
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Friends Of Otterhead Estate 
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Welcome to Autumn - it’s been quite a damp and muddy one so far! 

We’re delighted that Mal Squance  answered our request to help with fundraising and hopefully this will 

enable us to bring forward a whole list of proposed restoration and improvement projects at Otterhead. 

We have now raised all the funds needed to progress the micro hydro-electric project, which aims to bring 

permanent zero carbon electricity to the Coach House. This should enable the building to be used for a wide 

variety of community activities and events, as well as making life easier for Forest School. Eight funders in all 

have been involved and local volunteer David Jackson is making great progress clearing out the ancient mill 

leat which will provide the flow to the turbine. We’re particularly grateful to Blackdown Hills for coming in to 

complete the funding, and to both local Parish Councils for their support in securing the funding from 

Somerset County Council. We still await the go-ahead from Wessex Water, and after 5 years in project 

development we really hope that this will be granted soon 

 

Practical habitat management 

We have had 2 tasks at Otterhead so far this autumn. In 

September we helped to improve the access by clearing 

the vegetation alongside and hanging above the main 

circular route.  

In October we raked up the cut grass from the meadow 

that had been cut in September and made a start on 

clearing back brambles from the wildflower bank below 

the walled garden and along the edges of the main track. 

 

 

 

Raking up the cut grass is important to help reduce the 

fertility of the soil, as many wildflowers require this to 

thrive. Where the grass has been cleared, small gaps are 

also created within the sward and seeds of the yellow 

rattle plant will be sown into these gaps. Yellow rattle is 

often used as a conservation tool as this plant parasitises 

the roots of grasses, reducing their dominance and 

consequently allowing the growth of other less 

competitive flowering plants such as black knapweed, 

eyebright, and devils-bit scabious.  



 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 Wildlife 

Ivy is a common evergreen plant seen 

scrambling up the stems of the trees. The ivy 

doesn’t parasitise the tree, but just uses it for 

support and is of great value to wildlife - the 

yellowy green dome shaped clusters of flowers 

are a good source of autumn nectar and pollen 

for hornets, bees, hoverflies, and red admiral 

butterflies when there are few other plants in 

flower on which to feed.  

The dense growth provides cover for bats and 

many insects will use it to shelter under 

especially over the winter. After the ivy has 

flowered it produces black berries and these 

are eaten by many birds including thrushes, 

blackbirds and woodpigeons. 

In folklore ivy was traditionally associated with 

fidelity and it is still customary for bridal 

bouquets to contain a sprig of ivy. 

Autumn is a great time to look for fungi.  The living part 

of the fungus is called the mycelium made from a web 

of tiny filaments called hyphae which are hidden within 

the soil, in wood or whatever substrate the fungus is 

living on. These hyphae produce enzymes that digest 

food and then it is absorbed. The fungi remain hidden 

until they develop mushrooms (toadstools) often at 

this time of year. The mushroom part of the fungus is 

the reproductive part and release seed called spores. 

The fungus opposite is common in the woodland at 

Otterhead and is called Sulphur Tuft where it can grow 

in large clumps on stumps, dead roots or on the rotting 

trunks of broadleaved trees. 

 

 

 

 

Many thanks to John, Val, Matt, Mal, Beccy, Mike, Jean, Liz 

and Sylvia for their help. There’s plenty more work to do and 

the next task is planned for: 

Saturday 11th December 9.30 to 12.30 

(Please book using the contact details at the end of the 

newsletter) 

 



    

 

  

Goldfinches are one of the 

UK’s most striking and easily 

recognisable birds and one of 

my favourites. They are 

sociable birds, usually seen in 

flocks (a group of goldfinches 

is called a ‘charm’) and will 

often overwhelm a garden bird 

feeder! 

Their long, fine beaks allow 

them to access otherwise 

inaccessible seeds from 

thistles and teasels but will 

also feed on the seeds of 

alder, birch and dandelions. 

 

 

 

The photo opposite is of an eared pond snail taken by underwater 

photographer Henley Spiers. This species is abundant in freshwater 

lakes, ponds and slow-moving rivers.  There are more than 30 

species of freshwater snail in the UK, and they are largely divided 

into the ‘pulmonates’ which breathe air using lungs (such as the 

eared snail) and ‘operculates’ which obtain oxygen from the water 

using gills. The operculate snails also tend to have separate male 

and female individuals whereas the pulmonates are hermaphrodite 

meaning that both the males and females can produce eggs after 

fertilisation. 

The eared pond snails feed on detritus and algae, scraping at their 

food using a muscular, rasp-like tongue called a radula and are an 

important component of the lake ecosystem helping to prevent the 

build up of decaying organic matter 

This small bird is called a treecreeper and 

they spend their days walking up tree trunks 

using their beaks to pick out insects from the 

bark and crevices. When they get to the top 

of the tree, they fly down to the base of 

another tree trunk and begin another 

upward climb! 

Treecreepers are common birds at Otterhead 

but they are hard to spot as when they are 

disturbed they will freeze and their mottled 

brown colouration provides good camouflage 

against the tree bark. 

Photo by Jim Scott 

Photo by Jim Scott 



 

Friends Of Otterhead  

The Otterhead Estate Trust is a not-for-profit organisation run entirely by volunteers. Whether you use the 

reserve regularly or appreciate it from afar (!) we would love to have more Friends Of members. It costs £10 

a year; the money helps with the upkeep of the site and also means you have say in how the site is run and 

can attend the Friends Of only events. 

If you’d like to know more about the Friends Of group please contact Jackie Gage.  07966 402391   

Friendsofotterhead@gmail.com 

The Friends Of Otterhead has a new Twitter account so you can now follow our activities at 

https://twitter.com/FrdsofOtterhead 

Forest School 

As usual the staff and volunteers at the Forest School have been very proactive in keeping the paths clear and 

clearing the reserve of litter as well as emptying the dog bins and organising the cutting of the glades by a 

local farmer. They have also organised a series of walks for the Men’s Mental Health Walking Group which are 

running from 4th November for 10 weeks.  

 

This sleepy ball of fluff is a dormouse! Although their 

populations are declining nationally Somerset and 

Devon are still a stronghold for them and they are 

occasionally seen in peoples’ gardens stealing bird 

food from the feeders or their round woven nests 

can sometimes be found inside bird boxes. 

 

 

Dormice are nocturnal, are agile climbers and 

mostly live in the tree canopy and scrubby 

woodland edges and hedges and so are rarely 

seen. One way of surveying for their presence in 

the late summer and autumn is to look for fallen 

hazelnut shells on the woodland floor and paths. 

Many animals will eat hazelnuts including 

squirrels, birds, bank voles and woodmice but 

only dormice will leave an almost perfectly 

round hole with a very smooth inner rim and 

neat angled toothmarks on the outer rim. 
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