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View from “Isobel’s Oak” [Path No. LZ 16) over 'The Ladywell' meadow towards the Parish 

Church. 

Every now and then one discovers something new and joyous, quite accidentally while 

looking for something else or looking for nothing in particular. It’s the quality of 

“serendipity” and it makes a significant contribution to the Lyonshall Country Diary – a 

strange bug, an unexpected flower, an oddity in bird behaviour, something which I or 

another contributor notices for the first time which prompts curiosity and often pleasure. 

Without such observations this would be a worthy but very dull collection of information! 

However, what triggered this reflection on serendipity was not a chance finding amongst the 

Lyonshall flora and fauna but a quotation about April itself - to “shine in tears like the sun 

in April”.  What a lovely concise way to describe the light and the weather of this month, in 

2019 and every year! Moreover the serendipity continued when I discovered this was a 

quotation from one Cyril Tourneur – not a present-day American with French ancestry but 

an English playwright, poet and soldier of the seventeenth century who was very highly 

regarded in his time! I live and learn! It’s a good omen. 

And April “did not disappoint”... 

 

Flora 

Those of us lucky enough or wise enough to stay in Lyonshall throughout the Easter holiday 

period enjoyed the most glorious Easter I’ve ever known, though with just enough rain and 

wind to stop us from becoming complacent. Consequently trees came into leaf unexpectedly 

early and flowers appeared which barely saw the light of day last year. 

Trees and Shrubs 

Beech, Cherry, Field Maple, Horse Chestnut, Rowan, Silver Birch, Sycamore – almost every 

tree, native or non-native, came fully into leaf in April except for the Ash and the Oak which 

are greening more slowly, as usual. Some, like the Horse Chestnut with its big white 

“candles”, also have conspicuous flowers, whereas others are less obvious. For example it is 

difficult to tell from a distance whether the ancient Fishpool Oak’s colour change is from 

new leaf or from its fat, green, hanging flowers but a closer inspection shows it to be the 

result of both. Like the Hawthorn, now showing the first, creamy heads of may-blossom, 

flowers and leaves this year are almost simultaneous.  

                                                         .     

  Oak tree budding  .   Hawthorn &  Cider Apple. 



 

There are Elms, too, flowering in the Parish. Unfortunately the most conspicuous of these is 

by a dangerous bend on the A44, so I haven’t stopped to take a photo!   

Fortunately, “Isobel’s Oak” is in a more convenient position and I am indebted to her for the 

latest photo in the series. 

 
 Isobel’s Oak in mid April.  © Isobel H. 

 

Other trees are now bursting into life such as the Sycamore, the Apples and the Wild Plums. 

 

                    
                The Oak in late April.                        Sycamore.                     Wild Plum or ‘Bullace’. 

Finally on the subject of trees, I was surprised to fish a ‘conker’ out of a drainage ditch 

which flows down under the A44 from above ‘Castle Weir’.  How far do such seeds travel 

and do they retain their viability to germinate?  I’ve planted this one and will let you know. 

 

Small Plants 

As previously, the wildflowers were more significant for their early appearance than for their 

rarity. The first Bluebells were in flower by April 7th and the first Campion was out only a few 

days later; both were abundant by the middle of the month.  Dandelions, of course, were 

also plentiful and I love their cheery confidence (even though I spend a lot of time pulling 

them up in the garden!). Just look at the photos below. Forget-me-Nots remain prolific on 

the Special (Local) Wildlife Site  [LWS No. SO35/039] just below the Church and as shown in 

the photographs. At one corner of the low wall they have mingled with stray Periwinkles to 

give an even more intense display of blue. 

 

            
                        ‘English Bluebells’.                              Periwinkles.                          ‘Forget-me-Nots’. 

‘Cow Parsley’, ‘Hairy Vetch’, Fumitory, ‘Lady’s Smock’, ‘Lords and Ladies’, ‘Garlic Mustard’, 

‘Speedwell’, Wild Strawberries and the ‘Buttercups’ were all in flower at Easter or soon after.       

[It is sad to hear via the media that many children neither recognise the plants nor heard the 

traditional English names. How do those of us in rural areas who know them so well 

introduce them to the youngsters before both plants and names are “things of the past”?] 



        
Dandelion © Isobel H.      ‘Garlic Mustard’.                 ‘Silverweed’.                      ‘Dog Violets’. 

