
THE RIVER BATHERM

From its humble beginnings in the Brendon Hills, 
the infant River Batherm slips away through deep 
wooded valleys with a cacophony of pheasants,  

filling and overspilling a series of ponds on its way,  
chattering through the land until, as the profile of the  
valleys broaden and the woods give way to pasture, it 
takes advantage of the widening space to increase its 
wriggling convolutions. Swollen by the Shuttern Brook, 
the Ben Brook and numberless, nameless streams, the 
Batherm passes through Bampton and eventually surren-
ders its waters to the embrace of the mighty River Exe.

The twelve-mile course of the Batherm is home to 
heron and otter who hunt its chuckling current for  
bullhead, minnow, eel, stone loach and darting brown 
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trout. It is leaned over by withies and alders, crossed  
by red deer and roe, and flashed along by the electric  
spark of kingfisher.

However, despite its idyllic appearance, the water  
quality of the Batherm has been found to be contaminated 
with excessive levels of sediment, phosphate, pesticides 
and faecal bacteria. Silt enters rivers either from the  
crumbling earth of eroding banks or suspended in muddy 
run-off from fields, tracks and gateways. It clogs spawning 
gravels, smothering fish eggs and alevin, and carries with  
it phosphate and chemicals which have been applied to  
the land as fertilisers and pesticides. Phosphate causes 
massive growth of algae in water, leading to the  
depletion of oxygen, and is also present in dung from 

livestock which carries faecal bacteria such as E. coli. 
These impurities compromise drinking water supplies 
and the shell fisheries and beaches of the Exe estuary as 
well as the wildlife of the river. 

Human memories are short compared to those of  
the land but we can read about the richness of wildlife 
in earlier times and the numbers of fish a rod could 
once catch in a day and we can dream of the sort of river 
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we might one day restore. The wildlife of our rivers is 
severely depleted, but is not yet gone - we still have a 
chance to save it if we act quickly.

The sources of river water contaminants are various 
and include sewerage discharge, road run-off and  
agriculture. My focus, here, on agricultural issues is in no 
way intended to imply that other sources are unimportant 
or less serious but I personally have little knowledge of 
and no influence over them. Farms, however, I work with 
on a daily basis.

The Kelland family have farmed at Pipshayne for four 
generations. A small tributary of the Batherm emerges 
from a tussocky, scrubby moor to pass just below the 
farmyards. Topped up by the outflow from a pond, it 

continues its course through a long meadow where 
grasses and sedges slope down from either side to the 
central stream. Cattle graze the lush pastures in summer 
and live in yards in winter. A steepish, hardcore track 
runs through the yards from the farmhouse at the top, 
over the culverted stream at the bottom, and so to the 
road. In wet weather, water streaming through a gateway 
in the lower corner of a field would run onto this track 

and, in washing down it towards the stream, inevitably 
become contaminated with slurry draining from the open 
yards and mud churned by tractors taking daily rations of 
silage to the cattle. In summer, when the cattle were out at 
grass, they drank from the spring-fed pond, trampling the 
crumbling banks and churning the margins to porridge, 
so that the ditch carrying the outflow trickling to the 
stream was not always as clear as might have been hoped.

This situation was recognised as far from ideal and the 
Kelland family were concerned about a potential risk to 
the stream but the outdated farm infrastructure and the 
topography of the land made it difficult to avoid. What 
had happened here to bring the farm to this position is 
reflected on every family farm across the country. ▶ 

The River Batherm A new drinking trough helps reduce the amount of sediment reaching the river
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The ever-cheaper price of our food, pushed down by 
supermarkets, has forced farmers to intensify production 
and livestock farmers must keep more and more animals 
on the same area of land, working harder and harder just 
to maintain their business. Last autumn there were 125 
store cattle on the farm, the number having more than 
tripled in some fifty years. In real terms the Kellands  
are worse off now than when their great grandfather  
was farming here and a livestock farm like this could  
support three generations of the family and employ  
workers from the village. Now there are no employees  
and two members of the family must work away from  
the farm to support their income.

The cost of making major changes to the farm  
infrastructure was prohibitive and could not have been 
considered were it not for an offer of help from Rob  
Lamboll, the local Catchment Sensitive Farming  
Officer, who explained that the farm fell within a target 
area for Countryside Stewardship with capital grants 
available to address issues of water quality. This opened 
up exciting possibilities – supposing the money was  
available, what might be achieved? We set about  
making a plan.

