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 ‘Bradnor Hill, Kington.    <-  The Arrow River Valley flowing into The River Lugg   ->  ‘The Heath Farm’ 

 
   The view from the top of 'Pen Rhos' hill looking North West into Wales  -  The 'Park Wood' is to the right. 

Goodbye, 2019 !   You gave us some great highlights:– the “Burgage Robin ”, fledgling 

Buzzards, a Great Crested Newt, the Scorpion Fly and the Bloody-nosed Beetle, beautiful 

Dragonflies, “ Isobel’s Oak ” and a whole range of weird and wonderful Fungi. But you raised 

a lot of questions, especially about mammals and fish.  I began my comparison of mammal 

sightings recorded at the start of this Country Diary in January 2017 with those recorded 

during 2019 and was becoming thoroughly depressed when a timely E-mail from Tony 

Norman arrived which assured me that almost all the mammals seen three years ago are still 

around in the area – just hiding from our contributors and cameras! So I shall postpone 

pontificating about loss of habitat etc. for the time being. “Fish” are a more complex matter 

however – see below. 

Welcome, 2020 !  Although this issue of the Country Diary records what we saw (through the 

incessant rain!) this last December, it is also time to make our New Year resolutions and our 

calendar/diary entries for the coming year.   So here are two important dates for early 2020: 

 

1) The Big Garden Birdwatch – organised by the RSPB and the British Trust for 

Ornithology –> 25-27 January.  This isn’t just for “townies” but it is for anyone who 

can see birds from their window, in their own or their neighbour’s garden! Every 

form returned helps to paint the national picture of birdlife, what’s plentiful, what’s 

rare, what’s increasing and what’s in decline, so please find an hour to just watch 

and count – it’s also very restful!  I confess that in 2019 the “Birdwatch” weekend was 

so dismal that there were very few birds about and I didn’t bother – shame on me! 

This year I’ll find that hour to log the birds in my garden whatever the weather. For 

more information see:     www.rspb.org.uk/get-involved/activities/birdwatch/ 

2) The Big Farmland Bird Count – organised by the NFU, among others –> 7-16 

February. This has a slightly different objective, namely to monitor the effect of 

conservation schemes being initiated by farmers and landowners. Several local 

farmers have taken part in past years but there are plenty of opportunities for non-

farmers with access to fields and hedgerows to take part too. Talk to your nearest 

farmer and/or download the details from:      www.bfbc.org.uk/take-part/ 

 

These are the first of the National Events for 2020 but some local “wildlife” 

events and activities are, or may be, in the pipeline. Organisers, please keep 

us informed if you want local people to be involved. 

 

 

http://www.rspb.org.uk/get-involved/activities/birdwatch/
http://www.bfbc.org.uk/take-part/


Now back to December 2019 specifically: 

 

You may have noticed that it was WET – at least up to Christmas! This kept most of us away 

from large stretches of countryside for a lot of the time and hence there have been relatively 

few “sightings” but it’s worth making one consolatory observation – I can’t remember any 

other December that has been so GREEN .  The Spring bulbs are well advanced (including 

the Daffodils that push their way through our tarmac  every year, as they have done for 12 

years to my certain knowledge); the Winter Jasmine is in full flower and a few Primroses and 

Wallflowers have decided it must be March whatever the calendars may say; but, most 

unusually, many of the deciduous native Ferns, which normally go brown and disappear 

around November, are still in full leaf, the first Hazel catkins are growing longer and 

between the stones and fallen sycamore leaves of the old railway track-bed millions of tiny 

wildflowers are putting up “cotyledons”, promising to become Celandines, Violets, who-

knows-what?  I thought I might find a quotation which included references to “green”, “rain” 

and “December” but no such luck! Laurie Lee talks of “rain-green grass” but then refers to 

roses in flower; Keats talks of “drear nighted December” and mentions “green” only as “ne’er 

remembered”; so our rain-green  December  is unusual in our modern literature and record.  

Will it be ‘clobbered’ by the coming frosts and snows in January, February or March 2020 ?  

Will there be a longer-term effect on the plants regardless of winter weather?  I wish I knew 

but I don’t, however I would be happy to hear from any of our local botanists [gifted 

amateur or trained experts] on the subject.  Meanwhile here is the record of what we’ve had: 

 

Flora 

 
The water from the ‘Church House’ fields. 

The photo above shows the regular standing water from the run-off in the ‘Broad Meadow’ 

which is helping to support some very green and healthy-looking ferns in mid-December. 

