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Hi All, 

Firstly, I would like to wish everyone a Happy and healthy New Year. This month sees the start 
of my 5th year at the park. Of course, my history with the park goes back many years previous to 
this, but nevertheless, the past 4 years has flown by. I am looking forward to another season of 
new discoveries and new events in the park. November 2013 sees the Landscape Group’s 
current maintenance contract end at Stratford Park. Although this is due for re-tender, and 
hopefully an extension, I have some anticipation of whether I will be wearing a different coloured 
work shirt in December. Until then, its business as usual and there is no reason for the 
biodiversity work to drop in momentum. The Landscape Group is 100% behind supporting this 
in the park. Another positive occurrence before Christmas was a reunion with Ash Ryder (local 
bat expert) who has been carrying out important work on the park’s bat populations. I am 
pleased to say that he and I will be working together this year on the bats, and that he will be 



submitting valuable information on their movements and habits in future newsletters. It’s great to 
have him back on board. 

2013 will see a strong emphasis on moth recording at the park. A succession of poor summers 
has led to a lack of recording, and it is my intention to do as much trapping and recording as 
possible this year in order to bring the list up to date. A programme of moth events with the 
Museum in the Park has been scheduled as well as the guided bird walks. 
Thanks to everyone who sent in notes and photographs last year. The newsletter is now tagged 
to Stroud Nature’s face book page, which will extend its readership. It is also available on the 
Museum website at www.museuminthepark.org. My continuing thanks to Kevin Ward for this. 
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During the winter Adrian Watts (park staff) and I have been monitoring the movements of our 
pair of resident Sparrowhawks, and documenting their kills. Our pair is hunting throughout the 
park, even in close proximity of the public. The main prey is woodpigeon, and these are taken 
mainly in the woodland. On average a total of 3-4 kills are found each week. Once prey is 
captured, the birds will ‘mantle’ their kill (enclose the prey with their wings). We have observed 
this on several occasions, even on the Bowling Green (M. McCrea 2009) where a female had 
taken a feral pigeon. In many instances if disturbed, the birds will carry their prey to a suitable 
‘plucking place’. Here, the carcass will be plucked of feathers, and this is the giveaway sign for a 
fresh kill. The chest cavity is usually first to be consumed followed by the hind quarters. Legs 
are often discarded at the kill site. Sparrowhawks in the park have even been known to take 
Black-headed gulls from the main fields. We know that our birds are using a wide area to hunt 
which extends over Paganhill, Cainscross, Hawk wood and along the river Frome extending to 
Ebley. Stratford Park is the breeding stronghold for Sparrowhawks due to the tall conifers in the 



woodland which provide good nesting sites. In the far beech woodland, we have good stands of 
tall Larch, which is a favoured tree for nesting.  

Sparrowhawks will often soar at great height, which affords them a wide field of vision for 
hunting. On the morning of 15th December 2012 Adrian and I observed 3 birds over the 
arboretum, 2 adult birds and 1 immature bird. Quite often these will be mobbed by other birds 
such as Jackdaws and crows. The Stratford Park Sparrowhawks are also taking small birds 
from a bird feeder in a garden adjacent to the park. This is more frequent during the breeding 
season. 
Despite being active birds of prey, Sparrowhawks can remain elusive, though their presence is 
often given away by the characteristic ‘mewing call’. Anyone visiting the woodland in Stratford 
Park should listen for these calls from birds high in the tree tops, and look for piles of feathers 
on the ground. A good scan of the sky, especially on clear days will often reveal soaring birds. 
From our observations on the ground, it is evident that our birds are taking quite large prey. With 
so many song birds in the park, one would assume that these would constitute the bulk of their 
diet. However, in taking birds such as pigeons, it means that the birds have to hunt less, as 
pigeons provide a sustainable meal which may last several days. In comparison a robin or 
blackbird provides a much smaller meal and would require the bird to hunt more frequently and 
thus waste more energy. Adrian and I will be continuing to monitor our pair in the park this year 
and hopefully have positive news on them nesting this summer. Below are some pictures of 
Sparrowhawk kills found in the Park. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Fresh kill in the Beech plantation (woodpigeon)                                      Sparrowhawk pluc king post by the woodland stream 

