Cockaynes Wood Newsletter No. 2 February 2012
A newsletter of recent wildlife sightings and events at Cockaynes Wood and the
adjoining countryside.

Bird Notes
The unexpected arrival of a thick blanket of snow is epitomized in Mo Jackson’s
photo of gorse flowers overtaken by the cold. The sudden freezing of water put
an end to the stay of the flock of Gadwall on the Cockaynes marsh, which had
got up to around 40 on January 30th. The Gadwall is a rather Mallard-like duck,
very subtly coloured, which used to be rather rare in Essex but is slowly
increasing in numbers in winter. For days following the first snowfall the ponds
were frozen with small numbers of Teal (up to 7), Snipe (2), Coot (5), Mallard (2)
and a few sad-looking Lapwings standing about. A male Brambling , was seen
several times accompanying its more southerly relatives, the Chaffinches in Villa
Wood and at feeders at Sunnymead Farm. The stunning Brambling below was
photographed on 10th by Glyn Evans in Wivenhoe. On February 7th 2 Common
Buzzards were over Sunnymead Farm and there were lots of Reed Buntings.
Slightly further afield, near Alresford Grange on 8th February Glyn saw a Merlin
with prey, a Water Rail “performing a triple-toe loop on the ice” as it saw him;
and 3 pairs of Bullfinch, an excellent sighting nowadays.

As the snow took a grip, in Alresford village Lapwings in ones and twos could
be seen flying and trying to feed close to houses, where grass was exposed,
and sometimes settled momentarily on residential roads. There were plenty of
Redwings and Fieldfares in the area, but not until 13th February did I see

Redwings begin to attack the berry-laden cotoneaster on Wivenhoe Road that I
have kept an eye on since it played host to Waxwings one April a few years ago.
A male Blackcap appeared in my garden at the end of January, avoided being
marked down for the RSPB Big Garden Birdwatch, and started singing loudly
from a Holly on one of the cold sunny days before the snow came. Blackcaps
are traditionally summer visitors to the UK, but over recent years, a Continental
population has started to migrate into the UK for the winter, and quite a few can
be seen in Essex gardens, especially those with a good supply of Ivy berries.
By 16th March the snow and most of the ice, had gone. The Gadwalls were back
in force, “took-took”–ing away and a Song Thrush was singing lustily in
Cockaynes Wood. Spring did not seem that far away.
Thanks to Mo, David and Glyn for their records and photos.

The Scarlet Elf Cup (not Scarlet Elf Cap as I used to think!)
If you are walking in Villa Wood (the wood along Sixpenny Brook) and see what
looks like a little stache of red shotgun cartridges, look again. February is the
best month to find this colourful fungus in Villa Wood where it grows on decaying
wood in the low-lying areas of alder and willow. This fungus was first discovered
to be in Villa Wood in 1996 and belongs to a species Sarcoscypha austriaca that
was, at the time, described as having been very rarely found in Essex. In fact the
current NBN map of national records shows none for Essex, so this is another
species that makes this wood very special. Sarcoscypha is a complex group of
species that can only be separated reliably by microscopic examination.

Some years seem to be much better than others for the Elf-cup and 2011 was
particularly good . Sarcoscypha was beginning to appear in late January 2012
when I took this photo. It provides a small but spectacular splash of colour at a
rather dismal time of year.

Work Party News
Nature, with its flagrant disregard for Health and Safety Rules, sabotaged the February
5th work party. Let’s hope it will not do the same for the March 4th one.
The sheep which I reported on in the last issue did not allow such considerations to
interfere with their work and maintained their station throughout, an example to us all. I
am trying to get a better photo, which will show their remarkable horns.

Mystery Photograph
I was going to run a competition to identify the mystery bird photographed in my garden.
The photos I took were, sadly, so bad as to preclude all attempts to identify the species,
so I have to give the answer: it’s a female Sparrowhawk which killed a Collared Dove
in our back garden, left the part-eaten remains overnight and then returned the next
morning to finish them off. The hawk stayed for about 20 minutes, glaring and on edge
as it looked around every few seconds to make sure nobody tried to share its meal.
What an amazing sight! I believe that a pair of Sparrowhawks nested in Villa Wood in
2011, as they have done before, and maybe this was one of them.
As a follow up to this story, on Feb. 17th I was subjecting the Pyracantha bush in our
garden to a long-overdue haircut when I realized I was being watched by two pairs of
beady eyes from within the bush. I had just cut down two branches which had been
hiding a Collared Dove’s nest! The two young were nearly fully feathered and mum
appeared to feed them within a short time. They must have been hatched before the
snow started and have spent the whole of that harsh period in the nest! I have never
thought of Collared Doves as very bright (though let’s face it I don’t know what they
thought of me as I removed the defences from their nest) but with a robust breeding

strategy like that, where a pair could theoretically raise 5 or six broods of 1-2 young per
year, they don’t really need to be too intelligent!
In the absence of a mystery photo, here’s a non-mystery photo of the wood by Sixpenny
Brook – a classic habitat for Sarcoscypha austriaca.

Nightingale Survey 2012
This year the British Trust for Ornithology is repeating its national Nightingale
Survey. This was last carried out in 1999. The aim is to find all singing male
Nightingales and compare numbers and distribution with those found in 1999.
We live in a Nightingale “hotspot” and there are a number of traditional sites in
and around Alresford. There is always the chance of finding new sites, and so I
would be grateful if anybody who hears Nightingales, anywhere in the area, could
let me know and I can pass the details on to the B.T.O. The sound of a
Nightingale in full flow will be something to look forward to for the short period in
April and May when they can be heard!
New Fencing
As I write a new fence is being put up around the former silt lagoon to the south
of Cockaynes Wood. The reason for this is that the silt lagoon, as it dries out, has
formed some very wide and deep cracks which are a potential hazard to anyone
walking in the area as they could trap a leg and are not always visible. The fence
will, while the hazard persists, prevent walking round the far side of the silt

lagoon as it was not possible to fence the area whilst leaving the track open.
Cockaynes Wood Trust are aware that some people like to walk their dogs round
this track and are sorry that for Health and Safety reasons, this will not be
possible for a while.
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.

