
LYONSHALL COUNTRY DIARY 

 

Issue 62:  February 2022 

 

Lower Fish Pool.  Old Station trees.            ‘New  Street’.             “Cold Furrow”       To: ‘The Rhyse’. 

 
 Looking North-West from ‘Nash Farm’ between Storms Dudley & Eunice. © Debby & Ahmad E. 

 

Some months are difficult to love and February is one of them. It’s most commonly known in 

England as “February Fill-Dyke”, the bringer of heavy rain, and in its latter weeks this year it 

lived up to that reputation, as those suffering from flooding will know. “Black ditch or white 

ditch?” is a local proverb new to me, referring to whether the ditches are filled with water or 

snow, neither of which would be much appreciated in this house. (Dry Februaries, on the 

other hand, are said to presage crop-failure later in the year but I suspect the scientific 

evidence for that is a bit thin.) The Anglo-Saxon name for the month was “Sprout-Kale”, a 

reference to the first signs of cabbage and other brassicas, but since these aren’t grown 

much around Lyonshall I really can’t tell you whether or not they are sprouting yet.   

Filled with gloom and despondency, I was about to give up on cheerful things to say about 

the month just gone when I stumbled on a reference to “Fair Maids of February” and my 

spirits lifted, not just because it’s a pretty phrase but because Lyonshall has lots of them, 

especially in the churchyard – Snowdrops. They seemed late to arrive, as mentioned in the 

January issue, but came in abundance from around the first weekend and were still 

flowering profusely as the month came to an end. You can see why this section of the 

churchyard, running alongside the old tramway Wharf, is a designated Local Wildlife Site 

[LWS SO35/039]  and one enjoying better protection (albeit from our dead) than most. We 

received photos from several contributors and I make no apology for using a small selection 

of them. I was particularly enchanted by Isobel Hutton’s comment, that she “...liked the way 

the headstones had tilted haphazardly and the snowdrops had filled in the spaces”.  ☺ 

 

                    
Snowdrops by ‘The Castle’ ©Isobel H.      View from the Church approach &   Castle Weir drive © Jennifer H. 



So I shall continue this Country Diary with a few notes on other wild flowers in the Parish 

this month. In the category of “wild” flowers I include (a) plants which ‘set’ themselves and 

appear, unexpected, in gardens [the less-attractive ones being “weeds”] and (b) the converse 

– garden flowers to be found in the wild and in “public green spaces”, to use the 

bureaucratic name for little patches of land and verges. Daffodils are the most widespread 

of garden/wild plants and they came into flower in great numbers and very many different 

varieties during the course of the month. More about them in the March issue, maybe, when 

they will have overtaken the Snowdrops on the ‘churchyard wharf’ but meanwhile the first 

we noticed in flower was on the bank of the Memorial Hall on February 7th. On the same day, 

the first flowering Alkanet (Pentaglottis sempervirens) could be found among the churchyard 

Snowdrops. There will be a lot more Alkanet, too, especially along the A44 verges in Spring. 

Its leaves are coarse and rough to the touch and it will grow up to a metre high in great 

profusion, sometimes where it’s not wanted, but its forget-me-not-like flowers are the 

most amazing cobalt blue – I hope the neatness fanatics will leave it undisturbed, especially 

since it is very attractive to bees and is a good pollinator. Curiously enough, although I have 

always known it as Blue Alkanet, the reference books sometimes call it Green Alkanet and, 

like its close relative, Dyer’s Alkanet, its roots can actually be used to make a red dye! It is 

said that the name “Alkanet” is derived from the Arabic for henna and that Alkanet-dye was 

used in Europe instead of henna because it was cheaper - but more research would be 

needed to “confirm or deny” this. Another Alkanet cousin which began flowering at the end 

of February is Pulmonaria, also known as ‘Lungwort’ because of its spotty lung-resembling 

leaves. Pulmonaria offers a beautiful range of pink, purple, blue and white bell-shaped 

flowers in early Spring and I love it but I find that if I buy it for the garden and plant it very 

carefully it promptly dies, whereas it will pop up of its own volition in the most unlikely 

places! (It’s a bit like Buddleia in that respect). I am more ambivalent about Dog’s Mercury. It 

is an unassuming all-green plant, currently in bud at Holme Marsh but in flower below my 

trees, which is an indicator of ancient woodland so I suppose I should welcome it. But it is 

invasive and poisonous to most creatures including dogs (although my terrier shows no 

interest in it whatsoever.)  I have tried repeatedly to find out how it got its name. The dog’s  

is understandable because this signifies a down-grading from “better”mercury  plants, but 

why is the word mercury applied to members of the Chenopodium family, most notably the 

common weed “Good-King-Henry” which is neither the Messenger of the Gods nor a silvery 

substance used in barometers?  