                     (Photo: Mike McCrea)                                                                                        (Photo: Mike McCrea 
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Although Gloucestershire remains relatively unaffected at present, the fungus Chalara fraxinea 
has been devastating Ash trees across Europe. If the disease spreads more widely it has the 
potential to devastate the UK’s 80 million Ash population and the wildlife that is directly 
dependant on it. More than 30 species of moth are dependant on Ash in some way including 
two UK biodiversity provisional Red Data Book list species and two nationally scarce species. 
Some eight species of moth are solely dependant on the tree as an important food plant. The 
Ash is classed as an important food plant for a further eight species including the Barred 
Beauty, Ash Pug, Brick and Coronet. A further 19 species rely on the Ash as a minor food plant 
including the Goat Moth – a BAP species. 
Although it is not found in the Stroud area, the Brown Hairstreak butterfly will often use Ash to 
‘congregate’ and find mates. These butterflies also regularly visit Ash to feed on Honeydew 
produced by aphids. The Ash in Stratford Park is found mainly in parts of the woodland and 
around the field perimeters. A total of 6 species dependant or associated with Ash have been 
recorded in the park’s moth trap. Ash is also an important food plant for the Privet Hawk Moth, a 
species which has also turned up in the park moth trap. Ash die-back poses a positive threat not 
only to many of the invertebrates of the park but could also have a repeat effect on the 
devastating losses of Elm-feeding species which were lost through Dutch elm disease in the 
1970s. During this period Stratford Park lost all of its mature trees.   
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A very good turn-out of 45 people turned up for this first bird walk of 2013 organised through the 
Museum in the Park. Many that arrived came with their own binoculars, and I could see that a 
few were ‘serious birders’. The group assembled in the Museum courtyard where Ann (Taylor) 
and I made our introductions. One man had come especially to see the Park’s resident 
Sparrowhawks, but unfortunately on this occasion they did not show. After a short briefing the 
group proceeded to the main fields where a superb Common Buzzard was seen perched in a 
tree, before effortlessly gliding over the adjacent fields. I showed everyone the Green 
woodpecker nesting site before moving on to the woodland. In the woodland I explained the 
status of raptors in the park and the importance of the management work we are doing in the 
woodland. Whilst searching through the canopy by the model railway, a Nuthatch was seen in 
flight. Unfortunately on this afternoon, birds were not much in evidence. Previous bird walks 
held in the mornings have been very productive, so it was decided to hold the next one at 
9.30am. The group continued around the lake whilst watching the wildfowl. The 2 swan cygnets  
appeared isolated from the 2 adult swans, indicating that they were being pushed out by the 
parents. In fact the next day whilst at work, one of the cygnets flew away from the lake. The lake 
only yielded the usual suspects – Mallard, Moorhen and Coot, so the group then reconvened at 
the Museum where several people signed up for the monthly biodiversity newsletter. Despite a 



small list of birds those that attended enjoyed the walk. This event had been publicised by BBC 
Radio Gloucestershire which was obviously reflected by the good turnout. The irony of today’s 
walk was that the following day most of the ‘top birds’ were showing in the park including the 
Little Owl which was staring down at me from the walnut tree with that fixed gaze that says ‘ 
now you see me, now you don’t’ Better luck next time. Next Bird Walk Sunday April 21st. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                                        
 
