Aston Rowant
National Nature Reserve

Welcome to Aston Rowant
National Nature Reserve
What do you know about red kites,
orchids and Nature’s lawnmowers? Their
stories are just some of the discoveries
waiting to be revealed to you as you
explore the reserve.
Aston Rowant National Nature Reserve
(NNR) lies on the north western scarp of
the Chiltern Hills, within the Chilterns
Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty
(AONB) overlooking the Vale of Oxford.
The NNR is characteristic of a Chilterns
landscape. The majority of the NNR is
chalk grassland, which is full of colourful
wildflowers and insects. The remainder
of the site includes areas of mixed scrub
such as bramble and hawthorn, areas of
juniper, and ancient beech woodland.
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Our wildlife treasure chests
There are over 200 NNRs in England which
are carefully managed to protect the most
important areas of our countryside, Whilst
these are homes for wildlife, they are also
places for people, offering visitors a firsthand experience of nature.

Nature’s lawnmowers
Grazing animals have been part of the
Chiltern’s landscape for thousands of
years. They are very effective at keeping
wildflower-rich grassland in good
condition and controlling the spread
of young scrub, to stop it dominating
grassland areas. We graze the reserve with
around 300 speckle-faced beulah sheep,
a small herd of feral (wild) goats, and
sometimes cattle from neighbouring farms.
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In the right quantities, scrub can be good
for wildlife as it provides food and a home
for insects and birds. We have let some
areas of scrub develop into taller, more
dense patches, and these are managed
manually by volunteers.

A journey through time
Beneath most of the reserve lies
approximately 100 metres of chalk.
The chalk was formed about 350 million
years ago from the compressed remains
of microscopic sea creatures that lived in
the warm, shallow seas that once covered
this area.
Flint is another typical stone of the
Chiltern Hills, which is much harder than
chalk and was formed from silica in the
remains of sponge-like creatures that also
lived in the warm seas.
Human activity has been part of the
Chiltern’s landscape for millennia. The
Icknield Way is thought to have been in
use for at least 3,000 years. During the
construction of the M40, archaeologists
unearthed a Saxon village and burial
ground close to where junction 6 now
stands and when the cutting was created,
a Roman road was found which crossed
over the ridge.
This history of human travel has created
some striking features, such as the curious
‘sunken ways’ – remnants of eroded tracks
that resemble wide-bottomed ditches.
Like the M40 today, people used these
ancient routes to travel through the
landscape; farmers took their animals
to market; merchants travelled between
settlements with their wares; and
woodsmen hauled timber and firewood
down to the villages.

It’s the pits!
The many pits and hollows on the reserve
were once sawpits that turned timber into
planks, or small quarry pits dug for flints
used to build typical Chilterns houses and
farm buildings.

Do you have time for wildlife?
We are always recruiting volunteers to
help look after the site and assist with
public events and school visits. Volunteers
benefit from learning about conservation,
developing new skills, keeping fit and also
enjoying the social side of being part of a
volunteer team.
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Volunteer installing juniper guards

