
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

FoAE Newsletter 
July 2016 

 

Wild Flower and Insect Walk 
 
On 17th July we ran a Wild Flower and Insect 
Walk which was well attended by about 20 people. 
The focus was on the association between wild 
flowers found on the Eyot and the insects which 
rely on them for food, shelter, mating and many 
other activities. Our resident plant expert, Claire 
Malone-Lee, led the walk and was joined by Ivan 
Wright from the Shotover Wildlife Trust who 
contributed his invaluable knowledge about 
insects and, in particular, bees. Ivan conducted a 
survey of insect life on the Eyot some years ago 
and we hope that he might be able to repeat it 
soon. If so, we are hoping for a significant rise in 
the number of species as a result of the work we 
have carried out, increasing the diversity and 
volume of plants beneficial to wildlife.  

Welcome 
Welcome to the latest edition of our occasional newsletter. After weeks of 
rain and the most sunless June on record, at last there are some signs of 
summer in the air. Butterflies are finally beginning to respond to the flowers, 
and swifts are already preparing to leave!  
 

Enjoy the changing seasons at Aston’s Eyot. 

  

 

 

 
Text and photos - Tim Lee 

Photos -  

1. Ivan expertly holds a cuckoo bumblebee which, as 

their name suggests, lay their eggs in the nests of other 

bumblebees which raise and feed them. They don't 

collect pollen and hence the absence of pollen baskets 

on their rear legs. 
 

2. Taking photos of the many species of insects seen on 

the walk. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

Aerial photos of Aston’s Eyot go back nearly a century, the first was taken in 1920, mostly taken by 

the company Aerofilms and online at www.britainfromabove.org.uk (the 1920-1947 photos below).  

There’s a long gap from 1947 to the early 1980s in photos online, the 1983-4 picture being taken 

from a book of air photos of Britain published in 1985.  All the photos have been trimmed to 

emphasize the Eyot – Anthony Cheke. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1920, the Eyot, top centre, with the line of poplars along the New Cut to the right 

 

 
1928, showing a shallow watercourse across the Eyot  apparently along the front line of the rubbish 

tip. 

 

 
1932, now showing a straight line across the Eyot representing the front line of the refuse dumping. 

 

 

A brief history of Aston’s Eyot from the air 
Aerial photos of Aston’s Eyot go back nearly a century, the first was taken in 1920, mostly 

taken by the company Aerofilms and online at www.britainfromabove.org.uk (the 1920-1947 

photos below).  There’s a long gap from 1947 to the early 1980s in photos online, the 1983-4 

picture being taken from a book of air photos of Britain published in 1985. The boundary of the 

Eyot is outlined by the yellow line.  All the photos have been trimmed to emphasize the Eyot – 

Anthony Cheke 

 

 

1920    The Eyot, top centre seen from the north, with the line of poplars along the New Cut 

to the right 
 

 

1928   Again seen from the north, showing a shallow watercourse across the Eyot  apparently 

along  the front line of the rubbish tip. 
 

 
 

1932   From the north west, now showing a straight line across the Eyot representing the 

front line of the refuse dumping. 

 

http://www.britainfromabove.org.uk/


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

More aerial views of the Eyot 
 

 
1932   Enlarged (from a different photo) seen from the north, to show the advancing line of refuse; note that 

all the poplars were then on Boathouse Island (foreground), and somewhat  thinned since earlier photos. 

 

1947   The Eyot (centre) as an island of dumped rubbish surrounded by water, though there was then still an 

undumped slice along the river, underwater with just the line of willows indicating the position of the river bank  

 
1983-4   From the north. Isis school has now appeared, but on the Eyot there are no trees where the 

plantation now stands, though it looks as if something, perhaps first stage of the tree planting, has happened at 

its north end. Scrub has developed over the rest of the area, but it was much more open along the river than it 

is now. Note the seasonal pond in Long Meadow (extreme left), now partially shaded by willows. [photo digitally 

enhanced from the distant edge of a panorama in Britain – The landscape below by Philip Clucas (Colour Library 

Books, 1985)]. 

