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The past and present status of the European Otter, Lutra lutra, in the vicinity of Abingdon, 
Oxfordshire, England. 
 
January 2015 
 
Bob Eeles, Roger Wiggins and Richard Harrison, with a contribution by Graham Bateman. 
 
 
1.0 INTRODUCTION. 
 
The following report has been compiled from various historical and current sources of information 
combined with a number of recent targeted surveys in the Abingdon area. Its intention is to put all of the 
information obtained about Otters, Lutra lutra, in the locality into a single document because no such 
source currently exists. The Otter is now much more common than it has been for many decades and 
yet until now there has been no single source of information that future interested parties can access so 
that early-21

st
 Century population trends can be monitored and compared with changes in the future. 

Sources of information are widely dispersed and are often not documented or scrutinised to a level 
whereby the reliability of the data can be accepted. For example, this is the case for TVERC

2
 records 

unless the original observer can also be interviewed. In this document Roger Wiggins (Section 3.0) and 
myself have investigated numerous sources of information and have interviewed many witnesses. As a 
result I am confident that the evidence presented here is reliable. Doubtful Otter records including many 
that were likely to be observations of Mink, Mustela vison, are not included. This has been a 
collaborative effort involving naturalists from the Abingdon area and I fully acknowledge their 
contributions.  
 
 
The Otter has made a welcome return to the rivers, streams and lakes around Abingdon since at least 
1999 when they are reported to have been reintroduced in the north of Oxfordshire by the Otter Trust 
(six of these seventeen animals were killed on the roads within six-months, Graham Scholey, pers. 
comm.). Other lines of evidence, however, show that Otters have always been present sporadically in 
the locality and that they are now widespread but not numerous along the Thames between Abingdon 
and Radley with ‘foci’ of activity along the Swiftditch (Culham Parish) and around the gravel lakes at 
Thrupp in the west of the Parish of Radley. The Swiftditch appears to have provided these animals with 
an important refuge from human disturbance throughout the period of national decline caused by 
pesticide poisoning since at least the late 1950s, into the 1970s (Appendix 1). There is another, 
apparently, discreet area of occupation first recognised by Jo Cartmell, Steve Cartmell and Richard 
Harrison (see Richard’s report, Section 4.0) along the river Ock to the west of Abingdon, extending as 
far eastwards as the series of bridges over the Drayton Road – in the middle of the town. The Ock 
Otters follow this river at least as far as East Hanney to the west. It is unlikely that the present Ock and 
Swiftditch territories comprise a single entity because sprainting and breeding in both areas is regular 
and simultaneous (pers. obs., Appendix 1). These two occupation areas may form part of a single 
male’s territory and that at least two females seem to be regularly breeding along Abingdon’s 
watercourses (e.g., breeding along the Ock in 1998/9, 2010/11 and 2013 and around the Swiftditch and 
Thrupp area in 1990, 2005, 2009, 2013 and 2014/5– Appendix 1). The sighting of four Otters together in 
2012 by Roger and Maggie Wiggins at Dropshort, to the south of the town (Section 3.0) may indicate a 
third occupation and/or breeding territory or may be evidence for the movements of either the Swiftditch 
or Ock Otters into the relatively undisturbed wider countryside during very wet periods. However, in this 
instance the observation of cubs in July 2012 (albeit well-grown cubs) would suggest reproduction 
somewhere other than the Swiftditch or the river Ock because this date does not correspond with the 
breeding records from the other locations (above and Appendix 1). Slightly further afield Otter field signs 
(spraints, footprints and the remains of their meals) and sightings are regular occurrences upstream at 
Sandford-on-Thames (possibly another ‘territory’) and downstream between Culham and Clifton 
Hampden (ditto). In certain locations the finding of fresh Otter spraints can almost be guaranteed (see 
below and Appendix 1) enabling regular monitoring by interested individuals. Motivated by this I (Eeles) 
undertook more intensive surveys during 2014 covering as wide an area as possible. The limiting factor 
has been cycling distance. The main surveys encompassed the Thames from Sandford-on-Thames to 
Clifton Hampden including the Swiftditch, the river Ock between Marcham and Abingdon and all open-
water gravel pits and streams/drainage ditches in all of these areas.  

 
The signs of the presence of Otters in the Abingdon area are listed in date order in Appendix 1 and 
some are discussed by location in the main text. In the majority of instances I have ‘interviewed’ the 
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observers except for those recorded by Roger Wiggins who is more than capable of assessing the 
various lines of evidence in his important contribution. I particularly value the involvement in this report 
of our Lock Keepers who manage our rivers and who provide the all important eyes and ears ‘on the 
ground’, so to speak. Some of my interpretations of the behaviour of the local Otters are based on their 
observations. Appendix 2 lists the Otter records that are credible but currently unverified. 
 
No study of Otters should be confined to the more recent data and in this regard Roger Wiggins and 
myself have also assessed the historical evidence dating back as far as the Bronze-Age. 

 
1.1 Historical records. 
 
The following are the earlier Otter records (or lack of them) that have been found by Roger Wiggins and 
myself during our extensive enquiries in 2014. My view is that the absence of records, including the 
prehistoric period, should also be included here (and see Appendix 3) for the sake of thoroughness. 

 
1.2 An absence of Pleistocene records (243,000 years before present until 40,000 years ago). 
 
There are no Otter bones amongst the interglacial river channel material from the Marine/Oxygen 
Isotope Stage-7 (M/OIS) site at Stanton Harcourt

3
 (a warm period circa 243,000 years before present), 

the M/OIS-4 palaeo-channel sites at Cassington
4
 or Abingdon

5
 (a cool period circa 71,000 years before 

present) and the M/OIS-3 series of river deposits at Sutton Courtenay
6
 (the Upton Warren Interstadial, a 

warm period 57-40,000 years before present). There are four calibrated radiocarbon dates on mammal 
bones for this latter site, all at 40,000 years before present. The absence might seem unusual for 
samples of many thousands of terrestrial mammal bones from deposits laid down in aquatic 
environments. None of these sites have produced evidence for the occurrences of other 
aquatic/amphibious mammals such as Water voles, Arvicola terrestris, Water shrews, Neomys fodiens, 
or Beavers, Castor fiber, either whereas numerous other Pleistocene sites in southern Britain have done 
so

7
. The absence of aquatic/amphibious mammals at these sites remains a mystery. Smaller terrestrial 

mammals such as voles (Narrow-skulled vole, Microtus gregalis) and lemmings (Arctic lemming, 
Dicrostonyx torquatus, and Norway lemming, Lemmus lemmus) and megafaunal species such as 
Woolly mammoth, Mammuthus primigenius, and Woolly rhinoceros, Coelodonta antiquitatis, occur 
abundantly in these deposits (e.g., 1,037 bones from Sutton Courtenay) so fluvial sorting can’t be the 
explanation for the absence of wetland species. Aquatic mollusc remains are abundant in contrast. 
 
1.3 Post-glacial records (Bronze-Age until 1956); a record of human persecution. 
 
Most of the local Otter records prior to 1956 (when Otter populations began to seriously decline) are of 
animals killed by humans. The following are some certain or probable examples. 
 
An Otter metacarpal was found by the Abingdon Excavation Committee (AEC, the forerunner of the 
Abingdon Area Archaeological and Historical Society, AAAHS) during excavations of Bronze-Age 
features at Corporation Farm, near Wilsham Road, on the south side of Abingdon. These excavations 
were carried out in or close to 1971 according to the notes associated with a collection of black and 
white photographic negative scans in my possession. H. Carter of Reading Museum identified the bone 
after the late Ron Henderson (who also passed on the black and white negatives to me) of the AEC 
forwarded it to him. The site has unfortunately never been published by the AAAHS except for a note in 
a privately produced report by osteo-archaeologist Bob Wilson that I have in my possession

8
. 

 
Two Otter limb bones were recovered (and again identified by Bob Wilson) from Saxon and Middle Iron-
Age (MIA) features during archaeological excavations at Mount Farm Berinsfield.

9
 There were two 
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England): geological context, vertebrate remains and Palaeolithic stone artefacts. Journal of Quaternary Science, 11 (5); 397-415. 
4
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6
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7
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8
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9
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broken bones from Saxon pits F283/B/5 and F283/C/5, including a fibula, and apparently a MIA bone 
although the text is unclear on this and it may be an error. The appendices in this report refer to a MIA 
Otter bone but the main text does not and no archaeological context is given in the appendices for it. 
 
There are no Otter remains amongst an assemblage of 204 bones from MIA peat deposits at Longmead 
(a gravel pit and now a lake), Barton Lane, Thrupp, Radley, Oxfordshire, (Eeles in prep.). There was, 
however, evidence for the presence of a Beaver dam (SU-512-972) and possible chewed wood. This 
was destroyed during gravel extraction. These palaeochannel sediments do, however, contain an 
abundance of terrestrial mammal species such as Red deer, Cervus elaphus, and Badger, Meles meles, 
which were thrown (ritually?) into the watercourse by the local inhabitants. The absence of aquatic 
mammal remains in the above sites is puzzling and I am unable to offer the reader an explanation for it. 
 
A Mediaeval Otter cranium with cut-marks indicating skinning was found during the Broad Street, 
Abingdon, excavations. This site is reported in the journal Oxoniensia

10
 but the Otter is not discussed 

(Bob Wilson, pers. comm.). Bob Wilson identified the skull after publication from an archaeological 
context containing 14

th
 – 15

th
 Century pottery sherds – thus providing an approximate date for it. 

 
There appears to be no evidence for the presence of Otters in the Abingdon district between the 14

th
 – 

15
th
 Centuries and the 19

th
 Century. After archaeological excavations many smaller or broken bones 

remain unidentified and this may explain this absence, as Otters were certainly present in this period. 
 
The sun-bleached stuffed Otter, once displayed at Abingdon Museum (OXCMS:1980.96.1286), was a 
gift to the town from the Gilbert family. The donor’s grandfather had fishing rights along the river Ock 
and found the Otter entangled in his net/s in the late 19

th
 Century. Presumably the fish trapping 

equipment was a baited fyke net and the Otter was drowned. It would seem most likely that Otters 
would have been regularly entrapped in the many lines of fyke net type fish traps (fish ‘weirs’ crossing 
much of the river’s width in several places since at least the Saxon period) owned by Abingdon Abbey 
and its successors although the literature is silent on such matters. Fyke nets are known to drown 
significant numbers of Otters where they are used (for a recent case see below).

11
 This stuffed Otter has 

been mistakenly referred to in the past as an albino and as “the last Otter in Abingdon”. 
 

An early fyke net would have been a whicker-work (Willow/Ozier) construction with a narrow funnel at 
the entrance to prevent fish escaping. Later nets would have been string-meshed. Figure 1 gives a 
general impression of the type of trap that was probably being used at the time by Mr Gilbert along the 
river Ock. He would most likely have been targeting mainly Eels, Anguilla anguilla, as Atlantic salmon, 
Salmo salar, would have probably been absent by the 19

th
 Century due to the presence of river 

obstructions such as weirs along the route to the spawning areas and significant pollution in the tidal 
access area downstream that left the Thames in London ‘biologically dead’. 
 
FIGURE 1: A three-chambered fyke net of the type that may have been used in the river Ock to capture 
the latterly sun-bleached Otter (OXCMS:1980.96.1286) once displayed in Abingdon museum. It would 
be normal practise to have ‘leader’ nets running towards the entrance funnel (Figure 2) and the use of a 
series of these nets across the width of the river would be normal practise. 
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 Wilson R with Bramwell D and Wheeler A. (1975). The animal bones from the Broad Street and Old Gaol sites. Oxoniensia, 
xl, 105-121. 
11

 Jefferies DJ, Green J and Green R. (1984). Commercial fish and crustacean traps: a serious cause of otter Lutra lutra (L.) 
mortality in Britain and Europe. The Vincent Wildlife Trust, London. Poole WR, Rogan G and Mullen A. (2007). Investigation into 
the impact of fyke nets on otter populations in Ireland. Irish Wildlife Manuals, No. 27. National Parks and Wildlife Service, 
Department of the Environment, Heritage and Local Government. 
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FIGURE 2: A modern fyke net in operation. Note the two leader nets and floatation buoys along them. 
 

 
 
 
A deeply saddening recent news story concerns the drowning of three Otters in an illegal crayfish net 
(Figure 3). The net and contents were found by a member of the public near Haddenham golf course, 
East Lothian, on the river Tyne in September 2014 (Edinburgh Evening News 4

th
 September 2014). 

Such nets are illegal because they do not possess a barrier preventing access to non-target species. 
Legal nets need to be licensed by the Environment Agency (EA) and there are regulations determining 
which types can be set. Each net needs its own coded license tag attached to it. From personal 
experience I can add a first hand account of the indiscriminate nature of these devices.  
 
 
In August 2009 a member of the public showed a large ‘crayfish’ net to the then Lock Keeper, Roger 
Steere, at Abingdon that was almost identical to the one shown in Figure 3. He then showed it to me. It 
contained the largest (and drowned) undoubtedly male Mink, Mustela vison, which I have ever seen. It 
could easily have caught a young Otter. The net was found between the Lock and the Swiftditch where 
Otters were (and still are) resident and breeding. I became involved because the Mink was so large that 
Roger was unsure if it was not in fact an Otter. It was a deep brown in colour with an enormous head, 
and in length approximately half the size of an Otter. The use of these crayfish nets in the Abingdon 
area and elsewhere should be banned now that Otters have returned. When I find them, e.g., 16

th
 

January 2015, I dispose of them safely. 
 
 

In October 2014 I found an identical net by the Ock bridge over the upper-Ock a few metres away from 
a main area of Otter activity (see below) and the use of these devices is increasing now that the locals 
are interested in obtaining crayfish for the pot. 
 
 
The Oxford County Museums Service has another stuffed and cased Otter (OXCMS:1980.96.1601) that 
was caught by Mr Fuller at Barton Court Farm (Thrupp, near Abingdon) sometime in the early 20

th
 

Century. Neither the method of capture nor the precise location is associated with the specimen. It is 
possible that the Otter was caught in a leg-hold trap (or fyke net) left in Bruney Lagoon (SU-511-971) as 
such devices were used there in the past (Figure 4). Signs were left on “Brooney Island” prior to World 
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War two warning the public of the presence of these traps (Fred Jenkins, pers. comm. to Roger 
Wiggins, Section 3.0). Presumably these were some form of leg-hold trap as shown in Figure 4.  
 
FIGURE 3: A somewhat heart-breaking scene of a female Otter and her two cubs drowned in an illegal 
‘crayfish’ net on the river Tyne in September 2014. Image © Scottish SPCA. 
 

 
 

FIGURE 4: A 19
th
 Century Otter trap from Crawley, near Witney, Oxfordshire (OXCMS:1976.27.14). 

Crawley is north-east of Witney and lies on the river Windrush. The trap would presumably have been 
laid in the water

12
. Whether or not it was ever used to kill Otters is unknown but likely. 

 

 
 
 
“Brooney” (= Bruney) Island is the area of land on the east side of the Lagoon (circa 400-metres south 
of Barton Court Farm) and in the time referred to by Fred Jenkins (pre-World War two) it was a 
continuous watercourse (Bruney Water) running circa 500-metres further to the east, branching off from 
the Thames where the railway bridge at Pumney/Stockye, opposite Lockwood, was constructed in the 
19

th
 Century. At the time of Fred Jenkins’ recollections Bruney Lagoon was not wooded as it is today 

(e.g., US air photo 7PH GP LOC 104 – 13
th
 December 1943). It was cut off from the main Thames 

during drainage operations sometime after 1943 and redirected along the southern side of the Barton 
Fields Nature Reserve in Barton Lane before discharging into the weirpool below Abingdon Weirs. 
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 Cole B. (2006). Beavers in Britain’s past. Oxbow Books, Oxford. Page 54 refers to the setting of Beaver traps such as the one 
illustrated above in the water. Presumably this was also the case with Otter traps. 
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Also amongst the OXCMS collections is a stuffed Otter head mounted on a wooden plaque 
(OXCMS:2007.140.1). The Otter was killed on 30

th
 April 1930 at Chilson Farm, Charlbury, (owned by 

W.H. Barrett), near or on the river Evenlode, after being chased up a tree (presumably by dog/s?). 
 
The Oxfordshire County Council Photographic Archive has the following 19

th
 Century image of an Otter 

shoot in its collections (collection code LS424.). It dates to 1875, is said to have been drawn in 
Oxfordshire, and is attributed to H.R. Robertson.  
 
FIGURE 5: ‘Shooting an Otter’ by H.R. Robertson, 1875. Presumably such activities kept the Otter 
population down in this period (for another observation concerning Otter hunting see Section 3.0). 
 

 
 
The Oxford University Museum of Natural History curates the remains of four local Otters. There is a 
skeleton (collection code 02936) that was presented by G.H. Marrell in 1882. There is no documented 
provenance or circumstance of death associated with this skeleton but presumably it came from 
Oxfordshire (or somewhere between this county and pre-1974 Berkshire of course).  
 
Into the 20

th
 Century there is a complete skull with an atlas vertebra from Oxford (collection code 14007) 

that was presented by B.W. Tucker on the 8
th
 November 1933. There are no further details and the fate 

of the rest of the skeleton remains a mystery. The presence of the atlas vertebra (the first one behind 
the skull) indicates that the Otter was beheaded and that the donor had removed it from an intact body 
rather than finding the disarticulated skeletal remains and then only selecting two items that articulate. 
 
The third in the collection is the skin and a damaged skull of a male Otter from Deddington in the north 
of the county (collection code 07537). C. Murray presented these on 9

th
 May 1951. There are no further 

details. The damage to the skull may indicate how this Otter died. 
 
