
Cockaynes Wood Newsletter No. 14 February 2013 
 
A newsletter of  recent wildlife sightings and events at Cockaynes Wood and the  
adjoining countryside. 
 

Bird Notes 
In the garden, unaccustomed activity. A flock of 8 or more Long-tailed Tits responds to 
my decision to reinforce the usual feeding regime and put out more feeders. (It’s my 
fuzzy photo below, so don’t blame our usual contributors!) The Longtails reappeared on 
the RSPB Big Garden Birdwatch Day, accounting for a high percentage of the birds 
counted, as the total was unusually low  by the  end of my hour’s watch. A female 
Blackcap (should perhaps be called a Browncap) ,  feeding on fatballs and peanuts, 
was the day’s highlight. With the  2 males seen the previous week, this means 3 different 
Blackcaps are using my garden  - it makes you wonder just how many are around 
altogether. 

 

 A few  days later, a sunny day 
with snow still on the ground at the south end of Villa Wood. A pair of Goldcrests (photo 
below) is hunting for insects by hovering around birch twigs, and in the background a 
Treecreeper (photo on last page)  is singing its wiry  song with lots of twiddly bits. 
Suggests that spring might be somewhere around the corner, but there’s a way to go yet. 



 
Goldcrest 
Ducks returned to the wetland soon after the thaw, with 3 Shovelers on 5th 
February.  These splendid birds ( drake  in photo below) breed in small numbers 
in some of the more remote marshy ponds in Essex, and I’m always hoping they 
might stay for the summer here. Up to 3 Tufted Ducks and about 10 Gadwall with 
half a dozen Mallard kept the Shovelers company. 

 

 
Shoveler Drake 
Thanks to  Glyn, Mo, Dave , Michael, Diane and Brian for their news and photos. 
 

Snow brings Mammal Sightings  
If you walked round Cockaynes Wood at the  height of the snow you would probably 
have been amazed as I was  by the number of  tracks to be seen, and not just humans 
and their companion animals either.  Fox tracks were to be seen, sometimes passing 
underneath fencelines showing that stockproof fences  are no obstacles to them. This 
sighting  was reported by Michael and Diane Patey 
 



Whilst walking through Cockaynes Wood today (Monday 21st Jan) we saw a Dog fox 
cross our path.  He was a very unusual dark coloured fox.  Just after this we saw 
another one join him and they went towards the wooded area.  We had our backs to the 
Fishing Pit and they were going past the newly coppiced piece of ground where a pond 
area has been fenced off.  Very nice sight. 

 

 
Diane sent in this photo with a request for an ID of the tracks. I’m no Ray Mears, but I 
think these are the tracks made by a Rabbit hopping and putting its front paws just 
ahead of its hind paws. At about the same period, Brian Light was lucky enough to see  
two Stoats in the same general area. This is a rare sighting. Nowadays I am lucky to 
see a Stoat running across the road whilst  driving, and  sadly most that I see have  
failed to survive an encounter with a moving car. Tracks of the Stoats’ probable prey, 
voles and mice, could be seen in the same area 
The Fox and Stoat below were  photographed in warmer times by Glyn. 
 

 
Mersea Fox 
 
I’ve remarked before on how difficult it is to study mammals. Basically, they don’t want to 
be seen. Predators don’t want their prey to see them (or  their own predators, i.e. 
humans) and  prey species don’t want anybody to see them. Not surprising that we  
have trouble seeing them!  The above  anecdotes show how useful it is to have many 
people looking out for, and reporting , mammal sightings. We know there are more out 



there – Weasel, Badger, Muntjac Deer are amongst the larger species recorded on the 
site. Why not Brown Hare and Roe Deer which we know are in the neighbourhood?  
Please let me have any mammal sightings, regardless of whether they are “interesting” 
or not – they are all interesting, and in  the year when a new UK Mammal Atlas is being 
prepared by the Mammal Society, all mammal records should be regarded as valuable – 
so please keep them coming in. Talking of which, recent trapping of an American  Mink 
on Sunnymead Farm shows that these serious predators of Water Voles are still around. 
Re-establishment of Water Voles will depend very largely on continuing the successful 
campaign to keep Mink populations as low as possible. 

 
Minsmere Stoat 
 

Work Party News 
Again subject to weather conditions, a work party from The Conservation Volunteers will 
be extending the boardwalk (and doing some clearance work) on Sunday February 24th. 
This work party was deferred from 22nd January because of the snow.. Other volunteers 
will be very welcome. For this  occasion only we will meet near the shooting range on 
Sunnymead Farm track as this is where the materials will be stacked for carrying to the 
work site.  
The next regular monthly work party date is Sunday March 3rd .  All welcome and for 
any part of the time. Meeting place is the former  quarry yard. Contact number for work 
party is 077545 20323 (Robin).  

 

Early start to the Butterfly Season 
This Small Tortoiseshell was photographed in Rowhedge by Mo on January 27th and is 
interesting both because of the unseasonable record, and the fact that this butterfly, 
once a very common species, is now very depleted in southern Britain. I believe the  
favoured explanation for this is that  milder winters  enable  certain pathogens which 
prey on the caterpillars to survive the winters better. Anyway, it’s great to see one if only 
in a photo! 

 



 
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! 
 
For those with a particular interest in birds, the excellent website  
http://www.wivenhoeforum.co.uk/discussion/1062/birds-of-wivenhoe 
will provide  recent bird news, discussion and pictures. 

 

 
Tree Creeper by Glyn Evans 


