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Common Blue returns
The small Common Blue butterfly, which had disappeared
from the Eyot, is making an excellent come-back as a result
of planting its caterpillar food plant, the yellow Bird’s-foot
Trefoil, also known as ‘eggs & bacon’ or ‘granny’s toenails’.
They are best seen on the Kidneys on the bee-friendly
‘pollinator patch’ created by Oxford Friends of the Earth, and
on Aston’s Eyot flower meadows.
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ITV filming 'Lewis' on Boathouse Island
In early July part of a new episode of the crime drama Lewis was filmed by Christ Church
boathouse, with production vehicles parked on the Eyot and access to the location on a temporary
pontoon bridge. The TV company consulted us on where to park and make access routes without
damage to our projects, and have generously given the Friends £1000 towards our work. The photo
shows Kevin Whately (‘Inspector Lewis’) on the set with cast and crew, and a group of cameratoting fans behind.
(Note the photo bomber in sunglasses pulling a face in the centre of the picture!!)
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What future for our water meadow plants?
Once upon a time, when my Victorian Wild Flower book was written, England was rich in water
meadows. The author of the book says of Thalictrum flavum, Common Meadow Rue, ‘Moist
Meadows; common’. But alas, no longer. The 2010 edition of the New Flora of the British Isles
describes Common Meadow Rue as ‘scattered and declining in England Wales and Ireland’.
It has been a surprise and a delight to find,
each year for the past four years, tiny
patches of this once common water
meadow flower hanging on, into and
over the water, determined to make
a go of life on the river’s edge in the
most unpromising circumstances.
A small patch on the ditch in the
Kidneys is probably still there but
bindweed and other tall vegetation
make inspection at flowering time
impossible. A small patch at the point
where the Cherwell and the Shire Lake
The feathery flowers of Common Meadow Rue
Ditch diverge has, by chance, been
protected for the past two years by the mooring ropes of barge and cruiser from what might have
been devastation by party goers burning bonfires close to the edge of the bank. This year the
minutest plant was spotted higher up the ditch, a most inaccessible point of bank, in the dark under
an ivy covered tree trunk, and has been protected from browsing deer or other predation with a
small piece of netting.
But the season this year, thanks to many people who have helped with advice and decision making,
has been exceptional for the patch of Common Meadow Rue on the Thames bank. It was protected
by a path diversion for a couple of years, but you can now walk past it along the river bank; it is now
protected by a larger enclosure of netting secured by old angle irons, which we hope won’t disappear
into bonfires. This was the fate of the wooden stakes earlier in the summer. It’s a plant which
spreads from rhizomes. This must explain its extraordinary tenacity in the odd spots where we’ve
found it. The protection of the fence in this spot on the Thames bank has kept out browsing deer.
The ongoing pulling of nettles has allowed the Common Meadow Rue to begin to spread, and other
water meadow plants, Common Valerian, Gipsywort, Water Mint, Wild Angelica, Meadowsweet,
Hemlock Water dropwort, Yellow Flag Iris, and this year a spike of Marsh Woundwort, are flourishing
with it.
Because it is no longer common, you may not recognise its leaf shape, which early in the year is
similar to Aquilegia. So you may not have been able to pick it out if you’ve looked over the fence of
the enclosure; it was the tallest of the flowering plants, visible against the light on the river along the
river’s edge. It flowers in late June, early July, and is setting seed now. The photo shows the flowers
in more detail. There appear to be at least ten plants well established there now.

Eyot Bird Notes
Over the past few years the Friends have
erected many nest boxes on the Eyot and
surveys have confirmed that the tit boxes
have always been well occupied. We have
also put up four owl boxes, two Kestrel boxes
and a number of Stock Dove boxes but
these are much less accessible than tit boxes
and we have not been able to confirm whether
or not they were being used. We were
therefore pleased when a Tawny Owl was
spotted in one of the boxes, confirming that it
was being used for roosting, if not breeding.
Tawny Owl at the nest box entrance

There were doubts this year about whether Sparrowhawks, which have bred
successfully on a number of occasions, had raised a brood as no nest had been
spotted. Despite the absence of any significant sightings over the summer it seems
that they did breed in the vicinity - in late July the calls of young Sparrowhawks,
which had probably just left the nest, were frequently heard in the area where they
usually breed.

Although we have put up numerous tit boxes it looks as if we may not have put up
enough!! This photo, taken by Jackie Ingram, shows a very blurred Blue Tit leaving
the extremely narrow entrance to a batbox. We don't know whether it used the box
for breeding but they are clearly happy to squeeze into the narrowest of gaps when
they need to.

