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Annual Review to 31st March 2020
Welcome to all our supporters and readers of this Annual Review in which we give
glimpses of the activities and changes that have taken place during the last year as
well as plans for the year ahead.
At
M this difficult and anxious time the Trustees hope that you will find here a reminder
of the many good things about the past year, and that we can all look forward to a
better future.

Wetlands

Old Bridge Meadow, March 2020

Hurst meadow main entrance, March 2020

River of Life II
After such a wet winter, when the meadows were flooded for weeks on end, it seems
ironic that we should be participating in a project to enhance the wetland habitat on
Old Bridge Meadow and Overy Mead Piece.
Early in 2019 we agreed to become project partners with our neighbour the Earth Trust
which was awarded a substantial grant to restore and create natural riverside wetland
systems. Most of the work will be on the right bank of the Thames, close to the Earth

Trust HQ, but two small developments are taking place on the Thame river bank
between Dorchester Bridge and the Thame/Thames confluence. Funded by a Water
Environment Grant, through the European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development,
the project is being managed by the Earth Trust and has now gained all necessary
planning and other permissions. The role of the Hurst Water Meadow Trust is to allow
the work to proceed on our land and then to maintain the newly created wetland.
Unfortunately, the timetable for this may be affected by the coronavirus Covid19
outbreak. There is more information, including a description of an earlier wetland
development (River of Life I), on the Earth Trust website: www.earthtrust.org.uk
Hurst eco-hydrology project
Complementing the above work on Old Bridge Meadow and Overy Mead Piece, we
are also hoping to enhance existing water features on the Hurst meadow. Our plan is
to create two new scrapes and to deepen parts of the main channel/ditch that runs
through the meadow parallel with the river Thame. The aim is to retain water in these
areas for a longer period during dry summers, so increasing the diversity of flora and
fauna, especially aquatic fauna. Trustee Shammy Puri is developing this project but,
again, the schedule of work may be delayed by Covid19 restrictions.
We have been very fortunate to receive a grant for this project from FCC Communities
Foundation which awards grants to community projects from funds donated by the
Landfill Communities Fund. We are eligible for this support because we are an
environmental body located within 10 miles of a landfill site.

Access improvements

Alterations to the Hurst access bridge: stanchions have been cantilevered out on each side and damaged rails
replaced.

The bridge across the Thame at the main entrance to the Hurst was widened and
repaired in May 2019 in order to allow the passage of farm machinery to take the
annual hay cut. The work was carried out by JR Hill and Sons of Henley. Our own
trustees and volunteers then installed new gate posts for the main gate and re-aligned
the pedestrian gate.

Events on the Hurst
Once again the Trust participated in the Dorchester Festival with a family walk
around the Hurst. This was led by Louise Aukland with contributions from Richard
Tilley (birds, mammals and reptiles), John Metcalfe (meadow management) and
James Bell (fish).

Making osier ‘wands’, Dorchester Festival walk, May 2019

In September, during the autumn Equinox, the Hurst was the outdoor location for
Henge19, instigated by Adrian Brooks and described by him as “A celebration of the
sense of place, and the continuity of community, which ties us to those who lived on
this plot of land before us”. People of all ages, from Dorchester and beyond, flocked
to the Hurst on the evening of 20 September to witness, and participate in, a light and
sound installation. The Henge itself comprised a circle of electric blue glowing imitation
rock forms decorated with poetry, strange animals and people. Background recordings

of drumming added to the atmosphere and David Wilkinson read some of his poems
relating to ‘a sense of place’.