Lastly there is a skin plus a skull and post-cranial skeleton of a male Otter from Isis House, Folly Bridge, 
Oxford (collection code 08699). The original collector of this Otter is not known. The specimen is dated 
8

th
 April 1956 and it was donated via Inspector M.V. Waite of the RSPCA on the following day. The 

involvement of this organisation may hint at the circumstances of the demise of this animal? I viewed 
the good conditioned skull of this animal at the museum in 2001. There were no apparent cranial injuries 
suggesting either a natural death or, perhaps more likely, another drowning in a fyke net. 
 
Following the above records indications of the continued presence of Otters in the locality becomes hard 
to determine due to a paucity of records. This need not imply that Otters were uncommon and instead it 
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is more likely to reflect an absence of recorders to some extent. It is widely considered that Otters had 
by the late 1950s started to suffer significant mortality

13
 from agricultural chemicals such as Aldrin and 

Dieldrin (persistent organo-chlorine pesticides)
14

 and PCBs and Mercury
15

, particularly in Scotland for 
the latter substances

16
. Populations significantly declined throughout England with refugia in Wales and 

the West Country. By 1991 the distribution map of Otters in Britain contained a large void covering most 
of the middle parts of the country

17
. The view that Otters were extinct by the 1990s in central England 

was widely held
18

. Such a view has been questioned by e.g., Roger Wiggins (Section 3.0) and evidence 
given in this document (Appendix 1) adds doubt to this hypothesis. Nonetheless it is also apparent that 
Otter populations had indeed declined dramatically in the country and that the principal cause was 
indirect poisoning by pesticide residues building up in their fatty tissues rather than being primarily due 
to habitat loss and/or increased levels of persecution. The same causal factor (persistent pesticide 
residues that accumulate to life-threatening amounts within apex predators) has also been linked to 
dramatic declines in raptor numbers such as Peregrine falcons, Falco peregrinus, across Britain at the 
same time

19
.  

 
Something was clearly going drastically wrong in the countryside starting in the late 1950s, or earlier, 
although this was not quickly recognised. Wildlife of all types were diminishing in numbers and 
distribution and there were several near extinctions. The decline in the Otter population was so 
significant that they were effectively exterminated from most of the arable areas in England. The south 
and east were particularly badly affected to the point where (erroneously) the local Wildlife Trust BBONT 
declared that by 1989 the Otter had become extinct in the county of Oxfordshire

20
. The Otter surveys 

undertaken in England in this period
21

 and subsequently
22

 only investigated half of the country’s 50- x 
50-km squares and as such may have been misleading. Investigations by Roger Wiggins, who doubted 
this belief at the time, found that surveys had not covered the Thames area to the south of Oxford where 
a small population was apparently surviving (see below). Thus it seems that various surveys had 
overlooked the presence of Otters in refuges such as the Swiftditch and probably many other places 
too. There are a few good records of Otters along the Swiftditch throughout the period when they were 
considered to be absent. Perhaps the most significant record is the finding by Frank La Forte in 1978 of 
a road casualty close to where the Swiftditch rejoins the Thames at Culham. There are other records 
from this period and after for this location and it would be reasonable to conclude that Otters remained 
in the area although probably at a very low density with sporadic movements further afield.   

 
The following figure shows the records of Otters reported in this document by period. It would be 
unwise to overly interpret the information as there are potentially misleading elements. Recorder 
absence or the lack of written records probably accounts for the small numbers of records prior to 
recent times. There is still a fairly good crop of records up to the beginning of the twenty-first Century 
perhaps representing greater interest in the species and an increased likelihood that a record would be 
passed on and documented. Many of the late-twentieth Century records are from the period of national 
decline, beginning in the late-1950s, and before Otters were ‘reintroduced’ by the Otter Trust in 1999. 
The conclusion to be drawn from this is that Otters were not extinct in our region and that a small ‘relict’ 
population was still present along the undisturbed watercourses such as the non-navigable Swiftditch 
and the river Ock. Sporadic dispersals from these locations may explain the occasional records from 
places such as Day’s Lock, Little Wittenham in the 1980s. Roger Wiggins (Section 3.0) points out the 
likelihood that Otters may well have been present along the non-navigable river Thame, close to Day’s 
Lock, in this period. From circa 2000 records begin to build up again although much of this apparent 
increased activity (or greater levels of mobility, increased use of the countryside by people or increased 
activity by Otters during daylight hours) or increased population size relates to increased survey effort, 
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 Chanin PRF and Jefferies DJ. (1978). The decline of the otter Lutra lutra L. in Britain: an analysis of hunting records and 
discussion of causes. Biological Journal of the Linnaean Society, 10; 305-328. 
14
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Bristol. 
15

 Kruuk H. (1995). Wild Otters: Predation and Populations. Oxford University Press, Oxford. Mercury is a significant threat to 
animals such as Otters. Mercury poisoning is the single most significant factor that caused the major decline in numbers of this 
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16

 Kruuk H and Conroy WH. (1991). Mortality of otters (Lutra lutra) in Shetland. Journal of Applied Ecology, 28; 83-94. 
17
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18
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19
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20
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21

 Strachan R and Jefferies DJ. (1996). Otter survey of England 1991-1994. Vincent Wildlife Trust, London. 
22
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particularly by myself during 2014, by Richard Harrison (Section 4.0) between 2010 and 2012, by Roger 
Wiggins in 2012 and Jo Cartmell between 2002 and 2013. After undertaking extensive surveys in 2014 
my perception is that Otters are now present in good numbers, that they are regularly breeding and that 
we may now be approaching carrying capacity in our watercourses and gravel lakes. Population size is, 
however, unlikely to approach that of the early twentieth century due to habitat modification or loss and 
increased human disturbance from boaters, fishermen and dog walkers. The fencing in of Bullfield 
Lake, Thrupp on the east side of Abingdon, by a fishing syndicate may also be detrimental to the Otters 
that appear to favour this location (see below and Appendix 1). 
 
FIGURE 6: The numbers of records of Otters around Abingdon covered in this document up to the end 
of 2014. The years 2011 to 2012 and 2014 represent increased survey frequency and the range of 
those surveys by RMGE, Roger Wiggins, Jo Cartmell and Richard Harrison rather than there 
necessarily actually being more Otters in the locality although this is, of course, almost certain. The 
2000 record represents the finding of five spraints and two couches in a single location at Thrupp, 
Radley, by Cresswell Associates in the year 2000 (Appendix 1). © RMG Eeles. 
 

 
 

1.4 Field signs (post-1956 records). 
The finding of field signs and the occasional sightings of Otters

23
 are now common occurrences for 

those who recognise the evidence around the waterbodies surrounding Abingdon.  
 
 
1.4.1 Spraints. 
The location of spraints (droppings containing fish remains, hair, broken Signal crayfish exoskeletons 
within a black oily deposit that may be used by Otters as ‘territorial markers’) can almost be guaranteed 
in certain locations on concrete structures such as the one on the main Thames at the entrance to the 
Swiftditch channel (the old concrete weir), the river Ock (Figures 7 to 12) and, until recently, on the 
concrete footbridge where the Pumney Ditch flows into the main Thames. Sprainting and sightings are 
also increasingly frequent, particularly during the winter months, downstream at Clifton Hampden and 
upstream at Sandford-on-Thames. Between 2009 and 2010 the Lock Keepers in these locations noticed 
increased intensity of Otter activity with numerous spraints being found plus occasional sightings and 
fish kills. Any exposed and unvegetated rocks, other stone structures such as the Weirs and Lock sides 
or large logs may be used as a sprainting station and although these animals will also utilise grassy 
riverside tussocks I have only ever recognised one (at Otney in the middle 1980s) in the locality. 
Richard Harrison’s report (Section 4.0) shows additional spraints from the river Ock. 
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FIGURE 7: Fresh Otter spraints beneath the A-34 road bridge where it passes over the river Ock, south 
side. Image taken on the 4

th
 May 2014 (SU-475-960). RMGE has preserved these. © RMG Eeles. 

 

 
 

FIGURE 8: An Otter spraint containing fish scales and bones on a concrete block next to the river Ock 
in the middle of Abingdon on the 25

th
 September 2014 (SU-489-968). © RMG Eeles. 
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FIGURE 9: The lower-Ock road bridge arch and its ledges (of unknown function) underneath the 
Drayton Road close to Ock Street (for a location map see Figure 22) photographed on the 13th October 
2014 (SU-488-968). The location of some of the spraints and the likely access route onto the northern 
ledge are indicated in red. Access is always possible even when the river level is low. © RMG Eeles. 
 

 
 
FIGURE 10: An Otter spraint on the concrete wall of the old weir where the Swiftditch drops down from 
the main Thames on 18

th
 May 2010 (SU-513-968). © RMG Eeles. 
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FIGURE 11: An Otter spraint on the concrete wall of the old weir where the Swiftditch branches off from 
the main Thames on 4

th
 April 2008 (SU-513-968). The spraint is the grey and greyish-white object and 

not the purple and white bird dropping underlying it. © RMG Eeles. 
 

 
 
FIGURE 12: The old weir where the Swiftditch branches off from the main river Thames on 13

th
 April 

2014 (SU-513-968). A fresh (a few days old) Otter spraint on the weirside wall is circled in red. This is 
the same location as those shown in the above images of spraints found in 2008 and 2010. © RMG 
Eeles. 
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1.4.2 Footprints. 
 
In suitable muddy substrate interested persons frequently find Otter footprints. On occasion it is possible 
to see the impressions of the webbing between the (five) toes although it is more usual to find footprints 
on firmer substrates that lack this detail. Figures 13 to 15 show some of the more recent examples from 
the Swiftditch and Clifton Hampden areas. Richard Harrison’s contribution (Section 4.0) also includes 
photographs of footprints from along the river Ock.  
 
FIGURE 13: Recent (14

th
 April 2014) Otter footprints along the Swiftditch (SU-508-965) located next to 

Ozier Ayott SSSI (circled in red). A two-pence piece between the two circles is used for scale. 
Footprints of smaller mammals are also visible to the left in this image. © RMG Eeles. 
 

 
 
1.4.3 Sightings. 
 
Sightings are infrequent due to the retiring and elusive nature of the Otter although there are some 
notable recent exceptions by the most reliable of witnesses such as a cluster of regular sightings along 
the Swiftditch (2012, Appendix 1) and by Abingdon Lock (2013, Appendix 1). Images of Otters taken by 
Richard Harrison along the Ock are included as the cover image and a series of photographs in his 
contribution to this document (Section 4.0). 
 
1.4.4 Fish predation. 
 
In recent years a number of observers have expressed to me their views that the number of certain fish 
species such as Chub, Leuciscus cephalus, is lower than it was in the recent past. Such is the opinion 
of certain fishermen with whom I have discussed these observations. For example, two fishermen I 
spoke to have noticed that Chub are much less apparent along the river Ock upstream of the ‘Tesco 
weir’ (the point at which the lower and upper Ock rivers are separated until they rejoin at St Helen’s Mill 
in the town) that for much of the time, except during floods, is disconnected from the Thames. 
 
I too have noticed this phenomenon. Large Chub are certainly less apparent than they used to be at the 
water surface. Whereas Chub were frequently to be seen in the past at the river surface eating mayflies 
this is now unusual. In June 2013 I observed small Chub (up to a kilogram or so) rising from the 
riverbed to eat mayflies and then quickly return to the murky depths. I saw no large Chub. 
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Large Chub are also now uncommon/less frequently seen along the Swiftditch and this has also been 
recognised by Roger Wiggins (pers. comm.). Up until the floods in July 2007 Trout were numerous and 
spawning in the shallow waters by the Ock bridge on the Drayton Road although the observer, Peter 
Green, believes this was due to the flooding (pers. comm.). They no longer do so (below). 
 
FIGURE 14: An abundance of Otter footprints (14

th
 April 2014) further to the east along the Swiftditch 

(but still within Ozier Ayott SSSI) than the footprints in the previous image (SU-504-963). Some of the 
impressions are circled in red. The level of the Swiftditch dropped shortly before this visit thus exposing 
soft mud at the water’s edge. These footprints are not as clear as those in the preceding photograph.  A 
two-pence coin in the centre is used for scale. © RMG Eeles. 
 

 
 
 
The Trout are no longer seen or heard splashing whilst spawning in the shallows during the spring 
nights. However, this location is a main sprainting station and is the scene of some recent Otter 
sightings including a family of Otters in Ock Meadow in July 2013 (Nick Cain, pers. comm., Appendix 1). 
The sightings in this location are all post-2007 (Appendix 1). There is nothing other than anecdotal 
evidence that fish numbers have actually declined in and the attribution of this to the resurgence in the 
local Otter population would be an unsafe conclusion. However, the observers are very good witnesses 
and there may well be some, at least partial, truth in this belief. The possibility that the presence of 
Otters has led to a behavioural change in the fish, who may be avoiding exposed locations, needs also 
to be considered and this is a view shared by, e.g., Graham Scholey of the EA, pers. comm. 

 
The finding of fish that have been killed and/or partially eaten is an increasing phenomenon locally. 
Several instances are listed in Appendix 1. Fish predation at Bullfield Lake has recently led to the 
decision by a carp syndicate to erect an ‘Otter-proof’ fence. It was here in 2008 that I found a Tench, 
Tinca tinca, kill on the eastern bank (below), where numerous fish disappeared from an adjacent pond 
(Thrupp Cottages in 2013/14), close to Longmead Lake where five Crucian carp, Carassius carassius, 
were dragged up on to the bank (2012) and where a Carp kill was reported at Bullfield Lake to Loretta 
Waters of the Earth Trust (April 2014). Orchard Lake, situated close to the south side of all of these 
waterbodies has seen much Otter activity in the recent past including sightings in 2012, 2013 and 2014 
and the finding of many spraints and footprints in the immediate area (Appendix 1).  
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FIGURE 15: Several footprints left by a young Otter on a muddy ‘haul-out’ (smoothed by the Otters fur) 
between Culham and Clifton Hampden, a little upstream of Clifton Hampden Lock (SU-525-943) on the 
16

th
 December 2014. Spraints were also found nearby. © RMG Eeles. 

 

 
 

The following photograph (Figure 16) shows a Tench, Tinca tinca, which had been killed overnight and 
partially eaten by an Otter. Otters invariably start their meal at the shoulders and the strength of the 
animal is apparent in the photograph by almost the entire spine being torn from the body. I assume the 
Otter was disturbed by a visitor/dog walker/fisherman to the site and was not able to finish its meal.  
 
1.4.5 The Pumney mussel ‘midden’. 
 
One of the more intriguing discoveries during the current research was the finding in 2006 of a river 
mussel ‘midden’ located at Pumney, next to the railway bridge on the main Thames upstream of 
Abingdon (SU-525-970). I have no evidence that Otters have been creating this feature since at least 
2006 when I took the first photograph although the presence on the midden of broken Signal crayfish, 
Pacifastacus lenuisculus, exoskeletons indicates that Otters at least occasionally use the site. There is 
an Otter-sized ‘roofed’ tunnel through the vegetation (indicating the unlikelihood that another species 
had made it) leading from the mussel bed in muddy sediments, in shallow water next to the bank, and 
onto the ‘midden’. There are thousands of river mussels, covering an area of several square-metres 
and an estimated depth of 0.7-metres, without any predator damage except on the proximal and distal 
edges where something must have prised them apart (Figure 17). 
 
During additional surveys along the Thames waterside in 2014 I collected any dead mussels I found 
and in almost every instance these had been broken to gain access to the tissues inside. Most often 
these were found and collected from fields 30-metres or so from the rivers edge. The entry marks are 
very different to those on the mussel ‘midden’ and I suspect (but have no proof) that the predators in 
these instances were seagulls. I have also seen Coots, Fulica atra, eating river mussels by prising them 
apart with their beaks but these observations were always in open areas close to the waters edge. 
 
The use of a remote camera overlooking the ‘midden’ by Mark Bradfield of BBOWT and myself on the 
25

th
 September 2014 proved inconclusive due to the lenses becoming misted up. Something activated 

the camera twice during the night but all that could be seen on the screen was a hazy whiteness. 
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1.4.6 Holts. 
 
I know of the locations of probable Otter holts along the Swiftditch and along the Ock (a ‘roofed’ resting 
and breeding place) in current use but have decided to withhold the information in the interests of 
security. It is an offence to disturb the resting place of an Otter and technically my revealing this 
information to a wider audience could be considered as a breach of Schedule 1 of the Wildlife and 
Countryside Act 1981, and subsequent amendments, if the sites were visited as a result of this 
information being passed on. I have also been advised by the EA not to disclose this information. 
 
1.4.7 Couches. 
 
The only certain couch was one found in 2011 by myself close to the A-34 road bridge where it crosses 
the Ock. Jo Cartmell and myself found two possible old couches at Longmead Lake in 2006 and 
Cresswell Associates (2000) found two possible examples around the infilled gravel lake south of 
Thrupp. Another possible example was found by an Otter surveyor beneath an abandoned caravan on 
an island in Thrupp Lake in 2007 (Appendix 2). Targeted searches for couches along the Swiftditch in 
the spring of 2014 located none although the survey was undertaken before the vegetation had grown to 
any great height so no couches could realistically have been expected. 
 
FIGURE 16: A Tench, Tinca tinca, that was killed and partially eaten by an Otter at Bullfield Lake (SU-
522-974). Image taken on 23

rd
 September 2008. © RMG Eeles. 

