Cockaynes Wood Newsletter No. 1 January 2012
A newsletter of recent wildlife sightings and events at Cockaynes Wood and the
adjoining countryside.
Recent bird reports
From Sunnymead Farm just before Christmas, Mo Jackson reported: “In the misty gloom
I was rewarded with : several Redwings, Reed Buntings too numerous to count; a few
Yellowhammers, Chaffinches ....many lots, Goldfinches with 8 Siskins”. On
Cockaynes Wood site were-10+ Redpoll sp and a number of Gadwall. Earlier in the
winter a Firecrest had been reported from the corner of Cockaynes Wood proper. With
their liking for holly, this seems an apt place for a Firecrest and it will be worthwhile
keeping an eye open for them. On New Year’s Day Mandarin Duck, Coot, Moorhen,
Mallard, Teal and Gadwall were reported. As yet the Mandarin drake does not seem to
have found a mate but if and when he does, there is a special nest box put for the happy
couple by David Dutton on one of the islands. A Water Rail was reported on Jan 10thby
Glyn Evans and was apparently also there the previous day – perhaps a first for the site.
Bird of prey sightings around Alresford increase year by year. On New Year’s Day I saw
Common Buzzard, Marsh Harrier and a probable Red Kite near Alresford Creek.
Harrier sightings from my kitchen window caused much excitement before Christmas
and there seems to be a regular route for commuting Marsh Harriers down the Creek I
found a superb female Peregrine perching on a dead oak overlooking the Creek on Jan.
11th. I thought it was a Merlin at first then realized it was about twice the size of the 7 or
8 Magpies that had gathered to heckle it. A Kestrel took over its perch later, and I saw 4
Common Buzzards and a male Sparrowhawk the same morning.
The best-looking lawnmowers?

Some will have wondered what variety are the sheep grazing the Cockaynes Wood
grassland. They belong to a very rare breed known as Castlemilk Moorit of which only
about 900 exist, a sizeable number of which live at Sunnymead Farm, from where these

fine animals originate. The breed was created from Shetland, Manx and wild Moufflon
sheep. They are long-legged, short-tailed and “reasonably docile” according to web
sources! With their strong curved horns and rich colouring they are a wonderful
ornament to the landscape and will do an excellent job of maintaining good conditions
for ground nesting birds.
Have you seen this spider?

Phil Olle reported this arresting creature from a south facing box hedge in his garden in
July last year. It’s a female Wasp Spider Argiope bruennichi with a sac full of eggs.
This spider has recently colonized the UK from more southern parts of Europe. This is
the first I’ve heard of one from Alresford village. When the spiderlings hatched a few
days after this picture was taken, the adult spider disappeared, her maternal duties at an
end. Look for the spider in sunny sheltered parts of your garden and we’d like to hear of
any more sightings.
Good news for Water Voles
The UK’s Water Vole population has been under dire pressure from the introduced
American Mink , and many of Essex’s Water Vole populations have declined to the
point of near extinction, with surviving colonies restricted to coastal marshes. Sixpenny
Brook (the stream that runs through Villa Wood) has in the past held Water Voles, but
over the last few years they have declined and the once strong colony at Church
Meadow in Alresford was reduced to a very few.

But concerted efforts to trap Mink, co-ordinated by Essex Wildlife Trust and ably
implemented by David Dutton amongst others, are beginning to pay off and the recent
good news is that Water Vole signs have been found upstream of Villa Wood on
Sixpenny Brook, showing that they are beginning to re-colonize the brook. We can hope
once more to see them or their signs in the brook as it passes through the wood, and it’s
even possible they might colonize some of the new water habitats created on our site.
Work Party News

The New Year got off to an excellent start on Sunday Jan 8th. with a work party of 11
(seen above in relaxed mode). Despite all the mince pies, sausages and baked potatoes, an
impressive amount of work was done on cutting birch scrub on the south facing slope
below Cockaynes Wood, an important area for invertebrates. It won’t be too long (end of
March) before the solitary bees that have benefited so much from our efforts will once
more be buzzing around in the sunshine. New Ling Heather plants were found well
down the slope and heather is now flourishing along the wood edges, with patches
beginning to coalesce together.
The next dates for work parties are Sunday February 5th and March 4th.
This monthly newsletter is available on request to anyone interested. All contributions of
wildlife observations will be welcomed by the Editor Robin Cottrill
( robin.cottrill@gmail.com) (tel 01206 826418).These can be from the Cockaynes Wood
site or surrounding area (Alresford , Wivenhoe or Elmstead). Please keep me supplied
with your wildlife observations!

