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“Alan” was the first to appear, 
born in September to Ruby, and 
named after the Park’s Electrician 
Alan Price, who retired in 2017 
after 23 years here.

More challenging was the birth of 
“Tinkerbell” (also known as Belle), 
born in October to Nancy.  Soon 
after birth she was seen to be 
struggling to stand without going 
over on her ankle.  The decision 
was taken to separate her from 
mum Nancy, in order to put her 
leg in a cast.  24 hour a day keeper 
care was needed to hand-rear 
Belle, and it was a nail-biting few 
weeks for all of us.
 
However, at the time of writing, 

2017 was another exciting year in the rhino 
paddock, as both Nancy and Ruby, our two breeding 
females, presented dad Monty with calves.  

White-knuckle 
Rhino Calves
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Baby Belle

her leg seems fine and her 
daily intake of 30 litres of 
skimmed milk (spiked with bits 
of mum’s poo to help build up 
anti-bodies) plus extra glucose 
has seen her treble in weight 
and become a real handful for 
her keepers.  We are now re-
introducing her to the others 
including mum Nancy and if all 
goes well she’ll be out in the 
rhino enclosure this summer 
running around with the rest of 
the “crash”.
 
So, a huge thank you to our 
vets, the rhino keepers, Hayley, 
Mark, Roger and Jack, and to 
Curator Jamie and Park Vet 
Emily.  Fingers crossed! Baby Alan. Photograph by Jackie Thomas
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Little Africa

Since the Zebras moved to their own 
enclosure near the Giraffes, their old 
stables needed a new purpose. We 
now have ‘Little Africa’ – a mixed 
indoor and outdoor exhibit showing 
some of the more unusual and less 
known species from Africa.

As you enter the building, you 
are greeted by a colony of Gundi.  
These charming looking rodents are 
distantly related to Guinea Pigs and 
Chinchillas, and are also known as 
Comb Rats due to the stiff hairs on 
their back feet, used for combing 
sand from their fur.

Next is the colony of Naked Mole 
Rats. This species spends most of its 
life underground, and is more suited 
to a dark environment. They have 
the largest litter size of any mammal, 
with the Queen (who rules the 
colony) having as many as 29 babies 
in a litter!  Our largest litter size so 
far is 15.

The third enclosure houses 
Neumann’s Grass Rats.  These mouse-
sized rodents construct tunnels under 
matted grass in the wild, and are 
known to damage crops where they 
can be found in agricultural fields.

The fourth room houses a mixture 
of reptiles, invertebrates and fish, 
including the critically endangered 
electric Blue Gecko, Tiger Beetles 
and Mbuna Cichlids. While in this 
room, you can look into the nocturnal 
exhibit housing a pair of Senegal 
Bushbabies and Malagasy Giant Rats. 
These are kept under a ‘reversed 
lighting’ system meaning that 

Chris Kibbey, Head of Small Mammals section, talks about our  
newest exhibit celebrating smaller African Animals.

daylight for these is during our night-
time and ensures the animals are 
active during the Park’s opening time.

Finally, you exit the building into an 
enclosure for Stanley Cranes, Kenyan 

Head Gardener, Tim Miles 
discusses transforming the area 
around our latest exhibit and 
the main path leading to it.

Crested Guinea Fowl and Kirk’s Dik-
dik – one of the smallest antelope 
species in the world. The unusual 
name ‘Dik-dik’ refers to the alarm call 
they make when threatened.

‘Little Africa’ has breathed new life 
into an otherwise empty row of 
stables.  We hope you enjoy seeing it 
as much as we did creating it.
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Cotswolds  
Savannah

The recent development of ‘Little Africa’ has been the catalyst for us to improve the landscape of the 
surrounding area. This has included the refurbishment of the Kiosk and the formation of a sheltered 
seating area, while a veranda has been opened up to provide shaded seating. 

