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   The “Hergest Ridge” hills.           The ‘Race Course’ hill.   ‘Kington Town’.  Mid Wales!    ‘Bradnor’ 

 
View from ‘Penrhos Hill’ looking west over Kington through the “Kington Gap” into Radnorshire.  

 

The start of a ‘New Year’ is an occasion when one ought 

to say something meaningful I think?  

So I’ve chosen a nice big word: 

 

“ENVIRONMENT” 

 

The dictionary definition of “environment” is “surrounding external conditions influencing 

development or growth of people, animals or plants”.  And, of course, the Lyonshall Country 

Diary is all about “the animals” and “the plants” whose immediate environment we all share, 

within or close to The Parish boundaries, but bearing in mind that wild flora and fauna don’t 

recognise those boundaries and our “environment” is universal! 

I think “environment” is a good pivotal word for 2020.  It encompasses climatic differences – 

whether ‘man-made’ or not, permanent or temporary – and the effect of the weather on our 

land and water, vegetation and habitats. It also encompasses ‘man-made’ changes to earth 

and atmosphere including changes which may have occurred hundreds of miles away – like 

causing last year’s great influx of Painted Lady butterflies but reduced inward migration of 

Swifts and Swallows, for example.  Above all, however, it embraces the fact that this Country 

Diary  is not a high-minded scientific study.  It is a small record which aims to share the 

fascinations and pleasures of our wildlife sights and sounds with those of us who see the 

same countryside on our walks or from our windows, or for those who may come to visit us. 

 

 And January 2020 has been an especially fascinating month... 

 

Flora 

Small plants 

 

January this year was quite ‘mild’ and, by comparison with our wet Autumn, relatively dry. 

Consequently a great range of small plants came into flower very early – up to two months 

before their usual flowering season in some cases.  Of course we may yet have the hard 

frosts or sudden snowfalls that I feared in December but they didn’t materialise in January 

so we had that extra mild month to enjoy. Most of the flowers photographed here are truly 

“wild” and native to England - but a few are self-seeded garden strays, no longer in receipt 

of anyone’s T.L.C.  and therefore entitled to claim their place as “Lyonshall Residents” ! ☺ 

 

 



      
     Early ‘Snowdrops’.                      ‘Flea Bane’.                      ‘Flowering Cherry’.                         ‘Garrya’. 

          
       ‘Groundsel’.                          ‘Japonica’.   ‘Periwinkle’.                           ‘White Violets’. 

                  
             ‘Primula’.                        ‘Winter Jasmine’.                     ‘Hellebores’.                                 ‘Pinks’. 

         
                Wallflowers.                        ‘Red Campion [standard].  “The scented ”  ‘Winter flowering Honeysuckle’. 

                    
& a ‘Red Campion’ [sport],         ‘Marsh Marigold’,        ‘Dead Nettle & Mouse-ear’  &     ‘Forget-me-not’  :             

.                                                                                                                                                                                  © David G. 

Among the January flowers is one I would have completely overlooked if it had not drawn 

itself to my attention by its amazing scent – the Winter-flowering Honeysuckle – a reminder 

to me that sight and sound are not the only important senses. For the record, the earliest 

Snowdrop to flower in Lyonshall was on January 12th  – reported by :  Simon Thomas at 

Lyonshall Nurseries!    “Wayhay” !!    “Spring is a cummin’ in” !        [ Maybe ? ] 

 

In addition to those plants already in flower, contributors have commented on extensive 

early sightings of emerging plants, notably the “Cuckoo-Pint”, also known as “Lords-and-

Ladies” (Arum maculatum). More about that when it flowers in a few weeks’ time. 



Last year “the cause ” was that we should plant or restore more wild-flower meadows and I 

haven’t given up on that ambition. (I have my eye on two alternative fields in the village but 

it will have to wait until the developers have done their worst with the topsoil !)  This year 

the plea is more passive – let lawns, patches of grass and verges grow and keep cutting to 

the minimum. “Do-nothing-wildflower-gardening!”   This benefits both plants and insects, 

particularly bees, and hence birds and other fauna. Sounds good to me! 

