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And finally Spring is here! Thanks once again to everyone that has been helping at Carymoor. A massive 

amount of work has been achieved by our volunteers in the last few months including the planting of        

over a thousand trees, as part of our Nightingale Project.  We also started a monthly Saturday              

conservation group which has been ideal for people unable to help us during the week due to school or 

work  commitments.  Thank you too, to everyone that attended or contributed to the meetings we had 

with some of our Trustees - there were lots of useful ideas put forward for raising funds and we now 

have many more leads and local contacts that can be approached as potential sponsors. 

    

 

As the hedge matures over the next few years, it will  provide a  great nesting habitat for many birds at 

Carymoor including robins, wrens, song thrushes,  dunnocks and  possibly a few of the more uncommon 

species such as linnets and common whitethroats.  The base of the hedgerow also provides shelter for 

woodmice, shrews and bank voles and the blackthorn flowers provide a good early source of nectar and 

pollen for insects.  

The original hedge consisted mostly of blackthorn 

but has been diversified with the planting of other 

tree species such as field maple, hawthorn, dog 

rose, dogwood and crab apple within the gaps. 

Some of the mature elms that had not succumbed 

to Dutch elm disease were left as ‘standards’. 

What have our volunteers been doing this Spring? 

The hedgelaying, along the 230m length of the north west boundary was completed—an amazing effort  

by our very skilled, conservation volunteers.  Although Carymoor is considered a ‘new’ reserve this     

ancient hedge boundary actually predates 1684.  

Conservation Volunteers 



The hedgelaying, dead hedging and pollarding of the trees along 

the boundary of the woodland copse in the north east corner of 

the reserve was also completed.  As well as providing a good  

habitat for wildlife, the hedge here acts as a border between the  

nature reserve and the public footpath and also deters deer from 

entering the copse and nibbling the newly regenerating trees.  

The extra light entering the woodland as a result of this work will 

also allow the ground flora to flourish. 

Many of the bird boxes around Carymoor were taken down over the winter to be emptied and repaired.   

New boxes were also constructed and have been put up ready for the nesting season and some of the        

volunteers are hoping to survey the boxes this spring and early summer. A new box containing a camera 

was also put up on the side of the strawbale house and hopefully, if it is used we’ll be able to follow the 

progress on the TV screen in the Carymoor Centre. 

Unfortunately, the hedgelaying work also exposed years of                

accumulated plastic rubbish (that had probably blown in from 

the adjacent composting area).  

A clear up operation 

was undertaken  with at 

least 15 bags of rubbish  

being collected. 

The restored hedge will also benefit the rare brown hairstreak      

butterfly. The adult butterflies are elusive as they spend most of their 

time at the tops of trees feeding on aphid honeydew but the female 

may occasionally be spotted dispersing along the hedges looking for 

young blackthorn shoots on which to lay her eggs. The brown            

hairstreak caterpillars feed at night on the buds and fresh blackthorn 

leaves. 



Over 1000 trees were planted at Carymoor this 

spring! Blackthorn, hawthorn and dog rose were 

planted on the Cary Moor scrapes to create areas of 

scrub as part of the Nightingale Project.  

Nightingales arrive in the UK in April from their  

winter grounds in sub-Saharan Africa and like to 

nest on or near the ground within dense, thorny 

scrub, especially blackthorn where it provides     

protection from predators. These birds also need 

bare areas within the thickets in which to feed so 

the trees were deliberately planted in discrete 

‘clumps’. The trees will be fenced off later this 

spring and the fencing left in place until they have   

become established and less palatable to the many 

roe deer that live here. Many more thousands of 

trees will be planted on Cary Moor next winter and we hope that the nightingales will eventually decide 

they like this area enough to stay and breed. 

A mixture of beech, blackthorn, hawthorn, crab apple and    

maple trees were planted in other places around the reserve 

to create some brand new hedgerows including along the top 

of the bank behind the sensory garden.  

Our able2achieve volunteers planted a new hedge alongside 

the public footpath in Upper Dauncey field with trees 

donated to us from Habitat Aid. They also pollarded the goat 

willow bordering the orchard and then planted the cuttings 

to create a new willow hedge, further up. This hedge will act 

as a windbreak for the apple trees as well as providing the 

food plant for some moth caterpillars such as the sallow 

kitten and sallow clearwing. 

 



Kidney vetch, grown and nurtured in the polytunnel from seed collected in the autumn were planted out 

onto the chalk grassland bank this spring (after cutting and raking the area the week before to create 

some bare ground). Kidney vetch is an important component of the sward as it’s the sole food plant for 

the caterpillars of the rare small blue butterfly. The small blue is the UK’s smallest resident butterfly,  

usually lives in small colonies of about 30 individuals and flies between early May and June.                    