 

                           
                        Hazel ‘catkins’.                             Growing Lenticels!                       Wych Hazel in bloom.     

I reckon these Hazel catkins are at least an inch longer than the catkins were at this time 

last year!  Readers may also remember the “lumpy” Bird Cherry (Prunus padus) first noted 

this time last year, with one-inch diameter knobbles beneath the bark extending up the 

trunk from ground level. A diagnosis by The Woodland Trust identified these as lenticels 

due to stressful growing conditions and analysis by the Forestry Commission, thanks to 

samples sent to them by ‘Our Tree Warden’, stated that they were most likely to be 

sphaeroblast growths that form on trunks where buds develop but do not continue to grow.”        

 

 



Well, there has been a new development!  ☺ 

 

This December – a whole year from when the “blind” lumps were first seen – several of the 

lumps have put up shoots with typical ‘Bird Cherry’ leaves on them. The only possible 

change in the growing conditions is the greater rainfall, but that may be just coincidence? 

This obscure tree in our garden that I managed to ignore entirely for 10 years is becoming a 

real curiosity!  So much for the science but it’s quite an unusual tree in folk-lore too!  

Whereas in the ‘Black Mountains’ of Wales it is regarded as sinister – the “Devil’s Tree” – in 

some parts of Scotland it is alleged to dispel evil and a ‘Bird-Cherry’ walking cane will 

‘Prevent you from getting lost in the mist’- that could be useful on foggy mornings! 

As to the Wych Hazel, no surprises but by the end of December it had never looked better. 

 

Finally and fittingly, we are pleased to show the latest photo of Isobel’s Oak, taken on one of 

the rare dry days this month. This concludes the series which has provided an invaluable 

record of a single magnificent and historic tree over this year. It has certainly made me more 

aware of seasonal changes, instead of taking them for granted, as well as reminding me of 

the beauty of ancient, notable trees. The complete set of photos is attached as an Appendix.  

 

 
Isobel’s Oak  December 2019. 

I am “cautiously optimistic” that Isobel Hutton might choose another natural history subject 

for a monthly series starting in January 2020.  Maybe if I asked nicely?  ☺ 

 

Moss, Lichens and Fungi 

Moss and lichens have added to the greenness of this December. Fortunately I’m not 

particularly interested in lawns or I would have despaired weeks ago about the moss in my 

few patches of trimmed grass; however it’s soft to walk on! But on the trunks of old Willows 

and Hawthorns, such as this procumbent one, it is welcome, both as a habitat for small 

creatures and because it’s as rich in colour and sensuous to the touch as a deep-pile velvet! 

Mosses absorb water, creating and thriving in humid conditions which they need for 

fertilisation – and there are about 1,000 different species in the UK. We have previously 

identified this one as a Feather Moss (of which there are also several types!) but I am now 

wondering if it is in fact the Common Tamarisk Moss (Thuidium tamariscinum).                          

.        If there are any moss experts reading this, I would appreciate some guidance. 

 

                    
              Feather Moss ?                              Dust & Parmelia Lichens.   Dust Lichens & Fungi. 

 



Alongside the mosses December saw ever more lichens, mainly Dust Lichens, the kind which 

spread thinly but firmly over surfaces such as tree trunks and cut wood. Again, green is the 

predominant colour, though in many shades; this year I’ve particularly noticed silvery-

greens on old but live Willows and a pleasant yellowish green on my quite young fence 

posts!  But there are also orange, deep red and grey varieties.  These examples are in a pile 

of mixed logs heaped together many years ago as a winter home for hibernating animals 

and insects. 

 

                                      
                           Bracket Fungi & Dust Lichens.                                       ‘Milk Cap’ Fungus. 

 

On the same pile of logs there is also a huge profusion of the tough little Turkey Tail Fungus 

(Trametes versicolor).  This is not rare and we’ve shown it in the Country Diary previously 

but it is exceptionally prolific this year – and very attractive. 

December did, however, also give us one “new” fungus -- a Milk-cap (Lactarius), possibly 

but not certainly the ‘Spruce Milk-cap’ (Lactarius deterrimus).  By the time I noticed it, it 

looked remarkably like the remains of a wet brown-paper bag and I wasn’t about to climb 

over a barbed-wire fence to get a closer look or pick it! The name is derived from the fact 

that these fungi exude a type of latex when cut. It’s a large genus of over 400 species, some 

of which are quite common and some of which are edible, but the ‘Spruce Milk-cap’ is not 

one of the latter. Interesting, though, and another one for the long Lyonshall “tick-list”! 

