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The eleven ‘Memorial’ Poplars.
This is the RED issue! No, that has nothing to do with ‘Party politics’; it’s just a rural
observation. Autumn seems to have arrived suddenly this September bringing with it the
changing colour of leaves and an abundance of fruit and berries which are redder than ever
this year. How ironic that we routinely describe the countryside as “green”!
I suppose “green” reflects the view of town and city dwellers, for many of whom patches of
green space, public parks and “green belts” are treasured areas, to be preserved against
urban encroachment. London even has “Green Park” – a wide, central expanse of “green”
with lawns, trees and flowers (and some of the birds and beasties which thrive on them)
which is well-loved by local office workers for the relaxation it offers, both as a place to sit
in the sun at lunchtime and as a refreshing place to walk on the way to the Tube station or
bus home!
Here in leafy “green” Lyonshall we cannot begin to emulate the qualities of city life – the
restaurants, theatres, shops and clubs, trains and taxis and “Boris bikes”, the bustle of
hundreds of diverse people going about a diverse range of businesses. The urban lifestyle
can be exciting and stimulating, if also expensive!
Instead we have the quieter, more enduring, free pleasures of the true countryside – a
glimpse of a fawn, the hoot of an owl, strange creatures in the pools, a mossy bank, an
unknown fungus and a myriad of trees, plants and flowers both “garden” and “wild”. Plus
clean air, fresh food and paths on which to walk the dog. And, of course, real appreciation
of the seasons, including the change from “green” to red!
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The month in general

“September is the month of maturity; the heaped basket and the garnered sheaf...
September! I never tire of turning it over and over in my mind. It has warmth, depth
and colour.”
(Patience Strong [ a.k.a. Winifred Emma May ], English poet and writer, 1907–1990)

Those of us “of a certain age” will remember how popular “Patience Strong” was in the mid20th century for her musings on nature and simple expression of joy in country life.
Nowadays she would be considered sentimental and insufficiently “edgy” although I’m not
sure where “edginess” fits into descriptions of the day-to-day English countryside! In my
opinion her summing-up of September above has never been more accurate than it is this
year, when there have been bumper crops of the local fruit and the colours of the trees have
been at their best. A few cold nights were more than offset by warm days and the two brief
gales did little damage.
That’s the “up” side. The “down” side is that, unlike 2017, there have been few reports of
mammals, none at all of amphibians or fish. Of course there may be many reasons for this,
including simply that contributors have been too busy with other things to tell me what
they’ve seen, but it is a little worrying because I have not seen the usual range and number
of creatures myself. Even the squirrel population of my garden is reduced to one solitary
individual, instead of the half-dozen or so of previous years! Failure to observe the local
fauna, failure to breed, the result of the unprecedented weather of the last ten months or
loss of habitat for some other reason? I shall be keeping an eye out for more geographically
widespread observations and also waiting to see what October brings.
Fauna
Mammals
Squirrels, Rabbits and Pipistrelle Bats were all reported again this month – the Grey Squirrels
without any affection because they have “stripped away a heavy crop of walnuts”.
More unusually, a pair of Hedgehogs “both a good weight” was seen late one evening over
towards Kingswood. It is good to know there are still a few in the area since Hedgehogs are
becoming rarer and rarer across the country, with an estimated decline in the population of
rural hedgehogs of 66% in the last 20 years.
The only other mammal report is my own. One afternoon towards the end of the month
there was a loud, angry, hissing scream, emanating from a bank and wall alongside the
A480, which persisted for about five minutes. I tried to see the animals which were making
this noise but obviously my movement or my scent alarmed them, they went silent and
disappeared. The last time I heard that sound was a few years ago, coming from roughly the
same spot, when the culprits were two young Polecats. Other people saw Polecats around
Lyonshall last year, so could it be that they’re back? I shall be listening, looking and hoping
to see these fierce but attractive little creatures again.
Birds
Picture a soft September day, the sun shining through the trailing boughs of a Silver Birch
with some of its leaves turning to a delicate gold and there, flitting quietly from branch to
branch is a pair of Doves. My instinct said “Collared Doves”, which we have certainly seen
around Lyonshall before, but I could never see this pair clearly against the rising sun. My
‘head’ says “Woodpigeons” which we have in abundance but which usually do a lot of
‘metallic sounding’ flapping about when they move; my ‘heart’ says “Doves” and Collared

Doves are more likely than Turtle Doves or Stock Doves. If anyone can identify them with
confidence from this photo, please let me know.

