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Looking west from “Penrhos Court” towards Hergest Ridge, ‘Kington’, Bradnor Hill and to Wales beyond.
I think we shall all remember December 2017 more for the huge variations in the Lyonshall
weather from one week to the next rather than for any particular wildlife sightings. More of
the weather and its effects later in this bulletin...
Meanwhile this is advance notification that we will be continuing the Diary throughout 2018
and hope to receive lots of contributions – brief notes and/or photographs – both from our
“regulars” and from new readers, “the more the merrier”, which seems appropriate for
Christmas! We need to know about the “ordinary” wild flora and fauna as well as the
extraordinary so that this time next year we can draw comparisons and perhaps come to
unscientific but interesting conclusions about how the wildlife of this Parish is changing – a
snapshot for the county.
The month in general

“I heard a bird sing, In the dark of December, A magical thing, And sweet to remember:
“We are nearer to spring, Than we were in September.”
(Oliver Herford. 1863[1935. North American Writer, Artist and Poet).

“Hope”

There was indeed a little birdsong in December, just the occasional trill from a Robin or a
Wren but nonetheless welcome. Then the sudden deep snow gave us a few days of blissful
silence! The sounds of road traffic, of machinery, of aircraft, even of the wind in the trees
were all gone, as were the birdsong, the yakking of the Jackdaws and the vocal abuse of
angry squirrels, which for a while seemed a small price to pay. What a noisy world we live in;
or perhaps we are just more conscious of ambient sound in Lyonshall than in London! Many
of the sounds, including the birdsong, resumed after the thaw. However the days of silence
were a reminder that noting our local wildlife includes listening as well as looking. (Memo to
self: I must improve my birdsong recognition.)
As to the flora, the odd daisy or dandelion was still to be found in flower early in the month.
In the garden we had both lingerers from late summer and early arrivals for next spring. I
expected the snow and frost to devastate all the remaining plants but it’s surprising how
many have appeared again, looking somewhat battered but still very much alive. The effect
of climate change in microcosm? We await the early months of 2018 with interest...

Flora

Trees and Shrubs
Every year I am delighted to see the first Hazel catkins but never more so than this
December when I could trace their growth over the month. In just four weeks they visibly
lengthened and fattened and on this basis I would expect them to be fully open by midJanuary, whatever the weather. Tough and cheerful, Hazel catkins are to my mind a surer
harbinger of spring than many more glamorous flowers. Hazels, I read somewhere, are
England’s oldest native tree (No, I don’t know how this is established either) and very
welcome for their sturdy, trouble-free characteristics.

Catkins in:

Week 1.

Week 2.

Week 3.

Would that all trees were equally trouble-free! CONIFER-OWNERS, BEWARE! In the October
issue I mentioned finding a ‘Velvet-top Fungus’, also known as the Dyer’s Polypore, at the
base of a Douglas Fir and that it causes Brown Rot in certain conifers “leading to brittle
fractures and branch snap.” First the heavy snow and later high winds have demonstrated
the truth of this with large branches of that same Douglas Fir fracturing and falling when
most other trees, including most other cone-bearers, were unaffected. However, our own
Himalayan Cedars may need closer inspection also. Is it also the reason behind the broken
branch from the Scots Pine opposite the Memorial Hall soon after the snowfall? The owners
of the Scots Pine responsibly got tree surgeons in to ensure that the tree is not a danger to
road users; for the rest of us, where there is no danger to the public, it’s cheaper to get rid
of the fungus than to get rid of the tree until/unless that becomes absolutely necessary.
Please look out for it [Phaeolus schweinitzii] –it’s an ugly blighter, anyway!
There has been snow and storm damage to other trees too, of course, but nothing untoward
for an English December.

The weight of the snow brings down healthy tree branches – 10th & 11th December.

As to the Crab-apples and the berry-bearing shrubs, most of these are now bare after
feeding hungry birds. Exceptions are a garden cultivar crab-apple with a good crop of bright
red fruit which for some reason the birds have not touched – they obviously know more
about this little tree than I do – and much of the Ivy, which seems late to berry this year. The
heads on the usual black-berried English Ivy (Hedera helix ssp. helix) were still green at the
end of the month; the bigger heads on the gold-berried Ivy were just beginning to change
colour.

The ‘red’ Crab Apple.

‘English Ivy’.

‘Poets Ivy’.

