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January sky over the Old School at Lyonshall. 2017. Holmes Marsh on the hill behind. 

Welcome to the first issue of Lyonshall Country Diary, a small publication which notes and comments on 

natural history within the parish.    We would appreciate contributions from anyone who lives in Lyonshall, 

particularly from those at the far reaches such as Next End, Penrhos, The Whittern and Elsdon – just a few 

words on the animals and insects, plants and fungi seen each month, whether rare or common, to confirm 

the ecologists’ view that we have here an unusually rich and diverse flora and fauna. For more information 

please contact me, Julia Evans, at The Old Station, HR5 3LL, by means of a note in the letter-box or an e-

mail to jcvqa@btinternet.com 

 

The month in general 

“When Winter comes, can Spring be far behind”? 

 

A few days of frost, a touch of fog, virtually no snow – January 2017 has been mostly grey and dull. For a 

summary, see JQA’s report on Page 4.  January is never a great month for wildlife-watching and plant-life 

is not as abundant as it will be in one or two months’ time. However, perhaps their very scarcity makes 

sightings and “hearings” all the more welcome. 

 

Fauna 

Mammals 

Here in the village there has been little obvious continued activity among the mammals except for the grey 

squirrels, who seem to have abandoned any idea of hibernation. We have four at The Old Station -- all, I 

think, from last year’s litter -- three slender and agile, one fat and lazy who rarely raids the bird-feeder 

because it’s easier to pick up the nuts and seeds from the ground below, where the messy sparrows have 

spilled them. Early in January there were still plenty of rabbits around but by the middle of the month they 

had mostly disappeared, retreating to their burrows to begin breeding? On the other hand, during the last 

two weeks of the month molehills have appeared by the dozen, in fields and gardens. Does anyone know 

how to relate the number of molehills to the number of moles? How far do moles travel? Are they solitary 

or moving in family groups? 
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We all know that last year there were foxes and badgers, weasels, voles, polecats, bats and deer in the 

parish but no sightings have been reported in January. February may be more productive. 

Birds 

The year began with birdsong! Well, not ”song” exactly but the drumming of a Great Spotted Woodpecker 

on a tree by the Upper Fishpool which could be heard on New Year’s Day from The Close to The Memorial 

Hall and beyond. Since then it has been drumming on and off all month and has been seen at least once. 

The BBC “Winterwatch” noted their first woodpecker as a harbinger of Spring only on January 26th – the 

temptation to say “Yah Boo!  Beaten you to it” was almost irresistible! 

 

Long-tailed tits were also mentioned on “Winterwatch” and are one of the birds to look out for in the Big 

Garden Birdwatch of the last weekend in January. Here at The Old Station they are a bit of a puzzle. 

Whereas they were frequent visitors to the birdfeeders in 2015, last year we saw them just once, very 

briefly, and were therefore not expecting to see them early in 2017.  But on January 3rd in mid-afternoon 

there was a sudden flurry of 7 Long-tailed Tits jostling one another for a position on the peanut-feeder. 

They stayed for perhaps four minutes and then flew off together and have not been seen since. Presumably 

they are nesting somewhere in the parish, so who else is enjoying their company?  

Goldfinches have been reported around Fishpools, probably because they have a lot of thistle-heads there 

(a mixed blessing). Blue Tits, Great Tits and Coal Tits we have in abundance. Likewise sparrows.  The RSPB 

report that the sparrow population has “declined by 58% since 1979” but not, we believe, in Lyonshall! They 

twitter in our hedgerows all year. This is despite the fact that we have our fair share of predators – 

buzzards, at least one pair of Red Kites, Sparrow hawks and Tawny owls which are often heard in the early 

morning and late afternoon, winter and summer. There can be few things more unnerving than the hoot of 

a Tawny Owl flying towards you before dawn down the old railway track, even though you know perfectly 

well that it is not going to attack you -- as heard on January 8th. 

