
Cockaynes Wood Newsletter No. 16 April  2013

A newsletter of  recent wildlife sightings and events at Cockaynes Wood and the  
adjoining countryside.

Bird Notes
The rollercoaster ride from summer to winter and back continues..At the time of writing 
we're  back  to  winter  again,  but  we  did  have  some  nice  weather  in  early  May  to 
remember fondly. By the  turn of the month several Nightingales had appeared  and on 
1st May there were at least 3 singing in Cockaynes Wood and one in Villa Wood. Some 
of these have been singing from holly bushes along the S edge of the wood. Birds of 
many different species were heard in a beautiful (but cold)  early morning of the Dawn 
Chorus Walk on 4th May, sadly under-attended! A Water Rail (possibly two)  was seen 
and heard on several  dates in  early  May.  This  is  a member of  the same family  as 
Moorhen and Coot, with a long beak, secretive behaviour (except that it makes a noise 
like a squealing pig and is then hard to overlook). A rare breeder in Essex, we hope it 
may be staying on to nest here. On May 3rd an unknown number of Cranes were heard 
flying over  but unfortunately not seen (because the observers were in the middle of Villa 
Wood at the time!). Some interesting raptors were seen during this time with a Harris's 
Hawk (picture below : a spectacular Buzzard-like American escapee from falconry) on 
April 30th, Hobby  10th May, and Marsh Harriers on 17th and 22nd May. 

Harris's  Hawk – note chestnut upperwings, black and white in tail. Photo Glyn Evans
A Little Ringed Plover appeared on the excavations at Sunnymead Farm on 8th May 
but sadly did not stay. 1st House Martins appeared on 4 th May and by 13th there were 
perhaps   30-40  hirundines  of  3  species  (Sand and  House  Martins and  Swallow) 
mopping  up  insects  emerging  from  the  water.  By  22nd May  a  Cuckoo was  well 
established on the site, and 5 or more Willow Warblers were singing around the old silt 
lagoon along with Whitethroats , Reed Warblers and Reed Buntings. 



Reed Bunting male – photo Glyn Evans

In this area on 13th May the male of the pair of Mute Swans currently nesting on site, got 
himself trapped  behind a stockproof fence with no space to   take off. He was eventually 
rescued by David  Dutton,  and is seen with  his  rescuer in  the photo below.  He was 
returned to his own territory with a ring newly fastened to his leg in order to identify him 
in his future travels, and wasted no time before driving off a pair of intruding  Canada 
Geese near the nest site.   A pair of  Great Crested Grebes  was displaying on the 
fishing lake east of the site on 21st May.

Swan and rescuer – photo Mo Jackson
Many thanks to Glyn, Mo, David and Roger for their reports.



Bird of the Month: Shelduck
 

Adult male Shelduck – photo Glyn Evans
We are so used to seeing the  Shelduck on the Cockaynes Wood wetlands that  few 
people give this bird a second thought, although it's probably one of the most bizarre 
and interesting birds we have around.  Here are just a few surprising facts about the 
Shelduck:

1. It's mainly a bird of estuaries where its  diet is microscopic snails called Hydrobia 
found in estuarine mud, which it  sifts by swinging its beak from side to side . 
Hence the expression “the duck that thinks it's a wader”.

2. Shelducks  nest  in  rabbit  burrows  or  other  suitable  cavities,  including  holes 
amongst stacked  bales of hay or straw, sometimes even in barns.

3. Pairs with newly hatched ducklings will make a long and arduous journey on foot 
down the nearest watercourse to a tidal  estuary. 

4. After only a short time  with their offspring, the parents fly off to a moulting area 
off the North Sea coast of Germany, leaving the young in the charge of one or 
more  adults,  probably non–breeders or failed breeders.  The young form into 
“creches”  which may number up to 100. They dive to avoid predators.

5. The adults form a moulting (and therefore flightless) flock of  perhaps 100,000, 
returning to the UK  in September.

Keep an eye on these fascinating birds and you may just see them disappearing into (or 
appearing out of) a rabbit hole!



Water Monsters and other delights 

Water Scorpion – photo Lucy Robson
The  Open Day on May 18th again provided an opportunity to see some of the under-
appreciated  fauna and flora of the site. Ably  guided by Bob Seago,  young  stream– 
and pond-dippers found the Water Scorpion (above) plus an array of freshwater life like 
Sticklebacks, Caddis Fly larvae, diving beetles and dragonfly larvae.

The Water Scorpion looks fierce but is not really a scorpion at all, but an aquatic bug (in 
the strict sense of the term “bug” i.e. a member of the same family as the familiar Shield  
bugs). The long tail spike is actually a breathing organ! They are harmless to humans 
but you'd better watch out if you're a small fish, tadpole or invertebrate generally.

Bluebells,  running about two weeks behind schedule,  made a wonderful  backdrop to 
some of our activities. The sun shone, the tea and cakes were delicious. Thanks  are 
due to  many, many helpers on the day.

Diary Dates
The Colchester Natural History Society will visit  Cockaynes Wood on Tuesday 9 th July 
at  6.30 p.m.  Venue  is as for  work parties(see below) . Please feel free to join this band 
of expert and specialist naturalists. If weather looks doubtful please phone Robin (01206 
826418) to check that the event will go ahead.
Also planned is a dragonfly safari on the afternoon of Sunday 21st July. Details will be 
included in the next newsletter.



Work Party News

The new Stag Beetle pile – photo by Lucy Robson . This can be seen  in the NW corner 
of Cockaynes Wood. It's designed to make a home for the larvae of Stag Beetles and 
Lesser Stag Beetles, both found on the site.

Next  work party session is Sunday June  2nd  – our target for the boardwalk  is  still  2 
whole sections! There should also be some footpath trimming to do by then.  

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.
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