Collared Doves?
Other birds have been much noisier! Twice during the month, just after the rain had
stopped, there was an outburst of twittering from the hedges which lasted for ten or twenty
minutes. It undoubtedly came from our resident Sparrows and Dunnocks but why? What
prompted these sudden vocal frenzies? We have also been receiving visits from a Raven who
sits in the tallest Wellingtonia above the hen-run and every now and again utters a single,
deep and menacing “Crronk

-Crronk” !

Our hens don’t seem to be too impressed - but I am!

Strange behaviour is also reported from a flock of Pied Wagtails, milling around and looking
as though they too were about to migrate, soon after the Swallows and House Martins had
gone. This is the second instance in six weeks of resident birds behaving as though they
were heading south for the winter – ominous or what?
Meanwhile “the usual garden birds” have been reported from the Penrhos Hill area and are
mostly quite active here in Lyonshall village – including Goldfinches [Penrhos] and Coal Tits
[the Village] and two of my personal favourites, the Great Spotted Woodpecker [‘Penrhos
Common’] and the Nuthatch, which are perhaps less often seen elsewhere in Great Britain.

‘Greater Spotted’ Woodpeckers

&

Buzzard © Val Keeler.

Among the birds of prey, the Buzzards and “our ” Red Kites are still being seen around –
note this recent photo of a young Buzzard scanning a Lyonshall garden for the likelihood of
a snack! – And the Tawny Owls are still being heard but less often after the end of the
‘mating season’. Watch out for a special uncommon ‘raptor’, a

Goshawk. One has been

seen in Stansbatch and another in Pembridge (it may or may not be the same one) so why
not in Lyonshall? We have several areas of suitable ancient woodlands here and Goshawks
are a “Schedule 1 Protected Species” so this should be a safe home for them as there is very
little natural fauna for them to predate. They are far too small to kill domesticated animals.
Insects and Invertebrates
Insects, as we know, include some of the most beautiful creatures in Britain, some of the
most useful and some which are just nasty! In September most insects reported were good,
useful or both, although this section of the Country Diary does have a sting in its tail!

Beautiful:.
•

Butterflies – until the very end of the month there were little groups of Small Whites
fluttering round on sunny afternoons. Late flowers on the buddleia attracted Red
Admirals and Tortoiseshells and these and a Painted Lady were also seen on plants
at The Lyonshall Nurseries Garden Centre. But nothing out of the ordinary and
except for the various “Whites”, there seem to have been far fewer butterflies and
moths than usual this year. I will check with Butterfly Conservation whether or not
that is a widespread observation.

Red Admiral.
•

A Painted Lady

& a Tortoiseshell © Simon T.

Dragonflies – I am delighted to report that on the same day I was told of two
separate sightings of ‘Southern Hawker’ Dragonflies, from sites about six miles
apart. The photos are of this dragonfly at Lyonshall Nurseries where it was
discovered, sitting very still, on a shrub. The plant was turned round into the warm
afternoon sun and after about ten minutes “it started to beat its wings rapidly and
took off in the direction of the Church”. This one is a male. [They have been
described as “The World’s most successful hunter” in recent scientific research.]

Useful ?:
•

Southern Hawker Dragonfly © Simon T.

Bees and Hoverflies – It was a quiet month for bees and hoverflies until the last few
days when the sun came out and the ivy came into flower – now they are busy every
sunny moment.

Just plain Nasty !
•

Meet the Water Scorpion (Nepa cinerea)! This is one of the more unusual creatures
found during a water-dipping exercise in “The Curl Brook” earlier in the month.
Unlike “real” scorpions it isn’t poisonous and won’t do humans any serious harm but

it does have a very nasty bite for a creature so small! 5 cm}.
It is fairly common in stagnant or slow-moving water, although I have never seen
one before. It feeds on tadpoles, larvae and fish by lurking under plants, pouncing
on its prey with its long front legs and then sucking them dry! Interesting .......!