 

Bird behaviour is a mystery to me. This month, as previously, the birds have gathered on the seed and 

peanut feeders and on the ground below – birds of all sizes from pheasants to Chaffinches, mingling 

happily. They are occasionally mildly disturbed by a strutting Robin but the bird that really frightens them 

off, even though it rarely descends to ground level, is the Nuthatch. Small and elegant though with a 

stiletto beak, it flies onto the feeders and stays just long enough to grab a nut or a beakful of seeds but 

during that time all the other birds scatter. Its aggressive stance towards would-be feeder-sharers is no 

doubt to preserve its food supply (although sparrows and tits seem happy enough to share with one 

another); however, I have never seen Nuthatches actually attack any other bird, let alone the ground-

feeders, who seem to have no reason for their timidity. “Man up, Blackbirds, pigeons et al.!” 

 

 
The Nuthatch - Sitta eoropaea . 

The Big Farm Bird Count 2017 – Thanks to the online “Herefordshire Rural Hub Newsletter” we learn of 

another Bird Count in early February aimed at “farmers and landowners” to help them identify and 

encourage farmland birds. The main events are being held on February 3rd at Pencombe and the count 

itself extends from February 3rd to 12th. Are any of our Lyonshall farmers taking part? If so, we would be 

glad to add your findings or comments to the February issue of this Diary.  



 

 

Insects 

As we all know, there are few insects around at this time of year. Hence I’ve been surprised to see gnats –at 

least, I assume they’re gnats – circling round one another in small groups on the sunnier evenings. Nothing 

else to report, insect-wise... 

 

Fish, reptiles and amphibians 

Again, it’s not surprising that no fish, reptile or amphibian sightings have yet been reported. However we 

hope that anyone with easy access to one of Lyonshall’s many ponds and fishpools will look out for 

frogspawn and all forms of pond-life which we know we had in abundance five years ago. Parents please 

note: The Upper Fishpool in the Broad Meadow, which was at the centre of the ecological survey before the 

Fishpools development was built, had silt in it to a depth of three feet or more in 2012 and this has 

increased since. This is highly dangerous, especially for children. Don’t be fooled by the three or four 

inches of surface water disguising this dangerously deep silt when looking for aquatic life or admiring the 

kingcups! The same may be true of other ponds in Lyonshall. 

 

Flora and Fungi 

 

Trees and Shrubs 

Lyonshall is home to a great variety of trees, both evergreens and deciduous, woodland and solitary. Some 

even get their own mention in centuries’ old records, like the ‘Broad Meadow Oak’, now surrounded by 

apple trees but no less magnificent for that. And though we all tend to comment on Spring blossom or 

Autumn colour, to my mind the pride and grace and individuality of a bare native tree standing outlined 

against a Winter sky is more life-affirming than any tree in leaf.  

 

 
Tree showing direction of prevailing SW Wind. 

Make the most of it, it doesn’t last for long. The winter-flowering cherry in the garden has been out for 

two or three weeks. The Silver Birch, though right in the path of prevailing winds, has still not shed all its 

dead leaves but its catkins are already an inch or more long. 

Hazel and alder, too, have early-stage catkins.  

Wych Hazel has been in flower since early in the month. There seems to be controversy over the name 

“wych”, some authorities suggesting it is a derivative of “wice” meaning “pliable” and refers to the fact that, 

like the common hazel, its twigs can be used for water-divining, others saying it should be spelled “witch”, 

linking the shrub to the supernatural. I have seen water-divining in action and to me it is supernatural, so 

perhaps both sets of experts are right! (Lewis Wych has a completely different derivation being “Lewis’s 

hamlet”! [OE]) 

Most noticeable this winter has been the proliferation of mistletoe. This is not just on the apple trees. 

Regrettably, I don’t have “before” and “after” photos of a big poplar but I am certain that it had only one 

bunch of mistletoe high up in its branches eight years ago; now it has nine or ten. Fortunately, it’s much 

too high for pre-Christmas climbing. 



 

 

Smaller Plants 

Looking down again, the first few wild-flowers are showing despite the cold and rain, in fact there were 

common daisies in flower below the Castle mound at New Year. The fresh leaves of wild arum are unfurling 

and teasels are forming prickly rosettes. The chickweed doesn’t seem to have stopped growing all winter 

and to be unaffected by frost. And now the first snowdrops are in flower in Lyonshall gardens which means 

that we can look forward soon to the annual display of snowdrops by the thousand on the Old Tram-Road 

Wharf below the church. 

