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SAVEBUSCOT CHALLENGES THAMES WATER TO RETURN BRANDY ISLAND TO NATIONAL TRUST 

 EARTHLY PARADISE
William Morris’s “earthy paradise” on the Upper Reaches of the Thames is a willow-lined stretch of riverside where Morris “spent time in nature” and found an opportunity to recover from the stresses of Victorian life.  His famous “willow” pattern was inspired by a walk along the river at Kelmscott Manor, the Jacobean house where he retreated with his wife Jane, and his friends Dante Gabriel Rosetti and Edward Burne Jones.

These quiet, remote water meadows still inspire peace and contemplation for lovers of the river’s unspoiled rural areas. 

Brandy Island, an overgrown mini wilderness near Kelmscott House, is home to bats, water voles, kingfishers, and otters.  It is the quiet setting of the Grade I listed St. Mary’s the Virgin Church with Burne Jones’ stained glass windows, The Good Shepherd and Faith, Hope and Charity, which are national treasures. The picturesque environment of the National Trust conservation village of Buscot, which is visited by Trust members, walkers and fishermen, is dependent upon the preservation of this beauty spot.

The mellow blending of ancient stones, reflections in the river and birdsong in the willows here embodies what Morris describes as “the spiritual dimension of the past.”  This perfection and harmony of architecture and natural landscape is called “the genius of the place.”

In late 2009 Thames Water sold this idyllic haven for £380,000 for commercial development.  The privatised utility has profited nearly 40,000% from the public purse in the sale of the island, which was compulsorily purchased in 1955 from the Ernest Cook Estate for £11 by the Faringdon Rural District Council.  

The compulsory purchase removed the island from the Buscot Estate, which was given to the National Trust to be preserved “inalienably” for the nation. The island passed in 1974 to the Thames Water Authority, which became privatised in 1989 as Thames Water, plc.

The 2009 sale violates the precepts of the Crichel Down Rules, which require government departments and other statutory bodies to offer back to the former owners or their successors any land acquired by compulsory purchase. 

Faringdon Rural District Council stated in ’69, “It would be totally inequitable to permit land acquired by compulsory purchase for an express purpose to be sold for development purposes by an entirely different organization.”  


Since 1992, when the pumping station closed down and the island became “surplus land,” the National Trust has been trying to buy back the island from Thames Water to preserve it as a wildlife sanctuary.  Whether or not Crichel Down Rules can be enforced, there remains a moral obligation for this global conglomerate to give the island back.  By selling it for development at a vast profit, Thames Water and its shareholders are exploiting the river’s heritage.  (There is a legal question about whether Thames Water paid Capital Gains tax on this £11 purchase.)   

Commercialization of this fragile and historic environment will spell the end of Morris’ “earthly paradise,” and destroy an opportunity for river lovers to find peace and harmony in nature.

Ed Vaizey, local MP, has informed Simon Jenkins, chairman of the National Trust who wrote in praise of this landscape of stones and nature at Buscot in his book, The 1000 Best Houses.

The National Trust is being urged to lead a national campaign to buy back the island. 
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