
 

 

 

 

The oldest law school in Europe takes care of plants too… 

 

Plants are our partners since time immemorial so are plant protective measures. There are 

numerous such instances both formal and informal are observed across the globe. However, 

few of them specify the magnitude of penalty according to the social and economic importance 

of the plants. Let’s get the fascinating story of “Brehon Laws”. It was in the Europe in Pre-

Christian era, when Brehons or judges were the law makers in the Irish Society. Brehon Law 

was for the people dependent on agricultural economy and barter system for transactions. 

Given the importance of natural resources, there were specific Brehon Laws for the plants. 

Under these laws plants important to the community were protected from unlawful damage due 

to branch cutting, barking and base-cutting.  

The Law divided the important plants into four categories mimicking the classes of the early 

Irish society. Under these categories plants were grouped according to their importance to the 

community. Often the importance was based on their tangible characters viz., fruit, timber or 

size when they were fully grown. The penalty was in terms of livestock and it was decided 

according to the plant affected and magnitude of the damage. For instances, the damage to the 

highest category resulted into two and half milk cows whereas, for a common plant cost was 

one milk cow.   

There are 28 plants listed under four categories in old Irish tree list which is available from 

Bretha Comaithchesa (judgements of neighborhood), a written form of the older Brehon Laws 

by Christian scholars of the later period. It deals with the various offences which a farmer is 

liable to commit against his neighbor (here it is the plant present in his vicinity).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    Glimpses of nature 
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Category 1. 

Airig fedo ‘lords of the wood’ 

1. Dair "oak" (Quercus robur, Quercus petraea) 

2. Coll "hazel" (Corylus avellana) 

3. Cuilenn "holly" (Ilex aquifolium) 

4. Ibar "yew" (Taxus baccata) 

5. Uinnius "ash" (Fraxinus excelsior) 

6. Ochtach "Scots pine" (Pinus sylvestris) 

7. Aball "wild apple-tree" (Malus pumila) 
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Source: Kelly F. (1999) Trees in early Ireland (https://www.forestryfocus.ie/wp-content/uploads/2013/02/Trees-in-Early-

Ireland.pdf 

Image: http://nefaeriaofetsy.blogspot.com/2012/04/trees-in-irish-brehon-law.html 

Collector: Rajasri Ray 

 

 

Category 2. 

Aithig fedo ‘commoners of the wood’ 

8. Fern "alder" (Alnus glutinosa) 

9. Sail "willow, sally" (Salix caprea, Salix cinerea, etc.) 

10. Saé "whitethorn, hawthorn" (Crataegus monogyna) 

11. Cáerthann "rowan, mountain ash" (Sorbus aucuparia) 

12. Beithe "birch" (Betula pubescens, Betula pendula) 

13. Lem "elm" (Ulmus glabra) 

14. Idath "wild cherry (?)" (Prunus avium) 

Category 3. 

Fodla fedo ‘lower division of the wood’ 

15. Draigen "blackthorn" (Prunus spinosa) 

16. Trom "elder" (Sambucus nigra) 

17. Féorus "spindle-tree" (Euonymus europaeus) 

18. Findcholl "whitebeam" (Sorbus aria) 

19. Caithne "arbutus, strawberry tree" (Arbutus unedo) 

20. Crithach "aspen" (Populus tremula) 

21. Crann fir "juniper" (Juniperus communis) 

Category 4. 

Losa fedo ‘bushes of the wood’ 

22. Raith "bracken" (Pteridium aquilinus) 

23. Rait "bog-myrtle" (Myrica gale) 

24. Aitenn "furze, gorse, whin" (Ulex europaeus, Ulex 

gallii) 

25. Dris "bramble" (Rubus fruiticosus aggregate) 

26. Fróech "heather" (Calluna vulgaris, Erica cinerea, etc) 

27. Gilcach "broom" (Sarothamnus scoparius) 

28. Spín "wild rose" (Rosa canina, etc) 
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