Unfortunately it hasn’t been recorded at Carymoor for a few years now, but we’re hoping that by         

increasing the abundance and distribution of the     

kidney vetch, the small blues will return. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Some of the volunteers have been making hurdles from the coppiced willow.  There are two types of   

hurdle - wattle hurdles which are made from woven rods of coppiced hazel or willow and gate hurdles 

made from split oak or sweet chestnut.  The wattle hurdles were traditionally used to pen sheep            

especially on chalk downlands, and were often made with a ‘twilling hole’ in the middle so that the     

shepherd could carry 4 or 5 of them on his shoulder with his crook in the hole. At Carymoor, the hurdles 

are being used as gates for the entrances to the willow coppice areas, and these, along with the             

surrounding dead hedges will help to deter the roe deer, who would like nothing better than to nibble off 

the new willow growth. 

Repairing the ‘Story Telling’ shelter 

Small blue butterfly on kidney vetch 



The gardening group have been busy pruning the apple trees in the 

orchard, weeding and pruning the sensory garden and wildflower 

collection planted within the reused tractor tyres, and have also 

helped with the scrub planting on Cary Moor.  Brash and timber       

resulting from the necessary felling of some unsafe trees near the 

carpark were also chopped up and stacked into habitat piles.  

The vegetable plot will be providing us with plenty of healthy,   

packaging and pesticide free food this year - cauliflower, lettuce, 

spring onions, parsnips, carrots, beetroot, kale, sweet corn, leeks, 

peas and runner beans have been planted. 

Restoration of ‘Ron’s Pond’ 

The original pond tucked away in the SW corner of the 

Carymoor reserve, had become very overgrown with 

scrub and reeds and was excavated and reprofiled using a 

contractor, as part of the Heritage Lottery funded       

Nightingale Project.  Nightingales like to nest close to   

areas of open water and it is hoped that this pond, along 

with the creation of additional nesting habitat will help to 

entice this rare bird into breeding at Carymoor 

At the moment the ground around the pond still looks 

very bare but within a few years the marginal and deeper 

water vegetation will develop, providing additional      

habitat for great crested and smooth newts, kingfishers, 

grass snakes, toads and the many species of aquatic     

invertebrates already found in Long Pond. 

We are also hoping that water voles might be attracted to 

the site. 



Wild Tots 

We’ve just run our first of two spring themed Wild 

Tots courses for parents and toddlers. This is a    

Somerset Skills and Learning course of 4 sessions to 

encourage outdoor learning and build confidence 

through play and wildlife discovery. It is always a real 

treat to work with the families and to see them     

enjoying spending time together outdoors and   

growing in confidence each week. Activities include 

things like ‘eye-spy walks’, crafts using natural       

materials, pond dipping, minibeast hunts, mud   

kitchen play, den-building, songs, sensory activities 

and games, all based on a different wildlife theme. 

Update from the Education Team 

Heritage Lottery Funded education      

sessions 

We have been working with lots of schools as part of our 

Heritage Lottery Funded ‘Nightingale Project’. The      

project is providing funding for 30 schools that may be                

disadvantaged in some way, to visit Carymoor for free. 

It’s been great to work with children who may not     

normally be able to visit us and share some of the     

wildlife wonders of Carymoor with them. Activities have 

included lots of pond dipping, minibeast hunting, making 

willow dragonflies, being wildlife detectives to solve a 

crime and finding out about the ‘Animal Superheroes’ 

that live here through fun games like our ‘badgers buffet 

and the dung beetle ‘dung ball relay race’! 

We have been running outdoor learning sessions with the 

students from Ditcheat Primary in a project which looks at 

the benefits of regular outdoor education. Each Friday the 

students have been taking part in outdoor lessons either on 

their school site, or here on the reserve.  The child-led      

sessions include wild games, orienteering, den building, fire 

lighting, team challenges and natural crafts. Students in Year 

5 and 6 are working towards their John Muir Discovery 

Award which places an emphasis on discovering, exploring 

and conserving wild places. With help from the University of 

Exeter we will be monitoring the long term impact of these 

sessions on the students’ wellbeing. 



Wildlife News 

Reptile Surveying and Monitoring at Carymoor  

Report by volunteer Claire Trapp 

At Carymoor, we have two of the six native reptiles species; the Grass Snake (Natrix helvetica), the UK’s 

longest native snake, growing to over a metre in length and the legless lizard—the Slow Worm (Anguis 

fragilis). Slow worms were translocated onto the site years ago and distributed to two locations. Grass 

snakes have likely migrated from adjacent land, particularly Cary Marsh.  

