
B i r d s  a t  B o r o u g h  F e n  D e c o y  i n 1 9 6 0 - 6 2

W . A. Cook

M uch has been written about the duck ringing at Borough Fen, Peakirk, which 
is, of course, the main function of the decoy. The Decoy is however very 
attractive to  “ the little brown jobs ” , being an isolated wood in a largely fen 
area. The Decoy is composed of fourteen and a half acres of mixed wood. 
W illow and Elder predom inate, but there are also a  few of the following 
trees: Ash, O ak, Poplar, Aspen, Hazel, H ornbeam , Elm, Conifers and a few 
introduced fruit trees. Evergreen shrubs include Holly, Laurel (three types), 
Privet, Box, Lonicera, and R hododendron. This superb habita t surrounds a 
two and a  half acre pond, which in turn contains about half an acre of 
Common Reed. The Decoy is situated half a mile south of the river W elland, 
which is a  well-used m igration route. The fens end four miles to the west 
and the W ash is only twenty miles away at the nearest point. 106 different 
species of birds have been recorded during 1960-62, including twelve forms of 
tiae A natidae which I  do not propose to discuss here. 2,666 birds of 51 species 
have been ringed, producing 41 recoveries, of 12 different species, so far.

A  daily census has been kept on observatory lines since 1961 and a 
m onthly return  is sent to the B.T.O. for inclusion in the “ In land Observation 
P o in t” scheme. Nest record cards have also been completed for two years 
although the breeding species are not very co-operative, laying their eggs in 
the late spring and early summer when the Decoy m aintenance prevents full 
coverage of all breeding birds. The sedge, nettle and bram ble patches are 
particularly attractive to warblers, and seven species have bred in the past 
three years. The reed bed houses about fifteen pairs of Reed W arblers and 
provides a roost for two to three hundred Swallows in September and October.

Small b ird  ringing is restricted in the summer by the am ount of mowing 
and general repairs. M ost of the warblers ringed were caught in m ist nets set 
about six o’clock in the evening and left up until dark. A  num ber of Swallows 
were also taken this way. Small b ird  movement in the autum n also coincides 
with the influx of ducks, but a m ist net set near a favourite roost takes the 
bulk  of the Turdidae ringed.

I  built a Crow-type trap  on the north side of the Decoy measuring 6  feet 
by 6  feet. This is kept baited most of the winter and  can be perm anently closed, 
o r the door tripped from  fifty yards away. This has been particularly successful 
for mixed finches and in December, 1961 I  trapped 6 6  Greenfinches a t one 
pull of the string. Catching in this way the b ird’s feeding activities are  only 
disrupted for a very short time. I do not use mist nets in the hard  weather when 
every m inute spent feeding is vital to  the birds. Cage-type traps do not upset 
the birds so m uch as m ist nets. A  few sacks of com bine cleanings are stored 
for such times so tha t easy food and drink is available whenever the trap  is 
in use. By providing this I  feel less guilty, as I  have ringed and released birds 
in the hut one hundred yards away and have re-trapped them  feeding inside 
the trap  five m inutes later. One male Blackbird, ring 45181, takes up residence 
in the trap  about Novem ber and stays until the spring.

A  num ber of birds are caught in the Decoy pipes, flushing down with the 
ducks when shown over. All the M oorhens, W oodcock and Herons were taken 
by this method.
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The following is an abridged account of all species ringed in the Decoy 
from  M arch, 1960 to December, 1962, with the num ber of recoveries, if any, 
so far reported. For the sake of completeness I  have included a  few recoveries 
up to January , 1963. Only birds that have travelled m ore than five miles have 
been w ritten up in full. The num bers of each species ringed and recovered 
are shown in brackets after the scientific name. For example (71 : 0) should be 
read as 71 ringed, none yet recovered.

H E R O N  Ardea cinerea. (3 : 1). H erons feed regularly in the decoy. I have only observed them  
taking frogs, as there arc no fish in the  pond other than  eels.
514373 1st W . R inged 23.8.62. Recovered Stonea, M arch, Cam bs., 19 miles ESE. 6.10.62. 

M O O R H E N  Gallinula chloropus. (71 : 0). A n apparently  static population  o f abo u t 40 birds 
have only produced 7 re-traps in three years.