                                                                     Birdwatchers in Stratford Park 
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The success of the Park’s nest box scheme was never exemplified more than during 2011 when 
a pair of resident little owls used the ‘owl box’ on the main field. Sadly this was not repeated 
during 2012 due to squirrels taking residency in the box. As previously mentioned, our owls 
have been muscling in on the Jackdaws in the adjacent walnut tree and on the morning of 
January 10th an owl was seen poking its head out of one of the holes. As the owls have been 
struggling to establish nest sites in both the walnut tree and the boxes, we decided that they 
needed a helping hand, so before Christmas park staff gave the owls a special present – 2 more 
purpose made nest boxes. During December the existing box was taken down from the oak tree 
to be cleaned out but after opening the box we were shocked at the damage caused inside by 
squirrels. The squirrels had gnawed through a side panel inside the box which houses the 
nesting chamber. This was obviously done to get to the bird’s eggs. The box was also filled with 
squirrel nest material. We have decided to keep the box out of the tree until the spring to avoid 
another reoccurrence of this problem. In constructing 2 more boxes, it will provide the owls with 



a wider option of nest sites should any box be predated again. These are very important birds in 
the park and need all the help they can get to thrive here. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Park staff removes the owl box for cleaning                                                Squirrel ne st material inside box 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
           Squirrel damage inside the box                                                                new boxes being constructed 
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On the morning of 12th November 2012 whilst checking the previous nights catch from the park 
moth trap I was pleased to record a specimen of The Sprawler Asteroscopus sphinx, a species 
which I have not previously recorded in the Stroud area, and a first record for Stratford Park. 
The moth although not scarce, is more widely distributed in the south of England. Elsewhere it is 
rather local. It is a late flying species, being on the wing from late October to December. The 
name ‘Sprawler’ comes from the larva’s habit of throwing its head back in defensive attitude. 
They feed on the foliage of various deciduous trees. I took the specimen and set it for the 
reference collection as shown below. 
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                                                                                    (Photo: Mike McCre a) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                            Sprawler l arva 
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During the summer and autumn the butterfly garden flower beds at the orangery provide a 
succession of stunning colour, attracting a multitude of Bees and Butterflies. The Landscape 
Group overhauled this bed 3 years ago as it had been left in neglect for some years. All that 
remained was a compacted bed of weeds. Existing clay was removed and new soil and 
compost was placed. Stroud District Council provided funds to purchase a mixture of hardy 
perennials and annuals. Various other plants were sourced from flower beds around the park, 
and large types such as sedum were divided and re-planted. During the last 2 years we have 
increased the variety of flowers adding Viper’s Bugloss, Golden Rod, Sweet William and 
Catmints. During last autumn park staff planted many tulip and daffodil bulbs which will give the 
bed much colour in the spring. In the height of summer the beds look stunning (see photo 
below), and even on our moth evenings, moths can be seen imbibing on nectar from flowers. 
At the end of the season the beds receive a good forking over and compost recycled from the 
park is dug in to provide nutrients for the next generation of flowers. The photo below shows 
park staff carrying out maintenance to the flower bed. 
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           Winter maintenance at the orangery                                                      the  orangery flower bed in summer 

                                                                             (photos: Mike McCrea) 
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BIRDS:  Little owl (on the main field in the walnut and oak trees), Also on the main field – Pied 
wagtail, Goldfinch, Black-headed gull, Green woodpecker, Jackdaw, Mistle thrush, Buzzard.  
In the woodland and arboretum – Nuthatch, Goldcrest, Wren, Robin, Great-spotted woodpecker, 
Treecreeper, Jay, Sparrowhawk, Chaffinch, Blackbird, Wood pigeon and Song thrush. 
 
WILDFLOWER BANK:  Scarlet tiger moth – 1st instar larvae are just emerging from 
hibernation and can be seen on sunny days feeding on the early shoots of comfrey at the far 
end nearest the woodland.  
 
                                                          EVENTS 
 
Winter trees in Stratford Park with Paul Rutter. 20th January 2013. 2.00pm. Meet at the museum 
gates. Sturdy footwear recommended. For further information visit www.museuminthepark.org  
 
 
CONTACT:  Mike McCrea E-Mail: MMccrea@thelandscapegroup.co.uk  mike@media-
maker.com  Tel: 07833091294 
 
LINKS:  www.thelandscapegroup.co.uk  www.stroudnature.co.uk  
www.museuminthepark.org.uk  www.theaes.org (Amateur entomologists Society) www.bto.org 
(British Trust for Ornithology) www.stroudinbloom.co.uk  
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