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              ‘The Ovals’ Farm    ‘Lynhales’ &  Lyonshall Park Wood  ‘Upper House’& Lyonshall  Village. 

 
Looking North West over the “Curl Brook” valley from ‘Newhouse Farm’ track on the Holme Marsh ridge. 

 

March, and in particular the Spring Equinox on March 21st, is “the time of new beginnings”. 

It was also the first month of the year on the ancient Roman calendar (subsequently 

superseded by the ‘Julian’ calendar and later by the ‘Gregorian’ calendar which we and most 

of the world use now, both of which began the year in January  - “it’s complicated!”). I’m not 

suggesting that Lyonshall should unilaterally revert to the Roman calendar, although it’s 

tempting, but ‘The Romans’ and ‘The Persians’ before them had got it right. What is more 

logical and spiritually satisfying than to start a new year when the days begin to lengthen 

and Nature responds accordingly? Spring is so much more than just a date on paper. 

Hold that thought. Whatever you resolved to do or not do on January 1st, whatever you’ve 

given up for Lent, March and the start of Spring should be characterised by the positive “new 

beginnings” they deserve!   Our flora and fauna are already leading the way... 

 

Flora 

Trees and Shrubs 

“In like a Lion, out like a Lamb”, but in fact there was much more “lamb” than “lion” across 

the whole of the month, despite the occasional ‘near gale-force’ winds which brought down 

a Leylandii trunk across the A480 on the edge of the village closing the road and footpaths. 

          
                                         The Police controlling the traffic.              The blockage © Cllr Roger P. 

 

Consequently the trees and shrubs were three or four weeks earlier than usual in their 

greening and blossom. The first signs of leaf on Ash, Crab Apple, Elder and Hawthorn have 

appeared, alongside the flowering Blackthorn, the late Birch catkins and the “Pussy” Willow. 

 

            
                             Blackthorn in flower.            Silver Birch catkins.           ‘Pussy Willow’© Isobel H. 



Some of the many other varieties of Willow are also in leaf or flower – there are several 

species of Willow around the ‘Upper Fishpool’ – and I would expect all of them to be ‘out’ in 

April, when we might do a “willows” summary. 

Meanwhile, note:  “Ash before Oak”!   You have been warned!   You read it here first! 

 

On the subject of catkins, I am grateful to our own Lyonshall Tree Warden and the ‘Go Wild 

In the Curl ’ Group [GWIC] for this photo of a rare female native Black Poplar catkin – 

• “rare” because the native Black Poplar trees have themselves become rare in the wild 

and I’m glad to say members of the GWIC group have planted several truncheons in 

Lyonshall and in the surrounding area.  

• “rare” because these trees do not usually produce catkins until they are about 20 

years old, except for the occasional one in the first year after planting, as shown on 

the local ‘truncheon’ below: 

 
                   ‘Black Poplar’ catkin © David G. 

Black Poplars are dioecious  i.e. male and female flowers are found on separate trees; the 

gender of the tree is easily distinguishable because the male catkins are red. They are, of 

course, wind-pollinated. Their timber has a variety of interesting and valuale uses but in 

view of their scarcity this Diary will not be encouraging anyone to chop them down! 

 

In the garden, many varieties of Prunus, both the purely decorative such as the Winter-

flowering Cherry and the Cherry Laurel and the fruit trees including Plums and Damsons, are 

laden with blossom.  The Pear tree buds are just breaking out, the Quince (Cydonia oblonga) 

is already in leaf and the buds are swelling on the Apples and the Bay Trees. Among the 

shrubs, the Roses (both Wild and Cultivated) are in leaf already. 

A promise of things to come... 

..........Meanwhile, March may be as good a month as any to talk about “Cones”: 

At this time of year we have new pine cones, still green or closed, and old cones which have 

opened and shed their seeds. Every conifer bears a different size and shape – a fact I had 

never really thought about until I came here and stumbled over the hundreds of cones from 

the Douglas Fir, Wellingtonias and Himalayan Cedars by our old railway platform.  

• Douglas Fir – It’s rare to see these cones on the ground before they open, but they 

are plentiful enough afterwards. About 5 to 8 cm long and pale to dark brown in 

colour, they can be squeezed between the fingers and are soft under foot. 

• Wellingtonias (Sequoiadendrons) bear their cones in great, hanging, green clumps 

of 10 or 20 together, each about 3 or 4 cm in length; the small branches which bear 

them occasionally break under their weight but otherwise they usually fall singly. 

They are extremely hard and remain so even after they have opened, shed their seed 

and turned black, making them lethal to tread on. 