 

There have been no other reports regarding trees, shrubs or wild-flowers to move on to 

 

Fauna 

 

Mammals 

As mentioned previously, I have now been assured that the range of mammals in Lyonshall 

may not be so seriously depleted as I thought, so I hope I will get more monthly sightings 

reports in 2020 – and, indeed, see more mammals myself in addition to the ever-present 

Rabbits, Brown Rats and Grey Squirrels. Meanwhile I have had three entirely separate reports 

of hibernating Hedgehogs in the village i.e. definitely at least three different Hedgehogs 

since the gardens concerned are many, many yards apart. Let’s hope they have a 

comfortable new year and survive to a pleasant Spring – and that there are lots more 

Lyonshall Hedgehogs around which I just don’t happen to know about. 

 

Amphibians, Reptiles and Invertebrates 

No rare December sightings in this category but – good news for the aforementioned 

Hedgehogs! – I can report seeing plenty of Earthworms, in the soil, under stones etc.  ( It’s 

good news for gardeners, too!) 

 

 

 



Fish 

I have not received – nor did I really expect – any December reports on fish in the pools, the 

Curl Brook or the River Arrow. However we all know by now that we have phosphate 

problems in all the tributaries of the River Lugg, caused by both inadequate sewage 

treatment and agricultural run-off. I mentioned this is the November issue and noted the 

work being put in to deal with the problem. What I did not appreciate last month is the 

severity of this pollution’s effect on the River Wye, into which our local rivers lead. It is one 

of the major contributory factors to a dramatic drop in Salmon stocks in the Wye during the 

last few years – catches in 2019 totalled 350, the lowest figure by far since records began in 

1941. To quote from Herefordshire Council’s recent “Position Statement” on the River Lugg 

catchment area “The River Wye and its tributaries are recognised as being of international 

importance for their unique character and wildlife, requiring the highest level of 
protection, management, enhancement and where appropriate, restoration.”  In short, the 

“Go Wild in the Curl” group and all those concerned directly or indirectly in minimising 

phosphate pollution in the Lyonshall area need our support and patience – for the sake of 

the wider picture as well as the Parish. 

 

Insects 

There are not many insects around at this time of year but we have seen three late would-be 

hibernators looking for a comfy place to spend the winter! Don’t be fearful - they are all 

much smaller than these photos might suggest! 

 

                             
.     Native Ladybird.                    ‘Rabbit Hutch’ Spider.                     ‘Common Green Lacewing’              

 

First is the familiar native Ladybird looking for a niche in the window-frame. 

 

Second is a ‘Rabbit Hutch’ Spider (Steatoda bipunctata), also known as the ‘False Widow’ 

Spider (and, as it happens, this one is female!) because it resembles the notorious Black 

Widow. (False Widows are not dangerous.) They are widely distributed but very small (rarely 

exceeding 7 mm in length) and make their homes in dry and dusty sheds – you don’t have 

to have a rabbit hutch! They build webs and eat whatever falls into them, often woodlice. For 

anyone who is deeply interested in small spiders and who has remarkable eyesight and a 

good magnifying glass I offer two pieces of arcane information – [1]  the underside of the 

abdomen is alleged to have “a most interesting pattern resembling the infinity sign” and [2] 

they can only be distinguished with absolute certainty from the ‘Cupboard Spider’ (Steatoda 

grossa ) “by close examination of the genitalia”. Just thought you’d like to know.... 

 

Third is a Common Green Lacewing (Chrysoperla carnea). These pretty, delicate-looking 

insects, with semi-transparent iridescent wings, live outside in the grasses and plants of our 

gardens all summer, feeding on “nectar, pollen and honeydew”, but unusually come indoors 

to over-winter as adults. However these charming little insects are not so nice when young! 

Their larvae are predatory and eat aphids and caterpillars – which is easy to believe when 

you look at an adult’s body as reflected in the glass, which has been described as 

“prehistoric”! 



And back to 

Birds 

 

The flocks of birds seen have been much as in November – Fieldfares and Redwings flying 

over the orchards and Starlings who seem to have mapped out a regular route between 

Lyonshall Nurseries and Holme Marsh, pausing at a chosen tree behind The Headland. 

