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The Villagers’ ‘Christmas Lights’ in “The Community of Lyonshall”.  December 2021. 

 
Good riddance to 2021!  It has been a year of turmoil -- hopes raised and dashed, 

opportunities missed and taken, blame and compliments,                                                  
“the good, the bad and the ugly”. 

December encapsulated the year, starting with the aftermath of one very bad storm (Arwen) 

and the passage of a smaller storm (Barra) and then switching to a mild grey calm in which 

flowers bloomed early, birds sang and sleepy Hedgehogs were tempted out of hibernation, 

hopefully to return there “P.D.Q.”  Normally at this time of year I would be pontificating 

about future plans; this time I haven’t a clue what the future holds or whether there are any 

sensible plans. So I’m just going to summarise the December wildlife here, make a couple of 

general comments and then put a full stop to 2021. This may be a short issue...   

 

 
Flora 

As mentioned above, December saw the destruction of several trees in the storms, including 

one of our two big hybrid  ‘Black’ Lombardy Poplars (‘Poplus seotina ’) which have graced 

our medieval ‘Upper Fishpool’ for many years. In its fall from the central island it took down 

surrounding Willows and other trees and shrubs so that the pool is now half-hidden under 

an enormous tangle of roots, trunks and branches. “Beware its wild beauty”. Clearance will 

now be a major task requiring professional equipment and much expertise.  The medieval 

Monastic fish pond [recorded over 600 years ago] is now a dangerous, soggy, silted-up bog. 



        
                                      The ‘fallen’ Poplar Tree         &        The ‘silted-up’ Fish Pool.                                  

More cheerfully  ☺ , both wild and garden flowers have come out exceptionally early. I 

mentioned last month some plants in flower which might be early for Spring or late for last 

Autumn but the December sightings are definitely harbingers of the year to come – Wych 

Hazel, a pretty wild Primrose and the first Celandine. 

 

               
     ‘Christmas Rose’.              ‘Wych Hazel’.          ‘Primrose’ © Nick & Debbie S.          Celandine. 

 

It’s rare in my experience but for once I can report having a “Christmas Rose” (Hellebore) in 

flower at Christmas  !  It is not very unusual to see Wych Hazel at Christmas and I notice I 

have recorded it in previous years. But the Primrose is quite exceptional, almost symbolic of 

March and April, and the Celandine has its own “Day” – February 21st - when Gilbert White, 

the author of The Natural History of Selborne, recorded its usual first appearance there in 

1795. The shiny stars of the Lesser Celandine were also a favourite of William Wordsworth 

who penned the couplet: 

 

“There’s a flower that shall be mine 

‘Tis the little Celandine”. 

 

(Oh dear, William – not your best work!  You should have stuck to Daffodils and 

Tintern Abbey) 

 

Other early garden flowers include my Escallonia, flowering constantly since the second 

week of December although it’s “officially” a summer-flowering shrub and Wintersweet and 

Daphne {bholua} at Holme Marsh, both of which normally blossom in late January/early 

February.  

My winter-flowering Honeysuckle is also out – a sprawling, uninteresting bush with tiny 

white flowers which are easy to miss except for the fact that they have a powerful sweet 

scent – and this led me to check on the other flowering shrubs I’ve just mentioned. Sure 

enough, they are all strongly scented. The Escallonia has a woody, spicy smell which is 

almost addictive; the others have a more “floral fragrance”, as the perfume-makers would 

say. Hence the appeal to winter pollinators? 



For full news of the ‘Perry Pear’ trees which Isobel Hutton has been recording 

this year, please see the Annex to this issue. 

 

And finally, the Spring-flowering bulbs – both those which have been here for years and the 

ones I planted last October – are all poking up their first shoots. I tell myself flower bulbs 

are near indestructible (except by mice) and so I’m looking forward to a blaze of colour in 

two or three months’ time, even if I have to live through a lot more grey first. 

 

Fungi 

Talking of colour...It’s not usually top of my list of attributes when discussing fungi but a 

little “turkey tail” (Coriolus versicolor) growing on some dead dogwood caught my eye 

because it was a particularly attractive purple. We have seen turkey tail fungi many times 

before and it’s quite widespread on old wood in shades of brown and beige, but the purple 

is new, at least in our garden! I wonder whether the host wood has any relevance? 

 

          
             ‘Turkey tail’.                      ‘Bonnet’ Mycena. 

