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View from the old ‘Romano-British’ site (c.300 AD) over the “Curl-Brook-Dale”, ‘The Yeld’,
‘Weston’, ‘Moorcot’ & “Moorcourt’ towards Shobdon Hill on the horizon.
October seems to have come and gone quickly this year and been uneventful wildlife-wise!
Or maybe it’s just that the grey skies for most of the month have not encouraged walking
and observation; I know my own plans for exploration have been postponed. A few days of
‘Indian Summer’ towards the end of the month lifted the spirits and justified the many
poetic claims about Autumn colour. On the other hand, one night’s sudden frost on October
30th reminded me that Winter is very close and that, as well as the first curls of smoke from
neighbouring chimneys, we must expect to see preparations for cold weather among the
flora and fauna [ Note to self:

“Check our own chimney flue !” ]. Of course these take

different forms – squirrels filling their larders with nuts; other mammals, butterflies and
moths preparing to hibernate; the summer migrant birds flying out of England while the
winter migrants fly in; smaller plants disappearing from view altogether and trees shedding
their leaves. There is a comforting sense of continuity in all this change! These patterns of
behaviour have been the same for millennia and “climate change”, whether man-made or
not, has had little effect on them here in rural England except to perhaps move “start” and
“finish” dates by a few days.
The month in general

“All things on earth point home in old October: sailors to sea, travellers to walls and fences,
hunters to field and hollow and the long voice of the hounds, the lover to the love he has
forsaken”
(Thomas Wolfe. 1900 – 1938. North American Playwright, Novelist & Diarist.)

Is it fanciful to think of “homecoming” as the most comprehensive feeling of October in
Lyonshall in 2017? Probably! But other quotations – about high winds or leaf colour or late
Autumn sunshine – each touch on only a part of this month’s experience here. As I look out
of the window today, weather and wildlife seem to be resting – there is barely a breeze and
therefore the leaves are drifting down only occasionally in desultory fashion, while the small
birds raid the feeders or explore the ground for seeds and insects but not as though their
lives depended on finding something. Life goes on gently and contributors’ reports confirm
this. There have been some interesting insect sightings, one or two unusual bird action
reports and quite a number of tree and other plant observations. All “grist to the mill” –
please keep them coming in as the Diary aims to be a true reflection of the countryside
throughout the Parish not just a record of the moments of high drama!

Flora
Trees and Shrubs
The most notable feature of the local trees in October has been, as expected, the leaf-fall.
There has been a considerable variation in timing of the fall which I have not noticed in
previous years, although perhaps it was always so. In particular both young and old ash
trees were bare by the end of the month, whereas other species – beech, birch, oaks and
sycamores – have scarcely shed a leaf. The explanation cannot be exposure to the wind
since all the trees seem equally exposed. Root depth and the ability to reach water at lower
levels has been suggested but birch trees have especially shallow roots so that seems
doubtful. Is this a new phenomenon or have I merely been unobservant in the past? Does
anyone know the reason? Should we be worried? – Answers, please, if you have them!

“Halloween” - the denuded Ash Tree compared to the leafy Beech.
As to colour, one of our correspondents has been disappointed this year, seeing less rich
orange and red than usual. I wonder if these exotic colours are still to come and Autumn is
just a little late? Or is it simply that the trees don’t glow so much when there’s no sunlight?
The apple crop, however, as mentioned in September, has been splendid. An early-October
photo from a contributor is shown here; some of the cider orchards were just as inviting at
the end of the month.

A bounteous crop – Cider Apples. ©Isobel H.
I can’t resist a quote from Henry Thoreau [1817–1862]:

“To appreciate the wild and sharp flavours of these October fruits, it is necessary that you
be breathing the sharp October or November air. What is sour in the house a bracing walk
makes sweet.”
It would be immoral to recommend raiding the cider apple crops! However Thoreau’s advice
applies equally to our own garden apples and the crab apples in our numerous hedgerows.

