
Shawmut Garden contains 36 different kinds of plants, 

which have been chosen to be enjoyed throughout the 

year.  As you walk through the garden, notice how its 

appearance changes in each season.  Here are a few of 

the plants: 

 

Winter 
 

Witch Hazel is a small tree or shrub planted near the 

Gardenôs gathering space. Its branches are used to 

divine for water; some think that the wood will bend 

when it is close to an underground spring!  The 

common name witch may come from this.  

   When everything else is dying back, this tree sends 

out its unusual yellow flowers in winter.  

     It was widely used as a medicinal plant by Native 

Americans.  The bark of this plant contains lots of 

tannin, making it very astringent:  tissue that comes into 

contact with it tightens. A preparation of this plant is 

sold in most pharmacies. 

 

 

Yew is a small to medium size slow-growing evergreen 

shrub, with red berries and small cones.  Shawmut 

Gardenôs evergreens  provide us with green life 

throughout the winter.  A powerful drug made from 

Yew, Paclitaxel, is used to treat breast, ovarian, and 

lung cancer.   It fights cancer in the body by making 

microtubules, the 

structural components in 

cells, too rigid to 

function and grow. 

Paclitaxel also helps to 

kill cancer cells by 

binding them to an 

important protein that 

keeps the cancer cells 

from functioning.  

 

 

 
Spring 
 

Hawthorn trees are planted at the Garden entrances 

on Centre Street and Melville Avenue.  If you look 

closely, you will notice large thorns on the branches 

of these trees. Hawthorn fruits, called haws, are 

edible, and have been used to make jams, jellies, and 

liquors.  Haws are also an important food for birds.       

Hawthorn leaves, flowers, and fruits are used as a 

medicine. They are said to calm the heart, and can 

help to regulate the heartbeat, and to lower high 

blood pressure.  

     Because it blooms in May, the Hawthorn has been 

nicknamed ñMay Blossomò and is cut and decorated 

as a May Bush.  In Gaelic traditions, spring is 

welcomed by saying ñwelcome haws!ò   

 

St Johnôs Wort blooms with yellow flowers around 

St. Johnôs day, on June 24
th
, which is how it got its 

common name.  It is native to Europe and was 

introduced to the Americas.  It now grows wild in 

many meadows. Its scientific family name, 

Hypericum, is derived from the Greek words hyper 

(above) and eikon (picture), 

which refers to its traditional 

use to ward off evil by hanging 

branches   over a picture in the 

house during St John's day.  

     In todayôs herbal medicine, 

St. Johnôs Wort is used 

medicinally as an 

antidepressant.  Also, an oil for 

topical relief of muscle and 

nerve aches and pains can be 

made by adding St. Johnôs 

Wort flowers to oil that has 

been warmed in the sun. The oil turns a bright blood 

red color. 

 

Yarrow  is an easy-to-grow garden plant with flowers 

of white, yellow or pink.  Yarrow is considered an 

herb of protection, and is used to staunch bleeding 

from wounds. It is said that Achilles was held by the 

back of his ankle and dipped into a brew of Yarrow 

to protect him in battle. Because the spot by which he 

was held was not protected, it became his weak spot. 

Today we still call that area of our ankle our Achilles 

tendon or Achilles heel.   

     In China, the stalks of the Yarrow plant are used 

to make the divination sticks of the I Ching. The I 

Ching is an ancient system of cosmology and 

philosophy in Chinese culture. The stalks are tossed, 

and their arrangement as they fall forms the basis for 

I Ching predictions about the future.  

Summer 
 

Angelica can grow so fast in early summer that you 

can notice the change each day.  It can grow to be six 

feet tall by the end of its second summer.  The plant 

is in the celery family, and you can see the same 

fibrous, juicy stems and similar leaves in the celery 

that we eat.   Its hollow stem can be used to make a 

flute-like instrument with a clarinet-like sound, which 

children enjoy playing.   

     In Persian cuisine, the petals are used in a spice 

mixture,  known for its strong aromatic odor.  

Historically, the roots were sweetened and eaten as 

candy, and were also used to warm a ñcoldò digestive 

system.  