I’ll pass on to a prettier Dog plant, the Dog Violet (Viola reichenbachiana, White-flowered 

Variant). Long-term readers will know that almost every year at about this time I bang on 

about the sudden and delightful appearance of hundreds of tiny white or palest mauve 

Violets on the rough ground of the old track bed, well before the larger purple ones. They 

popped up again this year, just one or two at first but dozens within a few days. And this 

year they were noted in The Times by John Lewis-Stempel, the author and nature writer who 

also lives on the Herefordshire/Wales border. He comments that the “dog” in this case refers 

to the fact that these little Violets are scentless (unlike “sweet” violets) and that they, too, 

are “an indicator of ancient woodland”. And no, they were named after a German botanist of 

the 19th century, one Heinrich Gustav Reichenbach  --  absolutely nothing to do with the 

Reichenbach Falls where Sherlock Holmes had his miraculously-non-fatal encounter with 

the evil Professor Moriarty!  [“Elementary, my dear Watson”!] 



  
 1st Daffodil - 7th Feb.      ‘Dog Violet’.        ‘Dog’s Mercury’.      ‘Pulmonaria’.             ‘Alkanet’. 
 

Also mentioned this month – Wild Arum (‘Lords and Ladies’ ) showing its distinctive leaves, 

Dandelions, Daisies and, of course, Celandines -- the 21st Feb was National Celandine Day. 

 

To segue sideways from the Spring flowers... 

I was reminded of the joys and perils of late Winter/early Spring by a contributor who found 

a Hedgehog under the leaves he was tidying in his garden and had to cover it up again 

quickly. I might be being optimistic but it seems to me that we have had more Hedgehogs in 

Lyonshall during the last year or two than previously. If so, this is excellent news and may 

reflect some deliberate creation of “hedgehog highways” between gardens and fields, a more 

sympathetic understanding of the importance of hedgerows and the advantage of leaving 

areas of garden “unmanicured”. These approaches to encouraging Hedgehogs were 

mentioned in The Times this month alongside an article summarising the latest report from 

the British Hedgehog Preservation Society and the People’s Trust for Endangered Species. 

The findings of their latest survey suggest that the dramatic fall in Hedgehog numbers has 

been stemmed in urban areas but remains at “between 30% and 75% since 2000” in rural 

areas – in which case, if numbers are increasing in Lyonshall, we’re “bucking the trend” since 

you can hardly call us “urban”! ☺ One of the possible reasons for increasing numbers could 

be the reduction in road traffic during pandemic restrictions; another, more controversially, 

may be the reduction in the number of Badgers due to culling. No one has reported seeing a 

Badger in the Parish to us for three or four years, although they used to be quite common.  

 

Moving on with Mammals - it’s nearly Spring and the first “Spring Lambs” have arrived in 

Lyonshall’s fields.  Reminder:  Keep your very well behaved dogs on their leads – PLEASE ! 

 

 
A ‘Spring Lamb’ in the centre of Lyonshall Village – Feb 2022. © Jennifer H. 



And this wouldn’t be Lyonshall without some Squirrel news. As previously mentioned we 

seem to have great numbers of Squirrels in the Parish this year, with a particular penchant 

for Beech trees if our observations and those by the Keelers at ‘Penrhos House’ are anything 

to go by. Mr Keeler mentions that their Squirrels, although playful, can be quite aggressive 

to one another; here at ‘The Old Station’ the aggression, when all their priorities were sorted 

out, turned to true love!   Expectation:   `the patter of tiny Squirrel feet’ in the summer...   

 

                      
Grey Squirrels playing “Push-me” – “Pull You” in a Beech Tree in Lyonshall Village ! 

 

The only other mammal sightings this February were of Rabbits, Norwegian ‘Brown’ Rats and 

Moles (these latter judged purely by the number of molehills and scrapes in the lawns). 

 

Bird news is more plentiful... 

As February lurched towards Spring, bird activity-- including song, pairing up and the start 

of nest-building -- increased. At the start of the month the most noted sightings were of 

the many Tits on the bird feeders, including Long-tailed Tits, and a Sparrowhawk which  

found itself a vantage point overlooking one particular bird table. Cock Pheasants and a 

Woodpigeon were visitors to that bird table later in the month and, being twice the size of 

the little Sparrowhawk, not in much danger of being the hawk’s dinner. Up at ‘Holme Marsh’ 

sightings included a regularly-visiting Jay and a leucistic Blackbird which begged a question.  