Also on the subject of trees, I have received advance notification of Kington Area Tree Week,
the last week in November – email: kingtontrees@live.co.uk or telephone 07777 661252 –
which includes some interesting talks and walks. Also please note “The Magic of Trees”
Photography Competition, for photos taken within a 10 mile radius of Brilley between
August 1st and November 21st 2017 – still just time to get involved with that and most of
Lyonshall is within 10 miles of Brilley (I think we are 6 miles by air or 9 miles by road!). Visit:
www.brilley.co.uk/environment/photo-competition-the-magic-of-trees
On the subject of tree-fruit, in parts of the Parish this has been a good year for Sloes. I am
told they have already been picked in Pembridge! Well, as a ‘Sloe Gin’ maker myself, I’ve
never thought there was any truth in the idea that Sloes improve after exposure to frost and
recommend all gin-makers to get picking as soon as possible! And we’ve had the First Frost.
Smaller Plants
Unlike the Sloes, the Blackberries this year were early but sparse. However the Bramble
leaves are just now turning to purple and wine-red. Look at this photo of the amazing
pattern on a small bramble which – for extra decorative effect – is growing among some
late-flowering Pink Campion!

The late Bramble leaves

& the last of the Hog-weed.

Other late-flowering species include some of our commoner garden plants usually over by
September, plus the occasional Dandelion and Daisy, Hog-weed and Hawk-bit. ‘English Ivy’
has given a mass of flowers, providing sustenance for bees and hoverflies, and the berries
are beginning to form which will feed many birds over the winter – a bountiful plant. Would
that the many varieties of fancy-leaved “garden” Ivies could do the same if left to thrive?

‘English Ivy’ © Simon T.
The mild weather has also encouraged a second crop of Nettles and Chickweed, both of
which I could do without but they are essential to the insect world! Smallest of this month’s
plants is the Duckweed! Common on ponds but this was on a puddle of surface water,
reflecting this wet September - but our underlying clay subsoil and many ‘springs’ help.

Duckweed growing in ‘The Broad Meadow’ Orchard.

Fungi, Moss and Lichens
In case anyone thinks I have a fungi fixation, I’m limiting this month’s report to the three
1.

most interesting seen and reported!
2a.
2b.

3.

© Simon T.
1. “Chicken of the Woods” (Laetiporus sulphureus– the Sulphur Polypore) - A yellow
Bracket Fungus growing in a vertical column against the bark of a tree – seen in
Lyonshall on both Beeches and ‘Wellingtonias’ [Californian Redwoods]. It is quite
decorative but short-lived. It is also as edible as its name suggests.
2. “Velvet-top Fungus or Dyer’s Polypore” (Phaeolus schweinitzii) – An ugly brown and
black fungus with a yellow edge found at the base of trees, notably conifers. This
one was at the base of a Douglas Fir and was about 9 inches (23 cm) at its maximum
diameter. The good news – it is “an excellent natural source of green, yellow, gold or
brown dye”; the BAD NEWS – IT CAUSES BROWN ROT IN THE HOST TREE, LEADING TO
BRITTLE FRACTURES AND BRANCH SNAP. It is probably inedible and certainly
unappetising. Unless you’re a dedicated home dyer, get rid of it for all our sakes!
3. What we believe to be a big “Parasol Mushroom” (Macrolepiota procera) has been
found in a local greenhouse. This one was almost a foot (30 cm) in diameter – a not
uncommon fungus but uncommonly large! The books claim that this is “very edible”
but please don’t try it on my say-so – I could be wrong.... 
As to moss and lichens, the fallen trees in the Upper Fishpool are now delicate green and
small clumps of moss are appearing around stones and on old wooden gates, but I am
unable to add any scientific knowledge to these sightings – an expert is required. Does
anyone know of one? Proliferation of lichens and mosses are indicators of good air quality.
STOP PRESS 1: I am indebted to one of our contributors for this excellent picture of a so far

unidentifiable ‘Gill Fungus’ after the rain, taken at the beginning of November and growing
under an Oak Tree behind ‘The Old Vicarage’. Too good to leave until the November issue!