K E ST R E L  Falco tinnunculus. (1 : 0). Bred in a  disused M agpie nest in 1960.
W A T ER  R A IL  R allus aquaticus. (4 : 0). R egular w inter visitor.
S N IPE  Capella gallinago. (3 : 0). R ecorded in every m onth o f the year. Peak num bers in the 

autum n.
W O O D C O C K  Scolopax rusticóla. (2 : 0). A utum n visitor.
STO CK  D O V E  C olum ba oenas. (1 : 0). Arrive in the  late au tum n, building up to  a m axim um  

of about 200 and staying un til the W ood Pigeon flocks break up  in the  spring. 
W O O D -PIG EO N  Colum ba palum bus. (149 : 15). F locks o f up  to 1500 roost in  the Decoy 

wood. M ost o f the  birds are taken in the pipes when feeding on the  landings with the 
ducks. These Pigeons spoil m any  poten tial catches by flying out o f the  trees when I try 
to flush feeding duck in the  la te  afternoon.
3068329 Juv. R inged 4.9.60. Recovered 18.2.61. W orm gay. K ings Lynn, N orfo lk . 30 
miles E.
3068316 Ad. R inged 6.8.60. Recovered 15.4.61. C abourne, Caister, Lincs. 55 miles N .
3068389 F . G. R inged 6.10.61. Recovered 25.11.61. H olm e, H untingdon. 12 miles S.
3068324 Juv. R inged 30.8.60. Recovered 3.2.62. S toke-by-Clare, N r. H averhill, Suffolk. 
51 miles SE.
3068390 Juv. R inged 12.10.61. Recovered 13.8.62. K im bolton , H ants. 24 miles S. 
3080647 F . G. R inged 19.12.62. Recovered 8.1.63. F leet, nr. H olbeach, Lincs. 17 miles N E . 
3080656 1st W . R inged 10.12.62. Recovered 9.1.63. W igtoft, B oston, Lincs. 20 miles 
N N E .

T U R T L E -D O V E  Streptopelia  turtur. (11 : 1). F o u r breeding pairs in 1961, five in 1962.
2037511 A d. R inged 1.7.61. Recovered 1.8.62. W altham  A bbey, Essex. 65 miles S.

BA R N -O W L T yto  alba. (1 : 0). Roosts in ivy-covered W illow trees and big L aurel bushes.
T A W N Y  O W L Strix  aluco. (1 : 0). Bred in the Decoy in  1961 and 1962.
K IN G F IS H E R  A lcedo atthis. (4 : 0). Bred in 1959 and 1960.
G R E E N  W O O D PE C K E R  Ficus viridis. (1 : 1). Irregu lar visitor.

2037517. R inged 29.9.61. Recovered 22.12.62. M arket Deeping, Lincs. 4 miles N W . 
SW A LLO W  H irundo rustica. (62 : 0). C aught in m ist nets over the pond a t dusk in July. The 

presence o f duck prevent th e  reed-bed roost being exploited to  the  full . 
C A R R IO N -C R O W  Corvus corone. (3 : 0). Three pulli ringed in 1962 : one la ter fell from  the 

nest and was fed on the g round by bo th  parents. Item s of food noted include a Red- 
lcgged Partridge, nine Pheasan t eggs and seven W ood-Pigcon eggs.

JA Y  Garrulus glandarius. (2 : 0). A  pair resident 1959 to  1961. Bred in 1961 and then 
disappeared. O ne irregular in  1962.

G R E A T  T IT  Parus major. (38 : 1, local).
BLU E T IT  Parus caeruleus. (53 : 0). Resident population  o f about 20.
CO A L T IT  Parus ater. (2 : 0). Irregu lar visitor.
M A RSH  T IT  Parus palustris. (1 : 0). Only this one ringed specim en identified.
W ILLO W  T IT  Parus atricapillus. (16 : 0). Tw o pairs resident. H as bred each year sincc 1958. 
LO N G -T A IL E D  T IT  Aegithalos caudatus. (23 : 0). Semi-resident. H as bred  each year since 

1958. Leaves the Decoy in very hard  w eather.
TR.EE-CREEPER Certhia fam iliaris. (11 : 0). Two pairs present in 1960 and  1961. N o t 

recorded since A pril, 1962.
W R EN  Troglodytes troglodytes. (36 : 0). Ties w ith T ree Sparrow  as the com m onest breeding 

species.
M ISTL E  T H R U S H  Turdus viscivorus. (10 : 0). H as laid eggs in the four years 1959-1962 but 

the nest has been robbed on each occasion.
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F IE L D F A R E  Turdus pilaris. (23 : 1). 67506 X . R inged 30.10.60. Recovered 29.7.62. Partaharju , 
nr. P ieksäm äki, (M ikkeli) F in land . This is the first British ringed F ieldfare to be recovered 
in F in land , a lthough the  reverse has occurred several times.

SO N G  T H R U S H  Turdus ericetorum . (207 : 1, local).
R E D W IN G  T urdus musicus. (46 : 0). All trapped Redwings were m easured in order to separate 

birds o f the Icelandic and  C ontinental races. N one o f the Icelandic race has yet been 
found.