 

 
 
1.5 Distribution maps. 
 
The locations for the recent presence of Otters east of Abingdon are shown in Figure 18. Holts are not 
indicated. The background map is based on the 1872-75 OS six-inches to one-mile survey (revised 
1898). Otter records are colour coded on the map to indicate the nature of the information being 
provided to the reader. The yellow dots are where Cresswell Associates

24
 found field signs (spraints and 

possible couches) in the year 2000 prior to the infilling of Goseye/Otter Lake by RWE nPower with toxic 
fly-ash waste from Didcot power station – an act they were advised not to do by the independent 
ecological consultants due to the proven presence of Otters there.  
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The series of sightings in June and July 2009 at dusk at Bruney Lagoon by ‘Chaz’ (a night fisherman 
and one-time ‘resident’ and bailiff at the site) are shown in Figure 18 but are not described further or in 
Appendix 1 because unfortunately I have lost the relevant documentation. 
 
FIGURE 17: The mussel ‘midden’ next to the Thames at Pumney. Image taken in the spring of 2006 
(SU-527-971). As of October 2014 the midden was still being added to. Some mussels, (Swollen river 
mussels, Unio tumidus, Swan mussels, Anodonta cygnea, and a small number of River snails, Viviparus 
viviparus) were still living on the mound indicating that they had been dragged out of the water on the 
previous night or shortly before. © RMG Eeles. 
 

 
 
Figure 19 highlights Otter records further afield (including those given in Figure 18) and constitutes the 
main survey areas that I have focused upon in this study. My recent surveys have included areas north 
and east of the main map and these have produced positive evidence too. Records before the year 
2002 are not shown. 
 
1.6 The river Ock. 

 

The modern Ock where the majority of evidence for the presence of Otters has recently been found is 
the 19

th
 Century straightening of an earlier infilled channel that originally flowed through Abingdon 

Common to the north. The spoil dug out from this excavation was used to construct 1.5-metre high 
bunds along the northern bank to help prevent flooding onto Abingdon Common – an effort that has 
proven to be unsuccessful because there are gaps along it where bridges are present. The Ock is 
generally narrow and varying in depth from circa 1.5-metres (Figure 20) to only a few centimetres over 
the gravel bars and building debris around the bridges (Figure 21). The Ock divides into upper and 
lower channels via a sluice and a weir close to the Tesco store in Marcham Road. The name of the 
river is said to derive from a Celtic word for Salmon (Eog or Ehoc, being, respectively, the Welsh and 
Cornish names for this fish

25
). 

  
Otter activity is most pronounced at the sprainting sites beneath the bridge under the A-34 (Figure 7) 
and under and around the Drayton Road bridges closer to Abingdon (Figures 8, 9, 21 and 22). Spraints 
are frequently left on the concrete structures and occasionally on logs brought downstream by the 
floods. Sprainting was an almost daily occurrence under the A-34 bridge between May and December 
2014 and Richard Harrison’s evidence suggests this has been the case since at least 2010 (Appendix 1 
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and Section 4.0). Steve Cartmell heard young Otters in a nearby site in 2010. ‘Squeaking’ was heard 
from within a holt indicating the presence of at least one Otter cub at this time (below). 
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FIGURE 19: The most recent signs of Otters in the waterbodies near Abingdon. Records beyond the 
map boundaries are referred to elsewhere in this document. Unverified records and holts are not shown. 
The distributions of records are explained by naturalist visitor frequency combined with a general 
attraction by these individuals to the most productive locations. Otter activity at Abingdon appears to be 
focused around the Thrupp and Swiftditch area and along the river Ock. The apparent paucity of records 
up and downstream of Abingdon may relate to more limited survey effort on my part. © RMG Eeles. The 
background map is from an unknown OS original and was redrawn and modified by Jeff Wallis. 
 

 
 

Richard Harrison subsequently saw three Otters here on the 9
th
 May 2011 including an adult and two 

well-grown cubs. From the proximity to each other these are likely to be the young from the holt located 



 21

by Steve Cartmell the year before. Penny Williams, Jo Cartmell and myself located a fresh Otter couch 
close to the holt in 2011 and this had fresh spraints on the flattened vegetation combined with a 
characteristic fishy ‘Ottery’ smell pervading the location. Since 2011 I have frequently visited this area 
and have seldom gone away without finding fresh spraints. 
 
 
FIGURE 20: A view of the river Ock on the 22

nd
 June 2014 (SU-474-960) that is frequented by Otters. 

The A-34 road bridge is situated a few tens of metres behind the photographer. © RMG Eeles. 
 

 
  
 
1.7 The Swiftditch/the Backwater/Purden’s Streme (AD 1539). 

Two of the names for this watercourse are self-explanatory. The name Purden’s Streme (Stream) is 
used on the 1802 pre-enclosure map of Culham Parish and was known by this name in 1539 according 
to research by the late John Carter and Jackie Smith of the AAAHS (unpublished documents in my 
possession). Presumably this name refers to a local landowner? The Swiftditch is an ancient 
watercourse although there are claims by 19

th
 and 20

th
 Century historians that agents of the Monks of St 

Mary’s Abbey, Abingdon, dug it. There may have been some such activity along it in the past but this 
would have been undertaken in order to maintain navigation and fishing.  

The westernmost end where this river connects to the Thames may have been straightened close to the 
15

th
 Century, now disused, road bridge. Air photographs in the AAAHS archives show a meandering 

and narrow extinct watercourse next to the Swiftditch on Andersey Island.  

The Swiftditch is no longer maintained for navigation and there are numerous fallen trees along its 
course. In consequence human disturbance is limited to occasional visits from canoeists. It is, therefore, 
an important refuge for Otters and this seems to have been the case for some considerable time (e.g., 
Frank La Forte’s observation in 1978 of a road casualty next to it, see below). I have visited the 
Swiftditch many times since the 1970s and although I have seen plenty of Mink I have never actually 
seen an Otter there. Luckier individuals have, however (e.g., by Peter Gent in 2002, pers. comm.). 
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FIGURE 21: The ‘sprainting log’ (centre below an overhanging branch) in the upper river Ock with the 
Drayton Road bridge in the background 23

rd
 September 2014 (SU-489-968). The shallow, stony, 

riverbed is ideal spawning habitat for fish such as Trout, Salmo trutta, and was used for this purpose by 
hundreds of these fish before the floods of July 2007 (Peter Green, pers. comm.). The timing of the 
return of Otters and the disappearance of the spawning fish may be coincidental. © RMG Eeles. 

 

 
 

FIGURE 22: The courses of the upper- and lower-Ock in Abingdon (indicated by the lines of blue dots). 
The location of the main sprainting ‘station’ where the Drayton Road crosses the lower-Ock is shown. 
Background image © Google Earth. 
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FIGURE 23: The ‘pool’ in the middle part of the Swiftditch on 2
nd

 September 2014. Image taken on the 
tractor bridge at SU-507-964. Ozier Ayott SSSI is located behind the photographer. © RMG Eeles. 
 

 
 

1.8 Gravel pits. 
 

Numerous gravel pits dug out since the middle of the 20th Century surround Abingdon. Some of these 
have been spared from infilling with domestic refuse, building waste and the toxic flyash pumped in 
from Didcot power station. The remaining gravel lakes are important wildlife refuges and have proven to 
be of some importance in the local recovery of the Otter population. Otter activity is notable in the 
Radley Lakes complex including Orchard Lake (Figure 24), Longmead Lake, Bullfield Lake and, on 
occasion, Thrupp Lake. The lakes at Radley to the east of the Oxford to Didcot railway line have been 
turned into toxic waste dumps and as a consequence are no longer of use to Otters or any other forms 
of wildlife that require water. This destruction occurred between the early 1980s and early 2000s, 
precisely when Otter numbers were increasing in the locality. We will never know how much better the 
Otters would have fared if the lakes had been left to nature as numerous naturalists and wildlife 
organisations argued for. 
 
 
1.9 Minor watercourses. 
 
Abingdon has many smaller streams and drainage ditches. The importance of these to Otters is unclear 
although the sighting of four Otters in ‘Oday Water’, Dropshort, in 2012 by Roger and Maggie Wiggins 
(see Roger’s report, Section 3.0, below for a full description of this most spectacular sighting) and the 
Otter in the Pumney Ditch briefly seen by Ray Faulkner in 2003 proves they are utilised on occasion. 
The unconfirmed sighting along the Ginge Brook in 2008 (Appendix 1) is another possible example. 

 
1.10 The main Thames channels. 
 
The river Thames may be used less frequently by Otters due to higher levels of disturbance, certainly 
during the late-spring to late-autumn period. The river acts as a conduit between areas of higher activity 
such as the Swiftditch, Thrupp (‘plagued’ by dogs) and the Ock. Nonetheless there are several Otter 
records for the main Thames with foci of activity upstream of Abingdon and downstream in the 
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backwater channels around the Weirs and Locks. There are occasional records of sightings on the 
Thames within the middle of Abingdon (Appendix 1) but these are very rare occurrences. 
 
Activity around the Locks and Weirs at e.g., Sandford-on-Thames and Clifton Hampden appears to be a 
mainly winter activity or at least evidence for it becomes much more apparent at these times. 
 
FIGURE 24: The shallow Orchard Lake, Thrupp, receives frequent visits from Otters, e.g., 2012 and 
2013 (SU-520-970). This site is close to the mussel ‘midden’ on the Thames at Pumney. © RMG Eeles. 
 

 
 

Current evidence seems to be that during the warmer months Otters inhabit the less disturbed 
watercourses such as the Swiftditch and Ock and explore further afield when the level of disturbance 
declines with the weather. The importance of these locations is, therefore, of critical importance to local 
Otters because without them the populations would be smaller or unsustainable. During flooding events 
(i.e., mainly during the winter) Otters are often to be found where the floodwaters inundate fields 
surrounding rivers and streams. It seems from the evidence presented in Appendix 1 that such 
occasions are the best times to see Otters or find evidence of their presence in the form of spraints, 
footprints and fish kills. According to various persons I have consulted the Otters visiting the flooded 
fields do so because of the presence of fish in these waters, which seems ‘logical’. Presumably the fish 
are just as keen to avoid the rapidly flowing rivers, as are the Otters. During the floods regularly used 
Otter holts are probably unusable and they must seek out alternatives on higher land. Although I have 
no evidence to support this belief my thoughts lead me to suggest that Badger, Meles meles, setts (or 
Fox, Vulpes vulpes, earths) on the higher ground overlooking the Swiftditch are used when necessary 
and this is also likely to be the case in the Badger setts along the filled-in raised linear mound along the 
course of the Wiltshire and Berkshire canal that runs parallel to the Ock west of Abingdon. Further afield 
Badger setts are to be found above the Thames at Little Wittenham Nature Reserve and Culham and a 
host of other places. The combined presences of undisturbed watercourses with refuges during floods 
are obviously key requirements for the maintenance of the local Otter population, combined with an 
abundance of the fish and crayfish that these areas are evidently providing in abundance.  

 
1.11 Surveys of Otters on the Thames conducted by the EA and their predecessors. 
 
The Environment Agency has been monitoring Otter populations along the Thames since the late-
1970s. The following figures are based on their data. Figure 25 clearly illustrates the trend of population 
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increase accelerating spectacularly after the 2000 to 2002 surveys. Such a phenomenon is also clear 
from the Abingdon data in this document (Appendix 1) and this shows that recent improvements in the 
fortunes of Otters has been more widespread. The finding of field signs in over 50% of sites surveyed 
most recently contrasts with the zero returns during the 1970s and 1980s. I am not sure if the Abingdon 
area was searched in the earlier surveys but think it unlikely. 
 
FIGURE 25: The percentage of sites searched for signs of Otters along the whole Thames catchment 
that had positive evidence during repeated surveys by the EA (drawn from data in Crawford 2010). Most 
of the population increase (i.e., the quantity of field signs) has been in the upper-Thames area that 
includes Abingdon, the Swiftditch and the river Ock. 
 

 
 
Analysis of the EA data in more detail (Figure 26) shows that the improvements have been more 
marked in the upper reaches of the Thames. Although numbers (i.e., field signs) have been increasing 
throughout the Thames Valley the most dramatic recent evidence is in the upstream part of the 
catchment. The comparatively lesser recent improvement downstream is no doubt due to the higher 
human populations with fewer areas of suitable and relatively undisturbed habitat (or, alternatively, less 
survey effort). However, the ‘larger’ Otter population along the lower Thames reaches, according to the 
EA surveys, was indicated by more positive evidence being found than there was upstream between 
1977 and 2000 and a ‘residual’ population is, therefore, indicated in these data. This would suggest a 
possible source population for an unknown proportion of the current upper-Thames Otters as being from 
the middle reaches of the river rather than from further west as has been proposed before.

26
 The two 

areas are, of course, connected. This is assuming that the Otters around Abingdon are not comprised to 
a significant extent of the descendents of the ‘residual’ population that seems to have remained in the 
locality when they were reportedly ‘absent’ elsewhere. The contribution of the Otters released by the 
now defunct Otter Trust in 1999 is not known. The post-2000 population increase below Abingdon has 
not been as dramatic as it has been around the town perhaps suggesting that the downstream 
population was approaching carrying capacity before it did so in the north and west. Further surveys will 
no doubt shed further light on this. The Otter (spraint) on the river Windrush, north Oxfordshire, in 1994 
found by Rob Strachan (Appendix 1) may have originated from further west. 
 
 
2.0 DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS. 

 

It is apparent that Otters have made a remarkable comeback around Abingdon since the 1950s and 
1960s when the population effectively, but not entirely it seems, collapsed due to the effects of 
agricultural chemicals being released into the environment. The rivers are very much cleaner now that 
these substances have been banned although there are still some residual pollution problems that have 
been highlighted by recent concerns for the health of persons (and probably Otters too!) who eat 
freshwater fish

27
. Otter activity is now focused in certain areas such as the Swiftditch, the river Ock, 

Thrupp between Abingdon and Lower Radley, the stretch of the Thames and the weirs at Sandford-on-
Thames and the channels south and west of Clifton Hampden. Beyond the range of this assessment 
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Otters are present in good numbers upstream of Sandford-on-Thames and in the rivers and streams 
above Oxford (Appendix 1). Persecution is probably not currently significant although this may change 
as fishing syndicates such as the one at Bullfield Lake, Thrupp, Radley, are erecting Otter-proof fences 
in order to protect their stocks of fish. Fishermen and landowners have also been complaining about fish 
predation (in 2012) at the Radley Fisheries (lakes dug into peat deposits next to the Thames at 
Sandford-on-Thames, south of SP-532-000) and at Longmead Lake (2012), Thrupp (Appendix 1). 
 
 
The future looks bright for Otters in our locality although I anticipate further problems for them if certain 
development schemes such as the Oxford flood relief and river Ock flood relief schemes (the former 
involving the ‘maintenance’ of the Swiftditch!) are implemented. The concerns expressed by various 
individuals associated with flooding events has led to increasing demands for river ‘maintenance’ in the 
forms of dredging and tree clearances along watercourses such as the river Ock and the Swiftditch. In 
these cases such actions would prove to be highly detrimental to Otters in these long-standing and 
extremely important undisturbed refuges from human disturbance. 
 
FIGURE 26: The percentage of sites searched for signs of Otters along the Thames in Ordnance 
Survey area SU (i.e., the Berkshire and Oxfordshire parts of these counties encompassing the SU 
mapping unit, downstream of Oxford and upstream of Goring, including the Abingdon area, divided into 
north-west and north-east regions) that had positive evidence during repeated surveys by the EA (drawn 
from data in Crawford 2010). 
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3.0 A REPORT BY ROGER WIGGINS. 

 

Otters in Abingdon and the surrounding area. Anecdotal records and personal recollections. 
 

Historical and pre-war occurrences. 
 

1.  Ock Valley records. 
 

I was born in March 1944 and spent my infant years in Ock Street, Abingdon in a terrace of 18
th
 Century 

cottages known as 'Pig Row'. The gardens of these cottages backed onto a narrow meadow bordering 
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the river Ock. The culture I grew up in was of a quite rustic nature and I soon became interested in the 
natural world and asked questions about it. Otters formed part of this intrinsic curiosity, as I believe, if 
memory serves me correct, that I was told by my family when quite young that there used to be Otters in 
the river Ock where their favoured prey of Eels and Chub abounded - the consumption of the former not 
the sole prerogative of the Otter but relished by the family. 

 
By way of confirming the existence of the Otter in the river, my mother Ivy Wiggins, in her later years, 
told me how she had seen an Otter, "above Ock Bridge" circa 1934/5 and spoke of a neighbour in Pig 
Row who "had seen them often" (in the Ock). I believe also that my mother was familiar with them at 
Sutton Courtenay where she grew up beside the Thames backwater and weirs - the Hanks family 
previously running a flourishing barge business from the Wharf. In a November 1969 list of local 
mammal records I further confirmed - 'Up until the last war Otters were still to be seen in the river Ock at 
Abingdon' - this information based on the recent recollections of my father Harold Wiggins shortly before 
his death in 1970 and probably reinforced by the received knowledge of other townsfolk - dad was 
brought up in Pig Row with its riparian environment to the rear and was an ardent local fisherman. 

 
Additional pre-war evidence of Otters frequenting the Ock river comes from a pers. comm. reminiscence 
given to the writer by the late Fred Jenkins of Swinburne Road, Abingdon, with whom the former was 
friendly. Fred had an extraordinary knowledge of the local area and his facts were utterly reliable. I 
recorded his valuable recollections regarding local Otters on the 11th July, 1988:- 

 
Fred described how, out shooting some 50 years ago, before the last war, they were near to a 
culvert on Abingdon Common not far from Marcham Mill and Blackditch when he heard a 
raucous "hissing" as he described it: inclined to shoot, a colleague suggested it was a Swan, 
but it turned out to be a large Otter. Likewise, Fred tells me that there were Otters in the 
Ferryboat Field off Brooney Ditch (both locations just upstream from Abingdon Lock). Indeed on 
Brooney Island "there were signs warning of Otter traps". 