 



 

Wild Angelica or Angelica sylvestris 
Our native Wild Angelica is common in wet ground throughout  

the British Isles. As its name Angelica sylvestris suggests, it is happy  

in the shade of woodland or hedgerows, and you will find it  

flowering along the Thames under the shade of the trees on  

Aston’s Eyot during the summer. I decided to write a little bit  

about it after discovering that a friend had been cursing the  

Hogweed coming up all over her allotment and naming it 

 ‘Wild Angelica’. Both plants are members of what used to be 

 called the ‘Umbellifer’ family, a name describing the arrangement 

 of the flowers. They are borne on flower stalks all springing from  

one central point on the flower stem, like the spokes of an umbrella. 

 Usually the umbels are compound, further smaller umbrellas on  

each stalk carrying the arrangement of flowers. The stalks’ lengths  

arrange the flowers in flat dishes or little domes, allowing maximum 

 light and access for pollinators for each tiny flower. The family, alas 

 for those of us born too soon, has been renamed the ‘Apiaceae’ after the family members whose 

names are high in an alphabetic list, the Apiums, or Marshworts. Further alas for those of us who 

easily become confused, the family is known as the Carrot family, after other family members, the 

Carrots (Daucus carota and others). 

This points to an interesting family characteristic. Very many of the family members are safely 

eaten as herbs, root vegetables, seeds. Sweet Cicely, Coriander, Fennel, Cumin, Celery, Carrots, 

Parsnip and very many other family members we’ll know by name and will feel safe with them in 

the kitchen, but beware of Hemlock, Fool’s Parsley, Hemlock Waterdropwort, all central nervous 

system poisoners. The commonest and most familiar family member is of course Cow Parsley, the 

herald of summer on our roadside verges. 

Wild Angelica has a European continental close relative 

Garden Angelica, Angelica archangelica,and this is the 

plant whose leaves are candied to add to fruit cakes and 

as a cake decoration.  

If you know the little enclosure on the Eyot, on the 

Thames bank, where a small notice tells you something 

of the plants within the enclosure and why we are 

protecting them from browsing by deer, you will see the 

shiny, compound leaves of Wild Angelica, and will not 

confuse it with the very rough, coarse compound leaves 

of Hogweed. The base of the upper leaf stalks of the 

plants is inflated, and the stems are often slightly 

purplish.  

Look out for the leaves and for the flowers along the 

river bank. Once they flower, solitary bees and solitary 

wasps, which love the flowers, will be looking out too.  

                                  Photo and text - Claire Malone-Lee 

 

 

Wild Angelica flower head in the 

enclosure on the banks of the Thames. 
 

 The photo is taken from above, of the 

plant seeding, but there is one tiny little 

white umbel still in full flower to the 

bottom towards the right. 
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Little Egrets on Long Meadow 
 

The Eyot is an excellent birdwatching site, attracting a mix of 

birds throughout the year and on our website we keep a list of all 

sightings - http://friendsofastonseyot.org.uk/wildlife/bird-list/ 

Every now and then we get a surprise visit by a new bird and this 

was the case at the end of April when two Little Egrets called into 

the seasonal pond on Long Meadow. (See the colour photo in the 

aerial views item above for the location of the pond). Little Egrets 

have been seen flying over the Eyot in the past but this was the 

first time that any had landed in this vicinity. They are relatively 

common on the Thames, particularly on Port Meadow, but until 

now the Eyot has perhaps been a bit too urban for their liking. 

Unfortunately they moved on the same day and there have been 

no further sightings.  

Little Egrets have made an amazingly rapid advance into the UK 

from the continent over the last twenty years. It was only in 

1996 that they first bred in the UK and by 2012 there were over 

900 pairs. Now they are a common sight on our coasts and, as 

time goes by, more and more are being seen inland. 
 

Great Spotted Woodpeckers in the Plantation 
 

Another bird which made its presence felt this spring was the Great Spotted Woodpecker. They 

usually nest on the Eyot and in 2014 there were at least two breeding pairs. Unfortunately one 

of their favourite trees, a poplar in the plantation, was blown down and we didn’t manage to 

identify any nests in 2015. This year they were back, again in a poplar, not far from their 

previous spot. As the young approach fledging they become quite noisy, calling out a constant 

‘cheep-cheep’ (feed me!) and the parents oblige with frequent visits to the nest with food. The 

urge to feed is so strong that they are not put off by human presence, allowing an opportunity  

for excellent viewing and photography.                                                        

                                                                                                                                   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

A Little Egret on the coast - the 

white plumage and yellow feet 

make it easy to identify 

A Great Spotted 

Woodpecker 

leaving the nest 

and a hungry 

chick keen to be 

fed as quickly as 

possible! 

