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  View from the ‘Lynhales Drive’ [ Bridleway No. LZ.4 ] junction with Footpath No. LZ.7 – looking north east. 

“All things seem possible in May” 

( Edwin Way Teale [1899 – 1980], American naturalist and Pulitzer-prize-winning author. ) 
 

I mentioned last month the joy of “discovering” a previously unknown author and this month 

has been no different, except that this author was also a well-qualified and important 

naturalist who, some 40 or 50 years ago, stated beliefs and opinions which present-day 

scientists are now endorsing through research (and presenting their findings in much duller 

prose). It seems odd to describe these views as “fashionable” but young adults are currently 

expressing them more and more here in the UK. A longer quote from Mr. Teale... 

 

“Our minds, as well as our bodies, have need of the out-of-doors. Our spirits, too, need 

simple things, elemental things, the sun and the wind and the rain, moonlight and starlight, 

sunrise and mist and mossy forest trails, the perfumes of dawn and the smell of fresh-

turned earth and the ancient music of wind among the trees.” 

 

This is surely, somewhere deep inside, why many of us choose to live in the countryside 

when cities would be so much more convenient!  Of course, those of us who are retired have 

a choice; sadly, people of working age usually do not and their experience of the country, 

and their children, may be limited to ‘days out’. It’s a complicated world we live in today!  

 

It would be easy to sink into a “Slough of Despond” about the problems facing wildlife in 

Lyonshall and elsewhere – loss of habitats, our water-courses and pollution, ill considered 

development, climate change etc. Fortunately the optimism of “All things seem possible in 

May”  plus the welcome signs of Summer, have led me to look for positives - and find a few! 

 

Flora 

 

Positive No. 1:  Having informed everyone in March that the Ash was before the Oak this 

year and so a wet Summer could be expected, I was wrong!  In May, the Oaks put on a spurt 

and overtook the Ash trees into full leaf, so if the saying is to be believed we can expect a 

dry Summer after all.  Matthew Parris, writing in The Times last week, is not my usual source 

of nature knowledge but his explanation – that “oak and ash are influenced by both 

temperature and hours of daylight, but oaks respond more to temperature, and ash more to 

light”  and hence the Oaks are responding to a warmer Spring – sounds highly likely to me. 

 

 



Trees and Shrubs   

In fact, Oaks dominate the tree-and-shrub news this month. They are now in full leaf, as 

shown in the latest photo of the magnificent “Isobel’s Oak”  in The Parson’s Plock, below:       

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 

 
 Isobel’s Oak – May 2019 © Isobel H.  

Regrettably, however, our ‘Lyonshall Tree Warden’ has warned us of the high risk of a 

disease relatively new to our County  - “Acute Oak Decline ” –  of which the most visible 

symptom is a black fluid weeping down the trunk. It particularly affects trees over 50 years 

old and it is becoming prevalent in the English Midlands and on the Welsh Marches.  

 

        
                                               A local tree affected by ‘A.O.D.’ © David G. 2019.   

For more information see the note attached or visit the ‘Forestry Research’ website: 

www.forestresearch.gov.uk/tools-and-resources/pest-and-disease-resources/acute-oak-decline/ 

 

The Rowan Trees and The Elders have borne a mass of flowers this year. These are the two 

trees traditionally planted to keep Witches away;   they seem to be working!  No other local 

tree news has been reported. 

 

Slightly less mainstream but still relevant, you may remember that I mentioned Oak Apple 

Day in the April issue after finding an oak-apple on the ‘Fishpool Oak’. Oak Apple Day was 

May 29th, just after the Whit Bank Holiday, and characterised by absolutely nothing in 

Lyonshall this year! However it is still recognised elsewhere in England, notably in 

Worcestershire, and I now learn that the Boscobel Oak, King Charles II’s hiding-place, which 

was damaged by souvenir hunters after ‘The Restoration’ of 1660, survives and that HRH 

The Prince of Wales planted a ‘cloned’ sapling nearby in 2001.   Lyonshall also has a history 

of damage done in the celebration of Oak Apple Day, albeit by drunk ‘Young Farmers’ who 

damaged the bridge over The Curl Brook and ‘broke the village Stocks’ in 1679 . Maybe it is 

time we started to plan for a resurgence of Oak Apple Day next year to liven things up a bit! 

(If you prefer “modern” to “traditional”, the charities Common Ground 

(www.commonground.org.uk) which supports local distinctiveness and Road Peace 

(www.roadpeace.org), which supports road accident victims, both take an interest in reviving 

“Oak Apple Day” – so it’s not just me !)  ☺ 

 

http://www.forestresearch.gov.uk/tools-and-resources/pest-and-disease-resources/acute-oak-decline/
http://www.commonground.org.uk/
http://www.roadpeace.org/


           
    Images for “OAK APPLE DAY” - 29th May – Herefordshire & Worcestershire. 