Fish, reptiles and amphibians
The “water-dipping” mentioned above was organised by our friends at

“Go Wild in the

Curl” and was part of a recent September evening with the serious purpose of assessing the
current levels of pollution, particularly by ‘phosphates’, along the length of The Curl Brook
and comparing it with the River Arrow. I will be pleased to put any reader in touch with the
“Go Wild in the Curl” group if they would like further information about this and how to
become involved. It is depressing that the levels of aquatic life in our streams are still low as
a result of phosphates and silt build-up and that “two inches of rain in 24 hours (in midSeptember) caused a nasty flush of pollution down The Curl Brook ”. Hopefully, as more
people tackle agricultural and ‘Septic Tank’ run-off and ‘Welsh Water plc.’ improves our
‘Sewage Works’, the problems may reduce and the “fish and amphibians” may return again!
Flora
Trees, Shrubs and Smaller Plants
I mentioned the abundant crop of fruit and berries last month and how bright the berries, in
particular, were in August. I should have waited until September! As I said at the beginning
of this month’s diary, this is the RED issue! I cannot recall a previous year in which leaves
and berries have turned to such brilliant shades, and I don’t think I’m just getting more
appreciative. The autumnal oranges and golds of the other plants seem dull in comparison.

‘Perry ’ Pear Tree.

Cider Apple Tree.

Cuckoo Pint, Rose Hip & Black Bryony © Simon T .

The ‘Perry’ pear’ tree shown above is now very old, very tall and it leans at a rakish angle
across the remains of the old ‘Lyonshall to Eardisley Railway’ track. It was possibly planted a
century or so ago, when Perry was a drink made widely in Herefordshire. Viewers of “BBC

Countryfile” {I think!} may have seen a new “craft” Perry drink coming onto the market.
There are also two or three remaining Perry pear trees in the very old orchard above The War
Memorial Hall. Perry pears, like cider apples, are astringent to eat raw but if anyone ever
decides to revive the ‘Perry Cider’ industry in Lyonshall it’s good to know that they grow
here still! A local cottage industry in the making?
The other spectacular plant above is Black Bryony, which we scarcely notice when it’s in
flower, tangled in the hedgerows amongst the Nettles, Brambles and assorted “weeds” we
see every year. But its great swags of bright red berries in Autumn are a delight. In previous
years I have tried to preserve them in glycerine for Christmas decorations but without much
success – does anyone know an effective technique? Note: They are very POISONOUS. 
We have the encouraging news that most of the ‘Black Poplar’ truncheons planted in The
Parish are doing well except for a few which have had their bark stripped off by Roe Deer.
Our grandchildren, great-grandchildren and their children in turn may one day see these
little trees become magnificent specimens like this rare ancient ‘Black Poplar’ in Pembridge.

The ‘Black Poplar’

&

Lyonshall ‘truncheon ’ © Tony N.

Otherwise there is not much to say about Lyonshall’s flora this month - which is why I have
put all the plants under the one sub-heading above.
Fungi, Moss and Lichens
This September in Lyonshall we have had so many fungi that I have lost count of them all
and only, for the most part, recorded the ones which are more unusual. “Spoiler alert” – this
is not all good news!
The month began with some fat “pixie-on-a-mushroom” fungi, with stems that turned blue
when cut. These were identified as Boletus erythropus, the “Scarlatina Bolete”, variously
considered “edible but not recommended” and “delicious when cooked” ! ?? In these
circumstances I should avoid trying them! Alongside them were some pink brittle gills, most
probably the ‘Rosy Brittle gills’ (Russula lepida) unequivocally pronounced “edible but not
recommended”.
Then we had “False Chanterelles” (Hygrophoropsis aurantiaca) in the garden, which are not
edible but also not very tempting, “Fairies’ Bonnets” also known as “Trooping Crumble Cap”
(Coprinus disseminatus) which are “not poisonous! ” but are too small to be worth the
bother, and “Common Puffballs” which are, I’m told, delicious but have to be found early
enough and these ones were definitely “past their sell-by date”. Plus some more ‘Ceps’ and
later an ugly-looking Boletus, this time provisionally identified as Boletus porosporus. Since

some members of the very large boletus family are Poisonous, we would not recommend
eating this one without 100% certainty. i.e. Do not take the risk! ☺

False Chanterelle’ [Not Edible].