Henge19: the installation on the Hurst meadow

Henge19: the gathering at the installation

Henge19: Miranda Creswell with her drawing of black poplars

As part of the same celebration a drawing by artist Miranda Creswell was displayed
on the Hurst, depicting the large black poplars which grow near Buck Pool. This was
a ‘first’ for us and for the artist, placing her work out of doors in the landscape from
which she drew her inspiration.
School visits took place during the year, the river Thame being favoured for
geographers’ river studies. The Forest School children, from S. Birinus Primary School
in Dorchester, continue to visit the Hurst weekly during term time. Weather conditions
don’t put them off but, frustratingly, their activities were curtailed by the flood waters.
(www.forestschoolassociation.org gives information on the principles behind the
movement).

Land management
Trustee Chris Smith oversees the management of the meadows and organises the
Tuesday morning volunteer work parties. Between April and November volunteers
gathered on 23 Tuesdays, averaging 6.5 workers per session. We are tremendously
grateful for this help and the results are appreciated by those who walk in the
meadows.
The walking is made all the more enjoyable by having mown footpaths and, for this,
we thank Edward Marriott who did 90% of the mowing whilst taking a gap year from
university. Meanwhile Eloise Marriott worked at weekends (as part of her Duke of

Edinburgh Award) clearing vegetation from around young trees and seating areas and
also, during the winter, cataloguing our paper archives.
The annual hay cut was taken on the Hurst on 11 July, and a little earlier on the other
meadows. Our thanks to Andrew Townsend and to Mr Cook (Shillingford Farm) for
undertaking this. In early November Toby Pejkovic introduced three horses to graze
the Hurst but then found that they had to be removed and reintroduced several times
because of the floods.
Strong winter winds brought down some trees and large branches which trustee
Graham Beland and his helpers are starting to remove. When the task exceeds our
abilities we employ tree surgeon Nick Keighley, of North Face Forestry, to step in and
assist us.
Tree planting
Six ‘true’ (gene tested) black poplar saplings, sourced by trustee John Metcalfe and
kindly supplied by Charles Dickerson, were planted across the three meadows to try
to maintain numbers of this rare species. A further 200 mixed native saplings were
planted within the meander at the Thame/Thames confluence on Overy Mead Piece.
These young plants, spiral guards and canes were supplied free of charge by OVO
Energy and distributed by The Conservation Volunteers. Members of Sonning
Common Green Gym joined trustees and local volunteers to plant all 200 little trees
on a Saturday morning in November.

Planting 200 saplings in November 2019, with the help of members of Sonning Common Green Gym

Flora
Through the summer there were meadow flowers in profusion on the Hurst and
many butterflies. Lady's bedstraw (Galium verum) was more widespread across the
Hurst and there was an increase in betony (Stachys officinalis) and field scabious
(Knautia arvensis). We would like to see more yellow rattle (Rhinanthus minor) but it
is slow to establish. The main scrape was, once again, a rich tapestry of flowers – an
inspiration for our proposal to excavate another scrape in the open part of the
meadow.
The annual count of fritillary flowers last April numbered 45.

Lady’s bedstraw and field scabious, Hurst meadow

Flowers in the scrape, Hurst meadow

Fauna
Mink trapping continues but with interruptions when one or more of the ‘trappers’ is
unavailable, or when flooding prevents access to the floating rafts that carry the
traps. Trustee Chris Hill attended a BBOWT course on trapping and despatching
mink and he is currently trialling a remote sensor which is attached to the trap and
sends an alert to a mobile phone when the trap is sprung. There is a requirement
that a baited trap be checked at least daily and the remote notification should make
the business of trapping more efficient and humane.
The flooding also restricted the use of the camera trap close to the river banks but
we hope to resume video surveillance this spring and summer.

Thanks
As always, we owe huge thanks to all our supporters, generous donors and
volunteers. Some trustees, and people on whom we rely, have been named in this
review but there are many others who contribute to the work and wellbeing of the
Trust throughout the year. We thank all of you, most warmly.
Let us hope that we shall come through the Covid19 pandemic and, later this year,
find ourselves able to fully enjoy the meadows with perhaps an enhanced
appreciation.
Gillian Johnson, Hon Secretary

Richard Farrant, Chairman
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