 
Even earlier evidence of Otters frequenting the Ock Valley is recorded in the 1906 Victoria County 
History for Berkshire

28
. Having outlined the fact that – “The Otter is...common in the county on the side 

bounded by the Thames'” and the further observation that -. “This river and its tributaries are greatly 
frequented by the Otters...”, the county history goes on to record that- “Otters recently took up their 
abode in the ballast holes near the railway between Steventon and Wantage, and then, working up the 
brook, discovered a series of trout pools made some three miles off in Betterton Glen above Lockinge 
House. They killed nearly all the trout and could not be caught, though as many as fourteen traps were 
set at one time. One of these Otters, when crossing the line, was killed by a train”. The ballast holes 
referred to can be readily identified as the group of railside ponds known latterly as 'The Cuttings' 
extending to the north of the main rail line - a location situated in the Ock Valley approximately 4 
kilometres south of the Ock itself where the Otters referred to probably originated 

 
 2. River Stert and Abingdon Millstream records. 

 
What certainly inspired me about Otters as a boy was the fact that my paternal Grandmother - Ellen 
Martha Wiggins, a very straightforward lady not given to fancy or pretension - would talk with some pride 
of the large stuffed Otter displayed by her grandfather in the window of his cottage at The Abbey, 
Abingdon. This coveted prize was an example shot by him in the river Stert culvert running under Stert 
Street, Abingdon where he would hunt for these animals and I was made aware that around the turn of 
the 19

th
 Century Otters were sufficiently plentiful in the culvert for a regular shoot to take place, my great 

grandfather by all accounts being one of the main participants. This ancient culvert, lined with brick and 
stone from my brief glimpses of it and leading to the river Thames in Thames Street, undoubtedly had 
nooks and crannies where the Otters could lie up or perhaps breed. Nanny Wiggins was born in 1884 
(at 18 The Abbey) which confirms the above occurrence as somewhere in the later Victorian/early 20

th
 

Century era. 
 
 

In my early years I used to wonder if the large stuffed Otter displayed in Abingdon's County Hall 
Museum of known local provenance was somehow the specimen formerly belonging to my great 
grandparent. I believe this was not the case. 
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Further reliable confirmation of this fascinating Otter haven under Abingdon's Stert came by way of my 
father Harold Arthur Wiggins who related how, as a boy, he and friends, (Ock Street's Bob Drew 
probably among them), would shine their Lucas 'King of the Road' acetylene/propane cycle lamps over 
Abingdon Bridge into the Abbey Mill Stream adjacent to the outfall of the Stert culvert. Here apparently 
they would be sometimes be rewarded by the remarkable sight of up to a dozen Otters swimming 
around in the Mill Stream. My father was born in 1910 and this occurrence would logically have been in 
the 1920 -1930 bracket. 

 
 

More vivid evidence of a thriving past Otter community in the latter vicinity is recorded in an Abingdon 
Herald news item round about the beginning of the last century (details requiring confirmation) 
concerning a family of Otters killed, as I seem to remember, in the Abbey Millstream. I believe the article 
mentions them being publicly displayed (in the Market Place). 

 
3. Historical records relating to the main Thames. 

 
The fact that the Otter has had a long historical association with the Thames as well as its tributaries in 
the local area is further highlighted by a delightful record - redolent of polar bears and the Arctic - 
abstracted by from Jackson's Oxford Journal by Abingdon historian James Townsend

29
 viz.,   

 
"The notice of the toll-taker at Sutton Bridge attracted by a cry similar to that made by a 
particular species of wild fowl; and on going out he observed that it proceeded from a young 
Otter that was seated on a floating island of ice, and going gently down the stream. The man 
contrived to take him alive."  

 
The date of this news feature was January 29th, 1831, towards the end of the period of climatic cold 
known as The Little Ice Age. 

 
A somewhat later historical reference to local Thames Otters is that featured in the 'Abingdon Herald' of 
Saturday, April 7th, 1888 - the feature leaves little doubt concerning the verminous repute of the Otter at 
that time viz.,  

 
"CAPTURE OF OTTERS  - On Saturday last a female Otter and two young ones were observed 
in a meadow between Long Wittenham and Appleford, and two persons named Hermon and 
Winter gave chase and captured the smaller ones. These are now in the possession of Mr 
Whitehorn, of Dorchester, who intends to preserve them if possible. It is said that Hermon has 
from time to time captured nine of these enemies of the finny tribe." 

 
Post-war records. 

 
Note:   Local records from this period are of particular interest as by the early 1990's the county wildlife 
trust BBONT had publicly declared that the Otter - “had become extinct in Oxfordshire since the 1980's.” 
and was heralding signs of an alleged return (Tennyson 1994). On the basis of these records the writer 
eventually challenged this assumed extinction in 1995 when it was admitted in a reply by the County 
Biological Recorder that the project to assess the Otter's status “did not go downstream of Oxford”, and 
that he would in fact “...be very interested in details of Otters from the Abingdon area and anything at all 
about the river Ock”. Effectively the BBONT survey omitted the area of North Berks that was 
incorporated into the new Oxfordshire post-1974.   

 
In the writer's 1969 mammal records, referred to above, the view is expressed that – “Although this 
animal has undoubtedly decreased in recent years owing to general urbanisation and the increased use 
of waterways with, possibly, river pollution playing its part, its status remains very obscure in this area 
particularly. Assessment of the distribution and numbers of the Otter has been made difficult by virtue of 
urbanisation which has had the effect of confining the animal to quiet reaches of our rivers and streams 
in which nocturnal sightings are unlikely”. These were the days when ecological surveys for mammals 
were virtually non-existent and knowledge of their habits and breeding biology limited. 

 
Writing specifically of Abingdon I refer to “...a dramatic decrease in the Abingdon area” and mention that 
– “The last record I have of Otters in Abingdon is of one or two still lingering in the Stert culvert about 
ten or twelve years ago,” (mid-late 1950's) - this information was gleaned from borough engineers 
responsible for the river Stert culvert. I further state - “Since that time the Otter seems to have 
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disappeared completely from the rivers at Abingdon”. In a qualification of subsequent significance 
regarding the true status of the Otter locally I add “I have a suspicion however from some likely holes in 
the banks that they (Otters) might still inhabit the Swiftditch, to end on a more encouraging note.” 
Mention is also made of  “...reports of sightings in recent years from Blewbury Mill and from South 
Moreton, which would suggest their (Otters) presence in Mill Brook”. The last mentioned record features 
in the Abingdon Naturalists' Society mammal report for 1969. 

           
In about the mid-1980's commercial pilot and former RAF officer Michael Preston who owned a property 
in Mill Paddock, Abingdon, immediately bordering the river Ock  - close to its outfall into the Thames, 
reported to me that he had seen an Otter in his garden on looking out very early one morning. Aware 
that Mink were present close to the nearby weir I discussed this occurrence at some length with him. 
Mike, whom I knew well, was adamant however that the animal was simply too big to have been a Mink: 
this assessment and other features of the sighting seemed to reinforce the likelihood that it was of an 
Otter. 

 
Around 1985/87 at a time when I was working for the Northmoor (now Earth) Trust as a Biological 
Recorder I was walking an informal riverside path immediately below Little Wittenham Wood when I 
picked up a fairly fresh severed mammal paw from the river bank with pulled tendons still attached. I 
studied the wet and muddied bank beside the find and saw claw marks and a smoothed tail scrape up 
the steep bank - I can still visualise these signs clearly. I took the paw back to the small lab I worked 
from at Little Wittenham Manor where I preserved it and identified same as that of a Mink - a species 
then conspicuous in the immediate area. As to how this violent injury came about was puzzling but I had 
a strong suspicion that an attack by an Otter was the cause. The possibility remains however that a Fox 
seen on the same riverbank at around this date may have been implicated. 

 
About this time, as far as I can recall, Llyn David my lock-keeper contact at nearby Days Lock reported 
an early morning Otter sighting or two on the southern tip of the lock island where his house and garden 
were located. This location was only a short distance upstream from where the paw was found. 

 
Interestingly, at a time soon after when supposedly there were signs of the Otter making a limited 
comeback in the county having previously been condemned extinct, it was the river Thame, whose 
confluence with the Thames is close to these locations, that was one of the areas where evidence of 're-
occupation' was first featured I believe. The non-navigable river Thame has many quiet reaches and I 
always held to a lingering suspicion that this river might never have been quite deserted by The Otter 
along with the Swiftditch and the river Ock in old North Berks.  

 
In the mid 1980's a local lad in Sutton Courtenay, aware of my natural history interests, told me of an 
Otter which he claimed had been cornered in a garage in the village and, I think, allegedly killed. I am 
pretty certain that a bungalow along the Appleford Road featured in this anecdote, the properties at this 
location backing onto one of the large fishing pits. 

 
A later record, noted in writing at the time and relating to the 1990's - but at present lost, was given to 
the writer by local man George Day of Abingdon, a keen fisherman. Night fishing at Radley Pits he saw 
a good-sized Otter on land there. 

 
On March 29

th
 1995 another pers. comm. record was given to me by local Abingdon policeman and 

fisherman - PC Brian Leather, viz., 
 
        “29/3/95, Otter cub playing in front of him (Swiftditch) 5yr ago”, i.e., in 1990. 
 
          “Otter attacking his net, 1966”. [Eeles and Roger believe this may be a Swiftditch record]. 
 

“Countryman told him Otters breeding up [Swift]ditch”. 
      

Very recently (2014) I have received mention from fisherman Neville Griffin of Didcot that he has seen 
an Otter whilst fishing at Sutton Courtenay pits. The pit in question he describes as "one that is used for 
pumping by the concrete works". Further verification is required for this record. 

 
A veritable coup de main in terms of local Otter sightings was experienced by the writer and his wife 
Maggie Wiggins in the exceptionally wet 2012 season, involving a close and prolonged encounter with a 
family of Otters at Dropshort, Sutton Courtenay. The writer's diary notes of this remarkable occurrence 
are given in full - as recorded at the time. 

 



 30

Record of Otters at Dropshort, Sutton Courtenay, Oxon. Transcript of diary notes. 
 

Friday 13th July, 2012. Lucky for some. 
 

A truly incredulous red-letter day featuring not only my first ever sighting of a wild Otter, but a whole 
family of them - first seen in ultra-close proximity as they passed one by one more or less nose to tail 
through shallow water and dense vegetation. As they passed through a culvert only a metre under our 
feet we (My wife Maggie and myself) peered over the edge of the Dropshort causeway in pure 
amazement. Naturally we were 'frozen' to the spot, hardly daring to breathe. 

 
When first sighted we had first-class views of the family (comprising) - four individuals as far as we 
could tell - paddling/half swimming in line abreast through the kind of mini-Everglades beside Peep 
O'Day Lane created in this desperately wet year, characterised by swampy fields and meadows 
everywhere. 

 
In the deep shade, and in their wetness, the Otters appeared quite dark. We were struck by their large 
size, so clearly at least twice the size of the all-too familiar Mink. 

 
Moving in their line abreast fashion with humping backs and slow forward movement through the tangle 
of aquatic vegetation and fallen trees the family party extended it seemed over about 15-16 feet - the 
whole effect being somewhat sinister and serpent-like - giving, as I commented to Maggie at the time, 
something of the appearance of an Anaconda moving through the Amazon rain forest! 

 
As the Otters came through the culvert, or conduit, one by one and swam down the deeper 
unobstructed water of the stream all we could see then was the constantly moving vegetation. In the 
whole encounter there was a good deal of noise from their cracking of twigs and constant moving of 
brash as they clambered out of the swamp area. 

 
The stream, it appears, would lead directly to the Thames; opposite to the Manor at Sutton Courtenay 
probably. Clearly, the floods are likely to have brought them on land for food, especially as rivers at 
present are murky, swollen and poor for fishing. I also commented to Maggie (a Scot) how the hump 
backs as the Otters moved in line provides (to me at any rate) the most plausible explanation of the 
Loch Ness 'monster' sightings. This record provides wonderful news of Otters breeding locally. 
 

Roger Wiggins 4
th
 October 2014    

 
A further note (e-mail) from Roger Wiggins dated 2

nd
 November 2014.                                                                                       

  
Dear Bob 

 
A stroke of luck in a rainy day file search, namely some further details to add to my Otter reminiscences. 

 
Although I have covered the jist of much of this from memory already, I had forgotten that I had these 
notes from some 45 years ago when my father was still alive - note that he spoke of  'as many as twenty 
at a time' by Abingdon bridge rather than the 'up to a dozen' I quoted from memory, and how interesting 
that I note an un-sourced pers. comm. of Otters still in the Stert in the mid-late 50s. (This would have 
been from the borough engineers). 

 
Also worth noting is not just the fact, as previously recalled, that my great grandfather had shot an 
Otter in the Stert culvert but the fact that in the late 19th century Otters were 'sufficiently plentiful...for 
a regular shoot to take place' and the fact that he had more than one of his prizes displayed. As a 
countryman of very modest means he might well have had a sideline in skins. The observation of the 
Victoria County History of Oxfordshire, published in 1939

30
, has resonance when referring to this 

persecution and the animals decline since the earlier 1906/7 volume, viz.,  
 

“Since Otter skins realise a comparatively high price it is probable that the most serious 
check on their numbers is due to the killing by country people with an eye to the value of the 
pelts”. 
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4.0 A REPORT BY RICHARD HARRISON. 
 
The Ock is a tributary of the River Thames. Rising near Little Coxwell it flows east for about 20 miles 
through mostly arable farmland before joining the Thames at Abingdon. It is fed by several tributaries 
including the Sandford Brook – rising near Wootton and fed by the Cothill Fens and Letchcombe Brook 
to the south. Most of the land along the Ock is privately owned, yet there is public access where it 
passes through Abingdon. 

 
The river is usually shallow, with a typical depth of 0.8-metres, but the river is prone to flooding, 
especially in winter, when the fields that consist of the floodplain are often under water.  

 
The length of the river, fish populations and the numerous willow trees along its length and the extent of 
the private land make the Ock an ideal place for Otters to thrive and not be disturbed. 

 
Spraints. 
The most obvious sign of Otter activity is the presence of spraints (Otter droppings) whilst these can be 
found anywhere on the riverbank, the most common place is where the river passes under the A-34 
(SU-475-961). After the first spraint was found in November 2010 there is now regular sprainting activity 
at this location. 

 
4

th
 November 2010. 

 
 

4
th
 December 2010. 

 

 

7
th
 February 2012. 

 

20
th
 February 2012. 

 
 

Footprints. 
A less frequent sign of Otter activity are footprints, as they are easily confused with dog footprints, 
despite having five toes, it can be hard to distinguish the smallest toe.  

 
9

th
 January 2011. 

 
 

26
th
 July 2011. 
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23
rd
 December 2012. 

 

 

 
Otter sightings along the Ock. 
Whilst Otter numbers seem to be increasing in recent years, sightings are still infrequent and rare, with 
the opportunity for photographs being even rarer. The photographs below were all taken on the Ock on 
land that is accessible to the public - from the A-34 (SU-475-961) to Tesco Weir (SU-483-966)  - and are 
opportunist – none of them were taken with a view to seeing Otters, hence the poor quality of the 
pictures. Pictures 1 to 5 and 7 are of solitary Otters, whilst picture 6 is of one of a pair of Otters (the 
second was not recorded in the short film). 
 
Otters are considered to be nocturnal creatures and this is the generally the case [RMGE notes:- The 
majority of records of Otter sightings in this report are of animals seen in daylight] and pictures 3 to 6 
adhere to this and were taken at dusk – hence the grainy images as they were taken on high ISO. 

 
However, images 1 and 2 were taken during daylight in mid summer and it possible to speculate that 
this could be due to the Otters not having a fear of people (perhaps related to released Otters) or there 
is a significant food shortage forcing the Otters to become active during the day. All photographs are by 
Richard Harrison. 

 
(1) 19

th
 June 2011: 5:52pm. 

 

(2) 9th June 2011 – 6:48pm. 

 
(3) 25

th
 June 2011 – 8.22pm. 

 

(4) 19
th
 July 2011 – 7.46pm. 

 
(5) 21

st
 September 2011 – 6.42pm. 

 

(6) 14
th
 March 2012 – 8:10pm. 

 
Note: Still from video footage. 
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Breeding Otters. 
Whilst footprints, feeding and spraints are evidence of Otter activity, the only way to be certain if Otters 
are breeding is to record at least two Otters together and during 2011 three Otters were recorded at the 
same time. 

 
Picture 1 is of two Otter cubs and picture 4 is of the mother recorded at the same time (there is not a 
picture of the three Otters together). [Editor’s note:- The female Otter was curious and approached 
Richard as he was photographing the family]. 

 
Picture 2 is taken in the same location (SU-476-961 to SU-480-963) and is recorded 15 days later. It 
shows the cubs were becoming independent of the mother who was several metres away. 

 
Picture 3 is a still from a short film by a remote camera owned by Mike Waring 17 days later at the Ock 
Bridge between West Hanney and Southmoor (SU-400-956) a distance of 5 miles from where they were 
previously seen (the camera has subsequently been stolen, one of the problems with using remote 
cameras). This is the last record of the Otters being seen together and after that sightings were of 
individual Otters (see previous statement). 

 
(1) 9

th
 May 2011. 

 
 

(2) 26
th
 May 2011. 

 

(3) 12
th
 June 2011. 

 
 
Note: Still taken from film on remote camera. © Mike 
Warring. 

(4) 9
th
 May 2011. 

