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 The source of The Curl Brook - from “Elsdon” to “Lynhales” & ‘Offa’s Dyke’ - viewed from Holme Marsh.   

 

Wildlife and the natural environment have been in the news a lot during January. Open a 

newspaper or turn on the TV and you could quickly find someone talking about “Britain’s 

countryside” and what they propose to do to conserve or improve it or simply draw it to our 

attention, ranging from post-Brexit DEFRA support for farmers for environment-friendly 

practices, through to controversial “re-wilding” programmes [anyone fancy Beavers in 

Lyonshall ?] and Hugh Fearnley-Whittingstall showing the local fauna of the West Country.  

On the whole this is good news although even when The Government is not involved; there 

can be a long time-lag between idea, action and effect.  

Two reports particularly caught my imagination. One was the publication on January 10th of 

a survey by “Urban Mind”, headed up by Dr. Andrea Mechelli of the Institute of Psychiatry, 

Psychology and Neuroscience at King’s College, London, on the mental health benefit of 

seeing trees or birds – “exposure to natural features including trees, the sky and birdsong has a 

time-lasting beneficial impact (“up to 7 hours’ benefit from just one exposure”) on momentary 
mental well-being.”  Of course, Dr Mechelli is talking in the context of ‘city living’; but has the 

benefit of nature to those of us who are surrounded by it been similarly quantified?  

Certainly most of us believe rural life is calmer and happier despite a lot of physical 

disadvantages. 

The second report was a short TV presentation of somewhere in England (alas, I didn’t take 

note) where people are recording the first sightings of wildflowers, generally “out of 

season”. I find this of direct and immediate interest because we have had a lot of “first 

sightings” here in Lyonshall this January despite a cold, grey winter – see below! 

 

The month in general 

“Dear January, how is February?” 

                                                                 (Anon.) 

There is another anonymous “Dear January” quotation which implies that January sets the 

pattern for the rest of the year! So far as I am aware there is absolutely no evidence for this, 

thank goodness! I much prefer the inner sigh of relief that a long, cold and windy January is 

now over and we can look forward to February with renewed enthusiasm.  

Most quotes about January refer to the beauty of frost and snow but Lyonshall didn’t have 

much of either this year. Instead the first three weeks were particularly dreary [see the 

Weather Report]. There seemed to be no activity among the plants (unless you include 

falling trees and boughs) and very few animal or bird sightings, although the difference in  

 

 

 



take-up on the bird-feeders between the grey days and infrequent sunny ones was marked.    

However the last ten days of the month saw a distinct change; both flora and fauna “came 

alive” and Spring was at least on the horizon. 

 

Flora 

 

Trees and Shrubs 

There have been no reports of anything unusual among the trees and shrubs in Lyonshall so 

far this year. However we are warned again of the spread of Ash Dieback throughout the 

County and the devastation this can do; it is estimated that it may double the annual death 

rate among our Ash trees. To preserve our tree cover and wildlife, therefore, we are all 

urged to plant native trees wherever we have space.  Some will be planted in small areas 

along The Curl Brook. Tony Norman in Pembridge has kindly offered advice on tree planting 

if needed and no doubt can be persuaded to extend this helpful service to Lyonshall! He also 

tells me that there is now “a NW Herefordshire plan for the Native Black Poplar” which 

includes several places where they will be planted in Lyonshall.  

The Hazel catkins are fully out and the Wych Hazel is in full flower; the first buds are 

beginning to break on some trees and shrubs; but there is little else to report. 

 

                                                  
                          Wych Hazel in flower           &  Hazel catkins in ‘bloom’.         Hazel hedgerow  © Simon T.   

 

Smaller Plants 

The “Great  Lyonshall  Snowdrop-Sighting  Race” has taken place and I claim a personal 

victory! I saw the first snowdrops in full white bloom on January 10th, beating Simon Thomas 

of Lyonshall Nurseries by a whole two days!  Just a fortnight later there were great banks of 

snowdrops flowering at “The Tram Road Wharf” below the churchyard and beside the “public 

footpaths” [‘Permissive Paths’] at Castle Weir and Lynhales.  There are still many more to 

come around The Parish. Is The Snowdrop a native to the UK? It spreads so freely here 

without any human intervention that I think we ought to claim it as one of ours anyway. 

                                      

        
My first Snowdrop 10 Jan        Tram Road ‘Wharf’ and by The Castle moat 26 Jan.    The Bridleway © Isobel. H 

 

As mentioned earlier, lots of other wildflowers have put in solitary unseasonal appearances 

this year – Yarrow flowered early in the month, a Celandine on January 19th and a Wild 

Strawberry and Red Deadnettle soon after that, plus again the odd Campion, Daisy and 

Dandelion which were reported in December. They come and go very quickly in this weather. 