 

 

Black Cohosh is a forest medicinal plant that sends 

up a tall, white candelabra of small white flowers in 

mid-summer.  Black Cohoshôs drying seed heads stay 

handsome in the garden for many weeks. Its 

burgundy leaves add interest to gardens.  The root of 

this plant is used as medicine for certain types of 

muscle pain and is believed by some to reduce the 

symptoms of menopause. 

 

 

Blueberry bushes are native to the United States.  

Shawmut Garden features both lowbush and 

highbush varieties.  Peak blueberry season is July.   

     The fruit of the Blueberry, besides being very 

tasty, is also a potent anti-oxidant to have in our diet.  

When blueberries are eaten regularly they can protect 

the body from stress 

caused by free radicals, 

and can possibly protect 

against  illnesses 

associated with free 

radicals, such as certain 

types of cancers.  

     Blueberry bushes are 

fire-tolerant and often 

their seeds start to grow 

in an area after a forest 

fire. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Iranian_cuisine


Fall   
 
Fringe Tree turns a beautiful yellow in the fall, with 

purple-blue fruits that are highly prized by birds.  The 

tree is named for its short-lasting delicate white 

flowers, which bloom in late spring.   

   It is used in herbal medicine, 

and is used for relieving 

congestion of the system of veins 

that carry blood.  It acts mainly 

on the visceral glands, especially 

the blood-making organs. 
 
Lavender blooms in the summer 

and its leaves remain fragrant 

through the fall.  The scent has a 

calming effect which may relax people and reduce 

anxiety.   Lavender can be used to prepare for 

meditation because it promotes a sense of stillness.  If 

applied to the temples, Lavender oil is said to soothe 

headaches. Lavender is frequently used as an aid to 

sleep: seeds and flowers of the plant are added to 

pillows, and an infusion of three flowerheads in a cup 

of boiling water can be a soothing and relaxing bedtime 

drink. 

     Essential oil of Lavender has antiseptic and anti-

inflammatory properties. It was used in hospitals during 

World War I to disinfect floors, walls and other 

surfaces.   

 

 

Juniper is a small evergreen 

with needle-like leaves. All 

evergreens contain a lot of oils 

and resins.  These oils have a 

strong smell when you break 

open a needle or fruit.   

Herbalists use Juniper berries 

as an antiseptic to treat urinary 

tract infections.  

     In Scandinavia, Juniper 

wood is used to make 

containers for storing small quantities of dairy products 

such as butter and cheese, and also for making wooden 

butter knives.   

     The Juniper is a symbol of longevity, strength and 

athleticism, and fertility.  

Shawmut Garden 

 

Shawmut Garden extends from Centre Street to 

Melville Avenue in central Dorchester along the 

Shawmut T station walkway.  It was funded by the 

City of Boston, Department of Neighborhood 

Development, in conjunction with the Massachusetts 

Bay Transportation Authority (MBTA).  The Garden 

is the result of a multi-year collaborative effort 

between designers, artisans, architects, scientists, 

teachers, elected officials, and community advocates.   
 

Botanical Medicine 

 

A medicinal garden is also called a botanical or 

herbal medicine garden.  It features plants that have 

medicinal value to humans.  Many of our medicines 

are derived from plants.  From early in human 

history, humans have discerned the biomedical and 

healing value of many plants.   
 

Volunteer at Shawmut Garden 

 

The Garden is maintained by the community on the 

first Saturday of each month from 10:00 a.m to 12 

noon.  Please join us to care for and learn about the 

plants. 
 

Learn at Shawmut Garden 

 

The Shawmut Garden is a teaching garden.  Teachers 

and students from area schools, as well as adult 

learners, are invited to the garden to learn.  Signs at 

the garden offer education about the plants.  

Spending time observing a garden can be an 

educational experience by itself: watching 

pollinators, observing colors and textures, and 

viewing the seasonal changes which take place.  To 

find descriptions of all of the Gardenôs plants  and a 

teaching curriculum for the Garden, visit 

www.mydorchester.org/shawmutgarden 
 

 
To learn more about all 36 plant species 
in the Garden, visit 
www.mydorchester.org/shawmutgarden 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
A healing garden in our 

neighborhood 
 

- Dorchester, MA 