 
 

Crayfish. 
The unintentional release of Signal crayfish in the 1970’s has had a dramatic impact on the wildlife of 
the rivers around Abingdon. However, with the decline of Eels and similar foods the arrival of the 
crayfish has provided Otters with a much-needed additional source of food. Whilst the following pictures 
of partially eaten crayfish found along the Ock may not be the work of Otters, they illustrate that a large 
predator (maybe Mink) has been active along the river. 
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2
nd

 July 2011. 

 
 

3
rd
 July 2011. 

 

20
th
 August 2011. 

 

20
th
 June 2010. 

 
 

Other sources of foods. 
Whilst fish and the occasional crayfish make up most of the Otters diet, there is more evidence for how 
adaptable the Otters diet can be. Moorhens are common along the Ock, although most of the young 
raised on the Ock don’t make it to adulthood, due to the extent of the predation; it is unusual for the 
partial remains of a Moorhen to be found (picture 1). More unusual is the partially eaten Rabbit, found 
next to the river when it was returning to normal levels after the flooding at the start of 2014, when the 
river burst its banks in several places (a common occurrence for the Ock). Whether the Rabbit in 
question was drowned and was then eaten or if the high water level provided the opportunity for the 
predator to attack the Rabbit is unknown. 

 
(1) 28

th
 August 2012. 

 

(2) 11
th
 January 2014. 

 
 

Otter road casualties. 
Modern roads are a major hazard for British wildlife and dead Badgers are a common site along local 
roads. Although less frequently observed dead Otters are occasionally found by the sides of roads. 
Fortunately for the Otters on the Ock, where roads cross the Ock – A-34, A-388 and Hanney Road, the 
bridges are wide enough and the river deep enough for the Otters to avoid crossing roads. However, 
occasionally in the Ock catchment dead Otters are found. One was found by Mike Waring, on 29

th
 July 

2011. The badly decomposed Otter was found where the Ginge Brook crosses the A-417 (SU-452-893). 
The Otter was in such a poor state that is was not reported to the Environment Agency – who collect 
Otters on behalf of Cardiff University’s Otter project. 
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APPENDIX 1: Historical and recent Otter records by various observers around Abingdon, Oxfordshire. The spraints found by the author are all different as I have 
often removed the ones I find, either preserving them in alcohol or sweeping them into the river

31
. 

 
 LOCATION AND GRID REFERENCE DATE EVIDENCE SOURCE 

1 Corporation Farm, near Wilsham Road, on the south 
side of Abingdon (circa SU-493-955). 

Bronze-
Age. 

Otter metacarpal in an 
archaeological deposit. 

Found by the Abingdon Excavation Committee in 1971 (Bob Wilson 1987
32

). The 
precise location of the find is not knowingly recorded and the archives are missing. 

2 Mount Farm, Berinsfield (circa SU-583-968). Saxon and 
possibly 
Middle Iron-
Age (see 
above). 

Bones including a fibula in 
archaeological deposits. 
Identifications by Bob Wilson. 

Lambrick (2010
33

). 

3 Broad Street, Abingdon (circa SU-498-973). 14
th
 or 15

th
 

Century. 
Otter cranium with ‘skinning’ marks 
in an archaeological deposit. 

Bob Wilson (1987). 

4 Sutton bridge, near Culham Lock, Culham (SU-509-
949). 

19-1-1831 Sighting of an Otter on an ice-flow. Jackson’s Oxford Journal. Record courtesy of Roger Wiggins. 

5 River Ock, Abingdon, precise location uncertain. Late 19
th
 

Century. 
Stuffed Otter. OXCMS
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: 1980.96.1286. 

6 Oxfordshire/Berkshire? Precise location uncertain. 1882 Complete Otter skeleton OUMNH
35

:02936. 
7 Thames between Appleford and Long Wittenham 

(circa SU-535-938). 
7-4-1888 Three Otters seen and two young 

captured. 
North Berks Herald. Record courtesy of Roger Wiggins. The implication in Roger’s 
report is that these Otters were killed, i.e., “preserved” (see Section 3.0, above). 

8 Barton Court Farm, presumably in the vicinity of 
Bruney Lagoon (circa SU-512-971).. 

Early 20
th
 

Century. 
Stuffed Otter. OXCMS:1980.96.1601. 

9 Abbey Millstream, somewhere between the Weirs and 
Abingdon town (circa SU-503-973). 

Early 20
th
 

Century 
Family of Otters killed and displayed 
in Abingdon. 

North Berks Herald (now Abingdon Herald). Details to be confirmed. Record 
courtesy of Roger Wiggins. 

10 River Stert culvert (SU-499-969). Otter displayed in a 
case at 18The Abbey, Abingdon. 

Circa 1910 Stuffed Otter shot by Harold Arthur 
Wiggins. 

The late Ellen Martha Wiggins, pers. comm. to Roger Wiggins. Roger’s father 
reports seeing up to 20 Otters and regular shoots in this location (see Section 3.0, 
above). 

11 Charlbury, Oxfordshire. Precise location uncertain. 30-4-1930 Otter head on a plaque. OXCMS:2007.140.1. 
12 Oxford. Precise location uncertain. 8-11-1933 Skull and atlas vertebra OUMNS:14007. 
13 River Ock, Abingdon (SU-488-969). 1934 or 5 Sighting by the Drayton road bridge, 

either in the lower or upper stream. 
The late Ivy Wiggins, pers. comm. to Roger Wiggins (her son). 

14 Black Ditch near the river Ock, Marcham (circa SU-
458-963). 

1938 or 9 Sighting after the Otter was heard 
“hissing”. 

The late Fred Jenkins, pers. comm. to Roger Wiggins. 

15 Bruney Lagoon/Island (SU-512-971). 1938 or 9 Otter traps in use and signs warning 
the public of their presence. 

The late Fred Jenkins, pers. comm. to Roger Wiggins. Although not proof of the 
presence of Otters the setting of more than one trap makes this very probable. 

16 Eney, Lower Radley (SU-537-984). Circa 1950 Otter attacked and injured 
(concussed?) by a Swan in a field 

The late Dick Frearson, pers. comm. to RMGE. Dick told me this tale in 2001 and 
guessed it would have occurred 50-years earlier. Up to 2001 he never saw another 
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next to the Thames. The Otter was 
removed by the witness to a farm 
building and the following morning it 
was released, apparently none the 
worse for the incident. It ran towards 
the river. 

Otter. 

17 Deddington, Oxfordshire. Precise location uncertain. 9-5-1951 Skin and damaged skull. OUMNH:07537. 
18 Folly Bridge, Oxford. Precise location uncertain. 8-4-1956 Skeleton and skin. OUMNH:08699. 
19 River Ock, Marcham (unspecified location/s). 1950s “Otters were common in the Ock 

when I was growing up”. 
George Layton, pers. comm. to RMGE. George is in his 70s so would have been 
quite young in the 1950s. 

20 Unknown location but probably the Swiftditch. 1966 Otter attacking a [keep] net. PC Brian Leather whilst fishing, pers. comm. to Roger Wiggins. 
21 Mill Brook, South Morton (SU-560-880). 1968 or 69 1: “There have been sightings in the 

Blewbury Mill/South Morton area”.  
2: The record refers to a sighting in 
the Mill Brook on the south side of 
South Morton. 

1: Abingdon Naturalists’ Society (ANS) journal for 1969.  
2: This record, with a grid reference, is also in the ANS mammal archives in my 
possession dated 1968 and recorded by Roger Wiggins. 

22 North end of Swiftditch (circa SU-512-966). Early to 
mid-1970s 

Sighting when the observer was 
fishing. 

The late Jack Butler, pers. comm. to Dr David Lloyd. David Lloyd (a very 
experienced naturalist and scientist) stated to me that “there have always been 
Otters along the Swiftditch”, something that appears to have been true. 

23 River Ock, Abingdon (SU-486-969). 1974-5 White-clawed crayfish, 
Austropotamobius pallipes, remains, 
uncertain records. 

Found on two or three occasions whilst I was fishing for Chub. The crayfish had 
been ‘skinned’. This species of crayfish was very abundant in this location during the 
1970s. Bob Eeles (RMGE), pers. obs. 

24 The Burycroft, Culham (SU-511-957). 1978 Road casualty close to where the 
Swiftditch joins the Thames (not 
recovered). 

Frank La Forte, pers. comm. to Roger Wiggins in 1993 who recorded the finding in 
his diary, and Frank La Forte pers. comm. to RMGE in September 2014. Frank is a 
highly respected naturalist and scientist. 

25 Mill Paddock, Abingdon (SU-497-968). Mid 1980s Otter in a garden adjoining the river 
Ock/Thames confluence. 

Michael Preston, pers. comm. to Roger Wiggins. See Roger Wiggins’ separate 
report. The report is credible from the observers description to Roger. 

26 Day’s Lock, Little Wittenham (SU-569-936). Circa 1985 Sighting on the Lock island. Llyn Davies (the Lock Keeper), pers. comm. to Roger Wiggins. 
27 Otneys

36
, Sutton Courtenay (SU-497-946). Winter 

1986/7 
Possible (?) spraint on grassy 
tussock on riverbank. At the time I 
was not familiar with Otter spraint. 

RMGE, pers. obs. This could have been a very dark and small Fox, Vulpes vulpes, 
dropping. I was convinced at the time but the memory has faded. 

28 River Thames/Swiftditch (SU-515-966). Prior to  
11-1-1988. 
Possibly in 
1987. 

Adult Otter swimming in the main 
river a little upstream from where 
the Swiftditch (at the ‘new’ weir) 
drops down from the Thames. 

A fisherman, pers. comm., to RMGE. I was in the same location as the observer who 
was fishing in the same place. I believe, but can’t be certain, that his sighting 
occurred the year before. (I was surveying for Harvest mice, Micromys minutus).  
 
Note:- Otters were perhaps not continually resident along the Swiftditch in this 
period (1988-9). The landowner trapped 23 Mink, Mustela vison, along this 
watercourse at this time (Andrew Lay, pers. comm. to RMGE). Such a high density 
of Mink would no doubt have had a significant impact on prey species and would 
suggest, but not confirm, that its ‘competitor’ may have been temporarily absent. 
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Since then he averages three or four mink in a year (now that Otters are present) 
with captures mostly occurring in the spring. Otters competitively exclude Mink.
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29 Colmoor Farm, Swiftditch (SU-502-961). 1990 Sighting of cub “playing in the water” 
in front of the observer. 

PC Brian Leather, pers. comm. to Roger Wiggins; fishing ‘peg’ 20. The farm owner, 
Ray Mooren, pers. comm. confirmed the precise location to RMGE in August 2014. 

30 Radley gravel pits (precise location not known). 1990s Sighting. George Day when fishing, pers. comm. to Roger Wiggins. 
31 Swiftditch (precise location not known). 1990s Sighting by fisherman, possibly the 

same as the 1990 Colmoor Farm 
record, above. 

A fisherman, pers. comm. to Dr David Lloyd. 

32 River Ock, Abingdon (SU-482-965). Summer 
(after June 
15

th
) 1998 

or 1999 

A young Otter, walking along the 
bank in the early evening, in good 
light, when the observer and his 
step-son were fishing for Chub. 

Brian Wilson (Jock), pers. comm. to RMGE. Jock grew up in Scotland and is familiar 
with Otters. Jock’s step-son said “was that an Otter” to which Jock replied “yes it 
was”. I (RMGE) interviewed Jock at length about this record and believe it to be 
credible. Pat Field saw an Otter at the nearby mill two years later (below). 

33 Goseye gravel lake and river Thames, Thrupp (SU-
523-973). 

2000 Four sprainting sites and two 
couches around Goseye Lake and 
two sprainting sites at the nearby 
railway bridge over the river 
Thames. 

Cresswell Associates (2000). Goseye Lake was subsequently destroyed against the 
advice of the ecological consultants and is now a toxic waste dump. Destroying 
Otter habitat is of course illegal without a license from Natural England, something 
the developer (Innogy and then RWE nPower) did not have. The County Ecologist 
did not raise this conservation concern with the developers or the planners. 

34 River Ock, New Cut Mill Cottage (Bugg’s Mill), 
Abingdon (SU-478-963). 

2001 Adult Otter, walking on the weir 
structure. 

Pat Field, pers. comm. to RMGE. Pat told me this tale in the summer of 2011 and 
estimated that the sighting was ten-years earlier. She had not seen any more Otters 
despite living next to the location where Richard Harrison (below) saw many. 

35 Outside the Anchor public house, river Thames, 
Abingdon (SU- 497-967). 

10:00 am 
on a 
Monday 
morning in 
October 
2001 

Sighting by landlord of an Otter 
swimming downstream in the river. 

James (Jim) Reed, pers. comm. to RMGE. The observer was quite certain he had 
seen an Otter when looking out of his bedroom window. This sighting is unusual 
because it was in the middle of the town in daylight. Jim’s description was of a large 
animal and he was adamant it could not have been a Mink, Mustela vison. I’ve 
(RMGE) accepted this record because I can’t think of anything else it could have 
been. 

36 River Thames south of Thrupp and close to the 
Pumney Ditch (SU-527-971). 

Spring 2002 Sighting in the river in the early 
morning. 

Jo Cartmell, pers. comm. to RMGE. Jo heard splashing in the river and approached 
the sound. She then saw the Otter close to the north bank she was standing upon. 

37 Swiftditch (SU-505-974). Late-
December 
2001 or 
early-
January 
2002 

One sighting below ‘The Warren’ 
ancient woodland plus a different 
Otter heard ‘whistling’ at the same 
time nearby during the floods. 

The late Peter Gent, pers. comm. to RMGE. The Otter that Peter saw was on the 
bank of the Swiftditch eating a Chub, Leuciscus cephalus. He observed it for a few 
minutes. I (RMGE) do not recall if I asked Peter what the Otter did next. Presumably 
the Otter/s departed the scene on being disturbed? 

38 Pumney Ditch (SU-527-974). Autumn 
2003 

Sighting of an Otter swimming 
across the Ditch and climbing on to 
the bank. The Otter made a loud 
splash as it entered the water. 

The late Ray Faulkner and an RWE nPower employee, pers. comm. to RMGE. The 
sighting seems likely given the closeness to the nearby sprainting site (Cresswell 
Associates 2000, RMGE 2006, Bioscan Ltd 2011, RMGE 2014) that was active in 
this period. 

39 Swiftditch (SU-513-967). June 2003 Footprint in muddy substrate with 
clearly visible webbing. 

RMGE, pers. obs. I accidentally exposed the film and have no images. 

40 North side of Bullfield Lake (SU-519-974). May 2005 Sighting of an adult and cub in the 
water and crossing the isthmus to 

Emma Wiskin when fishing, pers. comm. to RMGE. I believe but cannot confirm that 
her partner (Wesley, surname unknown but currently the bailiff at Bruney Lagoon) 
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Thrupp Lake. also saw them, as she did not go fishing alone. 
41 Swiftditch (SU-510-965). June 2005 Sighting of an adult and two cubs in 

the water. 
Emma Wiskin when fishing with her partner (Wesley, surname unknown but 
currently the bailiff at Bruney Lagoon) who also saw them, pers. comm. to RMGE. 
Approximate location only. 

42 Swiftditch (SU-510-965). July 2005 Sighting of an adult and two cubs in 
the water. Probably the same Otters 
as above. 

Emma Wiskin when fishing with her partner (Wesley, surname unknown but 
currently the bailiff at Bruney Lagoon) who also saw them, pers. comm. to RMGE. 
Approximate location only. 

43 Swiftditch (SU-513-967). September 
2005 

Footprints. RMGE, pers. obs. I (RMGE) seem not to have photographed them. 

44 South-west corner of Thrupp Lake (SU-520-974). February 
2006 

Fish kill (Roach, Rutilus rutilus), 
head eaten and body lacerated. 
This may have been the work of a 
Pike fisherman using live-bait. 

RMGE, pers. obs. I have mislaid the photograph. At the time I was convinced this 
was the work of an Otter. Fish kills in this location plus spraints and footprints 
indicate visitations by Otters increasingly from this time (below). 

45 North side of Bullfield Lake (SU-520-974). February 
2006 

Footprints and a possible ‘slide’. Jo Cartmell and David Guyoncourt, photographed, pers. comm. to RMGE. The 
image of footprints looks convincing, the ‘slide’ is not a confirmed record. 

46 River Thames (SU-526-970) where the Pumney Ditch 
enters the Thames. 

Spring 2006 Three spraints on the footbridge. RMGE, pers. obs.  and Jo Cartmell. I had seen spraints in this location several times 
since circa 2002 but had failed to note them down. 

47 South side of Bullfield Lake (SU-513-972). May 2006 Two possible old couches of the 
right dimensions amongst Common 
reeds (Phragmites australis). 

Jo Cartmell and RMGE, pers. obs. during a Water vole, Arvicola terrestris, survey
38

. 
These were on the south-west side of the subsequently restored gravel lake. 

48 River Ock, Abingdon (SU-494-969). May 2006 “A dog size animal splashing noisily 
in the water during a Water vole, 
Arvicola terrestris, survey. There 
was no sign of the animal that was 
believed to have swum away 
underwater”. 

Jo Cartmell and a co-surveyor, pers. comm. to RMGE. I (RMGE) discussed this with 
Jo at some length and I am just as convinced as she is that it was an Otter. I 
(RMGE) had an almost identical experience a little further upstream in July 2011 
(below) and similarly conclude I had disturbed an Otter. Both of the experiences 
were at midday in areas frequented by the public and their dogs. 

49 North bank of Longmead Lake (SU-513-967). 7-8-2007 Footprints. RMGE, pers. obs., photographed. These were in the water at the Lake edge and five 
toe impressions, although a little smeared, are visible in the image. 