 

Flower bulbs astonish me. Daffodils are springing up all over the village, many of which may have been 

deliberately planted years ago but which have now naturalised. None are more amazing than the daffodils 

in the drive to Tellin which, year after year, push up through the tarmac! Certainly the tarmac is getting a 

bit thin in places (which might, in fact, be a result of daffodil activity); nevertheless, how do they do it?  

They flower confidently, they increase in numbers every year and they appear perfectly healthy – but I don’t 

think tarmac is on any gardener’s list of recommended mulches or for use as a flower-bed weed-

suppressant. 

     
       Wild Arum.  Lords & Ladies.                            Bryan gave up trying to suppress them after 10 years!                      “Do You have any photos”? 

We have also just discovered that the Botanical Society of Britain and Ireland organise a New Year Plant 

Hunt every year between January 1st and 4th to discover, in every local area, what wild or naturalised plants 

are in bloom, whether ones flowering since the previous autumn or Spring flowers blooming early. Did 

anyone from Lyonshall take part this year? If so, can they share their findings? If not, perhaps it’s 

something we can get involved with next year. 

Fungi 

January is not a good month for fungi. I saw two or three little orange-brown gill fungi at the base of a 

Wellingtonia at New Year but before I got round to identifying and recording them they were gone, in the 

way of most fungi. Must try harder – there is a huge variety of fungi in the parish and they deserve their 

place in the records. 

 

Lyonshall’s Weather in January 

 

The reference point for this record is the Met Office’s report on the weather at Hereford (based on a 

precise 30 year survey).  Hereford is only 17 miles away from the parish. 

 



 

 

                                                           

             

January started with a clear, dry New Year’s Eve but quickly fell into a cold snap – the coldest night was on 

Thursday the 5th when the temperature suddenly dipped to -5 Celsius (C). We had the usual flurry of snow 

which once again came to nothing but on Thursday the 19th the temperature dropped once again.  Ten 

days of mist and mizzle were to follow.  Frosts were normal and fog was an occasional hazard.  We 

escaped the worst of the weather but on the whole the month was below average for Herefordshire.  

January 2016 was warmer with more winds from the South West but no less “dreich”! [“Dreary, Dull & 

Damp” to us Sassenachs!].  “johnqa” [ a ‘BBC Weather-watcher’ ]. 

 

The Plan, Connections and Contributions 

 

The aim of this Country Diary is to create a flora-and-fauna record for one year across the whole of the 

parish of Lyonshall. Each month we will note and/or comment on what our contributors have seen and 

heard that month and hopefully build up a dialogue on some points. At the end of the year we will list it all, 

so that Lyonshall’s natural history in 2017 is on record – perhaps to “contrast and compare” with other 

areas or other years. 

 

The Country Diary’s focus is geographic. We are a parish of 1,926 hectares (4,760 acres) of low rolling 

countryside with pasture and meadows, some significant areas of mixed woodland mostly deciduous, a few 

ponds, many springs and small streams, the occasional boggy bit. The 1840 Field Names reflect this – 

“Rushy Meadow”, “Rook Wood”, “Pool Meadow”, “Oak Meadow”, “Daisy Moor”, “Banky Orchard”, “Far Row 

Ditch”, “Oxpasture”, “Tumpy Piece”, “Solomon’s Wood” and “Cold Farrow Field” for examples. The 

agricultural land use, too, is mixed and fairly typical of north-west Herefordshire. Consequently, Lyonshall 

has “a rich variety of plants and wildlife” – maybe nothing rare or exotic but something to interest everyone 

who loves nature. 

 

There are many specialist wildlife organisations in England – for badgers, bees, birds and butterflies, 

amphibians and reptiles, wetlands and meadowland. Each works hard for its own particular cause. The 

Lyonshall Country Diary  is not seeking to replace them – far from it -- but to work closely with them to 

help expand our knowledge and protect their interests within our parish. We want residents and visitors 

alike to know that Lyonshall values and treasures all its abundant natural history and all its countryside. 

 

CONTRIBUTORS are THE KEY. As previously stated, please e-mail or drop me a note whenever you see 

anything of interest, whether regularly or just occasionally. Send me your comments and suggestions, too. 

Only with your help can we build up an accurate, parish-wide picture of our natural heritage. 

 

Julia C Evans 

The Old Station 

Lyonshall HR5 3LL                                                                                            e-mail: jcva@btinternet.com           
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