The ‘skeleton’ of a gill fungus. ©Shaun P.
Fauna
Mammals
I am delighted to report the sighting of a “living” Hedgehog in the Parish! It was reported as
“still out and about” on the evening of October 30th. As it has lived through our ‘First Frost’
let us hope it survives Bonfire Night and finds a safe place to hibernate undisturbed. Any
other Hedgehogs around? I haven’t seen one in or near ‘The Old Station’ for about five
years.

The Squirrels are still active and making considerable inroads into the beech nut harvest.
Last winter they scarcely hibernated at all, no doubt because it was so mild; will they do so
this year? And if they do, is it in response to cold weather or in anticipation of it? I assume
the photo below shows that in October our local Squirrels were still enjoying a good lunch!

“Messy eaters!” ©Simon T.
A young Fox has been seen again; so, too, have several Rabbits but not as many as usual
and not in the same field! There are also Pipistrelle Bats in various locations in the Parish.
Otherwise, as in September, there have been very few mammal sightings reported.
Birds
The birds, however, have been active. As mentioned earlier, although the Swallows and
House Martins have now finally flown away, the Fieldfares and Redwings are back from their
summer haunts and flocks of both are reported. A modest flock of Starlings – not the great
“murmurations” seen elsewhere and on the TV nature programmes – has been swirling
around over ‘Penrhos’; we rarely see them in such large numbers in the Village. I was also
interested by a report of flocks of Wood Pigeons – between 30 and 100 - seen flying from
the same place and in the same direction more than once. I had always thought of pigeons
as solitary or moving in pairs, but the experts confirm that they gather together in greater
numbers in autumn and winter, presumably on collective feeding trips after the harvest.
Also feeding collectively in the garden are mixed flocks of Sparrows, Dunnocks, Chaffinches,
Great Tits, Blue Tits and Coal Tits. The Wrens, however, don’t join in; neither do the
Nuthatches; and neither, of course, do the aggressively territorial Robins. Early in the month
I watched a significant fight between two male Robins which lasted for two or three minutes
before both flew away – only one of them has been seen since. Charming though they are
when “helping” us with the gardening, I’m not convinced that the Robin was our best
“personality choice” as Britain’s “National Bird”!
Blackbirds, Carrion Crows, Magpies, Ravens and Rooks – all are still stalking up and down
the fields and lawns. As to the raptors, the Buzzards and the Red Kites were overhead in
October and a Kestrel hovered briefly by the A480 one sunny afternoon.
The more unusual birds seen this October have, however, both been water birds – a Water
Rail on the Curl Brook and a Mandarin Duck on the River Arrow.

Mandarin Drake and Duck.

&

Water Rail.

The showy little Mandarin might be a domesticated escapee from someone’s pool or pond
but the Rail is definitely a native and, I think, quite rare in this area of England. Was it the
Rail I heard late one evening making its rattling cry from the direction of the Curl Brook?
The other night sounds were those of two Tawny Owls calling {Huit! } & the answering
{Hoouu! } and the Squawk! of a disgruntled Pheasant - but I didn’t recognise the “rattle”.
STOP PRESS 2: after a short break, the Goldfinches are back at ‘Fishpools’. Another good
reason for retaining the old Meadow land and the wild thistles growing nearby.

Insects and Invertebrates:
The last few butterflies of the year could be seen on sunny days this month but there have
been very few moths, either the daytime fliers or at night. However, the Herald Moth
(Scoliopteryx libatrix) which, as its name suggests, put in an early appearance in Spring and
which I photographed and mentioned then, re-appeared on an inside window-ledge this
October, preparing to hibernate until its 2018 debut – precisely in line with its write-up in
the reference books! The self-same insect? I like to think so but probably not!

Herald Moth.
Moreover, late in the year though it seems, a hairy white caterpillar was photographed this
October and has been identified as the caterpillar of the Pale Tussock Moth (Calliteara

pudibunda). It feeds on birch, oak and elm and also on hops, hence it was once known as a
Hop-Dog and was unpopular among the hop-pickers because the hairs can cause a severe
allergic skin reaction. It pupates in the autumn in leaf litter and will emerge as an adult
moth next May. Note the red tuft on its tail.