50 Bruney Lagoon (SU-512-971). Winter 2007 ‘Whistling’ heard, possibly indicating 
the presence of a second Otter in 
the vicinity. 

RMGE, pers. obs. Although I (RMGE) did not see the Otter the ‘whistling’ was quite 
characteristic and I know of no other species that vocalises in this way. 

51 Ginge Brook, Sutton Courtenay (SU-500-939). 5-2-2008 Otter sighting. Record courtesy of Rachael Potter of TVERC. I do not know the name of the 
observer and this record is, therefore, credible but unverified. The time of day is not 
recorded. The Ginge Brook flows through the village of Sutton Courtenay and 
discharges into the Thames at the nearby Weirs. 

52 Clifton Hampden (SU-547-952). 23-4-2008 Spraint on concrete bag-work Graham Scholey, pers. comm. to TVERC, record courtesy of Rachael Potter of 
TVERC. Given that this is a record by the EA’s Otter expert it can be considered to 
be a certain report. In this instance TVERC recorded the name of the observer but 
they do not always do this making verification impossible. 

53 Swiftditch (SU-513-967). 4-4-2008 Spraint. RMGE, pers. obs., photographed (Figure 11) and removed (removed = pickled in 
70% alcohol). 

54 Swiftditch (SU-513-967). 20-4-2008 Spraint. RMGE, pers. obs., photographed and removed. 
55 Swiftditch (SU-513-967). 2-6-2008 Spraint. RMGE, pers. obs., photographed and removed. 
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56 East bank of Bullfield Lake (SU-522-974). 23-9-2008 Fish kill (Tench, Tinca tinca). RMGE, pers. obs., photographed (Figure 16). 
57 Swiftditch below Colmoor Farm  (SU-502-962). After June 

15
th
 2009 

Sighting of two Otters in the water 
and on the bank for circa 25-
minutes whilst the observer was 
fishing below the farmhouse. 

John Mooren, fishing ‘peg’ 16, pers. comm. to RMGE. He stated that “they regularly 
leave their ‘scrat’ on the fishing platforms”. Presumably ‘scrat’ means spraint? I 
interviewed John and his description is convincing. 

58 Clifton Hampden weirs (SU-541-941). July 2009 Brief sighting of an Otter ‘arcing’ out 
of the water in mid-stream and 
heading upstream towards the Lock. 

Heather St Michael, pers. comm. to RMGE. This was only a brief sighting but 
Heather’s description confirms the presence of an Otter in this location. Shortly 
afterwards the Lock Keeper noticed several spraints and fish kills around the nearby 
Lock and had a sighting within the Lock itself during the floods (below). 

59 Swiftditch (SU-513-967). 18-5-2010 Spraint. RMGE, pers. obs., photographed (Figure 10) and removed. 
60 River Ock, Abingdon (SU-476-961). 20-6-2010 Signal crayfish remains. Richard Harrison, photographed, unconfirmed record. 
61 South-east corner of Thrupp Lake (SU-522-974). 18-9-2010 Spraint. Ben Carpenter (2013).
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62 River Ock, Abingdon (SU-476-961). 4-11-2010 Spraint. Richard Harrison, photographed. 
63 River Ock, Abingdon (SU-476-961). 4-12-2010 Spraint (a white-ish one). Richard Harrison, photographed. 

64 River Ock, Abingdon (SU-476-961). 9-1-2011 Footprints. Richard Harrison, photographed. 
65 River Ock, Abingdon (SU-476-961). 9-5-2011 Three individual Otters. Richard Harrison, photographed. 
66 River Ock, Charney Bassett (SU-381-945). 11-5-2011 Three individual Otters filmed on a 

remote camera. 
Mike Waring, pers. comm. to Richard Harrison. 

67 River Ock, Abingdon (SU-476-961). 26-5-2011 Two individual Otters. Richard Harrison, photographed. 

68 River Ock, Abingdon (SU-476-961) south side of the 
road bridge. 

May 2011 Spraint. RMGE, pers. obs. 

69 River Ock, Abingdon (SU-470-959) west of the A-34 
road bridge. 

May 2011 Couch amongst Bur-reeds 
(Sparganium sp.) and other 
marginal plants. 

RMGE, pers. obs., when out with Penny Williams and Jo Cartmell. In area the couch 
was less than a square-metre, was flattened and contained several spraints. The 
area around it smelled ‘Ottery’. It was obviously in current use. 

70 River Ock but precise location not disclosed here. May 2011 Holt under a Crack willow, Salix 
fragilis (with probable cub/s heard 
“squeaking” by Steve Cartmell in the 
same location in 2010). 

RMGE, pers. obs., when out with Penny Williams and Jo Cartmell. Richard Harrison 
saw an adult Otter with two well-grown cubs nearby in 2011 (below). Presumably 
these were the cubs heard “squeaking” in the holt by Steve Cartmell in 2010 if 
indeed the “squeaking” sound was made by Otter/s. 

71 River Ock, Abingdon (SU-476-961) 9-6-2011 Sighting. Richard Harrison, photographed. 

72 River Ock, Charney Bassett (SU-381-945). 12-6-2011 Three individual Otters on a remote 
camera. 

Mike Waring, pers. comm. to Richard Harrison.  

73 River Ock, Abingdon (SU-476-961). 19-6-2011 One Otter. Richard Harrison, photographed. 
74 River Ock, Abingdon (SU-476-961). 25-6-2011 Sighting. Richard Harrison, photographed. 
75 River Ock, Abingdon (SU-476-961). 2-7-2011 Crayfish remains. Richard Harrison, photographed, unconfirmed record. 

76 River Ock, Abingdon (SU-476-961). 3-7-2011 Crayfish remains. Richard Harrison, photographed, unconfirmed record. 
77 River Ock (‘lower’ channel), Abingdon (SU-483-968). July 2011 A large animal in the river, a very 

loud splash only (not seen). The 
animal was startled as I was cycling 
past at midday. Not a large fish or 
bird. The animal made its way 
upstream and underwater. 

RMGE, pers. obs. Unconfirmed but considered as a likely record given the location’s 
proximity to Richard Harrison’s sightings a little upstream in this period. 

78 River Ock, Abingdon (SU-476-961). 19-7-2011 Sighting. Richard Harrison, photographed. 
79 River Ock, Abingdon. The location is not disclosed 

here. 
25-7-2011 One Otter. Jo Cartmell, pers. comm., to RMGE. “It was just before dusk and I had been stood 

looking at what I believed to be a possible Otter holt. I could see a large Otter-sized 
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slide into the water. As I was gazing at the opposite bank, in that location, an 
unmistakable Otter tail suddenly flicked up above the water line close to the bank. It 
must have entered the water from the holt as smooth as oil in water, because it 
made no sound. It then swam towards me and was about a metre away from me. It 
rose its head out of the water and looked at me. It was a female Otter. It was one of 
the most exhilarating moments of my life and a moment I had always hoped to 
experience. It then casually swam downstream, completely unperturbed by its 
encounter with me”. 

80 River Ock, Abingdon (SU-476-961). 26-7-2011 Footprints. Richard Harrison, photographed. 
81 River Ock, Abingdon (SU-476-961). 20-8-2011 Crayfish remains. Richard Harrison, photographed, unconfirmed record. 
82 River Thames (SU-526-970) where the Pumney Ditch 

enters the Thames near the railway bridge. 
September
2011 

Spraint. Bioscan (2011).
40

 

83 River Ock, Abingdon (SU-476-961). 21-9-2011 Sighting. Richard Harrison, photographed. 
84 Sandford-on-Thames Lock (SP-531-013). November 

2011 
Sighting at dusk in 2011 and 
numerous spraints on the weir 
structures in the winters since 2010. 

Andy Lovell the Lock Keeper at Sandford-on-Thames, pers. comm. to RMGE. 

85 A417, East Hendred, Lud Bridge, Ginge Brook (SU-
452-893). 

29-11-2011 Road casualty (badly decayed and 
not recovered). 

Mike Waring, pers. comm. to Richard Harrison. 

86 River Ock, Abingdon (SU-476-961). 7-2-2012 Spraint. Richard Harrison, photographed. 

87 River Ock, Abingdon (SU-476-961). 20-2-2012 Spraint. Richard Harrison, photographed. 
88 River Ock, Abingdon (SU-476-961). 14-3-2012 Two Otters. Richard Harrison, photographed. 
89 East side of Longmead Lake (SU-514-972). June 2012 Three fish kills. These were Crucian 

carp, Carassius carassius, up to five 
pounds in weight with their throats 
eaten out. 

Steve Clarkson, owner of Longmead Lake (photographed), pers. comm. to RMGE. I 
have not seen the photographs, however, but interviewed him at some length. His 
descriptions of this and the following record are convincing evidence for the 
presence of the Otters that have been very active in the area. 

90 East side of Longmead Lake (SU-514-972). June 2012 Two live (about one-pound in 
weight) Crucian carp found on the 
Lake’s east bank the day after the 
above record. It seems probable 
that the observer had disturbed at 
least one Otter before it could start 
its meal. The fish were put back into 
the water. 

Steve Clarkson, pers. comm. to RMGE. Jo Cartmell and myself found two possible 
couches here in 2006. I photographed footprints at Longmead Lake in 2007. ‘Chaz’ 
the night fishermen had several Otter sightings, always at dusk, at nearby Bruney 
Lagoon in 2009. I have lost the records for these sightings and ‘Chaz’ appears to 
have left the area so I am unable to discuss this further with him. The current bailiff 
denies Otters are present at Bruney Lagoon, which I (RMGE) find scarcely credible. 
My impression when discussing this with him was that he was being less than 
truthful, particularly as he must have known about ‘Chaz’s’ sightings in 2009. 

91 River Ock, Abingdon (SU-476-961) west side of the 
road bridge and close to a footbridge. 

June 2012 One Otter, a brief (3-seconds) 
sighting only of the Otter (i.e., its 
head and shoulders) swimming 
(doggy-paddling judging by its jerky 
body movements) from the north to 
the south bank at lunchtime. 

RMGE, pers. obs. I had been regularly visiting this location as it is very close to 
where Richard Harrison had multiple sightings. Jo Cartmell also saw an Otter here in 
2011 (above), close to the couch (above) and holt. 

92 Bruney Lagoon (SU-512-971). 21-6-2012 Possible fish kill (species unknown). Richard Harrison. Photograph is out-of-focus and is unfortunately inconclusive. This 
record seems very credible in view of the two fish ‘kills’ at an adjacent waterbody 
(Longmead Lake in spring 2012, above). 

93 Sandford-on-Thames Lock (SP-531-013). Summer 
2012 

Sighting at 10:30 am. Andy Lovell the Lock Keeper at Sandford-on-Thames, pers. comm. to RMGE. 
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94 Otney, south of Abingdon (SU-493-941). 13
th
 July 

2012 
Sighting by Roger and Maggie 
Wiggins during the floods of four 
Otters swimming nose-to-tail in the 
stream (‘Otney Water’) at the 
‘Otneys’, Dropshort, and then into 
the flooded fields (see Roger’s 
fascinating report, Section 3.0). 

Roger Wiggins, pers. comm. to RMGE. 

95 Thames between Radley boathouse and Sandford-
on-Thames Lock (SU-534-000). 

September 
2012 

Sighting of an Otter swimming 
upstream for 15-seconds. Observer 
was boating and 50-feet away. 

Jules Bullock, pers. comm. to RMGE. Another daylight record. 

96 Lower stream of the River Ock near the Drayton 
Road, Abingdon (SU-486-968). 

October 
2012 

Adult Otter on the riverbank before 
entering the water at 5:00 am. The 
observer approached the Otter to 
within 30-metres at which point it 
took fright and entered the water. 

Paul Davies, (a postman on his way to work) pers. comm. to RMGE. A record in the 
middle of the town where Nick Cain saw a family group in July 2013 and next to the 
sprainting ‘station’ underneath the Ock bridges found by RMGE in 2014 (below). 

97 Swiftditch (SU-512-967). October 
and 
November 
2012 

Sightings by bridge on 12 or 13 
occasions at lunchtime including 
three sightings of two individuals at 
the same time. 

Richard Hawkins (the keeper of Abingdon Lock), pers. comm. to RMGE. These 
sightings were all in daylight showing that the Swiftditch Otters can be active 
throughout the day along this relatively undisturbed watercourse. The location lies a 
short distance from a main sprainting station (SU-513-967). 

98 River Ock, Abingdon (SU-476-961). 23-12-2012 Footprints Richard Harrison, photographed. 
99 River Thames (SU-526-970) where the Pumney Ditch 

enters the Thames. 
January 
2013 

Footprints in the mud below the 
railway bridge. 

Jo Cartmell, photographed and pers. comm. to RMGE. 

100 Orchard Lake, Thrupp (SU-522-967). 25-1-2013 Footprints in the snow. They led 
onto the snow-covered thin ice of 
Orchard Lake and could not be 
followed. 

Jo Cartmell, photographed and pers. comm. to RMGE. 

101 Ock Meadow and the Ock, near the Ock Bridge over 
the Drayton Road, Abingdon (SU-487-969). This very 
credible record is unusual as it is in the middle of the 
town next to a busy riverside pub. 

July 2013 A family of Otters (numbers 
uncertain due to poor light) in the 
meadow and then splashing in the 
Ock at dusk and heading upstream 
(“multiple splashes continuing for 
several minutes as the family 
headed upstream”). This was about 
10:00 pm during a warm summer 
evening. The Otters were 
“piping/squealing” and jumping in 
and out of the water. 

Nick Cain, pers. comm. to RMGE. He knew as soon as he heard them that they 
were Otters. He approached the sound to investigate. This record was followed up 
after Mark Bradfield of BBOWT passed it on to myself. Nick Cain believes that large 
Chub are much less common along the Ock than they were in the past due to the 
presence of Otters, a view I concur with, especially in view of the small size of the 
fish bones and scales in the spraints and the visual absence of large Chub that used 
to be commonly seen, pers. obs. The Ock is ‘isolated’ by weirs and recruitment of 
fish from the Thames is unlikely to happen for the majority of species. Graham 
Scholey of the EA points out that the apparent lack of large Chub may be related to 
a behavioural change in these fish that may no longer swim in such easily observed 
places at the surface, pers. comm. to RMGE.
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102 River Thames (SU-507-971). September 
2013 

Sighting along towpath in daylight. An unknown female boater, pers. comm., to Richard Hawkins, the Lock Keeper. 
Shortly before Richard saw an Otter very close to this location (below). 

103 River Thames (SU-510-971). September 
2013 

Sighting in daylight in the ‘leat’ 
behind Lock keepers house. 

Richard Hawkins the Lock Keeper, pers. comm. to RMGE. 
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104 Swiftditch (SU-513-967). October 
2013 

Spraint containing mostly Signal 
crayfish remains. 

RMGE, pers. obs. I returned the following day to photograph and collect this sample 
and found a walker standing on it. It could not be recovered. 

105 Culham Cut, near Culham Lock (SU-505-948). 29-10-2013 Spraint. Found by Diane Davidson-Watts (with 10-years survey experience) during an 
ecological survey. Although this spraint (plate 5 in the report) appears to resemble a 
Fox scat the finder broke it apart and found fish remains with a characteristic ‘Ottery’ 
smell (Mann Power Consulting Ltd 2014, see below). However, this record is open 
to question as the ‘spraint’ looks nothing like one deposited by an Otter to me. 

106 Orchard Lake (SU-520-970). 30-11-2013 Sighting of three Otters at dusk 
(adult and cubs) during the floods. Tom Welland, a night fisherman, pers. comm. to Ben Carpenter and Jo Cartmell. 

The Otters ran out of the Lake and climbed the bank of Goseye fly ash dump before 
being lost to sight. They made a lot of noise “squealing and crashing about” 
apparently. An Otter was also seen here in mid-January 2014 (below). 

107 Orchard Lake (between SU-519-971 and SU-518-
971). 

Mid-
January 
2014 

Otter swimming across the lake in 
daylight. 

Two members of the public with binoculars (naturalists?), pers. comm. to Graham 
Bateman. “Last winter on a Sunday afternoon (3.30ish) I was half way along the 
upper path below the fence of H/I that faces Orchard Lake when I saw a Lady and a 
Gent (sorry no names) standing at the southwest corner of the fence, just before it 
turns sharp east. I noticed they had binoculars aimed at the lake, but initially held 
back as they had a large dog. When I reached them, they said, “did you see the 
Otter?” “Where?” “Swam across the lake behind you”. I missed it. So according to 
them it swam from the northwest corner of H/I across to the western side of Orchard 
Lake. I did query whether it could have been a Mink, but they felt certain it was an 
Otter. I was a bit uncertain.  However, something was now in the flooded willow 
shrub on the far side [the west side of Orchard Lake] and I have never seen so 
many Mallard squawking and paddling hard to get onto the open lake, and 
Teal/Widgeon flying out.  Something was making them very unhappy! I did go into 
the woodland, but found nothing. So that's it. The water level was high, but not as 
flooded as it got later. As it was pretty light, I am reckoning mid- January [2014], 
rather than December [2013] - sorry I cannot be more accurate”. 

108 Orchard Lake (SU-520-969). Early 2014 Footprints. Jo Cartmell, photographed and pers. comm. to RMGE. 
109 Orchard Lake (SU-520-970). 12-3-2014 Footprints in the mud. Jo Cartmell, photographed and pers. comm. to RMGE. 
110 Swiftditch below Colmoor Farm  (SU-502-962). March 2014 Footprints in silt and an Otter 

‘whistling’ on several occasions 
during the winter floods. 

