
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

Welcome to the second Friends of Otterhead Estate Newsletter. The nature reserve continued to be well 

used by locals throughout the winter. Every time I walk here I think about lucky we are to have this beautiful 

place on our doorstep and how important it is to look after it both for the benefit of wildlife that lives here 

and for our own mental health, especially during what’s been a really difficult winter for everyone. 

Unfortunately, the Lockdown restrictions meant that some of our planned activities such as the snow drop 

guided walk in February couldn’t take place. However, we were able to have some socially distanced work 

parties before the lockdown, carrying out some useful conservation work and the Forest School has also 

managed to stay active. The wonderful wildlife of Otterhead is of course oblivious to the pandemic! 

Volunteer Work parties 

Thank you to John, Matthew, Matt, Clifford, Mal, Frances, Geraldine and Beccy for your help at one or both 

Friends of Otterhead work parties. In October we managed to clear some of the vegetation growing 

alongside the House leat in preparation for it to be dug out. Eventually the water flowing through here will 

be used to power a small hydro-electric turbine which will in turn provide electricity for the Coach House. 

Previously cut timber was also wheelbarrowed to the Coach House for use as firewood. In November we 

cleared some of the thick bramble from the bank below the walled garden to allow the growth of wild 

flowers. 

 

 

 

 



 

  

Bramble does provide a place for birds 

such as wrens and blackcaps to nest, its 

flowers are a nectar source for insects and 

its berries are a food source for mammals 

such as dormice so it is important not to 

clear it completely.   

Snowdrops were growing on the bank this 

February where some of the bramble was 

cleared. Later in the spring, this bank 

should also be covered with primroses and 

daffodils 

The Taunton Midweek Conservation Volunteers 

have also been busy, planting trees within one 

of the areas previously cleared of laurel. A 

mixture of hazel, blackthorn, oak and silver 

birch were planted and protected from deer 

browsing with tree guards.  

Forest School 

Forest School managed to clear some further 

areas of invasive laurel within the woodland 

along the main track as well as generally 

maintaining the paths and keeping them free of 

fallen trees. 

Pete and Harvey took part in a 4-day charity 

‘Camp Out’ (with permission from Forestry 

England) in early December and managed to 

raise £1800 for the Reminiscence Learning 

Project which supports adults with dementia. 

They are now in the process of building 3 raised 

beds within the Coach House courtyard. Herbs, 

flowers, fruit and vegetables will be grown and 

this will also attract birds, bees and other 

insects. The raised beds will be carefully 

maintained by the Reminiscence Learning 

Project which will be visiting on Thursdays 

when the current Lockdown rules are lifted. 

 

 



 

  

Wildlife 

For many people, the snowdrops are the 

highlight of a winter trip to Otterhead and 

this year the display was as good as ever and 

hopefully lifted everyone’s spirits! Their latin 

name is Galanthus nivalis which translates to 

‘milk flower of the snow’. Although 

snowdrops are considered native plants, they 

were first cultivated in Britain in 1597 and 

then spread into the wider landscape with 

the first record in the wild in 1778. They can 

survive the cold and flower early as they grow 

from bulbs and their leaves have hardened 

tips to help them break through frozen soil. 

 

The strange and rare ice formation 

called ‘Hair ice’ was seen at Otterhead 

this winter. It forms on moist, rotting 

wood.  The conditions needed for 

these thin strands of ice to form are 

quite specific- the temperature needs 

to be slightly under 0 ͦC,  the air needs 

to be humid and a fungus called 

Exidiopsis effusa needs to present on 

the wood. 

 

These brightly coloured fungi are called Scarlet Elf Cups and 

do look like small bowls lying on the woodland floor on 

decaying branches. They are quite commonly found near the 

edges of streams. In folklore it was said that the wood elves 

drank morning dew from the cups 



 

Many birds live in the woodland all year 

round but one of my favourites are the long-

tailed tits. These tiny pale pink, white and 

black birds are sociable and noisy, and you’ll 

often hear them in the branches above you 

looking for food before you see them. In the 

winter they can form flocks of up to 20 birds 

and at night they cluster together to stay 

warm. 

In August 2020 the Government, after a 5-year trial to monitor the beaver populations along the whole 

of the River Otter, declared that they can stay! The beavers at Otterhead continued to be active over the 

winter evidenced by felled trees and stripped bark within the wet woodland. Their dams restrict water 

flow and create ponds of still and deep water and they construct their lodges within these ponds, where 

they feel safe. The ecological benefits of these animals are many and include creating new wetland 

habitats beneficial to many other species especially fish, amphibians, and insects. They help to reduce 

flood risk by slowing the flow of water and have also been shown to improve the quality of the water. 

The beavers at Otterhead continue to be closely monitored by Devon Wildlife Trust 

Help needed 

• Habitat management work parties 

We are hoping to have a few more work parties in the summer to help with tasks such as cutting 

and raking the meadow but with the current Covid situation I’ll have to give dates for these nearer 

the time. 

• Photos and wildlife records 

We would like to have a more comprehensive record of the wildlife at Otterhead, especially the 

birds and insects so if anyone has any ID skills and could help please let me know. Any photos of 

the wildlife and plants from your visits that we can use for future newsletters would also be much 

appreciated 

 

The site is managed as a nature reserve entirely by volunteers. If you would like to 

become a Friend of Otterhead and support our work, (cost £10pa) please contact Jackie 

Gage to find out more. 

Jackie Gage  07966 402391   Friendsofotterhead@gmail.com 

 

 