Though it’s not yet in flower, the pretty leaves of Silverweed are now decorating paths and 

rough grass.  I was also pleased to see – at last - one small purple Dog Violet by the Upper 

Fishpool, but they are very rare here this year. I had thought that these Violets might be just 

a casualty of last year’s weather conditions and would recover in time but the latest report 

from Plantlife, quoting the National Plant Monitoring Scheme, mentions them specifically as 

one of the native plants most affected by “unnatural and unprecedented levels of nitrogen”  

and which are being “out-competed by nitrogen-loving nettles and brambles”. There is 

certainly not a shortage of Nettles and Brambles in The Parish! 

 

Note, too, that  ‘Plantlife’  have issued another warning about highly-invasive Himalayan 

Balsam, now considered to be “more common in British woodlands than native wild 

flowers such as Bugle, Ransoms and Woodruff”.      Please – pull it up! 

 

On a happier note – serendipity again – I noticed a large, rough-leaved plant which had set 

itself on a patch of very poor ground among the pots of tulips and the like in a corner of the 

garden... Not an area where I would ever plant anything except in a pot. After a few days it 

bore nodding heads of starry white flowers, which I recognised except that I expected them 

to be bright blue! Borage!  More formally, Borago officinalis var. Alba. It has obviously self-

seeded but from where? There have been no Borage plants – blue or white – in this garden 

for the last 11 years, nor in any neighbouring gardens that I can see. It’s a mystery........... 

However I am grateful and have frozen a few of its flowers into ice cubes, ready to add a 

mild cucumber flavour to summer drinks such as a refreshing ‘Pimms’ later in the year! 

 

                   
 'White' Borage flowers can be frozen into Ice Cubes to add to your summer drinks. 

Fungi, Moss and Lichens 

No reports have been received of anything extraordinary in the world of Lyonshall fungi this 

month but I can record one remarkable event. Right on cue, on St. George’s Day, April 23rd, 

the St George’s Mushroom (Calocybe gambosa) appeared, in the same spot where it 

appeared on St. George’s Day in 2017 and probably for several years before then. It is fairly 

uncommon and similar to a common mushroom except that the cap is “often misshapen 

and generally retains a slightly incurved margin” and its gills are white.  It is allegedly edible 

and delicious. This year there were just a few smallish mushrooms and they lasted about a 

week before disintegrating. Maybe next year I’ll be brave and pick and eat them while they 

are fresh enough to look appetising! When young they can be eaten raw – apparently!  ☺ 

 



 

    
                                    The ‘St George’s Mushroom’  –  near to the Upper Fishpool. 

Fauna 

Have you ever thought that there must be something floating around the ether which brings 

a long-forgotten tune to the top of your mind, where it lingers, first pleasantly then 

irritatingly, for a few hours or a few days before fading into your subconscious again? I think 

there must be something similar with regard to “nature notes”.  Having reflected idly in the 

March issue of this Diary on the desirability of “re-wilding” and/or conserving non-native 

species of wildlife, suddenly these are topics of our national press and TV -- Grey Squirrels 

in ‘The  Daily Telegraph’, Rabbits and Beavers on the BBC etc, etc.  I don’t for one moment 

flatter myself that the national media are taking their inspiration from ‘The Lyonshall 

Country Diary’!  But it does make me think that concerns about Britain’s wildlife heritage are 

becoming more mainstream and edging closer to the top of the National agenda, as they 

should, particularly in rural areas such as ours. 

And most particularly because there still seems to be a dearth of... 

Mammals 

It is the height of Spring and the fields, woods and hedgerows should be busy and 

abounding with mammals. But all I can report to you are: 

• Rabbits – lots of them this year and the young are now joining their parents, 

especially on our next-door’s lawn!   Status :–  Alive and thriving. 

• Grey Squirrels -- a few, no kits as yet.  Status :–  Alive. 

• Brown Rats – “more than enough thank you”, a few youngsters poking their noses 

out of holes.  Status :–  Some Alive & Some Dead (now!). 

• Shrews – just two solitary Shrews this April.  Status :–  Both dead sadly. 

 

Please tell me that isn’t the full extent of Lyonshall’s wild mammal population in 2019! 

