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 “Curlbrookdale” in May:  From ‘Elsdon’ looking towards Pembridge. ‘Holmes Marsh’ above right. 

May was a busy month in the Lyonshall countryside and gardens.  If I don’t mention here everything 
seen or heard, it’s not because it is of no interest, simply I lack the space.  EVERYTHING noted in The 
Parish will be registered for inclusion in the comprehensive lists at the end of the year so please 
keep sending reports, as it is most important that at the end of the year we can put together a 
complete picture of the natural history of Lyonshall, flora and fauna, both rare and so common that 
we “take it for granted”.  “Taking wildlife for granted” can be a mistake in the circumstances of 
changing climatic conditions and, more immediately, changing habitats, as the need for the Curl 
Brook project confirms.  Sightings, hearings etc. preferably by e-mail to jcvqa@btinternet.com or tell 
me about them when/if we meet – but I have a rotten memory! 

 

The month in general 

 

“Among the changing months, May stands confessed the sweetest, and in fairest colours 

dressed.”  [James Thompson. 1700-1748]. 

 

There has been a wide range of wildlife sightings in May from mammals to invertebrates, 

from birds to fish, from large to very small. This has been complemented by an even bigger 

range of flora, trees, flowers and fungi. But we have to accept that this explosion of life 

includes the “bugs” and “weeds” and is not confined to the animals, birds and plants we 

want to see! The interdependence of our flora and fauna is well-known but easily forgotten 

as we “pigeon-hole” everything and mentally sort things into “good” and “bad”. Garden 

‘pests’ and insects, especially those which attack our favourite plants, have a particularly 

poor reputation despite their importance as food for birds and amphibians! Nevertheless it 

is unrealistic to expect people to cherish slugs or to rely exclusively on nature’s own 

predators in today’s environment; we just need to be careful and discerning in our use of 

chemicals and mindful of any side effects. 

 

Fauna 

Mammals: 

The most interesting mammal sightings in the area this May have been of three different 

types of deer – Roe Deer in Lyonshall Park Wood, Fallow Deer towards Yazor and Muntjac in 

both Yazor and Nextend. We tend to think of the great herds of Red Deer found in Scotland 

and to forget that we have smaller numbers of shyer animals here. The Roe Deer are “truly 

indigenous”, though once almost hunted to extinction in England, and favour woodland; the 

Fallow Deer were introduced by the Romans and were the favourites of ‘deer parks’ (such as 

Lyonshall’s) but naturalised in more open country as their exclusive use fell into decline. The 

little Muntjac, however, are escapees which have spread widely across central England since 

their introduction to Woburn from China a century ago. All three varieties of deer are 
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attractive although farmers and some gardeners may not be so welcoming! Sadly none of 

the deer waited to have their photo taken! 

The first bats of 2017 have been seen around The Old Station late in the warmer evenings, 

moving too fast for identification but judging by size and swooping habit most likely 

Common Pipistrelles. 

 

Birds: 

Fledgling birds are now abundant, with many already past the “feed me” stage and looking 

like scruffy versions of their parents as they lose their first downy feathers and take on adult 

plumage. (Amazing things, feathers! It’s impossible to believe there could ever be man-

made imitations. Moreover they are well recycled – a sparrow this morning was seen proudly 

bearing off a small, fluffy white feather, definitely not one of his own, presumably to do a 

little home refurbishment!)  

Other birds are obviously still busy nesting or feeding their young – a Magpie was seen 

carrying a large twig towards the Church early in the month and the Greater Spotted 

Woodpecker and the Nuthatch are flying to and from the feeders almost non-stop! A Green 

Woodpecker has also been seen. There also seem to be more Song Thrushes than in 

previous years but no accurate count has been made. There are certainly several pairs of 

Buzzards in the area and, of course, Red Kites – hard to remember that only a few years ago 

both Buzzards and Kites were rare in this part of England. Still rare but possibly making a 

comeback – Lapwings have now been reported in three parts of the parish, two near the Curl 

Brook. 

Goldfinches seem to have very particular habits. The “Fishpool” goldfinches gather in great 

flocks to raid bird-feeders as soon as they are filled with sunflower hearts, with 14 reported 

together in early May. How do they know the feeders have been refilled; and how do they 

spread the message between the flock? Once the feeders are empty they disperse but don’t 

go very far; a pair have been seen in Burgage Close and may be nesting there. 