 

Trees and shrubs 

The effect of the autumn rainfall and January’s mild weather is less obvious on the trees but 

it is worth showing another picture of the lovely old Perry Pear Tree (Pyrus communis) in 

what little remains of the old orchard just uphill of the Memorial Hall (registered as an 

‘Ancient Tree’ # 188164  with The Woodland Trust). There are still one or two other old 

Perry pear trees in the parish but I suspect any revival of the Perry industry would need new 

trees planted. Perry is, however, creeping back into fashion elsewhere in this bucolic County 

of Herefordshire so perhaps our farmers are thinking about it also ........ 

It’s also worth showing how long and lustrous the Hazel tree catkins are this year. 

 

          
                     The ‘Perry Pear’ tree.                           ‘Hazel  Catkins’. 

Ferns 

This 2019/2020 wet winter has been great for fern-fanciers (‘pteridologists ‘) like me. Not 

only have more of the semi-evergreen ferns in my ‘fernery’ survived in full leaf but 

deciduous wild ferns have never looked better! The photograph shows two ferns – a Male 

Fern (Dryopteris filix-mas) and a Hart’s Tongue Fern (Phyllitis scolopendrium) – growing 

elegantly together among ground-hugging Ivy on boggy land surrounding the Upper 

Fishpool, as though carefully planted by some phantom gardener. 

 

 
  Ferns thriving in the sopping wet soil by ‘The Upper Fishpool’. 

Moss and Lichens 

Similarly to the ferns, the last few months have been good for mosses and lichens. In the 

photos below, the early-morning sunshine picked up the amazing orange of a Dust Lichen 

on old trees by the ‘Upper Fishpool’. Closer examination showed that the same tree trunks 

carried this orange Dust Lichen (Diploicia canescens), blotches of the greyish-white Buellia 

canescens Lichen and small clumps of the Tamarisk Moss, shown growing elsewhere in last 

month’s issue of this Diary.  

 



 
  ‘Dust Lichens’ shimmering brightly at dawn on the bark of the Silver Birch. 

These lichens favour hosts in nutrient-rich soil, which may explain their proximity to a 

commercial cider orchard. Also below the apple trees, where the soil is now very damp or 

even water-logged, are great tracts of two mosses growing together -  a Sphagnum palustre 

and this Lunularia conicum (also known as Great Scented Liverwort, although it is difficult to 

imagine such a tiny moss as “great” anything and it had no  discernible scent in January).  

But the prettiest lichen of January 2020 has to be this Trumpet Lichen (Cladonia fimbriata) 

seen growing neatly in the comfortable hollow of an old and long-dead tree stump. The 

reason for its name is obvious. Despite the excellent photograph, only readers with amazing 

eyesight will be able to discern the tiny brown spores round the rim of one `trumpet’ which 

will help to spread this little plant. 

 

     
 ‘Great Scented Liverwort & Sphagnum Moss’.  ‘Trumpet Lichen’ © Sarah C.  ‘Tamarisk Moss’ on dead wood. 

Fungi 

I have previously listed fungi under the general heading of “flora” because that’s how we 

ordinary mortals tend to think of them.  Purists will be pleased to see that I’ve at last given 

them their own sub-head, a reflection of both how much I like them and how important they 

are ecologically!  However, just two fungi for January – one a fairly uninspiring brown job, 

growing sparsely below the conifers which we’ve seen before – ‘The Winter Polypore’ - but 

the other is a very fetching lemon-yellow newcomer to us, the ‘Alder Scaly Cap’ (Pholiota 

alnicola) which, as its name indicates, grows on dead or dying Alder trees and other wetland 

tree species such as Willows. It is fairly rare but on the increase as Alders (of which we have 

many in The Parish) are becoming infected by a fungal disease. For the cooks among us, it is 

described as “definitely not edible”   and having “a bitter taste” – no reference is made to 

what became of the mug who tasted it but  -  please DO NOT TRY THIS AT HOME! 

 

                     
                          ‘Winter Polypore’ [Inedible].             ‘Alder Scaly-cap’ © David G. 

 



The next few weeks, if the weather is not too extreme, should provide some guidance on 

how plants are responding to seasonality and the effects of unusual rainfall and the lack of 

frost and snow. In the short-term, the early ‘Spring’ is encouraging me to get to work in the 

garden but my head is still saying “Prune and prepare -  but -  don’t plant out  yet”! 

