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Description and Reasons for Notification

Aston Rowant National Nature Reserve and Site of Special Scientific Interest is one of the largest surviving complexes
of beech woodland, mixed scrub, juniper and chalk grassland, habitats once widespread in the Chilterns but now largely
fragmented by agricultural improvement, the cessation of traditional grazing systems and afforestation.

Much of the site is on Upper Chalk, while the harder Middle Chalk has eroded to produce the steep slopes of Beacon Hill
and Bald Hill.  The hill tops are covered with a layer of Clay-with-Flints up to 6 metres in depth.  The grasslands on the
steep slopes are on shallow rendzina soils of the Icknield series whilst deeper fine calcareous silty soils of the Coombe
series are present in the valley bottoms.

The woodland is dominated by beech, together with pedunculate oak, wild cherry, whitebeam, ash, hazel and holly,
particularly on the deeper soils of the plateau.  The ground flora includes sanicle Sanicula europaea, dog's mercury
Mercurialis perennis, sweet woodruff Galium odoratum, wood dog-violet Viola riviniana, yellow archangel
Lamiastrum galeobdolon and bramble Rubus fruticosus agg. in the open areas.  The woods also contain a number of
uncommon plants characteristic of the Chilterns beechwoods including violet helleborine Epipactis purpurata, white
helleborine Cephalanthera damasonium and wood barley Hordelymus europaeus.  

In the dry coombes there are stands of open scrub dominated by juniper Juniperus communis, intermixed with grassland.
Ring counts indicate that the older bushes are between 80 and 90 years old.  Mixed scrub of elder, privet, hawthorn,
wayfaring tree, buckthorn, yew, whitebeam, dogwood and bramble are present on Beacon Hill and on the margins of the
juniper scrub.  The scrub also contains heavily rabbit-grazed areas with bare ground colonised by wild candytuft Iberis
amara, a species with a British distribution centred on the Chilterns.

The management history and soil type have combined to produce a series of discrete grassland types, each of which is
confined to calcareous soils and is of restricted national distribution.  The tightly-grazed pastures on Beacon Hill have a
combination of communities typical of both the western and south-eastern chalk downs,  The more exposed and northern
slopes, which have a sward characterised by the moss Dicranum scoparium and are maintained by rabbits and human
trampling, have an impoverished flora which includes heath speedwell Veronica officinalis, hairy violet Viola hirta and
common rock-rose Helianthemum nummularium.  Elsewhere on the plateau and the south-facing scarp sheep grazing
maintains a more species-rich sward which includes clustered bell-flower Campanula glomerata, squinancywort
Asperula cynanchica and stemless thistle Cirsium acaule.



OVER/

The rough, more lightly grazed areas on deeper soils at the base of Beacon Hill and to the south of Bald Hill have
communities dominated by upright brome Bromus erectus, typical of many calcareous soils in south and south-east
England.  At Aston Rowant these areas contain Chiltern gentian Gentianella germanica, a plant largely restricted to the
Chilterns, and mat grass fescue Vulpia unilateralis, a species of very local distribution.  There is a thick moss layer which
includes Camptothecium lutescens, Fissidens cristatus, Campylium chrysophyllum and Rhodobryum roseum.  Several
species of orchid are found including butterfly Platanthera chlorantha, bee Ophrys apifera, early purple Orchis
mascula, common spotted Dactylorhiza fuchsii, pyramidal Anacamptis pyramidalis and frog Coeloglossum viride.

The various grassland types and structures have associated invertebrate communities.  Over 500 species of invertebrate
have been recorded including several which have an extremely restricted distribution nationally.  The short, heavily grazed
grassland supports the nationally uncommon light feathered rustic Agrotis cinera and chalk carpet moths Scotopteryx
bipunctaria, silver-spotted skipper butterfly Hesperia comma a species confined to only 55 colonies (most of them very
small) on the chalk and limestone of southern England, the leaf beetle Longitarus obliteratus and the rare bugs Piesma
quadratum and Taphropeltus hamulatus.  In the longer, less intensively grazed vegetation the dotted rustic moth Rhyacia
simulans, marbled white butterfly Melanargia galathea and ground beetles Amara nitida and A. equestris occur.  Other
notable species include the beetles Leiodes badia and Meligethes bidentatus and the harvest spider Homalenotus
quadridentatus.

The mixed scrub contains several nationally uncommon invertebrates, including the beetles Brachysomus hirtus, Osphya
bipunctata, Ptomophagus varicornis, Rhagonycha lutea, Badister sodalis and the spider Ceratinopsis stativa.  There
is a specialised fauna restricted to the juniper scrub, including juniper shield bug Cyphostethus tristriatus, the bug
Dichrooscytus valesianus and juniper pug moth Eupithecia pusillata.  The woodland supports the nationally uncommon
moths, white marked Cerastis leucographa, barred hook-tip Drepana cultraria and square spotted clay Xestia
rhomboidea.

The site has 50 species of breeding bird recorded, including sparrowhawk, woodcock, tawny owl, great spotted and green
woodpeckers, marsh and willow tits in the woodland and turtle dove, cuckoo, nightingale, garden warbler, whitethroat and
lesser whitethroat in the scrubby areas.