Small Plants 

Wild flowers were out in profusion at the beginning of May and by the end of the month new 

flowers seemed to be coming out hourly! For example, in accordance with “Plantlife ’s” 

suggestion, we set aside a strip of grassland between the road and our drive, an area of 

about 6ft by 20ft, leaving it untended and un-mown. By mid-May, in addition to Couch 

Grass, it was showing 11 wildflowers – the Buttercups, Daisies and Dandelions one might 

expect plus 8 others including Blue Bugle, Field Woodrush, Ribwort Plantain and the Slender 

Foxtail Grass. By the end of the month it also sported Hawk Bit, Knapweed and 3 more 

grasses not yet identified. I shall watch with interest to see what appears over the summer 

and autumn and I strongly recommend “adopting” your own small patch to see what comes 

up when an area of “waste land” is left to its own devices. (Bugle and Buttercups are also 

growing in the silt of the neglected ‘Upper Fishpool’ – decorative but dangerous to the 

unwary!).  It looks solid but it cannot bear any weight at all.  You will just sink into the silt! 

 

 
'Bugles & Buttercups' over deep water! 

Shepherd’s Purse is widespread as usual. It is said to act like a tonic for “liverish rabbits” – 

you might like to know also that it is “Rabbit Awareness Week” in the first week of June!   

Silverweed is now showing its bright, buttercup-like flowers and covers the paths in the 

orchards.  According to the new book ‘Vickery’s Folk Flora ‘  Silverweed, like almost all 

British wildflowers, has a great variety of names, mostly regional, some pretty, some ugly 

and some misleading! My favourites for Silverweed are “Midsummer Silver” (Surrey) and 

“Prince’s Feathers” (Lancashire and Somerset).  Elsewhere the first wild Dog Roses and the 

earliest Honeysuckle has flowered, as did Crow Garlic (same family, same smell but not as 

succulent as ‘Ramsons’ - the Wild Garlic which can also be found in the woods).  Red 

Campion and Hogweed were both in flower throughout May and in fact we were able to 

show “No Change” in these plants with the photographs taken locally to The Village and in 

exactly the same week over exactly twelve months.  Nature is sometimes predictable! 

 

                  
Red Campion & Cow Parsley in 2019 & in 2018 © Isobel H. 



Stranger still, when comparing plants from this year and last, is a ‘Foxglove’.  Foxgloves 

have come into bloom all over The Parish, as per normal here in May. But do you remember 

our oddly-blossomed Foxglove from last year which we named “Weeeeeed” ?   No one could 

explain why it had a pale-yellow circular flower at the top, above the usual purple bells (see 

below). This year we have “Children of Weeeeeeed  ” ;  two stems growing side-by-side from 

the same rootstock in exactly the same place, among other perfectly standard Foxgloves, 

one with a pale flat top and one with a wide pink circular top! “Weird  Weeeeeeds”  ?  I’m no 

plant-breeder but I shall be fascinated to see what this idiotic flower produces for 2020. 

 

                        
                  "Weeeeeed" 2018.               “Weeeeeed” 2019.                   “Triffid” 2020! 

According to ‘Vickery’s Folk Flora ’, Foxgloves have around 100 different common names in 

the UK and are central to a wide range of folklore, much of it very sinister - perhaps because 

of their digitalis content. (Do NOT eat them – they are POISONOUS !)  Perhaps the fairies 

really do account for these Lyonshall’s “sports”....  ?  Maybe Not!  ☺ 

 

Finally another “freaky phenomenon”! Early in May, on May 10th to be precise, the Dandelions 

and their “clocks” (seed-heads) made a pretty border to the path below the apple trees 

through the middle of the ‘Upper Fishpool’ orchard.  Just twelve days later on May 22nd, 

shortly after the orchard was mowed, a large heap of what looked like soft, dusky “snow” 

appeared on the paths – on closer inspection they were large mounds of dandelion seeds 

presumably blown together above the cut grass and the dirt of the track by a light breeze. 

These mounds had still not entirely dispersed at the beginning of June!  Just a coincidence 

of nature, human mowing and weather but it made me smile!  It was beautiful to see but do 

not try to blow on them and “count the time” as we used to do!   I tried unsuccessfully! 

 

           
“Dandelion Clocks” in The Upper Fishpool Orchard before and after the wind! 

Fungi, Moss and Lichens. 

I have not observed anything of note in this category in May and we have received no 

reports from contributors so we’ll “pass” on the category for this month. 