 

(This is by no means the first incidence of leucism in Lyonshall recently – previous sightings 

were of different animals and birds in Burgage Close  and Penrhos House – and it makes one 

wonder how rare this condition actually is and whether or not it is increasing.  In brief, 

leucism is a condition where parts of a bird’s plumage or an animal’s coat are white due to 

lack of normal pigmentation. It is caused by a genetic mutation, not by pollution, and the 

creature affected is not “unwell” but may be rejected by potential mates or be more 

conspicuous to predators.) 

 

  
                             Pheasant & Pigeon © Les K.             Friendly Jay © Sally B. 
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 As early as February 9th the first bird of the season to be carrying nesting material, a House 

Sparrow, was seen. And I am assured that there were Dunnocks singing, described as a 

“lovely, silvery sound”, which I was particularly pleased to hear about because I had failed to 

identify the small birds singing in our hedge. Dunnocks are frequently dismissed as “little 

brown jobs” or “Hedge Sparrows”; I shall pay them more attention in future. 

 

By mid-month the Heron which was noted in January was seen again, this time near Spond 

Lane and close to the many pools in the headwaters of The Curl Brook.  And so was another 

Bullfinch. John Lewis-Stempel, again, records Bullfinches in Herefordshire which defied the 

fruit farmers by admiring themselves in the foil “mirrors” put up in the trees to discourage 

them! He also points out that although they may eat the buds of fruit trees in Spring, they 

“devour harmful insects in Summer and weed seeds in Autumn”.  

I’ll forgive them their vanity.   

Talking of colourful birds, a pair of Yellowhammers has been seen in a Burgage Close 

garden in The Village. This is a particularly interesting sighting because Yellowhammers 

hadn’t been noted in Lyonshall in recent years and – I discovered recently – were on the 

verge of becoming scarce in England, although they may now be making a comeback. They 

are on the Red List of Conservation Concern. They are ground-feeding birds so they were 

probably delighted that the bird feeder above them was singing and dropping fresh grain!  

Burgage Close and other Lyonshall residents please note – Yellowhammers nest low at the 

base of hedgerows, a very good excuse for not going in too close with the strimmer/mower! 

 

I was also pleased to hear that a ‘Barn Owl’ was seen late on one wet afternoon, silently and 

eerily flying east-to-west over the A480, purposefully heading who-knows-where. Have 

they returned to nesting where they did near the A44 before their tree was lopped in March 

of last year?  Or have they found another secret site?   

Late in February many different birds joined in the singing – Chaffinches, Tits, Wrens, 

Blackbirds and Thrushes were all in full voice whenever there was a little sunshine. And at 

night the Tawny Owls began to call to one another again along the length of the old railway 

track, heard like the many Woodpeckers but rarely seen. 

The last unusual bird sighting of the month was of a pair of hawks circling overhead. Too 

small to be Buzzards and lacking the forked tail of Red Kites, we think they may have been a 

pair of ‘Hobbies’, which were seen in the neighbourhood two or three years ago. Keep an 

eye out for them so that we can confirm this identification.  Hobby = “The Yeoman’s Hawk” ! 

 

But that isn’t the close of this section of the February 2022 Country Diary: 

I was walking along the old station platform on Platinum Jubilee Day (February 6th) when I 

noticed something bright white and round on the grass not far from the hedge – a golf ball. 

Neither John nor I play golf, there are no golf balls in the house, we had had no visitors and 

no one could have knocked it over the hedge from below. 

 

 



After some careful desk research we think it may have been dropped from one of the 

branches of our high Wellingtonias, which overhang the platform, by a Crow, “wind-

assisted” and disappointed to discover it wasn’t an egg! Crows “have form” for stealing balls 

from golf courses in the belief that they are eggs. The distance from the first tee at Kington 

Golf Club on the top of Bradnor Hill on the Wales/England border to the Old Station platform 

at Lyonshall is 2.8 miles “as the crow flies” (3.5 miles by road). Is this a record? 

 

There is no insect, fish or amphibian news so let’s talk about Trees  

 

 
   Fallen tree lying across ‘the site’ of the ancient ‘Ville of Lenehale’ [AD 1218-1307]. © Jennifer H. 

 

After three named storms in five days – “Dudley ”, “Eunice”  and  “Franklin” – it is hardly 

surprising that most of the news about trees this February is about ones which have fallen. 

Lyonshall has been lucky in that, so far as I’m aware, no one was injured and the damage to 

houses and the road blockages were all relatively minor [Holme Marsh - A 480]. 