 

Fauna 

The Woodlands Trust, through their `Nature’s Calendar’ project, have recently reported on 

their findings following last year’s mild winter, expressing concern that insects such as 

butterflies and nesting birds which were seen up to two months earlier than usual may 

suffer from being “out of sync ” with their natural foodstuffs.  It will be interesting to see 

what conclusions they draw following this winter of 2019 / 2020, if it continues to be 

warmer than average. At the moment, I have only had one or two reports of birds which 

appear to be pairing up and some rather early gnats and tiny insect sightings – nothing to 

cause any alarm – but it’s something to think about whilst we’re enjoying the weather. 

 

Mammals 

No unseasonal changes among the Lyonshall mammals! Hopefully the Hedgehogs 

mentioned last month are still hibernating peacefully. Moles, Rabbits and Rats are still seen 

regularly and Field Mice are eating the ‘Primulas’ in the poly-tunnels at Lyonshall Nurseries.       

.                     (Save some for me, Mice!  -  The prettiest, not the tastiest!). 

By far the most interesting mammal sighting this January owes nothing at all to the weather 

(probably). It’s a Grey Squirrel. We all have lots of Grey Squirrels but not like this one! 

Remember “Burgage Robin ” ?  The Robin with the white rump seen in Burgage Close and 

featured in last November’s issue of this Diary?   Meet “Burgage Squirrel ”, seen in the 

same garden in Burgage Close this January – an “ordinary” Grey Squirrel but with a large area 

of ‘White’ fur on his/her back.  

                                                     © Dinah & Dave A.  
                                                                        A normal healthy Grey Squirrel @ ‘Burgage Close’ but with “leucism”. 

Like the Robin, this Squirrel almost certainly has “leucism”, a rare genetic condition in which 

melanin, responsible for colour pigmentation, is inadequately or unevenly distributed across 

the skin. Unlike albinos, ‘leucistic’ animals have normally-coloured eyes and perfectly 

normal eyesight.  They are generally capable of living like the rest of their species, and I’m 

told that “Burgage Squirrel  ”  has several ‘standard’ grey companions. 

My knowledge of genetics is very limited but a trawl through the research confirms what I 

have always understood – that a genetic mutation can be inherited (the odds vary and some 

mutations can skip a generation) but what causes this mutation in the first instance is 

largely unknown. [White streaks in hair are known to be caused by “stress” in human beings 

but that is most probably unrelated to ‘Leucism’ in our native wildlife].  There is a good but 

lengthy article on the genetics of pigmentation in squirrels at: 

www.wildlifeonline.me.uk/questions/answer/why-are-some-squirrels-of-the-same-

species-different-colours  There is no record of previous sightings of part-white Squirrels in 

Lyonshall, so far as I am aware, so whether this particular Squirrel has inherited its condition 

or it’s a `first- off’ is anybody’s guess.  And what an astonishing coincidence that it should 

be seen in the same Burgage Close garden quite so soon after the sighting of another rare 

‘leucistic’ creature!   

http://www.wildlifeonline.me.uk/questions/answer/why-are-some-squirrels-of-the-same-species-different-colours
http://www.wildlifeonline.me.uk/questions/answer/why-are-some-squirrels-of-the-same-species-different-colours


Even in my wildest fantasies I don’t envisage a Robin and a Squirrel mating, so either there 

is some strange unknown environmental factor causing leucism in Lyonshall  or it’s a fluke.  

Please let me know if you see any other unusually-white creatures – we might just help to 

trigger a scientific breakthrough!  ☺ 

Birds 

The combination of the RSPB’s “Big Garden Birdwatch” and the general observation of our 

contributors has ensured a long list of bird sightings including all the “usual suspects” – Tits 

of all kinds including six (6) Long-tails seen together, Chaffinches and some Goldfinches 

and Greenfinches, Sparrows and Dunnocks, Nuthatches, Tree Creepers, Wood Pigeons, Song 

Thrushes (including one singing every morning on six successive days!) and Blackbirds 

(Lyonshall Nurseries are enjoying the company of a particularly friendly female who “waits 

for the goodies under the pots” as they move them around.)   And, of course, we have the 

other gardeners’ friend, the Robin, singing his cheery little heart out [It is normally a “He ” at 

this time of the year!]  Almost every observer seems to have seen a “Jenny Wren”. I’m always 

surprised Wrens aren’t on the RSPB’s list of common garden birds to look out for; do we 

have more than usual in Lyonshall? The Crows are thought to be pairing up, although we 

have a “ménage-a-trois” in the ‘Church House’ meadow! Starlings are “still on the flight 

path” from the ‘Nursery’ to ‘Holme Marsh’ although thought to be fewer than previously. 

