
LYONSHALL COUNTRY DIARY 
 

Issue 24:  December 2018 

 

ThE “HUNTER’s MOON ” sETs OVER LYONsHALL VILLAGE. 

 
Dawn:   4th December 2018.  The “Old Moon” and the “Morning Star” [‘the Planet ‘Venus’]. 

 

December is a difficult month!  It is dominated by Christmas which, except for Santa Claus 

and more bona fide religious images, is portrayed on cards in scenes of feasting, snow or 

robins.  In reality, only the Robins can be relied upon! Which is a roundabout way of saying 

how calming the constants of the natural world can be in frantic and turbulent times... 

Whatever the hullabaloo at home or work, in the countryside you can be sure of finding a 

Robin on a fence-post inspecting his domain. When “Rudolph the Red-nosed Reindeer” has 

passed, the Robin will still be out there singing, rehearsing for Spring, with the “chutzpah” 

which says “No matter what the world or the weather throws at us, we will continue to go 

about our business as usual”. To my mind, this simple contact with ordinary wildlife is more 

reassuring, more therapeutic than any pills or potions or counselling could be; it’s why, even 

in December, I prefer rural life. 

 

The month in general 

Snow, that other Christmas card favourite, passed Lyonshall by this December and the 

month was moderately warm and wet. After a year of weather extremes, this was a relief. It 

seemed to mark a”rallentando”, a winding down towards the end of the year: 

“ Farewell, old year; we walk no more together; 

I catch the sweetness of thy latest sigh... 
Here in the dim light of a grey December 

We part in smiles, and yet we met in tears;” 
( Sarah Doudney [1841-1926] English Novelist, Poet, Hymnist & Children’s author ) 

 

I mentioned last month that I was concerned lest the fewer wildlife sightings recorded this 

year by comparison with 2017 was due simply to failure to notice so many animals, maybe 

due to loss of habitat or due to the extremes of weather we experienced, ranging from the 

long, icy winter to the prolonged heat and drought of the summer. I am now pleased to 

report (in a funny sort of way!) that the weather may have been the principal factor. The 

National Trust has carried out a survey across its many properties and reports “a roller-

coaster year for wildlife” with some species benefitting and others suffering; Lyonshall 

followed a similar pattern. Now the question must be whether the various species of flora 

and fauna affected will return to their pre-2018 habits, assuming this December marks the 

start of a more “normal” year, or whether the patterns of 2018 will prevail. A Blackbird 

poking around in the Chickweed outside my office makes me “cautiously optimistic” ------ 

if the weather is the only disturbing factor!  ☺ 

 



Fauna 

 

Mammals 

The only mammalian rival to the Robin for sheer self-confidence must be the Grey Squirrel 

and squirrels were abundant throughout The Parish this December. Their distinctive shape 

and way of running has made them obvious in silhouette among the bare branches of trees; 

on the ground they look sleek and well-fed, as they should, judging by the empty nut-shells 

and half-eaten apples lying around. In the British animal kingdom they must be unmatched 

for ingenuity. Look at this cider apple firmly wedged into the top of a mossy old railway 

sleeper; it is much too far from the orchard and much too heavy to have been carried there 

by the wind or even by a bird; but it is in the perfect position for a Squirrel’s lunch: 

 

 
 Apple stash on old oak sleeper. 

 And the following day it had disappeared without a trace. I know all the arguments against 

Grey Squirrels and if I were a commercial nut-grower or trying to re-introduce Red Squirrels 

into Herefordshire I might feel differently about them but at present their entertainment 

value outweighs for me the damage that they very obviously do to young trees. 

Rabbits and Brown Rats were seen occasionally this month and the Curl Brook Otters have 

been caught on camera in a short video film. There is evidence of Badger activity and there 

are the usual signs of Moles. A Polecat sped down a bank by the A480, much to the 

annoyance of my dog – at least, we think it was a Polecat but difficult to be certain at that 

speed! I am delighted to say that at least one Lyonshall resident has a Hedgehog in their 

garden. And a dog Fox has been heard in the village. 