 

Birds 

But there are birds “everywhere” (with one exception which I’ll mention later). It is the height 

of the main mating and nesting season. The males are displaying their fine bright feathers 

and other attributes to the females of their choice – especially notable among them are the 

Blackbirds, the Chaffinches and, even more conspicuously, the Bullfinches.  Partnerships are 

being formed; so far we’ve recorded distinct pairs of Blackbirds, Crows, Song-thrushes, 

Jackdaws, Magpies, Bullfinches, Greenfinches and Wood-pigeons but judging by their 

behaviour the Sparrows, Dunnocks, assorted Tits, Chaffinches, Nuthatches, Robins, Wrens 

and a shy Tree-creeper are all paired-up too. The “little brown jobs” also make a lot of 

noise about their wooing, which is carried on with much to-ing and fro-ing in the hedges, 

but the Wood-pigeons are by far the most charming and romantic! Whatever their daft or 

very destructive activities at other times of the year, you have to admire their gentle, 

crooning courtship, with male and female nestling together on a branch, rubbing necks and 

“kissing” with their beaks. No doubt the expression “lovey-dovey” originated with their 

smaller and rarer cousins the Collared or Ring Dove (Streptophelia decaocto) but “credit where 

credit’s due”, the very common Wood-pigeon (Columba palumbus) knows how to treat a lady! 

 



      
A Greenfinch. 

All throughout April birds were flying round with bits of twig, wool or unidentified fluff in 

their beaks. One U.F.O. (Unidentified Flying Object) was found to be a Jackdaw with a load of 

sheep’s wool in its beak so large that my informant couldn’t see its head and it’s not certain 

that it’s pilot could see where it was going! (We found it could when it made its way to the 

only open chimney pot on the roof – ‘open-fire’ owners please note and take precautions.) 

 

 
“What the Hell is this?” 

 

No contributors have actually reported seeing a completed nest yet, let alone photographed 

one, but that reflects our respect for the birds’ privacy and safety, not any lack of nest-

building activity. A Tree-creeper has built a nest in an old wooden gate-post at ‘Penrhos 

House’, a Wren in a hole in a bank, a Song-Thrush among a stand of beech trees, Sparrows 

in a mixed hedgerow and a Blue Tit in (guess what!)  a ‘man-made nest box’ – all 

undisturbed! The only conclusive evidence of mating activity so far, if any were needed, was 

the empty half-shell of a Blackbird’s egg found at the very end of the month. 

Other Lyonshall bird news includes the return of a Pied Wagtail to Lyonshall Nursery, a Reed 

Warbler persistently trying to get through my bedroom window early one morning, and two 

Swallow stories :– One Swallow  “just passing through” on April 6th and another settling 

down on the telephone wires on April 20th, presumably the advance guard for a flock of the 

summer  migrants.  Plus the regular Red Kite and Buzzard sightings. 

There is, however, one less happy story about birds. I have seen two Moorhens this month – 

but not in the same place and not at the same time!  One was alone on the Upper Fishpool, 

calling plaintively but with no apparent response; in previous years a pair of Moorhens could 

have be seen guiding their flotilla of chicks across the pool by now. The other was making 

its way purposefully from the A44 roadside into the grounds of ‘Penrhos Court’, where 

hopefully it has a partner on their fish-pool which is being kept in a much better condition.  

 

As regular readers may know, I’ve been banging on about the silting up and overgrowth of 

the Upper Fishpool for some time; in April 2012 it was the professional ecologists’ delight 

for its variety of flora and fauna; now it has lost its aquatic life and consequently its aquatic 

birds. I have blamed the large and dangerous build-up of silt, leaving barely three or four 

inches of water, for this but it seems the silt may not be the only culprit. The British Trust 

for Ornithology has recently reported a 38% drop in the breeding population of Kingfishers 

by comparison with 2017 due to the “sudden freezing of shallow water” caused last year by 

the “Beast-from-the-East” severe cold and snow in February and March. Other land-based 

small birds have recovered; water-based birds have not.  

 



           
The medieval ‘Upper Fishpool’ shallow & covered in scum  

Lyonshall used to have Kingfishers and other aquatic birds on the Curl Brook and the Arrow, 

too; I shall be particularly interested to hear whether they are still around this summer. 

 

Insects 

There have been quite a number of early butterflies this month, but first let me mention a 

different example of insect activity – an Oak Gall!  Bright scarlet and shiny, it looked like an 

under-ripe cherry which had somehow become lodged on a twig of the Oak tree I was 

examining for early leaves and flowers mid-month. It was probably a Cherry Gall, caused by 

a plant reaction to the tiny larvae of a Gall Wasp (Cynipoidea), which will live and feed inside 

the gall for months, emerging when the gall becomes hard and brown.  

 

 
  An ‘Oak Gall’ on budding branch. 