The path has been moved and borders introduced. The planting scheme has been designed to 
evoke a hint of savannah to link with other areas around the Rhino paddock. We look to vary the 
content of these borders in order to increase the range of plants we can display – at the same 
time it is important that all the various grass borders link together when viewed across the Park. 
These new borders feature a number of varieties of grasses and perennials which we have not 
previously deployed, with an interesting assortment of bulbs providing early season interest. 

New trees include a trio of Caspian Locust, Gleditsia caspica whose trunks and branches become 
heavily armed with formidable spines – this should be an impressive sight with the Rhinos in the 
background. 

 A second phase has been the introduction of a gently curving path in place of the long straight 
avenue effect, which was accentuated by the regimented row of pampas grass along the rhino ha-
ha. We will aim to plant other pampas back from the original line in order to give a sense of depth 
as one looks from a distance.

The borders created here will link with the planting in the existing border on the opposite side 
of the new path, so that visitors will be immersed in this planting as they pass through, or while 
pausing to admire the rhinos.
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Garden Creates 
Conservation 
Headlines

Siamang Story

A highlight in our 2017 gardening 
calendar was the Park’s sponsorship 
of the “NOT FOR SALE” garden entry 
at the Royal Horticultural Society’s 
2017 Hampton Court Palace Flower 
Show.  This conceptual garden, 
created by Ferguson and Whyte 
Garden Design on behalf of the 
conservation charity Tusk Trust, was 
inspired by the destruction of Africa’s 
elephant population as a result of 
ivory poaching.

They didn’t get on very well when 
they first met but they eventually 
bonded and have been together ever 
since. They are easy to tell apart, as 
Xhulu is the chunky one and Spindle 
is the tall thin one.

Less than two years after they arrived, 
Spindle gave birth to Maluku – a 
male who would eventually travel all 
the way to Kazakstan as part of the 
captive breeding programme for this 
species.

They didn’t stop there, having a total 
of eight young in 13 years. Manny is 
the youngest and still lives here with 
his parents.  Spindle tends to get a bit 
fed up with her youngsters when they 
start to mature, so all of the young 
have had to be transferred to other 
collections, including zoos in France, 
Portugal, Chile and even back to 
Howletts, where Xhulu came from.

The most popular of all the UK flower shows, at 
Hampton Court Palace, was the stage  for the  
Park to fund a major conservation event.

Our group of Siamangs has been at the Park since 2000, when a male, 
Xhulu (pronounced ‘Hulu’) arrived from Howletts Wild Animal Park to 
be joined by a female, Spindle, from Port Lympne Wild Animal Park.

Visitors were able to walk through 
a ring of tusk arches, symbolising 
the scale of the slaughter of African 
elephants killed by poachers.  Sounds 
of Africa echoed around the tusks 
while arid grasses, plants and acacia 
trees created a real sense of place. At 
the end of this arched walk, the garden 
opened into an African savannah 
where the “bones” of an elephant lay 
in the dust, a powerful reminder of the 
true cost of the illegal ivory trade.

Siamangs are now very well 
represented in captivity (there are 
about 350 in zoos around the world) 
and under the breeding programme 
we were advised to stop breeding 
for the time being, so we have given 
Xhulu a vasectomy.

Xhulu, Spindle and Manny all get on 
well as a little family. They cuddle up 
together at night, and can often be 
heard singing in the mornings.  It’s 
usually just mum and dad that sing, 
but Manny will sometimes join in too 
although his throat sac isn’t as big. In 
the wild, singing increases the bond 
between the adults, and lets other 
siamangs know they are in the area.  

Siamangs are the largest of the 
Gibbon family, of which there are  
17 different species throughout 
south-east Asia. Gibbons are known 
as lesser apes, which are smaller,  

tree-dwelling primates, as distinct 
from the Great Apes.
 
The Park has never kept any of the 
Great Ape species (being Orang-
utans, Gorillas, Chimpanzees and 
Bonobos): their longevity, higher 
intelligence and more complex social 
needs present special husbandry 
challenges in captivity.