So the tally {no pun intended } of Lyonshall mammals in December was “respectable” if not 

“remarkable” and included most of the species with which we are familiar. However, at one 

end of the scale, not a single Mouse, Vole, Stoat or Weasel has been reported; at the other 

end of the scale, there have been no sightings of Deer. Let’s see what January 2019 brings... 

 

Birds 

Bird life has been more interesting both locally and nationally. I was puzzled by the number 

of reports I have received about large flocks of Lapwings, seen across the Parish, since they 

had become quite rare but it seems from the National Trust survey that the UK is the net 

beneficiary of cold weather on the Continent in February and March 2018 which drove 

Lapwings to migrate and breed here. Similarly there have been exceptionally large numbers 

of Redwings and Fieldfares, both in Lyonshall and elsewhere in Britain, here enjoying the 

spoils of an exceptionally fecund cider apple crop which coincided (sadly) with a reduction 

in the national demand for cider. A flock of Starlings in the ‘Ovals’ and the Penrhos area is 

relatively small -- and probably more welcome because of that, as the thousands of birds in 

a London-style murmurations of Starlings would seem positively threatening over Lyonshall! 

I am told that they conduct a fly-past over our ‘Garden Centre’ regularly at 4.00 p.m.! 

 

 



Among the more solitary birds, there were some handsome Crows gleaning the pastures, a 

number of Blackbirds of both sexes and, of course, “flapping” Woodpigeons, one of which, 

I’m told, was so fat and fluffed-up that for a moment it looked like an escaped Christmas 

Turkey – a good meal for some passing predator! [You may remember that last month I was 

concerned that I had had no recent Red Kite reports but I was quickly assured that a pair of 

Kites circles regularly around The Ovals/Penrhos area of The Parish. Pigeons and smaller 

prey cannot become complacent!] It somehow seemed “right”, too, that on Christmas Day a 

Great Spotted Woodpecker began drumming, presumably on its favourite tree by the Upper 

Fishpool.  After one or two visits to my birdfeeder on Boxing Day morning he has returned 

there on a regular basis and he has resumed his frantic mating call. I hope it was answered. 

 

 
The “woodpecker’s tree” by the Fish Pool 

 

There have been definitely-answered mating calls among the Tawny Owls, usually after dark 

around the Upper Fishpool and in other parts of the village. Sadly, however, a solitary 

Moorhen on the Fishpool on the 10th and again on Christmas Day – the first I have seen 

there for over a year –seems to have disappeared again. (For many years until 2017 there 

was always a breeding pair of Moorhens to be found on the Upper Fishpool, shepherding 

their little flotilla of fluffy black chicks among the reeds, but there was no sign of them this 

year – a casualty of the ice or the silt build-up - or both maybe?) 

Other small birds seem happy to be in Lyonshall in December! I think we have more than our 

fair share of Tits of all four major species – Great Tits, Blue Tits, Coal Tits and Long-tailed 

Tits. We have various Finches, particularly Chaffinches but another Bullfinch paid us a 

fleeting visit mid-month. Sparrows and Dunnocks are plentiful and The Old Station has its 

brisk and busy Wrens and its bossy resident Nuthatch.  What do they all find to eat? Well, 

although many of the birds regularly clear our bird feeders, they also spend a lot of time 

“firkling about” in the grass and flower-beds and under the trees so presumably there are 

still seeds and insects to be found – the Sparrows are picking the seeds out of the fluffy 

heads of Old Man’s Beard and the Nuthatch seems to have found something in the bark of a 

Crab Apple. I think our varied and resourceful bird populations will survive... 

To confirm that Spring will follow this Winter like any other, I am also assured that recently 

there has been a mini “Dawn Chorus” consisting of Robins and Blackbirds on most mornings 

just after 7.30 a.m. Since that is the time at which I’m trying to persuade my dog that she 

doesn’t really want to go for a walk, I haven’t heard it myself and shall take my informant’s 

word for it! 