John Mooren, resident at the farmhouse, pers. comm. to RMGE. The riverside area 
below the farmhouse is frequently inundated leaving muddy deposits when the 
waters recede. 

111 Swiftditch (SU-513-967). 13-4-2014 Spraint. RMGE, pers. obs., photographed (Figure 12) and removed. 
112 Bullfield Lake (SU-522-974). April 2014 Fish kill (Carp) and bite marks on 

other carp according to the 
chairman of the fishing syndicate. 

Loretta Waters of the Earth Trust, pers. comm. to RMGE. An Otter proof fence is 
currently (2014) being constructed around the Lake. 

113 Swiftditch (SU-508-965 and 504-963). 14-4-2014 Footprints in three locations. RMGE, pers. obs., photographed (Figures 13 and 14) as part of a formal survey
42

. 
114 River Ock, Abingdon (SU-476-961). 4-5-2014 Spraint. RMGE, pers. obs., photographed (Figure 7) and collected. 
115 Swiftditch (SU-508-965). 6-5-2014 Spraint on concrete next to a bridge 

in the middle part of the Swiftditch. 
RMGE, pers. obs., photographed and collected. 

116 River Ock, Abingdon (SU-476-961). 25-5-2014 Spraint  RMGE, pers. obs., photographed and removed. 
117 River Ock, Abingdon (SU-476-961). 29-5-2014 Spraint. RMGE, pers. obs., photographed and removed. 
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 Eeles RMG. (2014). Record of an Otter, Lutra lutra, survey along the Swiftditch river channel near Culham, Oxfordshire, in April and May 2014. Research commissioned by Andrew and Jane Lay of High 
Lodge Farm, Culham as part of a Higher Level Stewardship scheme funded by Natural England. 
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118 River Ock, Abingdon (SU-476-961) north side of the 
road bridge. 

29-5-2014 32 spraints* most of which must 
have been more recent than the 
January floods of 2014 (see 
comments below this table). 

RMGE, pers. obs., photographed and removed. From this point onwards I have 
been visiting both sides of the road bridge on each visit. I had previously noticed 
what I thought were spraints along the north ledge but could not be certain, even 
with binoculars, due to the poor light under the low bridge. 

119 River Ock, Abingdon (SU-476-961). 1-6-2014 Spraint. RMGE, pers. obs., sample collected. 
120 River Ock, Abingdon (SU-476-961). 10-6-2014 Spraint. RMGE, pers. obs., sample collected. 

121 Swiftditch (SU-513-967). 17-6-2014 Crayfish remains. RMGE, pers. obs., collected. The remains stained the alcohol pink. 
122 River Ock, Abingdon (SU-476-961) south side of the 

road bridge. 
22-6-2014 Spraint. RMGE, pers. obs., photographed and removed. 

123 River Ock, Abingdon (SU-476-961) south side of the 
road bridge. 

8-7-2014 2 spraints. RMGE, pers. obs., photographed and removed. 

124 River Ock, Abingdon (SU-476-961) north side of the 
road bridge. 

14-7-2014 Spraint. RMGE, pers. obs., sample collected. 

125 River Ock, Abingdon (SU-476-961) north side of the 
road bridge. 

24-7-2014 Two spraints (one white-ish) and 
two oily ‘smears’. 

RMGE, pers. obs., photographed and removed. These must have been deposited 
during the night of 23-7-2014 because there were none here on this date in daylight 
(Appendix 3, below). 

126 Sandford Pool, Sandford-on-Thames (circa SP-528-
016). 

25-7-2014 Spraints containing fish and crayfish 
remains. 

Ecoconsult Ltd (2014)
43

. This is the scene of much Otter activity in recent years, 
especially in the areas with limited human and dog access (above). 

127 River Ock, Abingdon (SU-476-961) north (viewed 
through binoculars) and south sides of the road 
bridge. 

28-7-2014 One spraint (north, confirmed on 31-
7-2014, no new spraint on this date) 
and two oily ‘smears’ (south side). 

RMGE, pers. obs., photographed and south left in-situ, north removed on 31-7-2014. 

128 River Ock, Abingdon (SU-476-961) north side of the 
road bridge. 

9-8-2014 Two spraints including another 
white-ish example. 

RMGE, pers. obs., one collected, one swept into the water. 

129 River Ock, Marcham Mill (SU-457-953). 12-8-2014 Spraint (grey and dry and hence not 
fresh) on fallen bridge stone. 

RMGE, pers. obs., left in-situ. 

130 River Ock, Abingdon (SU-476-961) south side of the 
road bridge. 

17-8-2014 Spraint. RMGE, pers. obs., photographed and removed. 

131 River Ock, Abingdon (SU-476-961) north side of the 
road bridge. 

20-8-2014 Two spraints at both ends of the 
walkway and none on the south 
side. 

RMGE, pers. obs., collected and photographed. When pickled I’ve noticed that the 
spraints take on a pinkish colour if they contain crayfish remains. 

132 River Ock, Abingdon (SU-476-961) north and south 
sides of the road bridge. 

23-8-2014 Two spraints, one on north-west 
side, one on south-east side. The 
latter was very fresh, possibly a few 
hours. 

RMGE, pers. obs., collected. 

133 River Ock, Abingdon (SU-476-961) north and south 
sides of the road bridge. 

29-8-2014 Four spraints, three along north side 
(one on the west main sprainting 
‘station’ that was removed on 29

th
 

May 2014), one on south side. 

RMGE, pers. obs., collected. 

134 Clifton Hampden near the road bridge (SU-547-954). 31-8-2014 Seen at 10:00 am in the river. Mike Mazurek pers. comm. to the EA, then Graham Scholey pers. comm. to RMGE. 
135 River Ock, Abingdon (SU-476-961) north and south 

sides of the road bridge. 
4-9-2014 ‘Oily’ smear on north side, spraint 

on south side. The latter looked old 
and small and may have been 
previously overlooked. 

RMGE, pers. obs., left in-situ after discussion with Graham Scholey as to the 
potential ‘harm’ of my earlier strategy of removing the spraints. Now I will flatten 
them. It transpired that spraint removal does not alter Otter behaviour along the Ock 
with deposits continuing to be left in the same places and quantities. 

136 River Ock, Abingdon (SU-476-961) north side of the 6-9-2014 ‘Oily’ smear. RMGE, pers. obs., left in-situ. 
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 Ecoconsult Ltd. (2014). Extended phase-1 habitat survey, land at Sandford weir, Sandford-on-Thames, Oxfordshire. 
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road bridge. 
137 Pumney Ditch (SU-527-974). 9-9-2014 Two spraints, one recent, one older 

and fragmented containing Crayfish 
remains. 

RMGE, pers. obs., collected from the concrete structure by the toxic effluent outfall 
pipe close to where the late Ray Faulkner saw an Otter in the autumn of 2003 
(above). 

138 Thames Path, River Thames, Thrupp (SU-521-967). 9-9-2014 A recent spraint on the concrete 
bridge that had been trampled upon 
and a large oily patch very like those 
associated with the spraints 
underneath the Ock/A-34 road 
bridge. 

RMGE, pers. obs., left in-situ. The heavy trampling of the spraint means that this has 
to remain an unconfirmed, but likely, record. 

139 River Thames (SU-526-970) where the Pumney Ditch 
enters the Thames. 

11-9-2014 Crayfish remains on top of the 
mussel midden found by RMGE 
originally in 2006 (above). 

RMGE, pers. obs., collected.  There were two claws (both very large) that had been 
crunched up indicating an Otter as the most likely predator. Are Otters dragging the 
mussels out of the river (see above)? 

140 Sandford Weirs (SP-529-017). 2010-2014 Spraints on the weir structures for 
the last four-years. 

Andy Lovell the Lock Keeper at Sandford-on-Thames, pers. comm. to RMGE. From 
2010 Otters were increasingly being active in daylight at the Locks. 

141 Clifton Lock, Oxfordshire (SU-547-947). 2010-2014 Otter seen once inside the closed 
Lock eating a Pike in 2010. The 
Keeper believes the Otter entered 
through the sluice gates. It was 
illuminated at night when the Keeper 
set-off the security lights. “After a 
brief snowfall in 2010 Otter 
footprints were present all around 
the Lock structures.” This was in the 
morning after the sighting. Otter 
signs have been present on-site for 
the last four winters (they tend to be 
absent during the boating season). 
“They ‘hole-up’ in the woodpile next 
to the Lock”. They prey on Pike and 
regularly leave the remains on the 
Lock structures, sometimes 
returning to finish their meal”. For 
the past four winters Otter spraints 
have been left on the Lock 
structures

44
. 

Larry Bracewell, the Lock Keeper at Clifton Hampden, pers. comm. to RMGE. 
Subsequent to being given these records I have visited the site and found fresh 
spraints on 16

th
 December 2014. On the same day I found the recent footprints of a 

young Otter on a ‘haul out’ a little upstream (below). 

142 River Ock, Abingdon (SU-476-961) north side of the 
road bridge. 

17-9-2014 Five ‘oily’ smears. These were an 
‘orangey’ colour rather than the 
usual black. Probably Otter urine? 

RMGE, photographed. 

143 River Ock, Abingdon (SU-489-968). 23-9-2014 Spraint (possibly two) on a large 
willow log, in the river, next to the 
Drayton Road bridge. The spraint 
appears to be a few weeks/months 

RMGE, pers. obs. Log photographed (Figure 21) and spraint collected. The house 
owner says he has noticed the disappearance of Trout (either Rainbow trout, 
Oncorynchus mykiss, or Brown trout, Salmo trutta) along this stretch of the Ock 
since 2007 when they were very common (hundreds) in the spawning season (the 

                                                
44

 During the periodic floods that occupy the Thames floodplain fish leave the fast flowing main channels and take up residence in the still waters along the adjacent inundated banks (Larry Bracewell and Rich 
Hawkins, pers. comm. to RMGE). The Otters also follow their prey to these locations and hence the animals and their feeding remains become more apparent to the visiting human population. It is probably no 
coincidence that a large number of Otter sightings occur during the floods and that at these times these animals seem to be behaving more ‘boldly’, often being seen in daylight. 
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old (grey and disintegrating). The 
log appeared after the February 
2014 floods. Spraint/s contain circa 
50% Crayfish remains and have 
stained the alcohol pink. 

house owners could hear the fish splashing in the shallow stone-bottomed water 
during spring nights), although this does not necessarily mean that the Otters have 
eaten them or that they were indeed Trout. Verification of the spawning site is 
required. I (RMGE) saw three Trout (species uncertain) in this area in 2012 and 
have noticed a general absence of Chub of any size. 

144 River Ock, Abingdon (SU-489-968). 25-9-2014 Two spraints, a white one and a 
fresh black one, on the north bank, 
on a concrete block 30-metres 
downstream of the previous record. 

RMGE, pers. obs., photographed (Figure 8) and collected. 

145 River Ock, Abingdon (SU-476-961) north and south 
sides of the road bridge. 

28-9-2014 Two spraints on the north side, one 
on the south. 

RMGE, pers. obs., photographed and collected. 

146 River Ock, Abingdon (SU-476-961) north and south 
sides of the road bridge. 

5-10-2014 Four spraints on the north side 
(including two on the main 
sprainting ‘station’) and two on the 
south side. 

RMGE, pers. obs., one collected, two photographed. 

147 River Ock, Abingdon (SU-476-961) north and south 
sides of the road bridge. 

12-10-2014 One spraint north and an orangey 
smear (urine?), plus one on the 
south side. 

RMGE, pers. obs. Those on north side flattened, those on south collected (one from 
5-10-2014). 

148 River Ock, Abingdon, the Drayton Road bridge over 
the lower Ock (SU-488-968). 

12-10-2014 23 spraints on north shelf (another 
on a stone at water level), 4 spraints 
on south shelf. Two of those on the 
north were very fresh. 

RMGE, pers. obs., photographed. Sample collected (waders were needed) and re-
photographed on 13-10-2014 (Figure 9). Remaining spraints flattened. 

149 River Ock, Abingdon (SU-476-961) north side of the 
road bridge. 

19-10-2014 Spraint. RMGE, pers. obs., collected. 

150 River Ock along the Drayton Road (in the vicinity of 
SU-489-968). 

24-10-2014 An old grey and disintegrating 
spraint on a midstream log next to 
the northernmost arch (a ‘bypass’ 
on the northern side of the main 
upper Ock arch), two old spraints on 
a log under the third arch (from 
north – these are normally not 
flowing and there are four of them 
between the two flowing river 
sections), two recent oily and black 
spraints on the shelf (north side) 
under the arch over the lower Ock 
and a probable series of footprints 
on a raised muddy area on the 
northern side of the first Ock Valley 
Walk footbridges over the lower Ock 
(not the road bridge). 

RMGE, pers. obs. All evidence left in-situ. 

151 River Ock, Abingdon (SU-476-961) north side of the 
road bridge. 

26-10-2014 Five spraints including another white 
one and one black one on the 
westernmost sprainting station. Plus 
an oily smear. Nothing on the 
southern side. The shooters were 
out today. 

RMGE, pers. obs. Some collected, most left in-situ. 



 46

152 River Ock, Abingdon (SU-476-961) north and south 
sides of the road bridge. 

15-12-2014 Ten spraints along northern side 
including five in the main (west) 
sprainting station plus several oily 
smears. Two spraints along the 
south side plus several oily smears. 

RMGE, pers. obs. 

153 Clifton Lock, Oxfordshire (SU-547-947). 16-12-2014 Fresh spraint on Lockside. Some 
larger than ‘normal’ fish scales, 
possibly of Pike, Esox lucius. 

RMGE, pers. obs., photographed. I also found and collected a rare Kingfisher, 
Alcedo atthis, pellet next to the spraint. This was white, circa three-centimetres in 
length by 0.7-centimetres wide, and contained very small fish bones and scales. 

154 Upstream of Culham Bridge (SU-51316-94826). 16-12-2014 Smoothed ‘haul-out’ with recent 
footprints of a young Otter. This and 
the above record were part of a 
lengthy river survey between 
Culham and Clifton Hampden. 

RMGE, pers. obs., photographed (Figure 15). 

155 Clifton Hampden (SU-541-941). 2014 and 
before 

Crayfish remains often found on the 
riverbank opposite the main weir. 
Heather St Michael saw an Otter 
here in July 2009 (above). 

Ian Mason and Jaqi Mason, pers. comm. to RMGE. 

156 Swiftditch (SU-513-967). 15-1-2015 Small piece of an old grey spraint 
left by what was probably a young 
Otter. 

RMGE, pers. obs., collected. First sign in this location since 17-6-2014 (when there 
were crayfish remains). No evidence on the ‘new’ weir although in qualification 
although I frequently look there I have never found signs of Otters even though it is 
rarely disturbed compared to the ‘usual’ sprainting site. 

 FURTHER AFIELD    
     
 LOCATION AND GRID REFERENCE DATE EVIDENCE SOURCE 
1 Pinkhill Lock on the Thames. (SP-440-070). 1958 or 

1959 
Otter seen. Tony Wright, Lock Keeper at Culham, pers. comm. to RMGE. His father was Lock 

Keeper at Pinkhill at the time. 

2 Bourton-on-the-water. Approximate location SP-167-
209. 

1989 Road casualty. “The last remaining Otter in the region”
45

. It later transpired that Otters were still 
present around Abingdon at this time (see above). 

3 River Windrush near Witney. Precise location not 
given in the magazine. 

March 1994 Spraint. Found by Dr Rob Strachan of Oxford University Department of Zoology and reported 
in the BBONT Wildlife News magazine in September 1994. This may have been left 
by a ‘western’ Otter during the process of ‘recolonisation’. 

4 Upper reaches of the Thames, Oxfordshire-
Gloucestershire-Wiltshire area. Release sites are not 
known to RMGE but no doubt the EA will have these 
details. The Otter Trust no longer exists as they felt 
that as Otter numbers were increasing nationally 
there was no longer a reason to continue operating. 

1999 17 Otters released over a 6-month 
period by The Otter Trust. Six 
animals recovered in the area by the 
Environment Agency as road 
casualties within 6-months. 

Graham Scholey of the Environment Agency, pers. comm. to RMGE. This account is 
also given in the EA’s recent (2010)

46
 national Otter survey report. This 

‘reintroduction’ of Otters by the Otter Trust is now known to have been unnecessary 
as Otters were still present along the catchment (e.g., Dr Rob Strachan’s finding of 
an Otter spraint in 1994 a little downstream of the 1999 release site/s and a series of 
sightings along the Swiftditch and the river Ock in the period shortly before the 
releases – see above). 

5 Shifford Lock, Thames, west of Oxford (SP-374-019). Early- 
December 
2009 

Early morning between the Lock 
and the Weir. Adult diving from the 
bank into the river. 

Lucy Garrod, pers. comm. to RMGE. 

6 Bow Brook, Cholsey, near Oxford Brookes University 
boathouse  (SU-605-868). 

2010 during 
the fishing 

Four Otters seen at 10:00am on four 
separate occasions in this period. A 

Richard Hawkins, when fishing, pers. comm. to RMGE. 
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season. male, female and two cubs. Seen 
for between 30- and 45-minutes. 
Otters ‘tame’ and unconcerned by 
Richard’s presence.  

7 Buscot Lock, Thames between Lechlade and 
Faringdon (circa SU-237-980). 

2013 “Otters bred near the Lock”. Tom Garrod, pers. comm. to RMGE. Record currently unverified but credible. 

8 Chimney, south of Shifford Lock, Oxfordshire (337-
013). 

December 
2013 

Otter on four occasions during this 
month (and other mammal species) 
recorded on a camera ‘trap’. 

Mark Bradfield, Community Wildlife Officer for BBOWT, pers. comm. to RMGE. 