Tusk Trust, with the proactive 
support of its Royal Patron H.R.H. 
Prince William, is at the forefront of 
highlighting the devastating impact 
of elephant poaching. The Park’s 
funding of the “Not for Sale” garden 
was an unusual and striking initiative 
in Tusk’s campaign to save the iconic 
elephant from extinction.

www.tusk.org

Photograph by Debbie Ryan
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Silent Forests

Keeping cage birds in South East Asia 
is a very old tradition. In Indonesia 
it is particularly prevalent and men 
are not considered successful unless 
they have a house, a wife, and a bird! 
Hugely popular song bird contests 
are held throughout the region, 
with big prize money. As the human 
population continues to expand, 
so does the trade in wild-caught 
birds and this has now reached an 
unsustainable level. Bird trappers 
have become motivated and co-
ordinated, targeting bird species 
in previously isolated areas, thus 
driving small island endemics and 
other restricted range species close to 
extinction. 

This year the European Association 
of Zoos & Aquariums’ (EAZA) “Silent 
Forest” Campaign is aimed at raising 
awareness of this issue within 
EAZA collections and the wider 
public. Another aim is to promote 
the holding of Asian passerines by 
its members, especially those of 
conservation importance and in 
managed programs. 

One such species is the Mount Omei 
Babbler, of which we have a pair in 
the Walled Garden. This species is 
endemic to mountain ranges in south-
central Sichuan in China. Due to its 
restricted distribution, the species is 
listed as vulnerable by the IUCN. It is 
mostly olive-green above and grey 
below with a pale belly, with areas 

Bird Keeper Chris Green talks about the Mount 
Omei Babbler, which is one of many species of 
bird threatened by the pet trade in Asia.

of orange, yellow and red on its 
wings and tail. This species is unusual 
amongst babblers as it has obvious 
sexual dimorphism, which can be 
seen on tail and wing plumage with 
the orange and red coloration being 
brighter on males than females. It 
measures some 20 cm in length. 

Mount Omei Babblers do well in 
heavily planted aviaries with dense 
vegetation suitable for nesting. 
Plants such as bamboo, conifer and 
laurel are ideal and have the right 
structure to allow the birds to build 
their cup shaped nests. Nest baskets 
can be provided for the birds to 
build their nests in and they will use 
coconut fibre and fine grasses as 

nest material. They can be fed on a 
diet of good quality insectivore mix 
and a variety of fruit. Adult birds can 
be given insects such as mealworms 
and crickets. When feeding young, 
the addition of soft bodied insects 
such as buffalo worms, small brown 
crickets, white skinned mealworms 
and waxmoth culture dusted 
with multivitamin powder will be 
necessary for successful chick rearing. 
Mount Omei Babblers mix well with 
other similar sized species, however 
care should be taken with fledglings 
when mixed with large ground birds 
such as pheasants.

The main threat to this species is 
the loss and fragmentation of forest 
within its range, much of which has 
already been cleared or degraded, 
through logging and conversion to 
agriculture. Remaining areas of forest 
are under some pressure, although 
there has been a recent ban on large 
scale commercial logging in this 
part of China, and this species can 
adapt to logged forest habitats. This 
species is CITES Appendix II and is 
protected in the province of Sichuan. 
Since 1999, the export of wild birds 
from China has been banned, but 
this legislation is difficult to enforce 
and birds have been seen in bird 
markets as far away as Sumatra in 
recent years. This illustrates the very 
real need to continue working with 
this species in a sustainable captive 
breeding program.
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Tickled 
Pink!

The Scarlet Ibis is found in the wild 
in northern South America and the 
island of Trinidad, where it is the 
national bird. The natural habitats 
of the Scarlet Ibis are coastal areas 
of tropical rainforests, mud flats 
and wetlands, including mangrove 
swamps. The species is carnivorous, 
eating fish, frogs, reptiles and 
crustaceans. 