Finally, weighing in at ten times the weight of a Goldfinch and five times its length and 

definitely hostile to small birds, a Raven has been seen in the village – big, jet black, shiny, 

hook-beaked and magnificent. It called to its mate and the pair flew off, whether to a local 

nesting site or further afield is unknown. Does anyone have more information about Ravens 

in Lyonshall? 

 

Insects and Invertebrates: 

As the sun came out, more flowers bloomed and the month drew to a close, the bee 

population of Lyonshall became more numerous, the first hover-flies appeared and the 

occasional wasp and then the hornets. Buff-tailed and white-tailed bumblebees have been 

mentioned previously but now they have been joined by various Solitary Bees and 

Honeybees. Could the bees gathering round our old ‘railway sleeper’ fence-posts be 

Carpenter Bees? I haven’t seen them before but this year they are quite persistent. 

With the sun, too, have come more butterflies – the first Peacock, Red Admiral, Gatekeeper 

and Wood White have been reported, Large Whites, Small Whites and Green Veined Whites 

have been seen several times, requiring careful identification and counting of spots!  

A most intriguing sight one evening was a hawthorn hedgerow in the village covered with 

cobwebs. Beneath the cobwebs were small dark caterpillars, identified as the caterpillars of 

a variety of Ermine Moth (so called because of their white “furry” wings with black spots) and 

further identified by a local expert as the Spindle Ermine Moth (Yponomeuta cagnagella), 

which lays its eggs in Hawthorn hedges also containing Spindle shrubs (not uncommon 

around here) and whose larvae (caterpillars) “scoff the lot”! :– The Spindle plants that is ☺ 

 

 



           
  Spindle Ermine Moth webs & larvae near 'Bryncurl'. © Debby & Ahmad E.  

Millipedes and Centipedes, Earthworms and Wood Lice, Slugs and Snails all made their 

appearance in May, as did many beetle eggs and larvae. Adult beetles were seen less often 

but below are a pair of Shieldbugs caught on a window “in flagrante”!   

 

 
"A blush" of Shieldbugs.                                                                        

Fish, reptiles and amphibians: 

At last, some fish news! Bullheads and Minnows have been seen in the Curl Brook and Elvers 

have been introduced there as part of the overall scheme for improving water quality and 

habitats in the Curl.  

Also reptiles! A Common Newt was gently moved to a better spot at Lyonshall Nurseries and 

a large Grass Snake was found on a local Staunton-on-Arrow “eco-walk” school trip – not 

quite in Lyonshall parish but an indication of probability and it’s good to know that 

schoolchildren are being encouraged to take an interest in the natural history of the area. 

Perhaps when/if we get improvement of some of Lyonshall’s wildlife sites and recognition of 

Lyonshall’s ecological diversity, we can encourage our youngsters here to become involved? 

 

Flora 

Trees and shrubs: 

There has never been a better May for trees and flowers! The Beech tree leaves are open and 

of the freshest green: 

 
The "Beech Canopy" shade. 

One of our correspondents comments on the “lovely fragrance coming from the leaf burst of 

Sweet Chestnut” – what a pity we can’t yet replicate that on paper or computer. The Horse 

Chestnuts are bearing their usual “candles” and the Common Holly is in full flower.  

 



Most magical of all, in my opinion, is the tree that takes its name from this month, or is it 

vice versa; “The May Tree” (Hawthorn – Crataegus): It is common enough throughout 

England and we think of it as a small deciduous tree with red berries in the Autumn and with 

panicles of sweet-smelling white flowers in The Spring. In fact the flowers range in colour 

from pure white to deep red and from single to double flowered – as shown in these photos 

which were taken in mid-May this year, within one mile on one of the Lyonshall footpaths.  

 

           
 The 'May'  flower in “White” singles ,    in  “Pink”  single,     in “Midland Red” &  in “Red” Doubles. 

We have looked in vain for a single-flowered, red, wild Hawthorn in The Parish and there 

probably is one somewhere! A photo next year, someone? (All the berries seem to be red, 

despite the different flower colours.) 