Nevertheless it is a sad, though dramatic, sight to see great trees brought down. 

It is especially disappointing that the “veteran” Grey Willow at Holme Marsh [No. 195944 - a 

Woodland Trust ‘Notable Tree’ and close to being given a Tree Preservation Order [TPO]  by 

Herefordshire County Council, was one of the trees to fall. [ It had already centred in a 

dispute with the local property developers! ]. However, being a type of Willow, there is the 

possibility that it will branch out again and re-grow, though it may take a while to reach its 

previous size and beauty. Unlike the old Rowan Tree in our garden, which was already rotten 

with Honey Fungus...? Eunice  caused one half to fall (tidily towards the old trackbed) and 

Franklin  obligingly caused the other half to fall, also into our garden, without risk or 

damage. The photos show clearly the spread of this fungal disease. 

Unfortunately Eunice and Franklin also combined to rock a group of ivy-covered Hawthorns 

in the hedge by our footpath (LZ10A) so that they lean dangerously across the path giving 

less than a one metre clearance from the ground, which we have had to close until a 

qualified man with an appropriate chain saw licence can clear them. Our Contractor has 

visited the site and assured us that he will do the work as soon as he can. It saddens us (and  

it puzzles our bank manager!) that we will be cutting down trees after the start of the 

nesting season but these are the “exceptional circumstances” required by law, since we also 

have a ‘legal obligation’ at our expense to keep The Footpath through our garden open.  

Have you ever felt that you can’t win?  ☺ 



         
‘Holme Marsh’ Willow © Dave O.     ‘Old Station’ diseased Rowan.         ‘Closed Footpath’ - LZ10A. 

 

But enough of their fallen comrades – there are still plenty of trees in Lyonshall which can 

sing a defiant “I’m still standing”  !  ☺ Old ‘Parkland’, where they can grow to their full 

height and width, is the ideal setting for solitary trees and carefully-spaced avenues allow 

short rows of trees to flourish; we owe our ancestors a huge vote of thanks for them.  

Although many of Lyonshall’s former parkland trees are now half-hidden, such as the 

splendid Sycamore in the Fishpool Orchard, there are still majestic specimen trees to be 

seen on the land around ‘Castle Weir’ and in the grounds of ‘Lynhales’ and the drives 

approaching both houses are tree-lined. Whereas many of the trees along Castle Weir’s 

drive are Beeches, giving lovely displays of soft green in Spring-time and bright copper in 

Autumn, Lynhales’ much longer drive has a great variety of both native and imported trees. 

Both are well worth a short nature walk.   {Take a simple reference book with you ideally? } 

 

  
  ‘Castle Weir’ trees, flowers and ‘Parkland’. Feb 2022 viewed from ‘Bridleway’ LZ 23 © Jennifer H. 

And the Estates (‘Castle Weir’ and ‘Lynhales’), some 150 or 200 years ago, planted Horse 

Chestnuts – by the side of the A44 at ‘Castle Weir House’ and by the rear drive from Spond 

Lane to ‘The Hall’ at Lynhales. They were probably planted for their magnificent “candles” of 

white flowers in Spring but we are indebted to Isobel Hutton for February’s “Tree of the 

Month” photo – a fantastic close-up of a mature Chestnut Tree trunk planted in those days. 

 

 
Isobel's Horse Chestnut @ Lynhales. 



Just before leaving the subject of trees but while still talking of close-ups, my Partner took 

this photo of a ‘Pussy Willow’ – the emerging flowering bud from a twig which had snapped 

off in one of the “Three Gales”.  [“Dudley, Eunice or Franklin” ?]  I spend a lot of my time 

looking at views and vistas; sometimes it’s more rewarding to take a tiny object and see the 

detail, like the tiny seeds within this little common willow flower-head. 

 

 
Pussy Willow seeds. 

Fungi 

The only fungi photo I had early in February was another picture of Honey Fungus, the slow-

but-certain killer of trees like the Rowan mentioned above. It’s widespread in established 

parks and gardens throughout the County and beyond. Though it’s quite jolly to look at, it’s 

hard to forget that it will eventually rot its host-tree from within – a spreader of alarm and 

despondency in these already-difficult times......................................................................... 

...But we were saved from gloom at the last minute by the arrival of some lovely photos of 

Scarlet Elf Cup ( Sarcoscypha austriaca), seen somewhere down ‘Elsdon’ way up amongst the  

The Curl Brook’s sources.  I can’t do better than quote ‘The Woodland Trust’s ’ description: 

“Mystical and cheery, the Scarlet Elf Cup grows on decaying sticks and branches in damp 

spots and beneath leaf litter on the woodland floor. Their bright pops of colour brighten up 

even the darkest winter day”. 