When I started working at the Park 
in 2010 the collection held six birds in 
total: three males and three females. 
During the following five years 
several chicks were hand-reared, the 
2015 season was especially prolific 
with ten chicks successfully reared by 
keepers. 

Head of Birds Section, Davide 
Frigo, is delighted with the 
breeding success of the Park’s 
colony of Scarlet Ibis.

The Park sits in the centre of the wider Bradwell Grove 
Estate, which comprises a mixed arable and livestock 
organic farm and woodlands.

In 2004 the Park set up the Bradwell Grove Nest Box 
Monitoring Scheme, led by ornithologist Graham Wren, 
to encourage birds to nest in the estate woodlands. The 
Park funds the project, which maintains 45 nest boxes 
suitable for different native species and monitors the 
nesting birds.

The weather is a major factor for bird nesting success 
along with finding suitable nest sites and a sufficient 
supply of food. The 2016 breeding season wasn’t great 
as it saw inclement weather, resulting in a shortage of 
food in the build up to the laying period and beyond. 
2017, however, was a much better year, with 249 eggs laid 
by a mixture of mainly Blue Tits, some Great Tits and a 
few Wrens, with 154 birds fledging their nests.  Blue Tits 
occupied 11 nest boxes and in one of the boxes 10 young 
fledged from 10 eggs laid. The mild weather helped our 
native songbirds and we have our wings crossed for a 
successful breeding season in 2018.

This is one of many conservation projects we fund here  
at the Cotswold Wildlife Park. To find out more about  
our other projects please visit our website:  
www.cotswoldwildlifepark.co.uk/conservation

Monitoring 
Native Songbirds
Along with caring for all the animals and plants 
at the Park, we have created various initiatives to 
encourage the local wildlife. 

The 2016 season brought an 
important change to our husbandry, 
three chicks were hatched and reared 
completely by their parents, for the 
first time ever at the Park. This has 
been due to extensive research into 
captive diets and making necessary 
adjustments to how we feed our 
birds. This fine-tuned diet has had the 
very encouraging effect of increased 
breeding from our flock, with all 
chicks being entirely parent-reared. 

The 2017 season again has been 
a huge success with seven parent-
reared chicks, bringing the total 
group number to twenty-seven birds, 
which I am very proud to say is the 
largest flock of Scarlet Ibis currently in 
the UK.

You can find these beautiful birds in 
the Walled Garden in a large aviary 
perfectly adapted for their needs.

Blue Tit nesting in the gate post of the Rhino yard
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Ruby Wax feeding the bats

Bruce and Wayne

How were the babies discovered?

Natalie: The babies, also known as 
pups, were discovered on their own 
when the Bat House was undergoing 
a major revamp. A couple of days 
after we moved all of the Bats 
into temporary holdings, while we 
refurbished the Bat House, we saw 
both babies roosting by themselves. 
Mother Bats often ‘park’ their babies 
to give themselves a break. So we 
left them for a day, in the hope their 
mums would come and collect them 
again, as the chances of the babies 
surviving on their own are very slim.

Why were the babies hand-reared?

Natalie: Their mothers never returned 
so the decision was made to hand-
rear them in order to give the pups, 
named Bruce and Wayne, the best 

An interview with Natalie Horner, Deputy Section Head Keeper, 
who had a new role in 2017 as a surrogate mother to two 
abandoned Egyptian Fruit Bats.

possible chance of survival. I became 
their surrogate mother and took 
them home where they could be 
given around-the-clock care. At 
this time, they were around four 
to six weeks old and weighed forty 
grams. Unable to maintain their own 
body temperature, they were kept 
in an incubator for two weeks and 
monitored closely. 

How often did you have to feed them?

Natalie: I had to feed the babies every 
three hours in the early days. They 
were given milk as well as mashed 
fruit. The first feed of the day was 
at six in the morning and the last 
feed was at midnight. One of the 
things I’ll never forget was wrapping 
the babies in their blankets for feed 
times. Wrapping them up gave them 
comfort as their mother would wrap 
her wings around them to keep them 
safe. As soon as they finished their 
feed (and sometimes during) they 
would fall asleep wrapped in their 
blankets. It really melted my heart.