Roofing over the open yards was the most  
pressing need; keeping the yards dry would avoid  
rainwater mixing with slurry and washing it onto the 
track. Resurfacing and concreting the yard used by  
tractors to feed silage would avoid creating mud, and  

new guttering could carry water from the roofs away from 
this busy, dirty area, keeping the yard drier and  
the diverted roof water clean. The track would carry  
considerably less water past the cattle yards if field  
run-off could be prevented from pouring through the 
gateway. Well, that might be possible if the gateway  
could be moved.

The pond was another problem. By erecting stock  
fencing all around it and installing a trough as an  
alternative drinking source, cattle could be kept away 
from the pond, protecting the banks from erosion and 
maintaining a clean outflow.

62    SALMO TRUTTA SALMO TRUTTA   63

Michelle Werrett is a farm advisor and a trout angler living 
in a wooded valley on the edge of Exmoor. She writes for 
the Exmoor Magazine and for Fallons Angler. She says:  
‘In the often loud exchange of entrenched views on rural 
issues mine is, I hope, a gentle voice of reason, aiming to  
generate understanding, encourage collaboration and  
seeking balance.’

Finally, consideration was given to the pasture in 
the pond field and the meadow below the farmstead, 
threaded through its length by the winding stream. These 
fields could be managed to prioritise wildlife and water 
quality - the hedges would be cut no more than once in 
three years to provide more food and shelter for insects 
and birds; the pasture would not be fertilised and only 
lightly grazed allowing a longer sward to filter surface 
run-off on its way to the pond and stream.

A mid-tier Countryside Stewardship application  
was designed, incorporating all these elements in  
a multi-stranded project addressing all potential  

sources of water contamination on the farm. Rob  
Lamboll supported the application which was  
approved for funding and the improvements have  
now been made.

Several other farms on the banks of the Batherm and 
its tributaries have undertaken similar projects. Roofing 
has been erected over cattle yards and slurry pits, stone 
placed in gateways and around drinking troughs to avoid 
creating mud and cow tracks have been installed to avoid 
poaching when bringing the cattle home. Each of these 
measures will contribute, in some degree, to reducing 
mud and dung entering the river. 

It was a blue summer afternoon humming with bees, 
the horizon quivered with heat and the call of the river 

was insistent. I picked my smallest rod - six feet is quite 
enough for the Batherm - found my old tin of flies bearing 
the yellow and black label, ‘Iodised Throat Tablets, one 
and fourpence halfpenny’, and set off for the river. Work 
would have to wait for an hour.

In the meadows beyond the ivy-hung stone bridge  
doe-eyed Jersey cows grazed contentedly; the warm air 
was heavy with elderflower, honeysuckle, field rose, the 
green scent of trampled grass and the sharp tang of cattle. 
The bottom of the beat meets the edge of the town and  
I could hear the buzz of a lawnmower and a dog  
barking from beyond the trees, but as I stepped into  
the water the voice of the current washed everything  
else away.

Boughs of ash, sycamore and hazel hung low over the 
stream making it tricky to cast and I flicked the rod  
sideways, aiming to unroll my line through the narrow 
plane between branches and water. Sometimes the fly 
landed in the bushes and an amused cow watched me 
clamber precariously along the bank edge to retrieve it. 
But sometimes it landed as intended, in the crease at the 
side of the bubbles and, gathering in line, I watched it  
bob towards me on the current. At last, as my little fly 
touched the water it was greeted with the cheerful sploop 
of a rising trout. Then, with a quick lift of my wrist he 
was on and I felt the vibrant life of the tiny body zipping 
around the pool. These little trout are quick and bright 
and jewel-like; silver, gold and bronze set with spots of  
jet and ruby.

As I let him shimmer away from my fingers, back to 

the welcoming stream, I remembered the Kellands  
and all the farmers like them who are helping to protect  
this enchanting river and all its wildlife. So I fished on, 
wandering from pool to pool, catching a fish here and 
there, until I found I was peering harder and harder to 
see my fly on the dim water and then I realised there was 
actually nothing wrong with my eyes but the summer 
evening was fading and I turned for home. ☐

This meadow is managed for wildlife and water quality Left: Fencing the pond reduced erosion and sediment in the outflow stream.  Right: Small breeds, such as Jerseys, at light grazing densities,  
can manage riverside pastures well, creating a varied sward structure and encouraging invertebrates
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