Tree work progress with the Patsy Wood Trust
We got a lot done last winter with our tree contractor, Ian.
 In the Plantation we took out some of the field maple which was casting very dense shade, to
allow other plants to grow. At the school end we enlarged the glade here and made two big deer
exclosures to enable some clumps of shrubs and woodland flowers to get away without being
constantly eaten off. A third exclosure is planned here for this autumn.
 A butterfly scallop was cut into the edge of the Plantation along Plantation path. This creates a
large sheltered sunny bay, edged with shrubs. We have removed the nettles here, and will be
sowing a mix of woodland edge and meadow wildflowers and grasses here to benefit wildlife
generally and bees and butterflies in particular.
 Restoration of the hedge along the Plantation edge was done by pollarding the long neglected
field maple hedge here, and planting a variety of other native hedging species in front of the
maple to make a thick wildlife-friendly hedge. The new plantings were fenced against deer, but
problems with this and the dry weather has delayed the plants’ growth. The recent rain will have
helped.
 In the Orchard we took out
(or ring-barked) the sycamores
and most of the ash which were
beginning to shade out the fruit
trees. While surveying for this
work, we were intrigued to
discover one very large vine!
It doesn’t seem to have any
grapes on it, alas.
 Along the Cherwell, we pollarded
the remaining old crack willows
– once willows have been
pollarded this needs to be
Ash trees felled to create a scallop into the plantation, to
repeated at intervals to prevent
add variety and a create a sheltered spot for butterflies
them collapsing completely.
 Log Seats. We swapped some of the logs from the Plantation, thinning for some bigger logs for
seats. These have been welcomed by walkers who like the chance to sit. The ones further from
the river have survived well, but unfortunately we have had no success at Boathouse Corner
where most of us would like to sit and enjoy the river view. The first two there were rolled into
the river, and the third, a very heavy sycamore log which we thought no-one would be able to
move or roll, was promptly manoeuvred into the bonfire and burnt. Alas we don’t think there’s
any point trying again!
Next winter we will be working along the ditch at the south end of the Eyot and on the Kidneys,
pollarding willows as necessary and clearing unwanted growth that is overshadowing the ditches
too much such that water plants cannot thrive.
We are most grateful to the Patsy Wood Trust for funding this work, and also for funding the toolstore which has made life so much easier this year by allowing us to store tools on site.

Guerrilla Sculptor Unmasked!!
Over the past year regular walkers on Aston's Eyot
and the Kidneys will probably have noticed a
number of wooden sculptures mysteriously
appearing in various spots, some very visible,
others needing a bit more seeking out. The most
prominent was the wooden dog which stood guard
in the middle of the Kidneys for several weeks,
providing a great deal of amusement and
stimulating many discussions about how life-like it
was and who had made it. Sadly the dog was
eventually kidnapped but the mystery sculptor has
not been idle. A graceful heron near the bridge
from the Kidneys to the Eyot has proved more
resilient and it is clearly putting down roots, as it
has recently sprouted leaves from its legs!!
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The heron in Shirelake Ditch, soon after
it was erected
As well as the larger sculptures there have
been a number of smaller creations - a
woodpecker and a hen, which was perched
on top of the pollarded field maples on the
Plantation Path. There was also 'Eyot Man'
who could be found permanently climbing a
tree on the Eyot.

After months of sleuthing by our team of
investigative journalists we can reveal that
the person responsible for the sculptures is
local dog walker, Mick Brennan. Always a shy and retiring individual, Mick's response to our
enquiries was 'Yes, it was me Guv; it's a fair cop'. It's unlikely that Mick's creative streak has been
exhausted so keep an eye out for more characters appearing in unexpected spots. (Editor's tip check out the telegraph pole at the bottom of Fairacres Road).

Mick Brennan,
guerrilla sculptor

Birdseed Patch
In spring this year we planted a
mixed crop of commercial birdseed
in a plot near Boathouse Corner.
This has turned out to be
dominated by brassicas (mustard,
rapeseed), but there is also canary
seed (a grass with small furry
heads), niger seed (yellow
‘marigolds’, see photo) and a few
small sunflowers. We will report in
winter on whether the patch
succeeds in attracting long-lost
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species like Linnets. Niger seed
Niger seed growing amongst the brassicas
Guizotia abyssinica is a tropical
crop originally grown in Africa as an oil-seed for cooking, lighting and in soap, but has in recent
The extra tall nettles have benefited from nutrients
years been widely promoted (as 'nyjer seed') as God's gift to Goldfinches - though in fact they
leached from a raked pile of cut nettles
appear to prefer sunflower hearts.

Eyot Man story book in preparation
Having created Eyot Man,
Mick Brennan has been
inspired to write a
children's book which
features Eyot Man as the
hero. He isn't saying too
much about the plot but it
will be set in Aston's Eyot
and the Kidneys. It is in the
final stages and will be
published in the near
future, with illustrations
and a video to publicise it.
Watch this space.