Fauna 

 

Not one contribution about mammals this month and very few about birds! In a funny sort 

of way I would like to believe that this is simply lack of observation – people not being in the 

right place at the right time. But sadly I suspect that Lyonshall, too, is experiencing the rapid 

decline in wildlife reported from elsewhere. Climate change in general and specifically the 

abnormal weather pattern in 2018 maybe?  Loss of local habitats?  The farmers around here 

are mostly extremely environment-conscious?    I just don’t know.   DO YOU  ? 



I just hope I am wrong and that before the end of the summer we will have seen various 

deer and Polecats, Hares and Hedgehogs, Badgers, assorted bats, Foxes, Stoats and the 

voles, Kingfishers, Swifts and Swallows – all the living creatures who used to inhabit 

Lyonshall two years ago but which have rarely been reported since.   Let’s  keep  looking. 

 

Mammals 

As mentioned previously, it’s Rabbit Awareness Week.  I am aware of lots of Rabbits 

(although I don’t think that’s quite what the organisers of the event had in mind – sorry !) 
There might be fewer than in previous years but I couldn’t say that with any certainty. 

However I have seen no signs of Myxomatosis so far in 2019. 

There are also an awful lot of Grey Squirrels, including several young kits now learning how 

to look after themselves.  

Otherwise, except for the occasional, ever present, Brown Rat there have been no reported 

sightings of any mammals at all this month.             Better luck in June? 

 

Birds 

Positive No. 2 The usual small garden birds have been busy nesting, hatching and rearing an 

early brood this May. The hedgerows are alive with Sparrows, Dunnocks, Robins and 

Chaffinches, many of whom are surprisingly undisturbed by the presence of humans, such 

as the pair of cheeky Sparrows who seemed merely mildly irritated when I began tying back 

the rambling rose around their well-hidden nest site! There are at least  four pairs of Wrens 

in our garden alone and a Robin nesting heaven-knows-where but it certainly isn’t in the 

specially-designed–for-robins nest box bought at great expense from the RSPB. Other nest-

boxes are, however, occupied – mainly by Blue Tits, Great Tits, Coal Tits and the Nuthatch.  

Coal Tits and Greater Spotted Woodpeckers visit our feeders regularly and sometimes fly off 

with seed or nuts in their beaks, suggesting that they are nesting nearby. A now-rare 

Greenfinch has also been seen briefly. I also have a report of a Gold-finches in a local 

garden, which must be a delight; ‘The Naturalist’ has recently reported that they are now 

coming to gardens more often because we stock feeders with seeds all year round. No fools; 

Gold-finches – why look for ‘out-of-season’ thistles when there’s an easier food source? 

Just one shy little bird has been “caught on camera” this month – ‘Tree Creepers’, who have 

built a nest in an old gate-post near Penrhos and are now very busily feeding their young: 

 

                              
Tree creepers by their nest @ Penhros House. © Val McK & Les K.  

But where are all the summer migrants? I mentioned an early sighting of single Swallows 

early in April but no Swallows have been reported since. A pair of House Martins were seen 

on our telephone wires in mid-May for a short time and a small flock of birds – just a dozen 

or so – was seen wheeling high above the village on May 31st – definitely not Swallows, 

probably either Swifts or House Martins again, but they didn’t stay long enough or come 

close enough for identification. In February the press was reporting their early arrival but in 

May they were reporting their absence; the RSPB seems to be unspecific on the subject this 

year, so we need more local input! Meanwhile, I thought I heard a Cuckoo towards Holme 

Marsh at the end of the month. Otherwise there have been no new migrant reports.  



There has been some new activity amongst the raptors.  A Sparrow Hawk flew ‘fast and low’ 

over the poly-tunnels at The Lyonshall Nursery [Garden Centre], startling the people around 

by its aerobatic display, and a Red Kite hovered menacingly on a ‘thermal’ high above a pair 

of young Buzzards over ‘Lynhales drive’ - I think that maybe they had got too close to his 

nesting site because he never took his beady eyes off them until they flew away to the West. 

 

 
                  But still no water-fowl.... 

 

Insects 

Positive No. 3.  We can record some “new” bugs and beetles this year, as well as some “old 

friends”. 

The first “old friend” seen was a Speckled Wood butterfly. No doubt many more will appear 

soon. The second “old friend”, however, was less welcome – a Cockchafer or “May Bug”. The 

adult Cockchafers like this one, a female seen on a step, do little harm other than 

blundering around into windows or people; as adults they only live for about 6 weeks.  But 

their larvae can live underground for up to three years, munching through roots, so they are 

not popular with our farmers, especially those growing potatoes. 

Another really beautiful “old friend” is the Demoiselle damselfly, seen here by the ‘Curl 

Brook’ where I’m told they are abundant this year. And we have a new sighting of the Ermine 

Moth (soft and ‘white with black markings’ as its name suggests) – or to be more accurate, 

of the great WEBs its caterpillars make over shrubs to protect themselves while they feed 

before pupation. These are probably the webs of the Common Small Ermine (Yponomeuta 

padella) found on Hawthorn and Blackthorn. They actually do little long-term damage.  They 

just look awful ! 