 

Before I leave the subject of birds, the RSPB’s “Big Garden Bird Watch” will take place on the 

weekend of January 26 – 28. Let’s really put Lyonshall on the map this year! And it’s a fun 

way for everyone in the family to pass a peaceful hour. For all the details contact the RSPB or 

visit the website – https://www.rspb.org.uk/get-involved/activities/birdwatch/celebrating-

40-years-of-the-big-garden-birdwatch 

 

https://www.rspb.org.uk/get-involved/activities/birdwatch/celebrating-40-years-of-the-big-garden-birdwatch
https://www.rspb.org.uk/get-involved/activities/birdwatch/celebrating-40-years-of-the-big-garden-birdwatch


The “Big Farm Bird Watch” is from February 8th to 17th but I’m sure our farmers already know 

the details of that. 

 

Insects and Invertebrates 

Only one insect sighting in December -- Queen Wasps were hibernating in the plant trays at 

Lyonshall Nurseries early in the month. As previously mentioned, there must be other small 

insects about but nothing has been seen or noted.  

For the record, according to the National Trust and its ecologists, butterflies were 

significantly affected by the year’s climate swings both adversely and beneficially. The 

“nettle-feeding butterflies such as the Small Tortoiseshell. Red Admiral and Comma suffered 

despite the good weather” whereas “some rare butterflies such as the Large Blue and Silver-

studded Blue had a bumper year”. That was mirrored by Lyonshall experience. Not mirrored 

was a proliferation of Hummingbird Hawkmoths – we had caterpillars in 2017 but no adult 

moths recorded this year. 

 

Fish, reptiles and amphibians 

No December fish, reptile or amphibian news, either, although – weather permitting – it will 

soon be time to look out for frogspawn. 

 

Flora 

 

Trees 

This photograph of a magnificent Lyonshall Oak Tree (below) was taken at the end of the 

month by Isobel Hutton who intends taking similar shots of the same tree at monthly 

intervals throughout 2019.   An “Oak for all seasons”.   What a wonderful idea! 

 

 
 ”Isobel’s Oak” in Lynhales Park. 

This Oak is in its prime and none of us will be around to see it into its extreme old age but 

in my opinion Oaks generally “age well”, like the ‘Fishpool Oak’ in the cider orchard which 

we’ve shown here previously. I’ve come to the conclusion that trees are like humans – some 

age better than others! For strength and dignity the Oaks are unbeatable but for persistence 

despite deformity, combined with menace, nothing matches the old Willows – they’re like 

The Wicked Witch in a Grimm’s fairy tale.  This was recognised by Tolkien in “The Lord of  

The Rings” when the “Ents” began to walk again to help “Mankind”! One of the Lyonshall 

“Wicked Witch” Willows is shown here below; there are many  more around Lyonshall Parish!  

 

 
The Willow:  "Stalking" ? 



Other tree news for December will be found below under “Fungi, Moss and Lichens”. 

 

Shrubs and Smaller Plants 

Perhaps the biggest difference between November and December in the Lyonshall plant 

world has been the sudden appearance and rapid growth of the Spring-flowering bulbs. 

Whereas last month they were nowhere to be seen now they seem to be everywhere – 

Snowdrops, Daffodils, even early Bluebells and strictly-garden flowers such as Muscari and 

Tulips. Once again the tarmac-defying Daffodils at the bottom of our drive are shooting up 

– it will take more than a layer of tarmac and the presence of the occasional ‘wheelie-bin’ to 

keep them down! All bulbs will, I think, withstand any frost in early 2019. I’m not so sure 

how strong they need to be to withstand snow or prolonged heavy rain.  Fingers crossed! 

Elsewhere, we can continue to rejoice in the unexpected. By the end of December the Wych 

Hazel and the Winter-flowering Cherry were both fully out – at least a month early. So were 

Wallflowers, Periwinkles, Chickweed and Wild Strawberries (one even making a brave attempt 

at a New Year fruit!). At the same time, this year not all the deciduous Ferns have yet fully 

died back and there remains the odd Rose to remind us of the “Summer past”.  

And, last but not least, we have the “constant” of British plant life – the floral equivalent of 

the Robin and the Squirrel mentioned earlier – Gorse! “When Gorse is out of flower, kissing’s 

out of fashion”, as my mother used to say! And sure enough, there is always Gorse in flower 

somewhere, despite the fact that it relies on insect pollination. I’m assured that it is 

currently flowering heavily towards Pembridge. It is very adaptable (unless you try to plant 

it). Even its name is a derivation of the Old English “gorst ” meaning waste or uncultivated 

land. In the past it has had a number of uses; most notably, its flowers can be used to make 

a yellow dye or “preserved in vinegar and eaten like capers” (I accept no responsibility for 

anyone trying that!); it also burns very well as ‘kindling’ – too well, in some circumstances. 