Raptors recorded include Sparrow Hawks, Peregrine Falcons and a Goshawk towards 

Pembridge, Buzzards and a Red Kite and – heard but not seen – a solitary Tawny Owl and 

what was probably, judging by the screech, a sole Barn Owl late one evening, the sound 

coming from near the Upper Fishpool. 

There are no reports of unusual small garden birds or of any strange behaviour among 

them. Small groups of young Pheasants, all escapees no doubt, have been seen near The 

Ovals and in the Broad Meadow and a single male Pheasant has been strutting his stuff on 

the ‘Tellin’ building site – the security fencing is obviously a great vantage point! 

 

 
 “The Great Escape”! 

Otherwise, the only bird news to report is from two pre-dawn walks just after Christmas. 

The first encounter was the sudden sound of crashing and flapping as a group of Pheasants 

– this time about 7 or 8 – flew out of a stand of beech trees where they had been roosting 

overnight. I think they startled me more than I startled them!  The second was more mystical 

– the sound of a skein of 15 or 18 wild Geese calling continuously to one another, a 

crescendo from somewhere around The Whittern, then these graceful, powerful birds 

silhouetted against a pale grey sky as they flew in formation over the orchard, and then 

diminuendo as they went out of sight above Nash Barns. Where had they come from and 

where were they going to so purposefully? Perhaps someone knows who has seen them 

close to and can tell me exactly what sort of Geese they are? 

But the most welcome bird sound of all came at the start of the New Year from this little 

fellow – a Robin singing his heart out! 

                                         
Finally 

Two photos which summarise some of the main local nature stories of December 2019 – the 

green of thick Moss and Lichen on a leaning old Willow which has also been used by a local 

Owl as a feeding post on which to demolish at least one of our ever plentiful Wood Pigeons. 

 

    
 A fallen Willow Tree acts as a Tawny Owl’s ‘feeding post’. 



Lyonshall Weather in December 

 

 

 
 

My short-term memory tells me that this has been the “wettest December” that I can 

remember in the last decade in Lyonshall but my research tells me differently!  In fact only 

95.6mm of rain fell on our Parish which is just 13% more than in December 2018 - and it 

rained on 13 days as opposed to 15 days last year.  Conclusion – we had eighteen dry days!  

The worst rain fell as a result of the tail end of a ‘Caribbean Hurricane’ but on the plus side 

we missed the back-to-back storms that came up through Europe from Spain.  There is a lot 

to be said for living in our damp, shallow valley - sheltered from the worst of “The Weather”. 

 

2020 – “Only connect” 

I mentioned earlier the hope that local natural history event organisers would let the 

Lyonshall Country Diary know in advance of anything in which they might like our readers to 

take part – whether it’s exotic or mundane! We will be happy to mention it in forthcoming 

issues.  Communications in Lyonshall are currently rather poor for many reasons, not helped 

by the fact that this is a ‘big’ Parish in acreage, so the least I can do to foster community 

awareness is to mention anything which has a bearing on our rural life. We try to get each 

issue out on about the 5th or 6th of the following month, primarily reporting on what has 

been seen the month before but giving us an opportunity to tell our readers what will be 

happening one or two months ahead.  

Our Contributors are vital to this Diary and I am always delighted when we get a note or a 

photo, whether from an old friend or someone new; but people who are “just” readers are 

equally important. In 2020, more than ever before, I hope contributors, readers, experts and 

“natural history activists“(for want of a better description!) will “connect”.  Lyonshall might 

be small but, if we communicate with one another, why shouldn’t we punch above our 

weight on local wildlife matters? 



ALL CONTRIBUTIONS, verbal or photographic, amateur or expert, gratefully received at 

jcvqa@btinternet.com 

 

A VERY HAPPY NEW YEAR TO YOU ALL 

– PARISH RESIDENTS & VISITORS ALIKE. 
 

WE WISH YOU ALL WELL FOR THE YEAR 2020! 
 

 
 "25th January 2020 - 'The Year of The Rat'. 

 
  Rattus Norvegicus. 

 

Some Pictures that missed the ‘cut’ this month [Dec 2019] : 

 
 

          
  Saturated ground above The Village.         The “Fishpool Oak” in the Orchard.             Footbridge on Footpath LZ10A.  

 

         
 Cider Apple Trees with feet in water.             Yet More Rain!  December 20th.              Our ‘Polling Station’ on Dec 12th. 

YET IT WASN’T REALLY THAT WET!  ☺ 

 

 

mailto:jcvqa@btinternet.com