Carymoor with its mosaic of woods, grass, hedgerows, ponds and open fields provide ideal habitat for 

reptiles. Regular monitoring has shown that these animals are foraging, breeding and hibernating on-site. 

Monitoring helps to ensure that we have a good grasp of how these animals are doing and the                

information collected during the surveying season can help to guide 

management plans to maintain and enhance the reptile habitat in 

the long-term.  

Hibernacula have been created across the site to provide winter 

shelter and the cut grass is left in heaps to provide potential egg-

laying habitat for grass snakes. Vegetation is managed to create  

variable heights, tangled and thorny areas, bare patches, and good 

basking places. With this careful management, we can ensure the 

animals will continue to thrive at Carymoor.  

There are two main methods used for surveying and monitoring 

reptiles: direct observations and artificial refuges. Direct                

observation surveys are not recommended for slow worms as they 

do not usually bask out in the open. Refugia will increase the       

likelihood of discovering slow worm and grass snakes.  

Some of the education team, assisted at the Fairfield Family Fun day in Castle Cary helping children       

create bird boxes, bug hotels and bat boxes which have been erected in the community space. The      

children wrote their names on the boxes so they can find them when they next visit the park.  

Karen has been busy delivering lots of willow weaving courses - two Willow Plant Support courses and  

her first ever Rustic Berry Basket course have seen seventeen adults learning new willow weaving skills 

such as ‘pairing’, the ‘three rod wale’, ‘staking up’ and ‘picking off’. 



 

Melanistic Grass Snake—photo from Surrey-arg.org.uk 

Blue speckled Slow Worm—photo from Surrey-arg.org.uk 

Slow worm courtship - photo by Lin Wenlock 

Reptiles are ectothermic and depend on external sources of heat, such as sunlight, to regulate their body 

temperature.  Artificial refugia, made from metal sheets, roofing felt, or black plastic mats, absorb and 

trap heat. This trapped heat offers the reptiles an excellent means of warming their bodies whilst         

protecting them from predation and disturbance and this is where you can find them - under the mats, 

warming up at the start and end of the day.  

At Carymoor, black plastic mats have been laid throughout the site and in almost every compartment. 

These mats are numbered and spaced at regular intervals along a survey route (called a transect), which is 

walked up to six times during the season between March/April-September/October. It takes roughly two 

hours to walk the transect and is conducted in the mornings when temperatures are between 10C-20C.  

Data is collected and recorded to include: species, sex, age, location as well as weather conditions. At the 

end of the season, in late September, all the information is passed on to the ranger, Neil Gemmell. Neil 

has used this information to show that the grass snakes, have spread further across the site, increasing 

their known range and distribution.  Establishing a regular monitoring program is one of the targets listed 

for reptiles on the Site Biodiversity Action Plan (SBAP) and I have been surveying and monitoring reptiles 

on Carymoor since 2018.                       

Witnessing the mating courtship of 

a pair of slow worms was also    

interesting. The male slow worm 

takes hold of the female by biting  

her head or neck. These courtships 

may last for as long as 10 hours.  

Looking under the mats has also 

revealed them to be used by small 

mammals; mice, water and      

common shrews, voles and        

amphibians, such as newts. 

Highlights of my time surveying have been finding melanistic (nearly solid black) grass snakes, which are 

quite unusual and also blue, speckled slow worms, which are always males and usually larger, older   

animals. It is theorised these blue markings may increase the animal's  reproductive success. 



Other wildlife …... 

In the spring the distinctive black headed, white moustached 

male reed bunting can be seen and heard calling its territorial 

song from its perch of reeds or scrub.  

Despite their name, reed buntings will breed in many     

different habitats including hedgerows, conifer woods and 

arable crops, constructing a nest of grasses, reeds and    

mosses low down in dense vegetation. During the winter, 

reed buntings often join other birds such as linnets, finch  

species and house sparrows, feeding in large flocks on    

farmland stubble, such as those in Dauncey. 

Bullfinch 

Bullfinches, so called due to their compact 

body shape and short stubby bill, are quite 

shy birds and you’re more likely to hear 

them than see them. The adult male is very 

distinctive with its reddish pink chest and 

black head and in Victorian times, due to 

their colourful plumage and also their ability 

to mimic, they were often kept as cage birds 

and taught to mimic the tunes from flutes!  

There are usually 2 or 3 pairs breeding at  

Carymoor each year, making a nest of moss 

and twigs in shrubs such as hawthorn and  

blackthorn. 

