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Otterhead Estate Trust 

  Micro hydro-electric project 

 

 

 

A very small hydro-electric turbine 

is to be installed just below the 

bridge and cascade. This will supply 

power to the Coach House, 

replacing the diesel generator 

currently used by Forest School. A 

power supply will also make it 

possible for the local community to 

use the building at weekends, 

evenings and in school holidays. 

Water power is the ideal form of electricity generation as it is clean, quiet, consistent and carbon neutral. 

The supply to the turbine will reuse an ancient watercourse (the “House Leat”) which used to provide 

power to a mill at Otterhead from mediaeval times . . . so we’ll be restoring an ancient landscape feature 

and reusing it for a modern purpose. As the leat is fed by a spring up at Frog Meadow, the power supply 

should be unaffected by seasons or by the weather (which is the issue with PV or wind at off-grid sites).  

 
A local volunteer (David Jackson) has been steadily clearing 

out the leat (by hand!) over the past 2 years and the channel 

is already starting to look and behave as it should. Once 

restored, the watercourse is expected to behave like a chalk 

stream, so will provide a unique additional habitat within the 

nature reserve. The leat also dives underground at one point 

and our next step is to survey and repair this culvert where 

needed, before reconnecting the spring to the channel.  

 

We are delighted to announce that our long-awaited micro hydro-electric project is now underway at 

Otterhead. 

 

The project has been backed financially by Somerset County Council, Churchstanton Community Fund, Devon 

Community Fund, Somerset West lottery, South Somerset Hydro Group, Garfield Weston Foundation, 

Blackdown Hills Challenge Fund, and Forest School themselves. We would also like to thank our landlords 

Wessex Water for giving us permission to reconnect the spring, and both Otterford and Churchstanton Parish 

Councils for their support.  

The project manager will be conducting tours of the site in March for the Friends of Otterhead. He will explain 

the proposed system and where all the components are to be located, and we will visit the spring which is to be 

reconnected and also see where the original drinking supply to the house came from. If you’d like to attend a 

tour, please join the Friends of Otterhead and sign up for a tour - dates will be posted on our website shortly.  

 

 

https://otterheadestate.org/become-a-friend
https://otterheadestate.org/events


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Otterhead Work Parties 

Thank you to everyone that has helped with the Friends Of 

Otterhead practical work parties this winter – we seem to 

be building up a really good team.  

We have cleared laurel from around the edges of the car 

park and alongside the path from the car park to the main 

track. We also continued to ‘’rescue’‘ the wildflower bank  

in front of the walled garden alongside the track, by 

coppicing the sycamore trees and clearing some of the 

dense brambles. This will allow the wild flowers such as 

snowdrops, primroses and bluebells that were being 

smothered here, a chance to flourish. 

 

 

The hedge is being maintained as an important historical feature and the Taunton Midweek Conservation 

Volunteers have been managing it through pollarding. 

Unfortunately cherry laurel is also a very invasive species. It has spread from the original plantings and is now 

present throughout the woodland and threatening to dominate the understorey.  This group have therefore also 

been helping to clear the laurel in the area behind the hedge, replacing it with deciduous trees as part of a 

woodland regeneration project. 

 

  

 

The gardens and pleasure 

grounds of the former 

Otterhead House were 

developed during Victorian 

times and the cherry laurel 

hedge in the photo to the 

right, planted over 100 years 

ago can still be seen 

alongside the main track. 

 

  
 

   

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

Wildlife 

The lovely photo of the mallard opposite 

was taken by local photographer Jim Scott. 

These familiar and distinctive ducks can be 

seen all year round at Otterhead. The 

mallards that winter in the UK are a 

mixture of resident birds and those that 

spend the winter here after breeding in 

Iceland or northern Europe. They are very 

adaptable, omnivorous birds, eating seeds, 

berries, plants, snails, crustaceans, worms, 

beetles and dragonflies. 

The colourful male drake moults its flight feathers in the summer after it has mated and looks more similar to the 

drabber, brown female. This is called its ‘eclipse’ plumage and for about a month it will be unable to fly and is 

consequently vulnerable to predators. The brown colour helps to camouflage them until their flight feathers have     

re-grown. 

 

The goldcrest is another bird that 

can be found at Otterhead in the 

winter. It is the smallest bird in 

the UK, being only 9cm in length 

and weighing about the same as a 

20 pence coin! 

They are hard to spot as they are 

so small and this is another 

amazing photograph by Jim Scott. 

In the autumn and winter they 

sometimes fly around in flocks 

with other small bird species. 

They live in the UK all year round and favour conifer woodlands of spruce, fir and pine trees but in the winter the 

numbers of goldcrest are increased by an influx of birds from the eastern coast of Scandinavia. 

Goldcrests are named after their distinctive crest of bright head feathers which are yellow in females and orange 

in males. They mainly eat insects, spiders and moth eggs and their thin, pointed beaks are designed to pick out 

their prey from in between the densely packed pine needles 

 

At this time of year, ferns provide much of the greenery at 

Otterhead. They are a very ancient family of plants with fossil 

records dating back from over 360 million years ago. They don’t 

produce flowers but can reproduce through the production of 

rhizomes or by the wind dispersal of spores which are grouped 

into bunches called sori on the underside of their leaves. Bracken 

is also a species of fern and is thought to be the most common 

plant in the world, being found on all continents except 

Antarctica!  

 



 

 

 The common name for the abundant 

fern pictured above is Hart’s-tongue 

fern as its shiny, strap like leaves were 

thought to resemble the tongue of a 

deer. Its latin name is ‘scolopendrium’, 

meaning centipede as the brown lines 

of spores on the underside of the leaves 

were thought to be reminiscent of this 

multi legged invertebrate.  

 

 

The Otterhead Estate 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 Otterhead members. It costs £10 a year; 

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

attend the Friends Of only events. You can join by following this link to the website: Become a friend of Otterhead 

Estate 

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

friendsofotterhead@gmail.com 
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 Work Party – Saturday 12th February 9.30am -12.30 

Clearing back invasive rhododendron from the woodland. Meet in the car park. Please bring 

loppers/bowsaws/secateurs if you have them and book beforehand with Jackie (contact details below) 

This lovely and unusual photo above of a ‘mushroom at sunset’ was 

taken by Henley Spiers. I’m not sure what species of fungus this is (!) 

but the nicely silhouetted ferns are called common polyplody.  

They can be seen growing on damp, shady banks, rocks and walls but 

can also often be seen  on tree branches as the photo shows where 

they grow as an epiphyte (a plant that grows on another plant and 

drives its moisture and nutrients from the air and rain) 

 Snowdrop Walk  - Saturday 5th February. 1.45pm 

Guided walk to see the snowdrops and learn about 

the history and future plans for the reserve followed 

by tea and cakes in the coach house courtyard 

(please bring your own mug). Please book 

beforehand by contacting Liz -07889 932050 

 

 

https://otterheadestate.org/become-a-friend
https://otterheadestate.org/become-a-friend
mailto:friendsofotterhead@gmail.com