 

There were a few other fungi sightings in December but not as many as I expected and I am 

slightly ashamed to say that I photographed only one other – this small rather washed out 

“Bonnet” mycena  growing decoratively on a woodpile. 

Neither of these fungi has any culinary value and although the “turkey tail” is said to have 

medicinal properties I certainly wouldn’t advise trying it without well-qualified professional 

advice. 

However, on the subject of fungi, I am very grateful to Nick Spencer for drawing my 

attention to the book “Entangled Life” by Merlin Sheldrake and equally grateful to my 

partner, John, for buying it for me as a Christmas Stocking filler!  It is not often that a 

scientific work gets the enthusiastic write-ups from specialist and non-specialist readers 

that “Entangled Life” has attracted and it is good to be absorbed in a complex subject 

without feeling defeated by a failure to study it for the last 50 years. I have already enjoyed 

the early chapters and will read it to the end.  Expect interesting quotes in future Country 

Diaries but not a brief synopsis! 

 

Fauna 

December is not a great month for seeing rare or unusual wildlife and this December was no 

exception! The only “rare” creature seen was an Insect, a very unassuming little Moth, the 

Paignton Snout (Hypena obesalis), “a rare migrant species to southern England” from the 

mountainous areas of central Europe, which appeared on our garden room window early in 



the month and is nowhere near so glamorous as this enhanced photo might suggest!  It 

over-winters as an adult and its larvae feed on nettles but have not been seen in UK so this 

one was probably not the first (or last) of a great British “Paignton Snout” influx.  

 

      
“Enhanced” Paignton Snout Moth & “as is”! 

 

Still, all insect sightings this year, when there have been so few around, are welcome. Other 

insect sightings were behavioural and probably relate to the unseasonal warm weather – 

several queen Wasps emerging from hibernation and flying in the middle of the month and a 

few large Bumblebees among the Mahonia flowers at about the same time –note the high 

temperatures around December 15th on the Lyonshall Weather Chart below. 

The Birds recorded were also not rare but behaving in ways that were not entirely expected. 

For example, one of our local farmers remarked on the large number of Wood-pigeons (`a 

flock about 500 strong’) on his oilseed rape fields. He wasn’t “seeing things”!  A bit of desk 

research with the British Trust for Ornithology   has revealed that the number of Wood-

pigeons has been rising rapidly for the last 10 years or so and that in some areas, as a 

percentage of garden birds, they are only just behind Blue Tits and Blackbirds who are at the 

top of the league table! The reason?  Oilseed rape, producing “fresh greens to eat 

throughout the Winter”. As a result of this plentiful supply, Wood-pigeons will nest well into 

late Autumn and their young will fledge in every month of the year, with “our garden” Wood-

pigeons joining the flocks until Spring. All the usual bird deterrents have been tried, so far 

without success...  {‘Pigeon Pie’ anyone?} 

Then there’s the Greater Spotted Woodpecker, once heard often but seen only occasionally 

during the Summer on bird-feeders, but this year reported in December on feeders across 

the Parish and, unusually, on fat-balls. Are they becoming less wary of humans? The photos 

from ‘Elsdon’ show a female woodpecker at the feeder and male sharing it with a Great Tit. 

   

              
             Greater Spotted Woodpeckers & Great Tit © Jane G.                   ‘Parson Blackbird’ © Les K. 

 



The protective “shield” on a Woodpecker’s forehead, which stops damage to the brain from 

persistently using its beak to drum into wood, is also evident on the photo above. 

Pheasants, Nuthatches, Thrushes and Blackbirds were also prevalent in local gardens this 

December including this Blackbird with a small streak of white feathers making him look as 

though he’s wearing a clerical collar! Plus Great Tits, Blue Tits and Coal Tits on the feeders, 

Sparrows and Dunnocks in and out of the bushes and Wrens and Robins, often silhouetted 

on a branch and singing amazingly loudly. I am told there have been veritable dawn 

choruses at Holme Marsh towards the end of the month – surely a sign of imminent Spring? 

 

And so to Mammals.  I mentioned last month that several species recorded in Lyonshall in 

the early years of this Diary had not been noted since and I might return to that question 

next year - to quote myself “Perhaps in January I will make a list of animals to look for 

specially in 2022” ! But meanwhile I was delighted to hear that a small group of 5 Roe Deer 

have been seen in the Parish, the largest group of Deer noted for a long time. 