However, two Red Kites have been seen simultaneously more than once and four Buzzards.  

There are several escapee Pheasants. Two Tawny Owls have been heard but not seen and 

the photo below, taken in local woodland, may be evidence of their activity, although it has 

been ascribed alternatively to a possible ‘Corvid’ [a member of The Crow family]. {Note the 

‘lead shot’ in what remains of the dead bird or birds eaten by this very efficient predator!}. 

 

 
   Bird “pellets.   [Note: the lead shot] © David G. 

Another bird widely seen in the area is the Great Spotted Woodpecker but here we have yet 

another mysterious local sighting – a Woodpecker with an extra-long beak, such that it can 

get at “fat balls” with the side of its beak but it can’t get peanuts from a bird-feeder. To my 

surprise the British Trust for Ornithology has been carrying out a survey called the Big 

Garden ‘Beak’ Watch  which is recording instances of birds with unusual beaks – long, 

crossed, with one mandible longer than the other etc. – and their website includes a link to a 

Devon sighting, a few years ago, of a Woodpecker with similar eating difficulties, as well as 

many different British birds with beak problems. Deformed beaks are usually birth defects 

(not necessarily genetic) and are rare in adult birds such as to this kind of Lyonshall 

resident) but will its beak withstand the vigorous wood-bashing which characterise the 

mating calls of the species?  It may use an existing nesting hole but young chicks don’t 

often survive them. This ingenious Woodpecker has obviously found a way to feed but will it 

find a mate? Please keep a special look-out for this Woodpecker – I like to think that we 

would all like to know whether it survives and how it gets on. [ Visit: www.bto.org  ] 

 

http://www.bto.org/


Amphibians, Reptiles and Invertebrates 

No reported sightings this month other than a few Earthworms quickly snapped up by the 

local birds.  Has anyone seen the frogspawn or toad spawn in our many wetlands yet?  

 

Fish 

No reported sightings - yet again.  

 

Insects 

The only insects seen this January were small clouds of Gnats and what appeared to be 

some very early ‘Pale Watery Duns’ (Baetis fuscatus), “tiny and fragile” mayflies which don’t 

normally hatch until May. At an average of 6mm long they aren’t very photogenic but I am 

reliably informed that they are a very useful indicator for anglers.  Trout love them! 

However I do have some evidence of some past insect activity!  I was putting my feet down 

very carefully as I climbed up the slippery steep bank outside my front door to prune back 

the rambling roses, otherwise I probably wouldn’t have noticed the odd-looking brown 

“rag”, roughly 4 x 5 inches, lying on the ground among the wet leaves and winter garden 

detritus.  When I picked it up it was clearly the remains of a wild bee’s underground nesting 

honeycomb.  

 
 "Burrowing Bees Nest" 

What sort of burrowing bee made this nest and where had it been before ending up on top 

of the thin, poor earth on my embankment? I hope to find out from the experts (perhaps by 

going to the Herefordshire Wildlife Trust’s  meeting on bees in Kington at the end of March).  

Whatever its history really is, it is incredibly skilfully made and ‘life-affirming’ beautiful. 

 

Lyonshall Weather in January 

 
 



   
      YOU  are   HERE!           “The Wolf Moon”.    “Brief Heavy Rain”.  “Sunrise on a Sunny Day”.    “Dawn in late Jan”. 

January has been a rather placid month in Lyonshall.  The only major ‘Atlantic Storm’ barely 

touched us and the storms coming up from North Africa missed us completely.  The erratic 

behaviour of “The Gulf Stream” is largely responsible for this [‘allegedly’] so ‘Storm Brendan’ 

brought some rain and a little wind but not the Gales and Snow that we suffered from last 

year.  We did get the benefit of the extreme High Pressure recorded in the UK on the 20th of 

January but that fell away quickly [as did the brief sunny, cold spell it afforded us].  On the 

whole a mild and dry month for us this year so we could enjoy the unseasonal wild flowers!  