 

            
         Periwinkle.               Climbing Rose.         Wych Hazel.       Wild Strawberry.        Wallflowers. 

Finally, this is the best time of year for seeing the beautiful effect of a wide expanse of 

Pond-weed, as here at ‘Lynhales Pool’. 

 

 
The pond by the ‘Public {permissive} Footpath’ on Lynhales Hall’s drive. © Isobel H. 

 

 



Fungi, Moss and Lichens 

Last month I had a lot to say about fungi and nothing to say about moss and lichens; this 

month it’s the opposite way round! No one has reported anything new in the world of fungi 

and the only one I have seen myself is this very fine “Turkey Tail “ (Trametes or Coriolus 

versicolor), almost completely covering the stump of a long-felled cider apple tree and 

extending into the dead wood on the ground below. The older brackets were all as hard as 

the wood to which they were attached but the younger ones had the feel of leather. It is 

described as “edible but unpalatable”. Interestingly, however, clinical trials have suggested 

that it may be a useful adjuvant in the treatment of certain forms of cancer. 

 

 
‘Turkey Tail’ Bracket Fungi. 

Note that this Turkey Tail photo also shows it sharing the tree stump with a green Dust 

Lichen:  Dust Lichens are widespread throughout Lyonshall, a welcome result of our clean 

air. They are one of the largest groups of lichens, cover many surfaces and come in several 

colours. As their name suggests, they form a thin, powdery deposit on the host surface, 

away from the prevailing wind where relevant. (See below the lichen on the trunk of the Oak 

tree shown earlier). I would love to pretend that I can identify each variety of Dust Lichen 

shown here (and many more) but I can’t! My attempts to become a lichenologist have failed 

miserably, although I may try harder in 2019. Nevertheless, the lichens are worth noting and 

recording; our countryside would look very different without them. 

 

                   
  ‘Dust Lichen’ on Willow - Fishpool.                        Lichen on Ash.               Lichen on Oak © Isobel H. 

Other lichens are more substantial in appearance. Here the distinction between lichens and 

mosses is less obvious; in some cases it relates to their reproductive system rather than 

their structure. Again, I need to do more work on identification but in the meantime will 

continue to record them. 

 

        
  Pyrenula Dermatodes.  Lichen & Moss on Willow.  Moss on stones.   ‘Feather Moss’ in a wet glade. 

 

 



                      
   ‘Parmelia’ Lichen.   “Crottle” Lichen on a sick Ash.         “Dragon Moss!”           “Silken” Moss. 

 

Also included under this sub-heading – although it doesn’t really belong here – is a strange 

phenomenon first noticed this December (although it may have been present for months or 

even years) – the “lumpy tree”. Growing on the old railway track-bed, this tree – identified 

as a ‘Bird Cherry’ – has developed lumps, roughly oval and 3 cm x 2 cm, under its bark. 

They are hard, immobile and don’t appear to have broken through the bark surface. None of 

the surrounding trees are affected. The smaller, lighter ‘domes’ are Pyrenula Nitida ‘Lichen’. 

 

       
“Lenticels” under the bark of a “stressed” Bird Cherry tree.  

 

We are grateful to our local Tree Warden who has sent photos and samples to the Forestry 

Commission for identification; the results are awaited. Meanwhile we have a provisional 

identification from The Woodland Trust. They believe that the lumps are “due to a minor 

bacterial or phytoplasma infection at some point in the tree’s past, possibly via the lenticels” 

and suggest that the tree may be “struggling” because of poor growing conditions [which is 

very likely since the track-bed there is stone-built and contaminated]. It’s “not catching”. 

You’re never too old to learn and I recommend looking up “lenticels” on the Internet. 

Fascinating... More on this subject when/if the Forestry Commission confirm the diagnosis. 