How did you teach them to fly?

Natalie: When they were around 
ten weeks old we began flying 
lessons. This was great fun. Bats 
instinctively know how to fly 
so they just needed a little bit 
of encouragement. I would 
hang them from my finger 
and gently bob them up and 
down to encourage them to 
wing beat. I hung towels and 
sheets on the walls of my spare 

room to give plenty of roosting 
opportunities. The first lesson went as 
expected - they flapped their wings 
and flopped straight on the floor! 
They quickly recovered though and 
it didn’t take long at all for their 
muscles to strengthen and for them 
to fly from one side of the room to 
the other. From then we had nightly 
flying lessons. As soon as they were 
able to fly comfortably around my 
spare room they were upgraded 
to their own enclosure at the Park 
before being reintroduced to the 
colony.

How did you reintroduce them to the 
rest of the colony?

Natalie: By the time the Bats were 
six months old they were fully self-
feeding and very strong and capable 
flyers. They were still only half the 
size of the adult Bats but did not 
have any problems integrating and 
competing for food. There wasn’t 
much preparation needed so the 
Bats were put into transport bags 
and taken to the Bat enclosure. Once 
taken out of the bags, I placed them 
on my finger for one last time and 
watched them fly off to re-join the 
rest of the colony. They both flew a 
couple of circuits of the enclosure 
before roosting with the rest of the 
colony. It was such a proud moment 
for me and such a happy ending to 
what had been four amazing months. 
To see the babies back with their 
family made all the hard work worth 
it. I’m so happy for them to be back 
where they belong.

Cotswold Wildlife Park & Gardens   •  Burford   •  Oxfordshire   •  OX18 4JP



7

Norfolk Cake

Spot the difference?

 
INGREDIENTS
225g  Butter cold from the 

refrigerator and cut into 
cubes

450g Self raising flour

225g Caster sugar

225g  Raisins

225g  Sultanas

180ml Milk (+1 tablespoon)

2 tablespoons of Vinegar

1 teaspoon of Bicarbonate of soda

This cake will be sold in the 
restaurant over the winter but 
hurry because when I have made 
it before it has sold out quickly!

The “Widow” part of the name is due 
to many invertebrates showing sexual 
cannibalism – often where the female 
will eat the male after mating has 
occurred. 

False Widow (Steotoda sp.) 
The tell-tale sign for a False Widow is 
the legs, which begin thick and taper 
quickly into a thinner end. They are 
often dark in colour, ranging from 
black through to brown with white 
markings. There are 3 members of 
the Steotoda family found in the UK. 
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Catering Manager Steve Spooner lets us know 
what to do when you’ve run out of eggs.

James Headleand Invertebrate Keeper at the Park explains the 
difference between Black Widow Spiders and False Widow spiders.

Where I come from we know exactly what to do when your 
hens stop laying. You make “Norfolk vinegar cake”. This is a 
rich fruit cake that is made to rise by the reaction of vinegar 
and bicarbonate of soda, therefore requiring no eggs. 

METHOD 
1)   Make a crumb-like consistency by rubbing the cold butter into the flour. 

2)   Mix in the sugar, sultanas and raisins. 

3)   Put the 180ml of milk into the largest jug you have available and add the vinegar. 

4)   Now the fun bit. Add the teaspoon of Bicarbonate of soda.  Be careful as it 
might froth up and overflow. 

5)   Add the frothing liquid to the flour mixture and mix well. 

6)   Pour in to round cake tin. 

7)   Bake in a preheated oven at 180oC or gas mark 4. 

8)   After 30 minutes reduce to 160oC or gas mark 3 for between 60 to 75 minutes. If 
necessary cover the top with tin foil to stop it going too dark. 

9)   Cool and store in an airtight container. 