And, of course, the leaves from other bulbs are showing and growing rapidly – not just the 

tarmac-breaking daffodils mentioned this time last year (yes, they are back again!) but also 

most of the Spring wildflowers, even the Bluebells. 

 



                         
                                             Yarrow.                                 Celandine.                      Red Deadnettle. 

Fungi, Moss and Lichens 

 

Many of the walls and trees in Lyonshall were covered in moss and/or lichens in January. It’s 

a complex study which I am only just beginning to understand, so I’ll limit myself this 

month to just one old fallen Willow tree on which there were both – the moss above and the 

lichen below.  

 
 ‘Feather Moss’ & ‘Dust Lichen’. 

 

The moss is Eurynchium praelongum which “specialises” in growing on Willow although it 

can also be found on the banks of wet ditches.  The lichen is almost certainly the common 

Lepraria incana which grows in “damp shady places on trees but protected from the rain 

itself. It cannot grow in direct sunlight” – a near-perfect description of this particular 

example’s habitat. (A further bit of information is that the presence of sulphur dioxide in 

the atmosphere is very harmful to lichens but Herefordshire and the Welsh borders show 

extremely low levels of SO2, especially in the winter.) 

I didn’t expect to see many, if any, fungi in January but  Judas’ Ears (the PC version)  have 

already been found on Elder and, among the Ivies and fallen leaves, a pale brown irregular 

capped gill fungus identified as the Beech tree loving “Bitter Poisonpie” Hebeloma sinapizans 

– the colloquial English names for fungi are even more fun than those of our wild flowers! 

 

 
 The Bitter Poisonpie. 

Needless to say, it’s NOT edible and fortunately it is fairly unappetising in appearance.  

 

Fauna 

 

Mammals 

The start of the year was so quiet among the animal population that for a while it seemed as 

though some natural disaster had befallen Lyonshall and driven them away! Then I thought 

of my own reluctance to brave the cold winds and the animals’ behaviour didn’t seem so 

strange at all! Sure enough, on the brighter mornings a few Brown Rats and Rabbits 

appeared.  

 



On the morning of the 21st when, we had just a sprinkling of snow, some spores appeared – 

small, clearly marked and solitary. There were no marks of a tail so “best guess” on these is 

that they were from a Squirrel, although the mammal itself was nowhere to be seen. The 

snow had thawed and the tracks disappeared before any detailed assessment could be done. 

 

    
A non-hibernating Grey Squirrel ? 

 

Molehills have arisen in large numbers throughout The Parish, indicating plenty of moles – 

forty-three have been caught so far this year in the Pembridge area so maybe the more 

intelligent ones are moving west! In the other direction, running east at speed across the 

Church House Field and Broad Meadow early on January 24th was a large, greying dog fox. 

(Do all hair-or-fur-bearing animals turn grey as they get older?) Foxes have also been heard 

calling. Meanwhile the Go Wild in the Curl camera has taken footage of the mating behaviour 

of Otters – that’s got to be a sign of Spring! 

 

Birds 

I forgot to do the “Big Garden Birdwatch” count this year. Fortunately, others didn’t. 

Sparrows, Robins, Blackbirds, several species of Tits, Nuthatches, Chaffinches and Greater 

Spotted Woodpeckers appeared in many gardens around our area.  [Thank you Lola Price.] 

 

 
Woodpecker near Lewis Wych © Shaun P. 

More unusually, Greenfinches and Goldfinches have both been reported from ‘Fishpools’. It 

is good to hear that there are Greenfinches back in the area because there has been a 

national decline in the Greenfinch population in recent years. Goldfinches, on the other 

hand, are proliferating both at ‘Fishpools’ and, I understand, nationally. This is a great little 

bird and its Lyonshall success may be the one good thing to come out of the mass of 

uncontrolled thistles which now dominate the ‘Upper Fish Pool Meadow’! 

Overhead sightings in January included the Red Kites, Buzzards, Rooks, a small flock of 

Lapwings and a much larger flock of Starlings which regularly gather at dusk above The 

Garden Centre to roost who-knows-where. 

Snipe and Pied Wagtails were recorded near The Curl Brook. Crows and Woodpigeons could 

be seen most days and a Barn Owl was seen in Spond Lane. Tawny Owls were heard calling 

to one another on a starry night early in the month and the first “dawn chorus” of the year 

was reported at January’s end. 