The “Hop-Dog”. ©Eirian T.
A far less popular swarm of “caterpillars” was also photographed in October – eating
through the leaves of roses! Since they feed voraciously in groups they can devastate
plants. These little pests do not change into pretty moths but into tiny flying insects. They
are the larvae of the Rose Saw-fly (Arge ochropus) . There are “at least 400 different species
of sawfly in Britain” and “two or three adult generations may develop during the growing
season with the third generation overwintering as pupae in the soil”. Gardeners beware!
Moreover the only effective sprays are those which contain pyrethrum, not currently readily
available “over the counter”. Fortunately birds will usually eat most of them!

Rose Saw-Fly Larvae on a rose branch. ©Simon T.
Last but not least in the insect report – how often do you turn a beetle on its back? “Never”
is the usual response (mine, too) but we’re missing something! This beetle with brilliant blue
stripes underneath is just a common Dung Beetle (Geotrupes stercorarius), feeding on cow
dung and burrowing under cow-pats to lay its eggs, and plain old black when right way up.
It really conceals its “true colours”. I shall treat dung beetles with more respect in future.

Lesser Dung Beetle © Simon T.
Fish, reptiles and amphibians:
Just two aquatic reports from the Arrow and the Curl Brook – the first Salmon of the year are
spawning in the Arrow and more White-Clawed Crayfish have been identified. Hopefully the
“Go Wild in the Curl” group and those living near the rivers and streams will have more to
report in November. No news from the fishpools either, but they are quite difficult to access
at the moment.
Lyonshall Weather in October

The tail end of "Hurricane Ophelia" & "Storm Brian" hit mid-month!

October started out full of promise and our ‘Indian Summer’ lasted for the first two weeks
until we were ‘winged’ by the disappointing, but much hyped, remains of the American
Hurricane “Ophelia” and the weather changed. This was followed immediately by our own
storm “Brian” which hit some parts of England hard but mostly blew over the top of our
sheltered Parish here under the Welsh hills. The weather never recovered and the end of the
month brought “The First Frost” of winter 2017. Despite that we only had half the average
rainfall expected at 37.0mm and 22 dry days when the average for Herefordshire is 19.
Campaigns, Organisations and the Future
There are no new campaigns or organisations specific to Lyonshall or North Herefordshire to
mention this month. However, I am indebted to Tony Norman for telling me of this recent
advice to DEFRA from the Natural Capital Committee:
The aim is for a 25-year environment plan with the main goals being:
•

Cleaner air and cleaner water

•

Better flood risk management

•

Reduced greenhouse gas emissions

•

Better public access to open spaces

•

Thriving wild species and habitats

•

Healthier soils

Achieved by:
o

Increasing woodland by at least 250,000ha by 2040

o

Restoring peat lands in upland areas

o

Restoring natural hydrological systems, including natural flood management

o

More national parks and nature reserves

o

Taxpayer support for farmers to be for public good and animal welfare only

o

Funding for local nature partnerships and water catchment partnerships

Obviously some of the above ends and means are not applicable to our particular parish but
I personally would fully support those that are.
It is, of course, “very early days”. Even if DEFRA accept and endorse this report, it may be a
long time before it moves from the “Pending” tray into “Action”. Let us hope it doesn’t just
get filed, never to see daylight again! In the meantime, I shall be keeping these aims at the
back of my mind when reviewing local and county proposals and hope others will do the
same.
October is over, the last month of “Autumn”; there is no way November can be anything but
“Winter” in my experience, whatever the Met office call it! Time to follow the example of the
squirrels and prepare...
ALL CONTRIBUTIONS (verbal or photographic, amateur or expert) GRATEFULLY RECEIVED at
jcvqa@btinternet.com

The “Harvest Moon” @ 8am 6th Oct.

“WINTER!”

The “Hunter’s Moon” is due in Nov!