 

Lyonshall Weather in December 

 

December was a strange month this year.  Following on from ‘Storm Diana’ in late November 

the temperature rose to its highest point on the 2nd and then plummeted to frosts and mist 

by the 4th.  This was accompanied by welcome rain which meant heavy cloud and a rise in 

the mean temperature to well above average, only for it to plummet again to our coldest 

night of the year at -4 Centigrade [25 F] on the 13th/14th.  ‘Storm Deirdre’ hit us on the 15th 

with high winds and rain.  Some of our weakest trees could not take the strain and fell as 

the ground became sodden with rain.  The ‘Winter Solstice’ arrived on the 22nd bringing 

unseasonable warmth and the rain stopped.  It has not rained since and it is still dry in early 

January.  Christmas was ‘Misty’ but the sun got through to end the year on a high note. 

                             
   An ‘Old’ Hawthorn fell across Footpath No. ‘LZ10A’ on 15th Dec.  The CPC are dealing with it.  



 

    &    
    Rainbow @ The Garden Centre & Mist below Hergest © Simon T.        Chilly Lyonshall Village dawns with clear skies. 

Lyonshall Nature -- the Future 
 

At the end of a year maybe all of us look at what we have achieved in the previous twelve 

months; that is what determines our “resolutions” for the next twelve. In November I was 

uncertain about whether or not to continue with this Diary. Fortunately, December cleared 

my mind. I shall continue it for another year, although I may well change the format slightly.  

There are several reasons: 

The most obvious reason is “The Weather”. We all know that 2018 was a year of weather 

extremes and it seems almost certain that that had a significant effect on local flora and 

fauna. We need to know whether this was a “one-off” and nature in Lyonshall will quickly 

recover or whether certain species have gone for good. So I hope our contributors will 

continue to let me know what they have seen and heard – whether unusual or commonplace 

– so that we can build a reasonably accurate picture of our Parish. 

The second reason I shall call (rather pompously!) “Sensory perception”. The Country Diary 

records “sightings” and, to a lesser extent, “hearings” and these will always be the most 

important aspect of the Diary as they are of other media such as the TV nature programmes. 

But in 2019 I would like to add comments on the other three senses with regard to Lyonshall 

nature. “Scent”, for example – a fairly unattractive bush with insignificant flowers is 

currently in bloom outside my back door; it is, in fact, a type of Honeysuckle and delivers a 

wave of wonderful perfume every time I pass. Why? What is it trying to attract? How does it 

differ from other, more visually spectacular honeysuckles some of which have no perfume at 

all? Or “Touch” – why does the Turkey Tail fungus I mentioned earlier change from 

“leathery” to “wooden”? Do all bracket fungi do the same? Or “Taste” – dangerous ground 

this, but is there anyone in Lyonshall who is confident and knowledgeable enough to tell us 

which wild plants we can eat? The more I learn about the flora and fauna of Lyonshall, the 

more I realise how little I actually know! 



The third reason is “Engagement” more widely. I have reached an age where physically I 

can’t do everything I might like to do but if Lyonshall is to remain a “rural village” (by which I 

mean one where most residents can walk straight into the countryside from their front 

doors or see it from their windows) it needs some “maintenance”. So we are already noting 

phosphate levels in the water-courses and I shall put more work into identifying and 

evaluating the Local Wildlife Sites in the Parish. We will also warn about Himalayan Balsam 

etc. through the medium of the Diary and, of course, let our readers know of any projects 

which might affect wildlife in Lyonshall one way or the other. 

And finally, it’s “Fun”!  Along with all the notes on common and rarer wildlife, we 

occasionally stumble on the bizarre! The “mad Foxglove”, for example, is still without an 

explanation, as is the “twisted Phormium” attributed to a “wind devil”. I hope all contributors 

will help me to find at least one weird freak of nature for every issue! 

I’m looking forward to it... 

 

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

jcvqa@btinternet.com 

 

 
 

Some photographs that missed ‘The Cut ’ this 

month. 
 

              
Heavy Rain –‘Storm Deirdre’.  Wild Strawberry fruit.   ‘Winter Cherry’ blossom.         ‘Healthy’ Ash Trees. 

 

                      
        Dec 9th - Weather Clearing.                        Moss & Lichen by Fishpool.                 Dec 18th  - Dawn Breaking. 
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