Although comparatively rare, we have seen it in The Parish before but not nearly often 

enough! It is not remotely poisonous but it is recommended that it be treated as “inedible”, 

except to slugs and rodents, to save the species.  Its mythology is obvious from its name! 

 

              
                   Scarlet Elf Cup & an unidentified Russula.  © Jane G.                           ‘Honey Fungus!’ 

 

Alas, “slugs and rodents” had also been at another fungus whose photo we received, which 

we believe to be one of the ‘Russulas’ but not one that we can identify with any certainty. 

 

Lyonshall Weather in February 



 

 
Well!  What can you say!   It started off well enough if a little on the damp side!  That was the 

problem! The dry ground soaked up all the light rain like a sponge so that when the real 

torrents descended from above in the “Triple Storm”   it all ran across the surface of our 

fields, pastures and meadows from the ‘Lyonshall Castle’ heights and ‘Penrhos’ {“The top of 

The Moor”} and straight into our Village in the bottom of The Curl Brook vale.  From our 

vantage point above the village we watched, once again, as the A480 became a rivulet and 

then a stream. [In the past it has become a “Torrent”!]  The land drains could not cope with 

the excess water, The Broad Meadow became a swamp and the un-cleared field ditches 

overflowed.  Yet again ?  It happens every year !    That is the problem of living in a clay 

bottomed vale with the weather coming from The Atlantic Ocean and across Wales and then 

dropping some of its excess water on us.  WE should be used to it by now! ☺  Maybe Not! 

However:  The same Welsh hills that raise the rain clouds high into the sky above protect us 

from the worst effect of the Storms.  Our ‘Power’ was unaffected mostly and all our roads 

remained open this time.  It might have been worse.  It was “February 2022” after all. 

 

Miscellaneous Notes 

Once again we have received no notification of any directly relevant local events or activities. 

 

Gardening Club 

I would like to offer my personal apology to the organisers of the new Lyonshall Gardening 

Club   who had their inaugural meeting at the Memorial Hall last night (Thursday March 3rd). 

Unfortunately I was unable to attend due to unforeseen circumstances but hopefully it was a 

big success and I plan to attend future meetings if I can. Good advice is always welcomed. 

 

 The Woodland Trust The Lyonshall Gardening Club.  1st Thursday of every Month.  The War Memorial Hall @ 7:30pm. [£2-50p] 



The Woodland Trust have a number of initiatives for which they seek our help, including 

“Nature’s Calendar”, monitoring the flowering times of plants, “How to Save Local Trees”, a 

guide to action, and “The Big Climate Fightback”. For more information about these and 

other aspects of the Trust and its work, please visit their website and see their latest 

newsletter:                  woodlandtrust@newsletters.woodlandtrust.org.uk 

The Wye and Usk Foundation 

An excellent summary of flooding and water management issues in this area has just been 

released by The Wye and Usk Foundation under the title “The Wrong Type of Rain”.  We may 

pick out the most relevant points for an article in the March “Country Diary” but meanwhile 

it can be accessed on              newsletter@wyeanduskfoundation.org 

Plantlife 

I plan to include more information about Plantlife’s various campaigns in the March issue 

but, as we all know, “the best laid plans of mice and men gang aft agley” so meanwhile I’ll 

just send a reminder that (1) they will again be advocating leaving verges unmown unless 

they are a serious traffic hazard, a policy which has been adopted by many Councils but not 

by Herefordshire and (2) they will be recommending “No-Mow May”, a month in which to put 

the lawnmower away and count the wildflowers which grow in your bit of grass instead. It 

suits me! 

 

Conclusion 

To end this issue of the Lyonshall County Diary I have been churning over erudite bits of 

philosophy from diverse sources such as Bishop Berkeley (1685 – 1753) - “If a tree falls in a 

forest and no one is around to hear it, does it make a sound?” -  Which seemed particularly 

relevant to the February just gone? You will be relieved to know that I abandoned that idea. 

Let’s stick to the practicalities and try to understand, conserve and restore the best of the 

Nature that surrounds us   –   one way or another, we all feel that it’s “good for the soul  ”. 

 

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

jcvqa@btinternet.com 

 

 
SOME THAT MISSED ‘The Cut’ THIS MONTH. 

 

  
           Wet 13th Feb.                    Storm Passing by.        Footpath LZ10A bridge water & wind damage. 
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