Otherwise, mammal sightings have been “the usual suspects”, principally Rabbits and 

Squirrels. We have an abundance ( Farmers might say a plague ) of Squirrels this year, large 

and small. They rob the bird feeders, damage sapling trees, scatter nutshells round like 

litter-louts and swear at passers-by – but they are disarmingly cute !  That is not a scientific 

description but until the owls, bad weather or someone with a well-aimed shotgun reduces 

the Squirrel population we might as well enjoy their antics!  Here is a selection of photos of 

local Squirrels in December plus a Canadian Squirrel called “Squeak ” who is much-loved by 

our reader in British Columbia (by The US Alaskan border), formerly a resident of this Parish. 

 

     
      ‘Squirrels in the Parish’ © Jane G.                  ‘Squirrels in the Village’ @ The Old Station. 

News from our Canadian Cousins. 
 

There being no fish or amphibian news:  Here is an ‘Overseas Report’ from our Squirrel 

reporter “Squeak” in British Columbia, Canada [BC.C - not B.B.C.] : 

Cold off the press from the Alaskan Border:  “It is cold and snowing hard – and The Wild 

Geese have flown South East for The Winter. Expect them honking and ‘formation flying’ 

overhead any time soon”.  Must go now – hibernation calls.  “Squeak”.  [ December 2021] 
 

          
“Squeak” & The Canada Geese ready to Fly © Penny H.  



 Lyonshall Weather in December 

  

 
 

Well, what can you say?  The November storm brought high winds, power cuts and tree 

damage.  The only December storm brought nothing much more than more rain!  However, 

December was not as wet as you might think.  In fact it was about ⅓ dryer than the average 

expected rainfall.  Not only that, the temperature reached a record high for December on 

the 31st of the month and it only fell below the average expected on 5 out of 31 days.  The 

Winter Solstice brought our lowest temperature at 2c whereas the lowest we might have 

expected was 1.3c.   However:  December was a grey, a damp and a very boring month. . 

 

Forthcoming Events 

I had hoped to be able to give a list of forthcoming events in 2022 in this December issue of 

the Lyonshall Country Diary but Christmas, the complexities and uncertainties surrounding 

the pandemic and many other considerations have made this impossible. No doubt the 

Wildlife Trust, Woodlands Trust, Plantlife and similar organisations will be in touch again 

soon so that I can pass on relevant information as quickly as possible. 

 

Comment 

I have done a lot of musing over the last few weeks and read or heard a lot of other people’s 

comments in the national and local media. Two thoughts have kept on surfacing: 

The first is how much wildlife, the countryside, agriculture and all matters rural have risen in 

popular awareness over the last year, with both town and city folk suddenly hearing the 

beauty of birdsong or becoming interested in wild flowers. People are beginning to 

appreciate that “the great outdoors” is for everyone, not just those who want to climb 

Everest, explore the jungle or test themselves with extreme sports.  



There is a sense of well-being to be derived from being among trees or surrounded by 

nature, from “growing things” or watching a bird box. Long may it continue! 

The second, more sadly, is how limited technology is in this respect!  Of the five senses, it 

really deals with only two – Sight and Sound. It can’t reproduce Touch, Smell or Taste. I can 

write about the fragrance of flowers but can’t even begin to impart it; I can describe how 

garlic can be delicious when eaten but horrible to smell on someone else’s breath, but not 

actually transmit the experience. Touch?  It may be deliberate when you hug Granny or poke 

a hedgehog or outside your control – the feel of a breeze on your cheek, for example – 

either way, we can’t simulate it in print or photography or on a recording. So what?  

Those of us who live in the real world and have normal contact with our surroundings and 

other people will use our experience, opportunities and memory to enjoy the sensations 

which technology cannot provide. But I fear for those children and young people (it is mostly 

the young) who live on their laptops and mobile phones. They are missing so much.    

 

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

jcvqa@btinternet.com 

 

 
 

OTHER PICTURES OF NOTE: 

 

                                    
  Isobel Hutton’s 12 month report on The Perry Pears.    The “Yule Moon” 19th December. 
 

                             
 ‘Rainbow on Castle Weir’ Eric H.    The ‘Country Diary’.                   ‘Wych Hazel’. 

HAPPY 
NEW YEAR 

for 

2022. 
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