9 Shifford Lock, Thames, west of Oxford (SP-374-019). A: 12-1-14,   
B: 12-2-
2014,  
C: Another 
in January 
2014 but 
not entered 
in the diary 

A: Within the Lock eating a fish 
(unidentified species). The ‘tail’ Lock 
gates were open due to the floods.  
B: At first light on the Lock ‘head’ 
firstly on the bank, then in water, 
making a “coughing/spluttering 
noise ”, C: One on the Lock ‘tail’. 

Tom Garrod the Lock Keeper at Shifford, pers. comm. to RMGE. The dated 
encounters are in his Lock Keeper’s diary. 

10 Shifford Lock, Thames, west of Oxford (SP-374-019). May 2014 Adult and at least one cub (possibly 
two) on towpath that they entered 
from the field side at dusk. The adult 
Otter stood up on its hind legs. Both 
entered the water and swam off 
downstream. 

Lucy Garrod, pers. comm. to RMGE. 

11 River Thames a little downstream of Kings Lock, near 
Pixey Mead (SU-481-100). 

30-8-2014 An Otter swimming from one bank 
to the other at 8-a.m. while the 
observer was walking along the 
towpath. 

Adriano Figueiredo, pers. comm. to RMGE. 

 
* These were on the opposite (north) side of the concrete walkway beneath the A-34. This was my first visit to what I previously believed was an inaccessible area. There were two primary sprainting-stations 
at the west and east ends which were circa twelve-centimetres in diameter and circa seven-centimetres deep. Most spraints were probably a few months old except for ‘topping-up’ of the main sprainting 
stations that were recent. The mound contained a few bird feathers of a possible duck or Moorhen plus the usual fish remains. All spraints were swept into the Ock on this occasion. The station has 
subsequently been ‘reconstructed’ suggesting the earlier removal had not altered Otter behaviour in this location. 

 
 

APPENDIX 2: Unverified reports. The following records remain unverified as I (RMGE) have been unable to locate the observer to discuss it with them or the evidence 
is in my view too inconclusive. These reports do not include several sightings of what were probably Mink. 

 
 LOCATION AND GRID REFERENCE DATE EVIDENCE SOURCE 

1 House on Clifton Hampden road bridge. Unknown Stuffed Otter (sun-bleached) in a display case. Looks late-Victorian/early 20
th
 

Century. Origin currently unknown. 
Seen through a window facing on to the bridge on 
11-10-2014. The house owner died in October 
2014 and I have, of course, been unable to 
discuss the matter with her. A female relative 
(signature indecipherable) who was taking care of 
her affairs wrote to me that the stuffed Otter may 
have originated from Hampshire. She adds that “all 
I can remember from childhood here is that there 
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were Otters up the backwater [i.e., not the cut to 
the Lock] in the [19]20s and [19]30s”. 

2 One of the bungalows along the Appleford 
Road, Sutton Courtenay (SU-507-944). 

Sometime 
before 1987 

Otter ‘cornered in a garage’ and presumed to have been killed. Roger Wiggins, pers. comm. A conversation 
overheard in a pub. 

3 ‘Otter island’, Thrupp Lake, Radley (SU-518-
976). 

Autumn -
winter 2007 

A possible couch underneath an abandoned caravan on the north-west island. An unknown (Welsh) Otter consultant acting on 
behalf of RWE nPower and Bioscan UK. If it was a 
couch the consultant thought it had not been used 
recently. Dominic Woodfield pers. comm. to 
RMGE. Bioscan (2005

47
) environmental 

consultancy declare that the Otter population along 
the Thames is “sparse” and local records were 
dismissed in the 2005 report as being “anecdotal” 
in spite of the abundant evidence to the contrary 
(e.g., Cresswell Associates 2000 found evidence 
of Otter presence around a site next to Thrupp 
Lake in March of that year, see above, and there 
were at least nine local records at this time i.e., 
before the Otters were introduced by the Otter 
Trust in 1999 in the north of the county could 
reasonably have been expected to disperse to 
Thrupp, see above). BBONT declared the Otter to 
be extinct in Oxfordshire in 1989 (Lucy Tennyson 
1994) and this, unfortunately, became the 
accepted wisdom amongst many in the 
conservation community. Roger Wiggins (above) 
questioned this opinion and discovered that survey 
work was not undertaken to the south of Oxford 
where Otters were indeed present (see Roger’s 
contribution). 

4 On the island below Nuneham Manor (SU-534-
975). 

June 2007 ‘Sighting’ of an Otter. The observer (Mark, the skipper of the ‘Goring’ 
steamer) claimed he had seen an Otter “that was 
very dark and with a very big head” but, after some 
discussion and later investigation it became 
apparent that what he had possibly (probably?) 
seen was one of the two Beavers, Castor fiber, 
that had escaped from the Cotswold Water Park 
until it was recaptured by the owners (Graham 
Scholey, pers. comm. to RMGE). Several small 
trees had been felled by the Beaver in this location 
(pers. obs. and Jo Cartmell, pers. comm.). 

5 Clifton Hampden (presumably somewhere close 
to the road bridge, SU-547-954). 

2009 Road casualty. David Guyoncourt, pers. comm. to RMGE. David 
did not see this himself and is unsure as to the 
origin of the record. He reports it on the Friends of 
Radley Lakes Facebook pages concerning Otters 
in the Abingdon Area in response to Richard 
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 49

Harrison’s reported observations along the river 
Ock on the same pages. 

6 Somewhere in the Thames near Lower Radley. 2012 Sighting. Nick Frearson, pers. comm. to Andrew Lay. 
7 Radley fisheries (ponds) SP-532-000. Circa 2012 Fish kills. Nick Frearson, pers. comm. to Andrew Lay. 
8 Culham Lock (SU-508-949). 2013 or 

earlier 
Otter reported on the Lock-side. Mann Power Consulting Ltd (2014)

48
. The 

permanent Lock Keeper (Tony Wright) has no 
knowledge of this record (a TVERC record) and 
believes it refers to a Mink that is regularly seen in 
this precise location. He may be correct although 
Otters are present, e.g., 16

th
 December 2014, a 

little downstream, RMGE, pers. obs. 
9 Thrupp Cottages, Abingdon (SU-518-973). Winter 

2013-14 
Missing goldfish/Koi carp. At this time over 40 large fish disappeared from 

the large garden pond (Karen Durkin, pers. comm. 
to RMGE). No dead fish were ever found either 
floating on the surface or beneath it, or indeed in 
the vicinity. The pond is netted except in one place 
at the base and there is hence no access for 
Herons, Ardea cinerea. The loss of these fish 
coincides with the presence of three Otters in 
nearby Orchard Lake in 2013 (Tom Welland, see 
above), a single Otter in the same location in 
January 2014 (Graham Bateman, see above), 
footprints in the snow in the same location in 2014 
(Jo Cartmell, see above) and the fish kill in the 
adjacent Bullfield Lake in April 2014 (Loretta 
Waters, see above). These locations are joined by 
streams (particularly during floods when Otters 
leave the main river) and access for Otters would 
be unrestricted. This is the probable route of 
access used by them to enter Thrupp and Bullfield 
Lakes (see above). Although there is no proof that 
Otters took the fish the likelihood that they did so is 
high in my opinion. 

10 River Ock (SU-481-965). 6-9-2014 Possible sighting of the head of an Otter. Something was swimming upstream 40-metres 
ahead of me (RMGE) and leaving a v-shaped 
wake in mid-stream. It was too low in the water to 
be a waterfowl and too large to be a Water vole. It 
disappeared from view on the inaccessible river 
bend with abundant willows. Unconfirmed record. 

11 Pumney river mussel ‘midden’ (SU-527-971). 11-9-2014 Crayfish and river mussel remains. First found by RMGE in the spring of 2006 (Figure 
17). I removed a bucket-sized sample of river 
mussels from this site on 15

th
 August 2014. 

Another bucketful was removed on 11
th
 September 

2014 by Dr Paul Elliot (all added since 15-8-2014). 
The latter material had been dragged up onto the 
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‘midden’ since my earlier visit. Amongst the recent 
remains were two crunched up Signal crayfish 
claws (see above). Currently I have no idea which 
species is adding to the ‘midden’ but the presence 
of the crayfish remains would indicate a non-avian 
predator and possibly an Otter? There is a ‘roofed’ 
tunnel forced through the bankside vegetation 
between the shallow-water mussel-bed in the river 
Thames and the ‘midden’ that is of the correct 
dimensions for an Otter. The only (slight) damage 
to the shells is pressure marks at the distal end 
(from the umbo) where something has forced the 
valves apart. There are no canine puncture marks 
or other forms of damage to the shells. 

12 Pumney Mussel midden (SU-527-971). 25-9-2014 Crayfish and river mussel remains. Approximately a shoebox full of river mussels 
added to the ‘midden’ since 11-9-2014. Also the 
other large crayfish claw that was missed 
previously. Mark Bradfield’s camera trap set up 
overlooking the ‘midden’. The device was activated 
twice during the night but the lens was misted-up 
and no footage of the activating species was 
obtained. 

13 Gravel pit near Sutton Courtenay (SU-512-937). ‘Recent’. 
Presumably 
after 2005 

Sighting. Neville Griffin, pers. comm. to Roger Wiggins. 
There are no further details and this record is, 
therefore, open to question. 

 
 
 
APPENDIX 3: Dates when sites were visited by RMGE in 2014 when no Otter spraints or other field signs were found. As stated above I consider that negative 
records should also be included here because it allows for measurements such as the proportion of sites visited with positive evidence as is used by the EA. 
However, a large amount of bias is present in my survey data due to repeated visits to the same and most productive locations (the Ock and the Swiftditch). 

 
 LOCATION AND GRID REFERENCE DATE COMMENTS 
1 Thrupp Water between SU-511-971 and SU-517-972 and 

Bruney Water between SU-511-971 and SU-517-971. 
Bruney Water 3-6-
2014 and Thrupp 
Water 5-6-2014 

No Otter signs along these streams during a Water vole, Arvicola terrestris, survey by Jo Cartmell and 
RMGE. 

2 River Ock, Abingdon (SU-476-961). 23-7-2014 No spraints today but two on the following day. 
3 River Ock, Abingdon (SU-476-961). 31-7-2014  
4 River Ock, Abingdon (SU-476-961). 10-8-2014 The Otters may have been spending more time upstream in this period. 

5 Swiftditch (SU-513-967). 10-8-2014  
6 Southern end of Swiftditch, Colmoor Farm (SU-502-959), 

Donkey Bridge and nearby Thames (SU-501-958). 
11-8-2014 Examination of riverside structures where Otters have been seen and heard in the past and where John 

Mooren says Otters leave their ‘scrats’ on the fishing platforms below Colmoor Farm (see above). 
7 River Thames (SU-526-970) where the Pumney Ditch enters 

the Thames. 
12-8-2014 None since September 2011 (Bioscan 2011). This sprainting site no longer seems to be being used, perhaps 

due to overgrowth of the concrete bridge by Ivy, Hedera helix. I have looked in this area several times in 
recent years (since 2006) without finding any spraints although others have (see above). Spraints were left a 
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little upstream of the Pumney Ditch on 9
th
 September 2014. 

8 River Ock, Abingdon (SU-476-961). 14-8-2014 Sheep are now grazing the field to the north (Abingdon Common) but they are prevented from accessing the 
Ock by an electric fence. 

9 Swiftditch (SU-513-967). 15-8-2014 Things still ‘quiet’ presumably due to greater disturbance (dredging, boating, dog walking, tree felling and 
people camping and making fires at the site) at this time of year. 

10 River Ock, Abingdon (SU-476-961). 15-8-2014  
11 Beneath railway bridge (south side), Lockwood (SU-526-969). 

A new site where Otter activity has not been looked for by 
RMGE before. There is a fenced-off stone walkway beneath 
the railway bridge. 

15-8-2014 Opposite where spraints have been found in the past (RMGE 2006, Jo Cartmell 2011 and Bioscan 2011) and 
a sighting was recorded in the recent past (Jo Cartmell 2002, see above). This location is undisturbed by 
walkers or dogs and is fenced off and inaccessible to (most!) people but not to Otters. 

12 Abingdon Weirs (SU-507-971). Examined over 
several years 

No spraints have been left on any of the concrete structures at this site. 

13 Pumney Farm, Thames Path (SU-534-977). Examined over 
several years 

No spraints have been left on any of the concrete structures at this site for a few years (see below). 

14 Ock Valley Walk (SU-489-968, SU-493-968 and SU-497-968). Examined over 
several years 

No spraints have been left on any of the concrete structures and bridges along this stretch of the river Ock. 

15 Swiftditch (SU-513-967) and the ‘new’ weir (SU-514-966). 21-8-2014 The ‘new’ weir is accessible again now that the ‘cricket bat’ willows, Salix sp., have been felled and the dense 
vegetation is flattened. There were no spraints on the concrete structures in this location. 

16 Swiftditch (SU-513-967). 22-8-2014 None in the previous three visits (between 15-8-2014 and 22-8-2014 but actual dates unrecorded) in the 
preceding week. None since 17-6-2014 when Crayfish remains were found. There has been a boat moored 
permanently for some time in this location, presumably disturbing the Otters. 

17 Swiftditch (SU-513-967) and the ‘new’ weir (SU-514-966). 24-8-2014  
18 Culham Lock and along Culham Cut (between SU-508-949 and 

SU-498-948) and Sutton Courtenay Weirs (between SU-502-
943 and 505-944). 

26-8-2014 Searches on the concrete structures without result. 

19 ‘Otneys’, south of Abingdon (between SU-499-956 and SU-
499-945). 

30-8-2014 Searches along west riverbank and on concrete structures and other suitable locations without result. 

20 River Ock, Abingdon (SU-476-961). 31-8-2014 None on north or south sides. Shooting was in progress on adjacent land to the west during my mid-morning 
visit. 

21 Swiftditch (SU-513-967) and the ‘new’ weir (SU-514-966). 1-9-2014  
22 Clifton Hampden Lock (SU-547-947). 3-9-2014 No evidence on the concrete structures around the Lock and Weirs (spraints found here on 16-12-2014). 
23 Nothing to report from the Swiftditch old weir (SU-513-967) or 

from a boat survey of the concrete structures between there 
and Lockwood along the south bank of the Thames at SU- 533-
972 or SU-534-975. 

11-9-2014 Concrete and stone structures along or rising above the water next to Lockwood were searched. The ‘Beaver’ 
island below Lockwood was not investigated as it is heavily trampled and excreted upon by Canada geese. 

24 River Ock, Abingdon (SU-476-961). 12-9-2014 None on either the north or south sides. 
25 ‘Beaver’ Island, Lockwood, near Lower Radley (SU-534-975). 19-9-2014 Landed on via boat with no evidence for Otters, possibly due to intense trampling and defecations by the 

abundant Canada geese, Branta canadensis. This location seems ideal for them, as the southern channel 
around the island is non-navigable and undisturbed. 

26 Radley Boat House, Lower Radley (SU-538-988). 19-9-2014 Viewed from boat with no evidence for spraints along the concrete structures. 
27 River Ock, Abingdon (SU-476-961). 21-9-2014 None on either the north or south sides. 
28 Swiftditch (SU-513-967) and the ‘new’ weir (SU-514-966). 24-9-2014  
29 Swiftditch (SU-513-967). 3-10-2014  
30 Swiftditch (SU-513-967) and the ‘new’ weir (SU-514-966). 10-7-2014  

31 Ock Valley walk between SU-489-969 and SU-496-968. 14-10-2014 No signs on stones and other features in accessible areas along both channels. 
32 Thames at Culham Lock (SU-508-949). 16-10-2014 No signs along concrete structures on the east side of the bridge, north side. 
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33 Sandford-on-Thames Weirs (SP-531-017), Pumney (between 
SU-535-977 and SU-526-970) and toxic effluent outfall pool 
(SU-527-974). 

17-10-2014 No signs on stone structures. The gate to the main weir at Sandford-on-Thames was padlocked. Andy Lovell 
has found several spraints here since 2010 and he has also seen Otters on two occasions (above). 

34 Swiftditch (SU-513-967) and the ‘new’ weir (SU-514-966). 22-10-2014 Still nothing in this location. A spraint was subsequently found here on the 15
th
 January 2014 (above). 

35 Pumney Mussel midden (SU-527-971). 19-10-2014 No new mussels dragged up since 25-9-2014. The large amount of gravel and silt also brought out of the 
water is intriguing. Thoughts of Badger, Meles meles, activity were considered but the ‘tunnel’ through the 
vegetation down to the river is not wide enough for this species. 

36 Thrupp Lake (SU-520-975). 3-10-2014 No signs on stones or logs around the lake margins. 
37 River Ock, Abingdon, the Drayton Road bridge over the lower 

Ock (SU-488-968). 
25-10-2014 I am uncertain if the spraint on the east side of the shelf is recent or an older specimen. The Ock is high and 

closer inspection was not possible. 
38 Swiftditch (SU-513-967) and the ‘new’ weir (SU-514-966). 27-10-2014 The ‘permanently’ moored boat has now gone. Shooting at High Lodge Farm today. No Otter signs for some 

time now in this location. 
39 River Ock, Abingdon, the Drayton Road bridge over the lower 

Ock (SU-488-968). 
15-12-2014 No fresh spraints. Older spraints turning grey. 

40 River Ock between the Tesco store in Marcham Road and the 
Drayton road bridges (SU-481-967 to SU-488-969). 

6-1-2015 Possible recent spraint under the lower Ock bridge although this could have been present since 12-10-2014. 
It does, however, look very dark, rather than grey, for an older spraint. 

 

 