 

Such galls and the insects which create them do no harm to the host plant [or to us humans] 

and are really rather fun!  “Oak Apple Day”, May 29th, was originally a festivity to celebrate 

the Restoration of King Charles ll, the ‘Merry Monarch’, in 1660, after his escape from Oliver 

Cromwell by hiding in an oak tree (May 29th was his birthday).  I am indebted to the authors 

of Bugs Brittanica  for pointing out that this “...must be one of the few national festivals 

in the world to commemorate a gall made by a tiny, nondescript insect.”  In all but a 

few corners of rural England it has now been subsumed into the May Bank Holiday – some 

dull bureaucrat’s imprimatur, no doubt! 

Ah well, we still have butterflies!  Orange Tips, Wood Whites, a Brimstone and a small blue 

butterfly, probably a Holly Blue, have all been recorded in April, to join the Tortoiseshells 

listed in March. 

Otherwise, April was a quiet month for insects – a few Bees, Hoverflies, Hornets and Wasps, 

nothing out of the ordinary or in great abundance. 

 

Fish, Reptiles and Amphibians 

I was all prepared to repeat my gloomy mantra about “no fish, reptiles or amphibians this 

month” when -- Yippee! Serendipity again! 

On the evening of May 2nd (Election Day) -- which for the purposes of this Diary we shall 

consider to be April this year – a friendly resident living in the centre of the village spotted 

this creature on her doorstep whilst she was on “Slug Patrol” !  She took its photo. Never 

before has such a unprepossessing creature been so valued! It is a GREAT CRESTED NEWT 

(Triturus cristatus), a ‘Protected Species’ since 1981, a ‘Priority Species’ under the UK post 

2010 Biodiversity Framework and a ‘Protected Species’ under “The [EU] Habitat Directive”. 



 It is illegal to kill, move or disturb Great Crested Newts in any way   so, whether you’re a 

“Brexiteer” or a “Remainer”, this extremely ugly “warty” Newt must be treated with respect!  

 

 
 Great Crested Newt © Hope T. 

 

Without a clear sight of its back or belly, it’s difficult to know whether this is a male or a 

female but I think we can be sure, in any case, that it’s not alone in Lyonshall. “The UK’s 

populations of the Great Crested Newt are internationally important” [The Wildlife Trust ] 

and I am delighted to know that we have at least a few here. They hibernate underground, 

breed in ponds in the Spring and early Summer and spend the rest of the year usually close 

to their breeding-pond on damp grassland or in hedgerows; which pond is “home” to this 

particular Great Crested Newt is as yet unknown. They were seen by the professional 

ecologists called in to review “The Fishpools” building site back in 2011 and 2012 but have 

not, to my knowledge, been recorded in Lyonshall since. This is a finding of real importance. 

 

Lyonshall Weather in April 

 

 

             
               3 Apr Snow.          9 Apr Misty.              13 Apr Hazy.        19 Apr Full Moon.        27 Apr Storm.  

 



 
Rainbow near ‘Penrhos’ © Val McK. 

The weather at Lyonshall in April 2019 was “different”!   Late snow at the beginning of the 

month caused minor damage to trees and inconvenienced some travellers.  Then it slowly 

improved through hazy sunshine to the best sunny ‘Easter Bank Holiday’ that any of us can 

remember.  Trees, shrubs and flowers blossomed, the birds sang and the farmers prayed for 

just a little bit of rain – but not too much. As usual it ended with a North Atlantic storm 

passing over us - but even that was not a major problem here in our rustic valley in North 

West Herefordshire.  “The Spring has sprung  –  the grass is rizz  –  I wonder where the birdies is” ? 

 

And so to May... 

I thought of a number of pompous pontificating utterances with which to end this April 

2019 issue of the Lyonshall Country Diary but you will be pleased to know that I’ve scrapped 

them all! I’ve just watched a fat little Dunnock fly off with a soft white feather in its beak, the 

wild Alliums buds are about to burst open and there’s something lurking under that stone 

over there  ...   I do love our English countryside in May.   

 

Bring it on!  ☺ 
 
Some pictures that missed ‘The cut’ this month: 
 

                                       
      The source of the Medieval   ‘Ladywell’ - recorded in documents of 1710 AD. 

 

          
  Fairy Bonnet Fungi.     Dog climbing up Mossy Tree.     Footpath LZ10A still blocked.     1st Bluebell - 7th Apr. 

 

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

jcvqa@btinternet.com 

mailto:jcvqa@btinternet.com