• Himalayan Cedar (The Deodar) – The Indian sacred tree ) has the most impressive 

cones of all. They grow upright in twos and threes until they reach the size and 

shape of a hand grenade, about 12 cm long and 8 cm in diameter. Heaven help 

anyone who is hit on the head by one as it falls!  

 



Once on the ground the Deodar cones open gradually from the top down over a 

week or two until what remains is a beautiful, brown, flat “rose” which (I now 

discover!) you can buy online as a home decoration! A business opportunity for the 

future perhaps?  I assume the ones sold online have some glue or preservative 

applied because the ones left to the elements here quickly disintegrate into 

scrunchy, woody “petals”.  An ideal mulch for plants. 

 

                               
                     ‘Douglas Fir’ cones.                             ‘Wellingtonia’ cones.             ‘Deodar’ cones. 

Other conifers, including our native Scots Pine and Larch, also bear different shapes and 

styles of cone, which raises the perennial question “ Why? ”  

Why, since all tree cones have the same basic function, do they not all look and behave 

alike?  If anyone knows the answer, I’d like to hear it. Meanwhile “Vive les differences”! 

 

Below is the latest [March 2019] photo of “Isobel’s Oak” in ‘The Parson’s Plock’ meadow. 

 

 
               “Lambing time” - © Isobel H. 

Small Plants 

As one would expect on mild days during the approach to Spring, this March’s wild flower 

count was considerable. Among the “yellow crowd”, the Celandines, Dandelions, Kingcups 

and Primroses came out in abundance (although the Kingcups by the Upper Fishpool are not 

as prolific as they used to be a few years ago); Daffodils are coming to an end. The white 

‘Dog Violets’ mentioned last month have never before been so plentiful, carpeting the old 

railway track, but there has still been no sign of the purple Violets either there or reported 

from elsewhere.  Other white flowers included Chickweed, Shepherd’s Purse, Daisies, Wild 

Strawberries and – half white/half blue – the Common Speedwell. Blue Ground Ivy is also in 

flower. Meanwhile, the pinkish-purple Red Dead-nettle (Lamium purpureum) first recorded 

in February has proliferated. In some parts of England this is known as “the bumblebee 

flower” because our bumblebees like it so much – and certainly there were quite a few of 

them hovering around it later in the month as the weather improved. 

 

 
Celandine, Deadnettle & Dandelion  



Most of the wild flowers of March were small, creeping plants under foot, not the bigger and 

showier plants to be found later in the Spring. They are nonetheless welcome as harbingers 

of sunnier days to come. The most recent exception to the “small-and-creeping” finding is 

this glorious display of Cowslips.              Much beloved by early Butterflies. 

 
Cowslips  © Isobel H. 

Fungi, Moss and Lichens 

There were not many fungi sightings in March and nothing new has been reported 

concerning Moss or Lichens (although there is still plenty of both around). However 

Coprinellus disseminatus fungi, better known here as “Fairies’ Bonnets” or “Trooping 

Crumble Caps” (What a wonderful name!) are spreading. They typically grow in large 

clumps on decaying wood but this photo shows a new group starting to form in a flower 

pot. They are allegedly edible but tasteless; I shall not be putting this to the test! 

 

         
  'The Fairies Bonnet' [Coprinus disseminatus ] 

Fauna 

With the springtime increase in flowers and leaves comes a corresponding increase in 

Insects, so let’s start with them. 

Insects 

In February we recorded the first Bumblebee sightings of the year. In March there were a few 

more Bumblebees of various types, so I’m pleased to say they have not been decimated by 

this attractive but effective little predator also spotted in the village, the Bee-fly (specifically 

the common  “Dark-edged Bee-fly” – Bombylius major - to distinguish it from the other UK 

species, although all the others are very much rarer).  

 
 Dark edged Bee-fly ©David G. 

Actually, the adult Bee-fly is harmless to almost everything, hovering round the Spring 

flowers and poking its long proboscis into Primroses, Ground Ivy and Aubrietia “like a tiny 

hummingbird”. Its larvae, however, feed on the grubs of nesting and solitary bees; I quote:  

“The female Bee-fly flicks her eggs towards the entrance holes of ‘solitary bee’ nests to 

allow the larvae to hatch in the right place”.     Hmmm .........  but I still like Bee-flies! 



And another harmless bug, the ‘Common Green Shield Bug’ (Palomena prasina), a native, 

sap-sucking creature which doesn’t do much damage to the plants on which it feeds, “even 

when numerous”.  It over-winters as an adult, but comes out to bathe in the first sunshine, 

usually on leaves but here on green Wellingtonia pine cones where it is well-camouflaged. 

