eight bunches.
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Burnet Rose
Rosa spinosissima

Frequent on the limestone pavements and sand dunes. Can 
be found with pink, white or cream flowers. Heart-shaped 
petals. Leaflets are small with a roundish, tooth edge. 
Stems are immensely prickly. In September and October the 
hips are black. Five petals.
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Mossy Saxifrage
Saxifraga hypnoides

Often at the base of ancient walls or at the bases of 
rocky outcrops. Little white flowers, with nodding buds. 
Extremely fine-cut leaves. [comment – the much more 
compact one by the coast is likely to be Irish saxifrage 
– Saxifraga rosacea]. Five petals.
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Oxeye Daisy/Dog Daisy
Leucanthemum vulgare

Common throughout the Burren especially on the 
roadsides, pastures and disturbed places. It looks like a 
large daisy; bright yellow florets surrounded by white 
petals. Solitary flowers on upright stems.
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Sea Campion
Silene uniflora

Frequent on the limestone pavement on the coast. The 
flower has grey/red sepals around the base of the flower 
head. Each petal has two lobes. Leaves are narrow and form 
a mat on the ground. Five petals
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Yarrow
Achillea millefolium

Common on grassy areas and roadsides. Flat multi-flower 
heads that are a dull white but occasionally tinged pink. 
Yarrow is from the daisy family and has a strong scent.
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Mountain Avens
Dryas octopetala

Common on limestone pavement and scree at higher 
altitudes. White petals with central parts yellow on dark red 
or green stems. It is a creeping shrub and forms mats on 
limestone pavements. Leaves are glossy dark-green above 
and white underneath, they are shaped like tiny oak leaves. 
Native from Ireland to the Arctic. Not to be confused with 
Wood Anemones. Eight petals.
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Irish Eyebright
Euphrasia salisburgensis

A Burren speciality, frequent on limestone pavements. It is a 
parasite of thyme so you find that growing nearby. A bushy 
little plant, its leaves have a bronze tint to them. Flowers are 
three-lipped, with the middle lobe of the lower lip longest; 
they are white in colour with splashes of purple and yellow 
– somewhat resembling the iris of an eye and said to be a 
cure for eye ailments.
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Lesser Celandine
Ranunculus ficaria

Abundant, particularly in damp shaded areas. One of the 
earliest of the spring flowers. It is from the buttercup 
family. It has 8 narrow petals or more, but only 3 sepals. 
Leaves are dark and thick.
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Primrose
Primula vulgaris

Abundant in grassy areas, roadside, field walls, scrub, 
woods and grazed pastures. The pale yellow flowers with 
a deeper yellow shade inside are always on an individual 
stem. Leaves are crinkled. Can hybridize with Cowslip to 
produce False Oxlip.
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False Oxslip
Primula x polyantha hybrid

Common in grassy areas, growing alongside Cowslips and 
Primroses, the parent plants – very variable, may have pale 
yellow flat flowers like the Primrose but has many flowers 
to one tall stem like the Cowslip. Not to be confused with 
the Cowslip or Primrose.
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Cowslip
Primula veris

Common in grassy areas especially in unfertilised grazed 
areas and limey areas. The deep yellow flowers with five 
orange dots are cup shaped, drooping and hang in clusters 
off an individual stem. Leaves are crinkled. Not to be 
confused with False Oxslips or Primroses.
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Hoary Rockrose
Helianthemum oelandicum

Found along the west coast of the Burren/abundant on 
Mullach Mór. The pale yellow flowers delicate/ephemeral, 
only open when it is sunny. Leaves are dark green with 
silvery felt on the underside. It is one of the Burren’s 
Alpine plants. Five petals.
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Bird’s-Foot Trefoil
Lotus corniculatus

Very abundant in all areas of the Burren. This grassland herb 
resembles the gorse flower; the flower head, especially in 
fruit, resembles a bird’s claw. Occasionally the petals can 
have an orange/red tinge to them.
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Shrubby Cinquefoil
Potentilla fruticosa