B L A C K B IR D  Turdus merula. (423 : 10). U nusual eggs were found in two nests in 1962. These 
were pale blue in colour w ith no  flecks o r spots. T he blue was nearer the Song Thrush  
colour th an  the  g reen /b lue  norm al base o f the  B lackbird’s egg. Both clutches were being 
incubated a t the sam e tim e, so  th a t there is n o  possibility o f one fem ale being responsible. 
O ne clu tch  hatched and  the  young were successfully reared. U nfortunate ly  the  second 
nest w as robbed before hatching.
67783 X . R inged 14.1.61. Recovered 29.10.62. D jursdala , n r. V im m erby, (K alm er) Sweden.

R O B IN  Erithacus rubecula. (61 : 0). The population  in the  D ecoy is 6  pairs. F ou r birds ringed 
when full-grow n in 1960 are  still being regularly re-trapped.

R E ED -W A R B L ER  A crocephalus scirpaceus. (36 : 0). A bout fifteen breeding pairs in the Dccoy. 
This is the  only species I have found  as host to  a  C uckoo.

SED G E-W A R B LE R  Acrocephalus schoeiiobaenus. ( 6  : 0). Tw o breeding pairs in 1961 ; 
possibly three pairs in 1962.

BLA C K C A P Sylvia atricapilla. (16 : 0). F o u r breeding pairs in 1961. Only one pair in 1962.
G A R D E N  W A R B L ER  Sylvia  borin. (7 : 0). Bred in 1961 and 1962.
W H IT E T H R O A T  Sylvia com m unis. (36 : 0). C om m onest w arbler recorded in the Decoy.
LESSER W H IT E T H R O A T  Sylvia curruca. (2 : 0). O ne m ale ringed in each o f  the  past two 

years. Assum ed to  be breeding as they are  present fro m  M ay through  the sum m er.
W ILLO W -W A R B LER  Phylloscopus trochilus. (19 : 0). A t least four pairs bred in 1961 and 

three pairs in 1962.
C H IF F C H A F F  Phylliscopus collybita. (4 : 0). Passage m igrant. N o  record o f breeding in the 

Decoy. Earliest appearance 13th M arch, 1961.
G O L D C R E ST  Regulus regulus. (4 : 0). A rrive with the m igran t T urdidae and  move on as the 

w eather hardens.
SPO TTED  F L Y C A T C H E R  M uscicapa striata  (18 : 0). Breeds in the Decoy.
D U N N O C K  Prunella m odularis. (82 : 0).
S T A R L IN G  Sturnus vulgaris. (46 : 1, local). Six nests found in 1961, five in 1962. 2-300 roost 

in the reed bed in Septem ber and  O ctober.
G R E E N F IN C H  Chloris chloris. (386 : 7, including 3 local).

28361 S. R inged 31.8.61. Recovered 4.1.62. Basildon, Essex. 77 miles SSE.
28418 S. R inged 21.9.61. Recovered 19.12.61. L u ton , Beds. 52 miles S.
47763 S. Ringed 3.1.62. Recovered 30.4.62. T allington, nr. S tam ford, Lincs. 5 miles W.
47915 S. R inged 13.3.62. Recovered 22.4.62. U ifington, n r. S tam ford , Lincs. 7 miles W.

G O L D F IN C H  Carduelis carduelis. (145 : 1).
AC 213319. R inged 30.8.61. Recovered 8.4.62. B aracaldo, (Vizcaya), Spain. 43.17N, 
2.59W.

L IN N E T  Carduelis cannabina. (85 : 0). A bout five pairs breed in the Decoy. Big flocks build 
up  and roost in the  bushes surrounding a ballast p it west o f the D ecoy. I have netted 
along the  side o f this p it and have ringed a  to tal o f  509 there in three years. The hab itat 
in the D ecoy is sim ilar and  I  fail to  see why this species should  no t occur m ore frequently.

B U L L FIN C H  Pyrrhula pyrrhula. (95 : 1, local). T hree nests found in tw o years and six birds 
are frequently  re-trapped. I t  is puzzling where the  rest originated as ringing records show 
this species to be very sedentary.

C H A F F IN C H  Fringilla coelebs. (95 : 0). N o t so com m on th e  Decoy as one m ight expcct.
B R A M B LIN G  Fringilla m ontifringilla. (3 : 0). R egular w inter visitor. The num ber ringed is not 

a true indication  o f  the quantity  present.
R E E D -B U N T IN G  Em beriza schoeniclus. (7 : 0). P robably  breed bu t I  have no t found a  nest, 

o r seen any very juvenile birds. Irregular w inter flocks roost in the reed bed.
T R EE -SPA R R O W  Passer m ontanas. (307 : 0). V ery com m on: estim ate 30 breeding pairs. 

O ne nest box had five clutches o f eggs, from  which fo u r broods were reared.