Photos and text - Tim Lee 

http://friendsofastonseyot.org.uk/wildlife/bird-list/


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Scallop evolves 
Last year we felled some trees at the south 

western end of the plantation to form a 

scallop, to create a sunny micro-climate 

which will be of benefit to butterflies, bees, 

and other insects. Over winter large 

numbers of Opium poppies germinated 

here from the seedbank in the soil, taking 

advantage of the newly exposed bare 

ground. The seed can lie dormant in the 

soil for many years waiting for the 

opportunity.  It’s not native to the UK, 

being a Mediterranean plant, but has 

become naturalised here. In hotter  

climates, opiates are found in the milky sap or latex. This species is also the source of culinary poppy 

seed and seed oil, neither of which contains opiates. 

 

The Foxgloves, Viper’s bugloss and Ox-eye daisies in the scallop were sown by us.  The Welted 

thistle, also growing in numbers here, is a biennial and, like the Teasels, always takes advantage of 

any bare ground on the Eyot to seed itself. Bees love it! 

                                                                                                                        Photo and text - Ruth Ashcroft 

 
Opium Poppies (Papaver somniferum) growing in the 

scallop cut into the edge of the Plantation last year. 

 

Knotweed and nettles fight back! 
Every year in spring and autumn we have searched the old Japanese Knotweed areas for any shoots to 

remove, and kept a count. Perhaps as a result of the mild winter and recent weeks of rain, there has been 

a surge in the numbers found this year. It’s not a problem, but certainly shows that we should not be 

complacent about it! It is a notorious plant for lying low and then reappearing from dormant roots. 
 

Likewise it has been a bad year for nettles and creeping thistle coming back in the meadow areas.  The 

flower meadow on the main old Knotweed patch is doing well, but the other main meadow area was so 

bad we had the Council mow most of it off for us to help us get a grip on it. It should still flower, but later 

in the summer.                                                                                                                                Ruth Ashcroft 

 

A trip down Memory Lane - 

a working party in 

November 2010, cutting 

down and burning  the 

Japanese Knotweed in the 

spot which is now a 

beautiful wildflower 

meadow - what a difference! 

photo - Tim Lee 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Deer, fences, flowers and nesting habitat 

Who doesn’t enjoy seeing deer on Aston’s 

Eyot?  The Roe Deer are now regularly seen in 

a group of four – do let us know if you see 

more.  The Muntjac don’t stick together in the 

same way so are harder to count – but we 

know there are quite a few.   
 

But as you know that creates a dilemma.  If we 

want new trees to get away and low bushy 

growth for birds to nest in, we have to protect 

them against being eaten.   

 

 

 

The existing trees and shrubs grew away before the 

deer discovered the Eyot and moved in - the Roe Deer 

arrived in 1988-9, the Muntjac around 1990. Many 

woodland and waterside flowers also prove to be 

vulnerable to their voracious appetites, though 

meadow flowers in open areas seem to cope better. 

 

This is why we now have quite a few larger wire 

netting deer exclosures, mainly in the Plantation and 

along the river and ditch banks.  They should 

increasingly sink into the background, and the plants 

inside grow away.                               

                                                                      Ruth Ashcroft 

 

 

A Muntjac on the Eyot - demonstrating the need 

for protection of vulnerable plants! 

 

 

Don't forget the Calendar Competition 
Each year the Friends produce a calendar of photos submitted by visitors to the Eyot and we ask for 

them to be sent in by about the middle of August. All photos will be fully credited and you might 

have the satisfaction of seeing your work in next year’s calendar!! In addition anyone who submits 

a photo which is chosen to illustrate a month will get a free calendar as a small thank you.  
 

We want pictures taken throughout the year so if you've taken any special photos please email 

them to info@friendsofastonseyot.org. They will need to be taken in landscape orientation to fit 

the format of the calendar. The subjects can be plants, animals, scenes or activities  taken on the 

Eyot or the Kidneys nature park.  

 

Pink Purslane, nibbled by deer back to the 

chicken wire, showing that nothing would be left 

without protection 

photo - Claire Malone-Lee 

photo - Anthony Cheke 

mailto:info@friendsofastonseyot.org