A Burren speciality, which grows in the zone prone to 
flooding surrounding turloughs. It grows as a shrub to 1m 
tall. The bluish-green leaflets usually grow in fives. It is 
widely cultivated as a garden shrub. Five petals.
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Yellow Flag/Wild Iris
Iris pseudacorus

In marshy fields and other wet grassy areas. It is a tall plant 
with a superb large yellow flower; the leaves are stiff and 
sword-like.
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Woodbine/Honeysuckle
Lonicera periclymenum

Abundant in woodlands, hedges and limestone pavement, 
especially found in grikes. The long curved tubular flowers 
in heads are fragrant at night when they attract moths 
which pollinate them and often tinged red and purple.
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Ladies Bedstraw
Galium verum

Very common on most limestone habitats. It has bright 
yellow spikes, with the tiny flowers tightly clustered 
together. So called because it is a pleasantly fragrant herb 
which is thought to help with insomnia. At one time was 
used to fill pillows. Four petals.
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Spring Gentian
Gentiana verna

An alpine plant which, more than any other, is the 
‘signature’ plant of the Burren. Common where grazing 
keeps vegetation low. A single flower on an individual stem. 
It is a vivid blue with a white centre. Flower tends to close 
up in dull weather. Leaves grow in a rosette. Five petals.
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Germander Speedwell
Veronica chamaedrys

This speedwell is abundant throughout the pastures, 
scrub and roadside verges and is distinguished by its royal 
blue flowers. There are other less-colourful speedwells 
in the Burren.
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Common Milkwort
Polygala vulgaris

Abundant in grazed areas and other grassy areas. Sepals 
are blue and have been likened to a milkmaid’s skirt, and 
enclose a tubular flower – the milkmaid’s legs! Flowers are 
like wings that grow in clusters and the leaves are narrow. 
It is a similar colour to the Spring Gentian, but also comes 
in pink or white.
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Devil’s-Bit Scabious
Succisa pratensis

Very frequent, it dominates grassland colour in late summer. 
This is one of the last flowers to bloom. Each ‘flower’ is a 
composite cluster, the emergent anthers are magenta. It is 
the food plant of the rare Marsh Fritillary Caterpillar.
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Harebell
Campanula rotundifolia

Grows along roadsides and on the limestone pavement, this 
flower is sky blue. The flower is bell-shaped with 5 lobes.
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Tufted Vetch
Vicia cracca

This climbing herb is abundant on the roadsides verges and 
meadows. There are up to 40 flowers on one stem, which 
can range from blue to purple.
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Herb Robert
Geranium robertianum

Common on limestone pavement and in crevices. Five 
deeply divided leaflets, on long stalks, tinged with red in 
Autumn which emit a pungent smell when crushed – hence 
one of its common names ‘stinking bobby’. Five petals.
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Bloody Crane’s-Bill
Geranium sanguineum

Common on limestone and grassy areas. The flower 
is large, a rich magenta colour. The leaves are deeply 
cut and usually turn blood-red as they die, hence its 
name. Seed-head resembles a crane’s bill. This plant is 
Mediterranean in its distribution. Five petals.
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Dark-Red Helleborine
Epipactis atrorubens

An orchid found in the crevices and gravelly area of 
limestone. Most abundant on higher slopes. Tall, hairy 
stem with dark red asymmetric flowers that droop.
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Common Dog-Violet
Viola riviniana

Common on roadside, limestone and peaty areas. Flowers 
are blue-violet with whitish spur. Leaves are heart-shaped. 
One of many species of violet.
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Common Butterwort
Pinguicula vulgaris

Frequent in wet places in the Burren. All Butterworts are 
carnivorous, i.e. they trap insects on their sticky leaves and 
then absorb nutrients from the decaying bodies. Leaves are 
a distinctive pale yellow-green. Flowers are violet coloured 
with white-throats.
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Common Bugle
Ajuga reptans

Frequent, mainly in shaded areas. It has dark green shiny 
leaves with purple highlights. Purple flowers grow between 
the leaves. Not to be confused with Selfheal.
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Bog Thistle
Cirsium dissectum