 

     
The Green Shield Bug  [The aptly named ‘Stink Bug ’!]. 

Finally in this harmless trio, a ‘Bloody-nosed’ Beetle (Timarcha tenebricosa), a large 

flightless beetle, seen here lumbering happily along a Lyonshall resident’s finger and 

probably in search of one of the common plants such as Lady’s Bedstraw on which it feeds. 

It gets its name from the red liquid it spews from its mouth when it feels threatened, which 

is described as “distasteful”.  This one seems to be very content! 

Who knew?   Who is the unlucky lab assistant who gets to taste these things? 

 

 
Bloody-nosed Beetle © David G. 

 

Warning – not so harmless – Two queen Wasps, slow-moving but aggressive as they awoke 

from hibernation, were found within a few hours of one another at ‘The Old Station’.  {OW !!} 

Other insect sightings in March included two types of Ladybird, a native ‘Seven-spot’ and a  

young alien ‘Harlequin’, a few Gnats and Flies and a very early ‘Small Tortoiseshell’ butterfly. 

 

 
                              “Harlequin Ladybird” 

Birds 

There have been no reports of any rare bird sightings this month, despite the time spent 

outside in the sunshine. The Red Kite has been circling over the meadow near the Fishpools 

houses; Sparrows in their hundreds and Dunnocks have been chattering in the hedgerows; 

Blackbirds, Chaffinches, Robins and Wrens are abundant and there has been a certain 

amount of squabbling and fighting over nesting sites and materials. Blue Tits, Coal Tits and 

Great Tits are busy and I’m delighted to say that a few Long-tailed Tits have visited.  The 

Tits, in particular, have been taking an interest in our nest-boxes with at least three boxes 

carefully inspected and one definitely occupied by a Blue Tit before the end of the month. 



This particular box [Box No.2] had been occupied by Nuthatches in 2017 but this year the 

Nuthatches have obviously chosen a different nest site, although he and/or she has been 

back and forth to the bird feeders. For the first time this year the Tree Creeper put in a brief 

appearance.  There are still no water fowl except for a pair of Mallard on the pond at 

‘Penrhos Court’. As in February, the Heron did a quick check at the Upper Fishpool one 

afternoon before flying away “empty-beaked”.  ☺ 

There have, however, been two “bird behaviour” sightings of interest. First was a family of 

Buzzards on the day of the Spring Solstice. At mid-morning the air temperature was 22.7c 

in the sun – very warm for March - and there was almost no wind. High up in the sky was an 

adult Buzzard  watching while three young Buzzards, squeaking and squawking, circled 

around below the parent bird, climbing slowly and apparently learning to ride the thermals. 

Beautiful and impressive. Far less edifying was the sight of ‘Claud’, this year’s “resident 

Cock Pheasant” at ‘The Old Station’, being chased away from getting a quick snack from 

below the bird feeders by a Brown Rat, not a tenth of Claud’s size   –   the big “wuss” ! 

    Which segues nicely into 

Mammals 

Despite the best efforts of my “Irish Tinker’s Terrier”, the fields and hedgerows are running 

with Rabbits; at the moment these seem to be adults only but no doubt the youngsters will 

appear soon enough. Similarly with the Brown Rats. No reports of any other mammals 

(excluding pets and farm animals, of course) except for... 

Grey Squirrels! 

 

I have tried very hard – honestly! – to follow the approved approach to this alien [imported 

from North America in the 1700s] grey Squirrel  (Sciurius cariolinensis) and condemn them. I 

know that they carry a disease which is harmful to our native Red Squirrel. I know that they 

are generally bigger, tougher and more effective at foraging than our Red Squirrels (Sciurus 

vulgaris).  I know that they damage trees and plants and that they “steal” all of our Hazel 

nuts. I know all these things. But Squirrels make me laugh ☺ and I admire their ingenuity 

and their chutzpah. So, so far as I’m concerned, they can stay. And I’m delighted to discover 

that at least one other person in Lyonshall agrees with me. Look at this little hungry fellow, 

caught in the act of retrieving its cob-nuts by uprooting a much cared-for strawberry plant: 

 

.  
     The “Shadow tailed” squirrel © Debby E. 

How can you not admire his/her confidence?  The strawberry plant’s potential owner 

described it as “playing statues” [or ‘Grandmother’s Footsteps’ ] with her!  It is worth noting  

also that grey squirrels show quite a lot of colour variation and are rarely, if ever, plain grey 

all over. They do have grey and white tails and they often have brown, russet or ginger coats 

[hence their correct name of the “Shadow Tailed ” squirrel].  A more recent introduction, now 

found in Hertfordshire and considered more aggressive than the grey [Shadow Tailed  ]  

squirrel is the “Black Squirrel ”, but they don’t seem to have reached Herefordshire yet... 