With regard to this golden-berried ivy, does anyone know anything about this? I have
tracked it down in one garden plant encyclopaedia but it is almost certainly NOT a garden
escapee, judging by how and where it grows. I have never seen another ivy plant with these
beautiful berries in Lyonshall or anywhere else. My plant book names it as Hedera helix f.

poetarum – “The Poet’s Ivy”. A Google trawl turned up (a) two obscure books of the early
nineteenth century which talk of it growing exclusively in “the Levant” around
“Constantinople”, (b) an American reference to it being particularly rich in nectar for insects
and (c) a statement that it was the preferred ivy for a wreath round the head of Bacchus
because it “wards off drunkenness”! I haven’t tried it myself, even at Christmas, and I didn’t
think Bacchus wanted his drunkenness warded off anyway!
Smaller Plants
Among the smaller plants, as mentioned above, the odd wild-flower appeared throughout
the month – Red Campion, Chickweed, Daisies, Dandelions and Ground Ivy. The Snowdrops
and other spring bulbs also began to push through the soil. However, as mentioned in
November, the most unusual sight has been the ferns. In previous years almost all ferns
would have turned brown and disappeared by early December, not to re-appear until well
into the spring. This year many plants were still in full green leaf at the beginning of the
month and, though flattened by the snow, were still in green leaf and fully visible at the end
of the month, with a few even bouncing upright again! We shall see what the rest of the
winter does to them...
Fungi, Moss and Lichens
The December weather was not conducive to fungus-spotting or to examining the moss and
lichens. There is, however, a new outcrop of an attractive little bracket fungus, the Conifer
Mazegill (Gleophyllum sepicarium), growing on dead wood amongst the leaf litter and ivy
covering the old railway trackbed.

The Conifer Mazegill (inedible).

Mycologists, of course, tell us that far more goes on in the world of fungi underground than
we can see on the surface. Anyone who saw the TV documentary around Christmas in which
various experts discussed trees with Dame Judi Dench will have been fascinated by the
section on the significance of fungi in communication between trees. So my respect for
fungi is increased and I look forward to discovering more in 2018.
Fauna
Mammals
As in November, the mild weather of early December saw Grey Squirrels still busy in the
trees and a few Rabbits in the fields but not much else and even these disappeared after the
snow fell. The Squirrels did not re-appear after the thaw but the Rabbits did, with one seen
miserably making its way across the ice and broken reeds of the island in the Upper
Fishpool on December 13th. They have returned to the fields and the orchards since then. I
am told that myxomatosis appears to be on the wane now amongst the rabbits but sadly
some seen locally seem sickly. There are new molehills so there must be Moles around still.
There has been more encouraging news from The Curl Brook Initiative who have
summarised the mammals caught on camera at Mosely Common Bridge near Marston. Some
of these were mentioned in the November issue of this diary but were still present in
December and/or can be assumed to travel along the Curl Brook between Elsdon, The
Whittern, Castle Weir, Holme Marsh, Next End and through Lyonshall Village to the Curl’s
confluence with the Arrow at Pembridge. The mammals listed are:
•

Short Tailed or Field Vole (Microtus agrestis).

•

Wood Mouse (Apodemus sylvaticus).

•

European Brown Rat (Rattus norvegicus).

•

Polecat (Mustela putorius).

•

American Mink (Mustela vison).

•

Otter and young [known as “holts”] (Lutra lutra).

We await the next report from the camera with interest. Away from The Curl, hopefully by
January or February we will again be able to add different sorts of Deer and other mammals
to the “Lyonshall List”. [Currently we have 19 wild mammal species reported locally.]
Birds
This month the same Curl Brook camera also recorded a Dipper (Cinclus cinclus), a Heron
(Ardea cinerea), a Tawny Owl (Strix aluco), a Water Rail (Rallus aquaticus) and a Barn Owl
with 3 Owlets (Tyto alba). To this list can be added a Greater Spotted Woodpecker
(Dendrocopus major), a Moorhen (Gallinula chloropus) seen on the Upper Fishpool, Buzzards

(Buteo buteo) and a Red Kite. There have been flocks of Redwings and Fieldfares over the
orchards enjoying “the apples left behind by the harvesters”, of which there are plenty this
year. Crows, Rooks, Jackdaws and Magpies were around in the fields before and after the
snow.
The small garden birds appeared to be more influenced by the weather than by the season,
with several on or around the feeders and hedgerows during the milder spells and all out of
sight during the cold and snow. There were many Blackbirds, far more than in previous
years, or is that my imagination? Coal Tits seemed exceptionally abundant this December
but other Tits were less in evidence, just one or two Great Tits and Blue Tits when the sun
came out.

Sparrows and Chaffinches appeared in groups during the warmer weather; the Robins and
the Wrens could be seen almost every day except during the deepest snow but “keeping
themselves to themselves” (as my mother would have said!) The Robins are notoriously
territorial and aggressive but the reason for a solitary habit among Wrens in less obvious.
There are still plenty of Wood Pigeons around despite the frequent piles of feathers!
Insects and Invertebrates:
Before the snow there were still a few ants, hoverflies, beetles and spiders. Since the snow
there have been no insects reported and I myself have seen none outside, although a few
spiders are enjoying our central heating! Similarly there were few earthworms to be seen,
although judging by the small scraped holes along the path edges and in rough grass some
of the birds and mammals were still finding them.
As regards the water-borne invertebrates, the best sources of in-depth information are the
two documents described below. The Arrow, of course, marks some of the Lyonshall Parish
boundaries. The Curl Brook (see attached map) runs through the centre of Lyonshall and is
fed by a large number of small streams, springs and drains. The photos below show the
run-off from the fields below The Castle hill following the unblocking of a land drain just
before Christmas; what is less clearly shown is the volume of silt brought down, creating
further blockages to drains and ditches and raising the water table in the fields, properties
and orchards above them - a recurring problem to which there is no apparent easy solution.