 



But most interesting has been two separate reports of Sparrow-hawks, from different ends 

of The Parish, one seen eating a Chaffinch and the other, seen several times, identified as a 

“large female”. Was it a large female Sparrow-hawk that I saw in my own garden on the 

afternoon of January 31st?  That large grey bird sat hunched on a branch of a Birch tree, 

huddled against the trunk in gusting winds, as though storm-tossed. Eventually when 

disturbed it glided silently with outstretched wings to the Sycamore across the road to rest 

for a few more minutes before flying off. My instinct and the reference books all suggested 

that this was a Peregrine Falcon – I’ve had one here before in very similar variable windy 

circumstances – and it was much greyer with a whiter throat than any ‘hawk’ that I’ve seen – 

and not flying low over the hedgerows as visiting Sparrow-hawks have done previously. It 

would be good news to have both raptors in The Parish. Memo to self:  I must equip myself 

with duplicate binoculars and camera so that I have them to hand wherever I happen to be! 

 

Insects and Invertebrates: 

Unsurprisingly there were few insects around in January – the odd butterfly coming 

prematurely out of hibernation, a few small gatherings of gnats and some unidentified 

“white moths in the headlights”. However it’s good to see that on a sunny day in the 

especially insect-friendly environment of The Garden Centre some Honey Bees found their 

way to a ‘Christmas Rose’. 

 
Bees on a Hellebore © Simon T. 

   

Fish, reptiles and amphibians: 

No reports in this category for January. However attached is a summary of Lyonshall’s 

wetlands in the past which also indicates what we may hope to see here in the future. 

 

Lyonshall Weather in January 2018 

 
 



According to The BBC Weather Department the UK has been hit by three “named Storms” this 

month but, as usual, most of it passed us by here in our “sleepy hollow”.  However, on the 

17th/18th the one ‘un-named ’ Gale hit us with a vengeance bringing down some old, weak 

trees and some ‘lofty branches’.  This was unusual because we are sheltered by high ground 

from the worst of The Atlantic winds and storms.     [See Appendix 1. to this Issue.] 

On the whole January has been a wet month.  Temperatures compare well with January 2017 

but it rained, at least a little, on 24 out of the 31 days this year.  Eleven days would have 

been the expected average.  Frosts have been fewer than normal but, to be fair, what does 

one expect of a January in England? It was 45% wetter than average [98.3+ mm :  66,4 mm]. 

 

The Two “Super-moons”. 

 

A ‘super-moon’ is a rare event as it marks the Moon’s closest approach to our planet. This 
January 2018 marked an even rarer happening.  Two Full Moons in the same month [“a once in a 

Blue Moon event”] and both were “Super Moons”.  The last one recorded was 152 years ago! 
 

               
   “Wolf Moon” setting Jan 1st.    “The Hare in the Moon”.     “Blue Moon” ©Isobel. H.    “Blue Moon” rising Jan 31st. 

 

Country Diary Plans 

 

What distinguishes Lyonshall from other parishes in Herefordshire and the Welsh Marches? I 

would argue that it’s its widespread and near-uninterrupted wildlife. From ‘Nextend’ to 

‘Holme Marsh’, ‘Penrhos’ to ‘The Rhyse’, there are fields and woodlands, pools and streams, 

hedgerows, hillocks and pieces of rough ground which form habitats for birds and animals 

and sites for wildflowers and ancient trees. The village itself sits comfortably among this 

environment with very little impact on the natural history, so those of us who live in the 

village can enjoy the flora and fauna without having to “get in our cars and go somewhere” – 

a big plus-point in the light of rising fuel costs, poor roads and a population which is older 

than average. 

 

 I remain mindful of what the professional ecologists said back in 2011 – that Lyonshall has 

an “exceptionally rich variety of flora and fauna”. Hopefully this Country Diary will reflect 

and record this. We made a good start last year and my thanks go out to all our contributors 

both “regular” and “occasional”. I hope that others will also feel inspired to drop me a line or 

send a snap; and while I’m glad to see or hear of the curious and the rare, the ordinary 

things around us are just as important. Later in the year I propose to attach a list of flora 

and fauna seen in 2011/12 which were not recorded in 2017 or to date so that everyone 

who is interested can go on a “nature treasure hunt” to see if these things are still around or 

if the natural history of Lyonshall has changed in the last six or seven years. 

 

ALL CONTRIBUTIONS (verbal or photographic, amateur or expert) GRATEFULLY RECEIVED at 

jcvqa@btinternet.com 
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