They are quite sedentary birds, often forming long lasting pairs and rarely moving more than a few kms 

during their lives. In the spring, bullfinches love to feed on the buds and shoots of trees, especially fruit 

trees. Later in the spring and summer, when they are feeding their young, they switch to a diet of insects 

and in the autumn and winter, seeds are their favoured foods. 

Reed Bunting 

Goldcrests are the UK’s tiniest bird and 

weigh less than a 20p coin! They are mostly 

associated with conifer trees, where their 

thin, pointed beaks have evolved to pick out 

insects from amongst the dense needle-like 

leaves. They are named after their            

distinctive crest of bright head feathers 

which is yellow in females and orange and 

yellow in males. 

Goldcrests have a high rate of breeding and 

will often begin a second clutch before the 

first has even fledged, sometimes producing 

20 chicks a year. goldcrest 



The bee-fly although looking and buzzing like a bee, 

is actually a species of fly. These fluffy insects are 

often seen on warm spring days at Carymoor     

whizzing and hovering around the early flowers of 

blackthorn, and primroses where they use their long, 

straw like proboscis to reach the nectar. 

Some bee-flies stab the bottom of the flower to 

reach the nectar, earning them the name of ‘flower 

thieves’ as they won’t pollinate the flower using this 

method of feeding. 

There are 10 species of bee-fly in the UK and the 

most common is the dark-edged bee-fly, shown in 

the photo. 

Cowslips are abundant in the grassland around the Carymoor 

Centre. They were once as common as buttercups in the wider 

landscape, being traditionally associated with ancient 

woodlands, hedgerows and hay meadows, but unfortunately        

underwent a dramatic decline in abundance during the 1950’s 

largely due to the implementation of modern farming      

methods. The name cowslip, is thought to be a distortion of 

‘cow slop’ as these plants were often associated with cow pats. 

They are sometimes known as St Peter’s Keys or ‘the keys of 

heaven’ due to the key like appearance of the one-sided array 

of flowers.  

Colts-foot tends to grow in colonies on open,        

disturbed or waste ground, shingle and scree and at 

Carymoor is found mainly within the chalk grassland 

of Andrew’s Dragon. At first glance the early yellow 

flower looks like a dandelion, (it is in the same 

Asteraceae family) but the stems are much thicker 

and are covered in  reddish scales. Colts-foot also 

produces its round or heart shaped leaves later after 

it has flowered (the leaf’s resemblance to a colt’s 

foot giving the plant its name). The fluffy seed heads 

also look very similar to the dandelion and they are 

a favourite of birds such as goldfinches which use 

them to line their nests. 

Bee-fly 

cowslip 

Thanks to volunteer photographer Carole Britton, who has spent hours walking the reserve this spring and 

has provided us with many of these wildlife photos! 

Colts-foot 



                     Current volunteer Opportunities 

Conservation volunteers 

• Mondays: 10am - 1pm 

• Tuesdays: 10am - 4pm 

• Last Saturday of the every month: 10am - 3pm  

           (Saturday 30th April, Saturday 28th May, Saturday 25th June) 

Gardening Group 

Monday: 10-1pm 

Grass Mowing 

We’re looking for someone to mow the grass in front of the Carymoor Centre and also around the tyres of 

the wildflower collection. Ideally, we need someone for a couple of hours every fortnight during the 

summer but even if you can help occasionally please let us know. 

Education Volunteers 

There is no set day for this help but we sometimes need people to help with preparing materials for 

courses and school visits.  Sewing and maintenance of children's History Day costumes, cutting sticks to 

make stick people, making gingerbread men card templates and ‘sticky caterpillars’ for our ‘Wild Days Out 

are just some of the things you could help with.  

Event Volunteers 

We are hoping to run some guided walks this summer and help with manning the gate (especially when 

the centre is shut at week-ends), preparing and serving refreshments and just being a friendly face to chat 

to new visitors about Carymoor would be really helpful.  

Somerset Skills and Learning Courses 

SS&L courses run throughout the year at Carymoor, starting in September and ending in July. There are a 

wide range of things on offer, from the Wild Tots sessions to coppicing and hedgelaying, Christmas crafts 

and willow weaving.  

Every adult over the age of 18, living in Somerset is able to go on at least one funded course each 

academic year and you can book via our website: - News and Events | Carymoor Environmental Trust  

Our website also has updates on the latest projects and       

volunteer opportunities.               

https://www.carymoor.org.uk/volunteer-with-us 

Thank you ! 

https://www.carymoor.org.uk/events-and-courses
https://www.carymoor.org.uk/volunteer-with-us