 

The Changing Environment 

 

                  
                  “Lynhales’ Pool” by Lynhales Hall – a feeder pool to The Curl Brook @ Lyonshall. 

 

To reiterate the theme in the first paragraph of this Diary, above are the January 2020 

photos from “Isobel’s new series”, on “Lynhales’ Pool” – a lovely Environment  for trees, 

small plants, earth, water and all the creatures that live in them.  Although partly modified 

by man more than 200 years ago, it is essentially “unspoiled” and the wildlife in and around 

it is major part of our natural heritage. I look forward to seeing how it changes from month 

to month over 2020 and hearing what life it supports according to the seasons. [See Annex ] 

 

2020 – Diary Dates 

I was tempted to follow the picture of one pool in Lyonshall with comments about other 

pools in The Parish, the River Arrow and the Curl Brook, the numerous springs, silt, the 

flooding following recent rainfall etc – in other words, a great survey of local water issues!  

Lyonshall needs more than just a “sticking plaster” approach if we are to avoid continuing 

water problems in future. However, it’s a complex subject so I shall at least wait until after 

the “Go Wild in the Curl” progress meeting on February 19 (Pembridge Village Hall, 7.00 

p.m.)  I hope other Lyonshall residents will attend this because the GWIC group is more than 

just an organisation to reduce phosphate pollution for the benefit of developers. They have 

already done sterling work combating invasive weeds such as Himalayan Balsam and 

invasive creatures in our waterways such as American Crayfish.  It will be good to know what 

else is on the horizon. For details and/or to reserve a place  contact either of these below: 

 

Mike Williams.   Tel: 01544 318716   mike@wyeuskfoundation.org       

Lucinda Lewis.   Tel:  01544 318946  lucinda@wyeuskfoundation.org 

 

mailto:mike@wyeuskfoundation.org
mailto:lucinda@wyeuskfoundation.org


Events still to come: 

 

1. Big Farmland Birdwatch    7– 16 February – www.bfbc.org.uk 

2. Herefordshire Wildlife Trust:  Action for Swifts  –25th   February – Kington Primary 

School, 7.30p.m. – Entry for non-members £3.00 

3. Herefordshire Wildlife Trust : Bumblebees – 31st March – Kington Primary School, 

7.30 p.m.  Entry for non-members £3.00 

 

And finally 

OK – I admit it!  I’ve already broken my New Year’s resolution to do at least one hour’s 

gardening ever day!  But only by a little bit.... And I haven’t kept my silent promise I made  

to Nugget-the-Dog to extend her early-morning walks, but she doesn’t know about that 

and as the days are getting lighter her chance of longer walks gets better. 

Gardening and dog-walking keep me in touch with nature and the more I can do the better I 

feel, physically and mentally.  Both are great ways of noticing trees, flowers and fungi and 

Spring is particularly life-enhancing – I swear some plants are growing so fast that I can see 

them move!  They are fairly good activities, too, for watching birds and insects, many of 

which are surprisingly oblivious to my presence or that of the dog.  Only the mammals seem 

to be routinely frightened – I can’t count the number of fleeing rabbits I’ve seen!  

Fortunately for this Diary, and in the interests of the rich biodiversity on which the 

ecologists commented 10 years ago, other people living in different parts of the Parish or 

walking more widely within it add their observations as well – regular or occasional 

contributors who broaden the picture and provide information which is outside my 

experience.  If the rest of the year lives up to January, 2020 is going to be really interesting 

for all the nature-lovers in Lyonshall.  Great!  ☺        

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

jcvqa@btinternet.com 

SOME PICTURES THAT MISSED THE CUT THIS MONTH [January 2020] 
  

     
      ‘Storm 14th Jan.’    ‘Flowering Cherry’.    ‘Lichen & Tamarisk Moss’.    ‘Dawn 4th Jan.’ 

              
“Singing his heart out”!     “Wolf Moon” -2020.   ‘Tamarisk Moss’ & Tree Lichen.                 ‘Mahonia’. 

     
 Approaching the Village from NW.      The ‘waning’ Moon.      ‘Winter Jasmine blossom’.       Lichen by pool. 

 

http://www.bfbc.org.uk/
mailto:jcvqa@btinternet.com