By the way, My thanks to ‘The Parishioner’ who confirmed that the pretty white-flowered 

shrub behind the Lyonshall Memorial Hall is indeed a variety of Spiraea which was probably 

planted deliberately some years ago. 

 

Smaller plants: 

Lots of wild flowers have, as expected, come into bloom this month. Common ones include 

Blue Bugle, Wild Strawberries and Silverweed. Less common ones include the “Starflower”, an 

eighteenth-century garden escapee found on ancient walls and to be seen on the bridge at 

Bullocks Mill. The Botanical Society of Britain and Ireland are “keeping a friendly eye on it”.  

Then there are the Umbelliferae... We have several species in Lyonshall and I am sure I’m not 

the only person who gets confused about them! The dangerous one (severely poisonous 

sap) is Giant Hogweed and to the best of my knowledge Lyonshall has NOT  got that one. It 

is eight-to-ten feet high  so you will know it if you see it! We do, however, have the ordinary 

Hogweed which is totally harmless although not appetising. The flowers may start off 

pinkish but become white. We also have Wild Angelica (Angelica sylvestris) which is slightly 

more delicate but similar except for a smaller leaf and pinker flower. Despite its Latin name, 

this is most often found in damp areas, hence near the Curl Brook and the Upper Fishpool. 

This is harmless, too, but anyone really wanting to eat Angelica, either as a vegetable or 

candied for cake decoration, should opt for the more delicate cultivated Angelica, Angelica 

archangelica, which has a very different leaf shape. Then there’s Cow Parsley and all the 

other members of the wild carrot family....Best to identify them one by one using plenty of 

reference books as well as Google! 

In addition, the ferns have unfurled...☺ 

 

                        
                     Angelica.                       Hogweed (Cow Parsley) © Debby E.              ‘Wild’ Angelica. 



Fungi, Moss and Lichens: 

One of the joys of weeding (the only joy?) is that while doing it you occasionally see some 

tiny natural phenomenon you would not have noticed otherwise. This May in the garden 

fernery it was a tiny fungus about 3 cm in length and 1 cm diameter (maximum), shaped 

like miniature maracas and provisionally identified as The Moss Bell, Galerina hypnorum. 

Edibility is unknown but who would want to bother?  Nobody has tried it yet we think!  

 

 
 The ‘Moss Bell’ under a stone. 

Lyonshall Weather in May 

 

 
 

The month of May began with a dry start which was not what was wanted after an extremely 

dry April but it was chilly which boded well.  Sure enough the rain finally arrived but it was 

20% less than the expected monthly average for Herefordshire.  Wet weather is needed for 

the crops to grow!  The temperature climbed after a muggy few days and then came the 

inevitable thunder storm and a disappointing ‘Bank Holiday’ weekend (again! ).  We should 

either change the weather pattern or move our Bank Holidays.  All ideas gratefully received. 

 

The Plan 

Those who attended the “Care for your Countryside” meeting in Lyonshall Memorial Hall on 

May 24th were shown the relationship between phosphates, algae and water quality, 

affecting in turn the relationship between aquatic invertebrates and fish. This is especially 

relevant in Lyonshall because the Curl Brook ultimately feeds into the River Lugg, whose 

water quality is well below European standards. To get involved in the process of improving 

water quality and wildlife habitats in the Curl Brook catchment area or simply for further 

information visit the new website www.wyecatchment.org/go-wild-in-the-curl  

http://www.wyecatchment.org/go-wild-in-the-curl


I am not aware of any other specific initiatives relating to the flora and fauna of Lyonshall 

but perhaps there should be others? We know from the professional ecologists that The 

Parish has a rich diversity of both. So please keep on sending in information on all the 

wildlife, plants and animals, seen or heard in the parish. When we know what we have got 

we can decide what and where we need to nurture. In the meantime – enjoy! 

  

ALL CONTRIBUTIONS GRATEFULLY RECEIVED:  jcvqa@btinternet.com 

 

 

PHOTOGRAPH ALBUM - MAY 2017. 

                    
           Kingfisher @ Bullocks Mill 2016.                &          ‘Erinus Alpinus’ @ Bullocks Mill © Derek C. 

                    
"Bugle" or  ‘Ajuga reptans’ groundcover.                             The Wild Strawberry – VERY TASTY! 

 
The Source of The Curl Brook at "Elsdon". 
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