 

Or have they? 

 



Fish, Reptiles and Amphibians 

 

I was astonished and delighted to receive the pictures below mid-month in March. 

 

     
An early ‘Fishpools’ visitor  -  © Shaun P. 

 

This is a male Common Lizard (Zootoca vivpara), roughly 17 cm (7 inches) long with a yellow 

spotted underbelly. It must have just come out of hibernation, a little earlier than usual but 

probably in response to the unusually warm weather. These Lizards mate in April or May and 

give birth to live young in about July. They generally prefer heath and moorland to the wet 

clay of Herefordshire but I have seen them here once, several summers ago, sunning 

themselves on a wall – never before this early and never apparently on a window-ledge! 

Trying to get in to the central heating?  Despite their name they are, in fact, not-so-

common and are a Protected Species. 

 

No fish or amphibian news this March; hopefully more in April. 

Lyonshall Weather in March 

 
 

March 2019 was an odd month by any standards.  It started as usual with two North Atlantic 

storms - which brought near “Gale Force” winds, heavy rain and occasional sunny days but 

then - after “The Spring Solstice” on the 20th of March - it became like any early English 

Summer!  Everything in our ‘flora & fauna’ world took off.  The birds sang and the blossoms 

bloomed!  The Camellias were the finest that we have seen in years and the temperature 

rose to over 25c in the sun and 17c in the shade.  Throughout the whole month it had been 

warmer than average.  Where were the frosts, snows and freezing temperatures of last year?  

MMmmm ?        As the old folklore saying goes:  “Ash before Oak we are in for a soak”  !!!!!!!! 

 

 



Acceptance, Defiance or resignation? 

 

It was the “Grey” squirrel that did it! It made me ask myself at what point we accept non-

native species as a standard part of UK wildlife, which non-native species really need to be 

eradicated and under what circumstances non-natives should be tolerated if not 

encouraged. When do we acknowledge an imported animal or plant as being “naturalised”? 

What are the pros and cons of “re-wilding” and of reintroducing once-native wildlife that 

has now become extinct in Britain? And, of course, do I feel guilty about the British wildlife 

we introduced overseas, whether deliberately or accidentally, to sometimes devastating 

effect?  (The classic example of this is the humble Rabbit; introduced into England by the 

Normans in the 12th century for its fur and meat, it soon went feral and became a pest; then 

we introduced it (accidentally?) into Australia in the 19th century and by the early 20th 

century the Rabbit population had grown into billions and become a “plague”)  

It’s a complex subject to which I have no consistent answers. 

It is all too easy to think this debate doesn’t apply to Lyonshall.  I have declared my stand on 

the Grey Squirrel, although I can understand the opposite point of view. I love the little 

Muntjac Deer but many landowners don’t. American Crayfish in our streams? – yes, I think 

they probably should be eradicated while we still have a native Crayfish population. Brown 

Rats, which came in from Asia on the trading ships 300 years ago? I wish we could eradicate 

them, although so long as they stay outside they don’t worry me much. I am delighted at the 

growing population here of Polecats and of the successfully -reintroduced Red Kites, but 

other animals and birds are far more controversial. We love our Otters; would we feel the 

same way about Beavers? So far as I know, no-one is thinking of reintroducing Lynx or 

Wolves into Herefordshire, but the problematical Wild Boar in the Forest of Dean are close by 

and increasing in numbers rapidly... 

As to plants, I shall continue to “fight the good fight” against Japanese Knotweed and 

Himalayan Balsam [Now is the time to pull it up!], both introduced by our ‘Victorian’ 

forbears with the very best of intentions because of their decorative value but both are 

destructive – as We ‘New Elizabethans’ know now. On the other hand, many of the trees and 

shrubs around The Parish were Victorian introductions and they are still welcomed and 

celebrated.  [“look around you”]  As to garden plants and flowers, probably fifty per cent or 

more are imports from all over the world but I “wouldn’t be without them” even though I 

know many don’t provide habitats or feedstuffs for our birds, bees and pollinating insects. 

 

I suppose my conclusions, unsatisfactory though they are, are that henceforth we should 

neither lose ‘wanted’  wildlife nor gain ‘unwanted’ wildlife by default. We can not turn back 

the clock but we can be mindful of the future. Lyonshall should be as good an example of 

rural England in the twenty-first century as it can be. 

We live in a wonderful example of England’s heritage and bounty. 

ENJOY!  ☺ 
 

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

jcvqa@btinternet.com 
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