Boletus’ [leave alone] --> ‘Cep’ & ‘Mushroom’ © Simon T.

and finally on the fungi front:

“Storm Ali” [Sep. 20th] blew down one of our old Conifer’s branches to expose the rot in the
heart-wood caused by “Dyer’s Polypore” (Polyporus squamosus), also known as “Dryad’s
Saddle”, which we have mentioned before. This is incurable but attacks only conifers,
hopefully without too much collateral damage before it “has run its course”.

The Common Puffball [Edible when young].

Dyer’s Ploypore damage: Note the rot in the bough.

More worrying for us is that a crop of golden-brown, medium-sized “toadstools” at the base
of our beautiful, mature Silver Birch tree has been confirmed as Honey Fungus (Armillaria

mellea). The fungi indicate that they have already caused root-rot in our favourite tree. It
spreads underground via a vast network of “mycelia threads” and there is nothing that we
can do to stop it......

Honey Fungus.

Pyrenula Lichen.
No new moss to identify this month but at last a new (to us) lichen! These little black raised
spots along an old branch are Pyrenula nitida (No-one has bothered to give it an English
name). It is fairly common in the wetter western parts of Britain on smooth-barked trees, all
of which ties in with the finding, and like most lichens it has no adverse effects. “Another
one for the record book”!
Lyonshall Weather in September

RAIN.

SUNNY DAYS.

STORM BREWING.

EQUINOX.

Once again the ‘Hurricane’ missed us here in our ‘sleepy hollow’ but we did get the tail ends
of “Storms Ali & Bronagh”:- Not as badly as most of England I might add. The temperatures
were below average for September in Herefordshire but on the whole it felt like a dry month
with the bulk of the rain falling between the 18th and 22nd. 64.4mm of rain is only
marginally less than last year but it was more widely spread in 2017 - and in smaller doses.
In case you missed it, we had our First Frost on the 25th when the dawn temperature was 7c.

Lyonshall Nature and the new NPPF
In July this year there was a quiet victory for nature, so quiet that it has gone largely
unnoticed, when the Government’s new National Planning Policy Framework was finally
published. This strengthens the protection given to ‘Ancient Woodland’ and ‘Ancient &
Veteran Trees’. It also reinstates Local Wildlife Sites for special consideration. These are not
National or local Parks or the big sites classified nationally as SSSIs or AONBs (Sites of
Special Scientific Interest or Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty) but the small woods,
individual trees and patches of land which collectively make a massive contribution to local
and nationally recognised wildlife habitats, the conservation of flora and fauna and the
unpretentious beauty of the English landscape.
Many of Lyonshall’s beautiful old trees have already been registered with the Woodland
Trust and others are “in the pipeline”. Our ‘Ancient Woodlands’ have not been registered
when last checked (although, of course, these too may be “in the pipeline”) but this is
probably not too important because they are clearly shown on Herefordshire’s SEA maps
and large, mature trees don’t just vanish overnight! But our Parish’s Local Wildlife Sites are
more problematic since, although they are shown on the same SEA maps, no one can quite
remember why they were designated as such. We know we have already “lost” one and we
know that part of the churchyard is another, although not why. Still, it’s good to know we
have time to investigate further and try to ensure that the reasons behind LWS status are
maintained. [Since Local Wildlife Sites are not necessarily open to the public, we may have to
exercise maximum tact with our local landowners and neighbours who own and use these
areas on a daily basis.] Any news or relevant views on this subject would be most welcome.
ALL CONTRIBUTIONS (verbal or photographic, amateur or expert) GRATEFULLY RECEIVED at
jcvqa@btinternet.com
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