 

          
Cockcafer  © Val McK.       Demoiselle damsel fly,                  Ermine Moth webs        &   Caterpillar  © David G.     

 

Newcomers to my records are the Hazel Leaf-roller and the Red-headed Cardinal Beetle.  I 

have no photograph of the Hazel Leaf-roller Weevil (Apoderus coryli) itself, a little red-and-

black insect, but its habit of rolling Hazel leaves for its larvae is very distinctive and the pale 

green rolled-up leaves (usually only half the leaf, away from the central vein) are actually 

quite visible within Hazel hedgerows once you have noticed the first! They are fairly 

common in this part of England and Wales.  

The Red-headed Cardinal Beetle (Pyrochroa serraticornis), like this handsome fellow, is 

much larger at 2cm,  a medium-sized predatory beetle which feeds on other insects and 

does little or no harm to plants though quite often found in gardens, It should not be 



confused with the Lily Beetle which those of us who grow lilies know only too well!  The 

“Cuckoo Spit” shown is caused by the “well named ” ‘Spittle’ Bug’ - as is the ‘Stink Bug’! 

 

                  
  "Rolled" Hazel leaf.        Cardinal Beetle  &  ‘Cuckoo Spit’ ©David G.      The Shield (“Stink”) Bug. 

    

Apart from the Speckled Wood, previously mentioned, there has been no change in the 

butterfly sightings since April – Orange Tips still predominate on sunny days. The Bee 

population is growing, however – Bees of all sizes and varieties, which is a good sign for 

pollination. I am a little ambivalent about the ‘Tree Bumble Bees’  which have decided to 

colonise in my office wall! Though harmless enough, they are very close to the door which 

makes getting in and out a high-speed action to minimise disturbance and ensure that they 

don’t come inside! I daresay I’ll manage until they die off [less their Queen] in the Autumn. 

 

Fish, Reptiles and Amphibians 

The only entry in this category in May was a White-lipped Snail – another “old friend”.   Any 

news from our fishermen and ‘River Ramblers’ for June?  However, we do need more water! 

 

Lyonshall Weather in May 

 

 
  (This month we have included the Air Pressure [hPA] graph to show how it affects us all.) 

 

Wonderful for holiday makers and families on ‘Half Term breaks’ it was another “Dry May” ☺!  

Less Good for our farmers and keen gardeners.  In our case it was “hosepipe out” again ! 



Yet another dry month.  There was a little rain in the first ten days but all we got was the 

occasional shower for the rest of the month and then, as they say, “you had to run about in 

it to get wet!”.  It was great for some of the wildflowers but bad for grasses and some crops.  

It brought on some of the trees but completely confused our native Oaks.  It would be 

wrong to blame it on “Climate Change” - because weather does not work in quite that 

simplistic way – but a trend does seem to be developing.  

 

And so to Summer... 

 

The Lyonshall Country Diary began in January 2017 as a record of the flora and fauna, large 

and small,that could be seen each month in our Parish.  Five years earlier the ecologists 

working on the Fishpools development had commented on the rich diversity of wildlife in 

the village and it seemed like a good idea to capture that in words and pictures to 

encourage appreciation of what a rural village has to offer. Now, two-and-a-half years later, 

the list is dwindling and the words of that Joni Mitchell song from the 1970s keep buzzing 

round in my brain: 

    “Don’t it always go to show/ That you don’t know what you’ve got till it’s gone.” 

Has it gone? Without reports it’s difficult to know. I hope to draw more accurate conclusions 

at the end of the year. 

Meanwhile perhaps we can persuade the widest possible number of people -- resident in 

Lyonshall or just visiting -- to notice and enjoy what we have:  And to realise that nature, 

once “gone”, cannot easily be replaced. Joni Mitchell’s song goes on to talk about “a Tree 

Museum ”  and that reminded me of a small article in The Times only last week about a West 

Country builder who recently chopped down an inconveniently-situated 90ft Californian 

Redwood.  Not only has he been fined but he has had to promise to plant a “replica”.  He 

won’t get one of those at his local Garden Centre and the logistics of transporting a live 

90ft+ tree plus its root system are mind-boggling!  If you’re taking on “nature”, engage 

brain first because, unlike a supermarket ‘Special Offer’: When it’s gone, it really IS - gone” . 

 

 

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

jcvqa@btinternet.com 

 

SOME OF YOUR PICTURES THAT MISSED “THE CUT” - THIS MONTH. 

 

           
     The ‘Tree Bumble Bee’ colony by my Office door.       White lipped Snail © David G.   The evening sun sets over ‘Cold Heart’. 
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