Common in damp places around turloughs and fens. It has 
white cottony stems, leaves green above with white felt 
below and a solitary flower head.
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Selfheal
Prunella vulgaris

Frequent in Burren pastures. It is a richly coloured 
purple, though occasionally pink or white. Leaves are 
oval and pointy. Not to be confused with bugle which 
has shiny leaves.
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Heather/Ling
Calluna vulgaris

Heather is a plant that does not like lime soil, however, 
where it grows in the Burren it is assumed to be rooted in 
peat and not in contact with the limestone. Tiny flowers in 
clusters. Scale-like leaves.
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Common Knapweed
Centaurea nigra

Common on the pastures, rocky areas and roadside verges. 
Each flower head has a hard dark brown involucre around its 
base – hence its common name of ‘hard heads’.
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Early Purple Orchid
Orchis mascula

The first of the orchids to bloom. Frequent on limestone 
pastures and scrub. They are mostly purple with upward 
pointing spur but pink and white flowers are not 
uncommon.
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Fly Orchid
Ophrys insectifera

Occasional to frequent on limestone pastures. Difficult to 
spot, it looks as if a fly has been stuck to it. The spike has 
4-7 flowers which produce a perfume that inexperienced 
male wasps get excited by and try and mate with, thus 
pollinating it in the process.
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Irish Orchid
Neotinea maculata

A Burren speciality. Found on grassy areas but of tiny 
stature and difficult to spot. Pale greenish-cream. The 
centre petal or labellum resembles tiny ginger-breadman 
– you will have to get down on your hands and knees and 
look very closely. Not to be confused with Autumn Lady’s 
Tresses which flowers in August and September.
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Bee Orchid
Ophrys apifera

Occasional on limestone pasture and dunes. The flower 
resembles a bumble bee and is commonly said to be 
pollinated by them, but is believed to be self-pollinating. 
Leaves wither when the flower develops. Not to be 
confused with the Fly Orchid.
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O’Kelly’s Spotted Orchid
Dactylorhiza fuchsii f. okellyi

Abundant on roadsides and grassy areas. The flower is 
pure white without any tints or blemishes. It has a flat lip 
or labellum with 3 similar sided lobes. Not to be confused 
with white form of early purple (in which spur points up).
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Blue Moorgrass
Sesleria caerulea

Common in grassy areas. The heads of the fresh flowers 
– the first of any plant to emerge in spring – are metallic 
purple. The stalk gradually lengthens as the pale-yellow 
seed head matures.
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Hart’s-Tongue Fern
Phyllitis scolopendrium

Usually found in crevices, in the shelter of walls, in woods 
and hazel scrub. Bright green leaves, which are not divided; 
felt-like ‘bands’ on the back. The unfurling frond resembles 
the tongue of a hart or deer.
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Maidenhair Fern
Adiantum capillus-veneris

A very frost-sensitive fern, hence confined to the limestone 
crevices near the sea. Leaves are triangular/fan-shaped and 
pale green. Stems are jet black.
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Maidenhair Spleenwort
Asplenium trichomanes

Common on the limestone rocks, walls and pavements. 
Fronds have black stem and oval leaflets.
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Rusty-Back Fern
Ceterach officinarum

Abundant on walls, rocks and on limestone pavements. The 
underneath is a bronzy-rusty colour. Looks lifeless when it is 
dry. Rounded lobes with silvery margins.
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Wall Rue
Asplenium ruta-muraria

Common on limestone pavements and walls. Dark green 
leathery leaves.



The Burrenbeo Trust is a landscape charity dedicated to connecting 
all of us to our places and our role in caring for them.  

Every place is special, with its own unique natural, built and 
cultural heritage. All of our places benefit from having an engaged 

local community to look after them. 

To support the work of the Burrenbeo Trust, 
please become a Burrenbeo Trust member. 

Your membership will help us to provide programmes 
focused on education, information provision, active conservation, 

research and advocacy.

Glebe House, Glebe Road, Kinvara, Co. Galway

Tel 091 638 096

Email info@burrenbeo.com

www.burrenbeo.com