Their favourite places to hide are any 
dark warm spots in the house (and 
garden sheds!). Also known as the 
rabbit hutch spider, due to the warm 
and dark corners in rabbit hutches!

IS IT DANGEROUS? NO! All spiders 
possess different potency of venom to 
dispatch their prey. The False Widow 
venom is very mild, almost to the 
strength of a bee sting. In fact these 
spiders are a fantastic addition to 
your home, as they will often predate 
on other spiders and invertebrates. 

Black Widow (Latrodectus mactans) 
The biggest identification for this 
species is the typical red hour glass 
shape on the abdomen. As the name 
suggests, this species is a glossy black 
in colouration. 

Also known as the shoe-button 

spider, this species is native to North 
America, although members of the 
Latrodectus family are also found in 
Africa and Australia. Black Widows 
are not found in the UK, they prefer 
warmer climates! 

IS IT DANGEROUS? YES! This  
family of spiders possesses a venom 
which is known as latrotoxin. This 
specialist venom is to tackle large 
prey items, because of its small size 
the venom does all the work for 
them! It is known to be fatal to 
humans, especially young children 
or the elderly although these spiders 
usually prefer to escape from humans. 
Both species have a purpose in nature 
and are a vital part of ecosystems 
all over the world and they are both 
beautiful species!

False Widow Spider

Black Widow Spider
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Herding Cats!
Helen Hitchman talks about working  
with animals and children.

I have officially the best job in the world … ‘Activities 
Coordinator’ doesn’t sound very exciting, but it is. I am 
responsible for organising and running all of the Junior 
Keeper Experiences and Trainee Keeper Experiences here at 
the Park. What could be better? I get to see all of my favourite 
animals around the Park and the children do all the work!

A lot of my colleagues wonder how I do it, describing my 
job as ‘Herding Cats’. I have always been quite calm, relaxed 
and easy going, which is proving vital in this job. There is 
an itinerary for the day, but you very much have to wing it! 
Some days the Tapirs are just too comfortable sunbathing to 
come over for food. Sometimes we spend a lot longer at the 
Giant Tortoises, mesmerised by their size. And you just never 
know what kind of mood the Penguins are in until you get 
there! 

Cotswold Wildlife Park and Gardens, Bradwell Grove, Burford, Oxfordshire OX18 4JP
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I think for me the best thing about my job is that it very 
much keeps you on your toes, physically but also mentally. 
I get asked the most amazing questions: my favourite 
question was, “How do snakes go to the toilet?” I have 
been working with animals for 25 years and every day I still 
learn something new. I love it and wouldn’t want to do 
anything else.

First Sifaka born  
in Great Britain

In early 2017 we celebrated the birth of 
one of our most iconic and rare Lemur 

species – the Crowned Sifaka.

The baby male, named Yousstwo, was 
the first breeding success for new 

parents Bafana and Tahina and was 
the first Sifaka birth in the Park’s 

history. The Park is the only 
zoological collection in England 
to keep this endangered Lemur 
species. 

Bafana arrived at the Park in 
2009 from Besancon Zoo in 

France. Tahina joined him in 
2013, from the same zoo, and 

the pair formed an instant bond. 
Tahina is the first hand-reared 

Sifaka to parent-rear her own 
offspring and is proving to be an 

exceptional mother.

Jamie Craig, the Park’s Curator said: 
“On the night of the birth, things 
seemed to go perfectly from the 
beginning. It is enormously satisfying 
to watch Yousstwo develop after all 
the effort that has been put in by 
keepers – including 24-hour Sifaka 
watch on CCTV! Tahina is proving to be 
an exemplary mother and our success 
complements the conservation efforts 
in Madagascar perfectly. Yousstwo 
is now beginning to explore his new 
world and we hope he will go on to 
be an important part of the captive 
breeding programme.”
 
Visitors can see Yousstwo and his 
parents in the Sifaka enclosure near to 
‘Madagascar’ - the Park’s walk-through 
Lemur exhibit.Photograph by Jackie Thomas