Flooding ‘Field Drain’.

Broken ‘Victorian’ Land Drain.

Fish, reptiles and amphibians:
I am indebted to Tony Norman and the “Go Wild in the Curl” project for their recent “Curl
Brook Electrofishing Survey” and for the Winter Newsletter of ‘The Lugg and Arrow Fisheries

Association’. The former gives a scientific and readable analysis of the fish to be found in
the Curl Brook, including the changes of the last two years, and also suggests both the
achievements in maintaining water quality to date and the improvements that still need to
be made. A summary is attached. The latter gives a broad picture of all the current projects
which aim to improve water quality and fish stocks in the Lugg and Arrow. It also includes a
delightful study by Oliver Burch, the Angling Trust licensed Game Fishing coach Guide for
the Wye, Usk and Tributaries, on “Friendly Herefordshire Streams”. It is not the sort of essay
one can summarise – I nevertheless hope many people will find a way to read it.

And Now for Something Completely Different!
Below is a photo of “The Blob of Jelly”, taken on December 14th as the snow was beginning
to thaw it was on a patch of grass among old pine cones and stalks but not immediately
below any tree or branch. It was near-spherical and about 4 cm (an inch and a half) in
diameter and consisted of a thick‘ish’ semi-opaque jelly-like substance. Poking it open with
a small twig revealed a soft, olive-green pulpy mass. There were no visible inclusions (eggs,
or lumps) and I didn’t notice any smell. I left it in situ and it disappeared within 48 hours.

What was it? An animal dropping? If so, which animal? Or something quite different? This
is not a trick question or a quiz challenge – I’m genuinely puzzled by “The Blob” and would
like to know what it was. Expert knowledge would be good but inspired guesses are also
welcome!

The Blob!

☺

Lyonshall Weather in December

The first week of December promised well. “Storm Caroline” passed by like a damp squib
and the sun shone intermittently until ..... on the morning of the 8th the pressure dropped
and so did the temperature. The dawn sky on the 9th was threatening and the snow began
to fall, as did the gauges. We had the deepest snowfall in over 10 years with 24cm (9.5”)
lying in The Village. The ‘gritters’ had been caught unaware as the snowstorm had swung
southwards and fallen tree branches blocked the A480 at the old railway bridge buttresses.
Fortunately a passing worker singlehandedly cleared one lane for traffic and public spirited
local farmers cleared the rest. At midnight on the 10th a further tree fall blocked it again but
‘The Upper House Farm Team’ came to the rescue and by 1am the road was open to traffic.
Many rely on the A480 route for work and shopping – “Thank you all for coming to our aid”!

Dawn breaks on the 9th.
Lunchtime on the 10th.
A ‘Supermoon’ - New Year’s Eve.
In fact the month was a “rollercoaster” (see graph above) with temperatures fluctuating from
+12 to -3.5 and then from +11 to +0.5C in the space of three weeks. The 12th was the coldest
recorded in 2017. Rainfall, at 59.4mm was just below average although we had one more
‘wet day’ than might be expected. [To calculate snowfall to rain, divide by 10]. The average
temperature was just above the normal for Herefordshire. The second snowfall was 12cm.

Look out for the “BLUE MOON” on the 31st of January 2018. This is our third (and last)
‘Supermoon’ and the second full moon in the month. Officially called “The Snow Moon” it is
so rare as to be entitled to be called a “blue moon”:- as in “Once in a B......... M.........”.
Plans for the Future
Following my question in November about whether or not we should continue the Country
Diary through 2018, those who have expressed a view have suggested unanimously that we
should do so. I therefore plan to continue for at least another year. This will enable us to
add to our knowledge of the wildlife in The Parish and to make comparisons between years
(and ultimately between 2017/2018 and the summary of wildlife we had, with the support of
the ecologists, in 2011/12). But more important, the Lyonshall Country Diary will hopefully
encourage us to look at and enjoy the rich ecological heritage of the parish and help us
topreserve it.

Please, I need contributions – the briefest of notes or a photo will do – and while rare or
unusual plants and animals are appreciated, my main concern is to show the diversity of
flora and fauna in The Parish, so daisies and rabbits are just as important as Orchids and
Great Crested Newts!
I shall be thinking hard about ways to improve the Diary before compiling the January 2018
issue so all ideas will help.
ALL CONTRIBUTIONS (verbal or photographic, amateur or expert) GRATEFULLY RECEIVED at
jcvqa@btinternet.com

