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The End of The Winter 2021-2022. 

 
  The March sun setting over ‘Lyonshall Village’.  View towards ‘Coldheart Ridge’ from the west. 

 

March in ‘The Marches’ ?  Idly searching the dictionaries of “Phrase and Fable”, I was 

surprised to find how many references there are in folklore to the month of March and its 

associated activities.  First of all, of course, the name March is derived from the Roman 

Martius, the month of Mars, the ‘God of War’, because, the weather having warmed up a bit 

making marching easier than during the winter months, this was the month in which the 

Ancient Armies prepared their campaigns along their frontiers {their “Marches ”}. Later 

sayings from more northerly regions also centre on the improved or improving weather and 

the coming of Spring.  Some, such as March “coming in like a lion and going out like a 

lamb” are well-known; others such as “so many mists in March, so many frosts in May” 

offer weather forecasts which I suspect the Met Office would not support. But the saying I 

like best, which I’ve just discovered, is “On the first of March, the Crows begin to search ”, 

i.e. it’s the day on which the birds begin to pair off.  I didn’t check on the first of the month 

specifically, but certainly birds seeking mates, pairing off, nesting and even laying their first 

broods have characterised this March in Lyonshall! The National Press is also full of letters 

about the presence or absence of Sparrows, which seems to be becoming an annual 

ornithological talking-point to rival hearing the first Cuckoo !  (N.B. We have lots of nesting 

House Sparrows in our hedges and I’m told they are occupying even a bird-box (designed 

for a Tit) at Penrhos. How are you doing elsewhere in the Parish?) 

 

More about Birds 

 

Here in the countryside we do get a little blasé about our birds! We are so lucky!  ☺  I have 

failed to make any notes about the number of Tits (Blue Tits, Coal Tits, Great Tits and Long-

tailed Tits) which are busy building nests in our garden or to make any comment on the 

Blackbirds, Wrens and Robins. The Wood Pigeons are hard at work ‘stick-gathering’, 

Jackdaws squawk at me regularly -- all merely noticed in passing -- and even the Red Kite 

and/or the Buzzard overhead is barely worth a mention. However, this acceptance of many 

birds behaving normally rather tends to highlight the unusual sightings.  



For example, combining the subjects of Crows & Warfare, our Diary Contributor at Penrhos 

reports a fight between two Carrion Crows on the ground in his garden - which sadly ended 

in the death of one of them.  The other (we must assume) is the Crow now building a nest in 

one of his taller trees.  The Corvid is a vicious bird when it needs to protect its own young. 

 

I guess it was another Crow, or possibly a Rook, Magpie, Jay or Jackdaw, that had raided the 

hedgerow nest of a Song Thrush and stolen their bright blue egg, its yolk still liquid, which I 

found on the old railway trackbed one morning.  Proof that a pair of Song Thrushes had not 

just built a nest but also laid a clutch by the middle of the month, which ties in well with a 

note received about a Thrush seen nesting at Holme Marsh on March 13th.  Look about you 

and marvel.  They are everywhere now! ☺ 

 

     
‘Predated’  Song Thrush’s Egg 

                
                  Bullfinch (F)  &  Bullfinch (M).                        Near nesting sites   &   together.  © Jennifer H. 

 

Is this “The Year of the Bullfinch”?  Readers will remember we had a photo of a dead 

Bullfinch a month or so ago but I am pleased to say we have received photos of a pair of 

Bullfinches very much alive in a small Village garden. “Almost certainly the Bullfinch pairs 

for life, as throughout the winter male and female can usually be seen together” (British 

Birds, Alan J Richards), which is somehow a touching thought.  So the solitary Bullfinch 

sightings elsewhere in the Parish may just be a result of this bird’s shyness, with one of the 

pair nearby but unseen.  Or - more sadly a widow or widower looking for a new companion. 

 

Bullfinches may be shy; Pheasants quite definitely aren’t! Though not the most intelligent of 

birds, here in Lyonshall they seem to have the ‘nous ’ to get as far away from the local Shoot 

as possible and then find themselves a comfortable and friendly residence. So at least two 

are living in large gardens to the east of the A480 as you descend the hill towards Kington 

and have so far managed to escape the wheels of passing Tarmac Lorries. And in the Village; 

this “fine figure of a Pheasant” preened himself in the morning sunshine for a long time, 

perhaps waiting for a female Pheasant (instead of a mere human!) to appreciate him. If only 

he’d known that just a few yards down the road a young female bird was also sunning 

herself, equally oblivious to any risk from humankind! Is it anthropomorphic to hope that 

the two birds met up and are now home-building under a secure local thorny hedgerow? 

 



           
             Hen Pheasant © Debbie E.    &    Cock Pheasant © Jennifer H. 

  

For information, according to the Game and Wildfowl Conservation Trust pheasants that 

survive a shooting season breed less well than wild birds, due to a high risk of predation 

and a poorer diet, except for older birds who have survived a second season. However, a 

cock Pheasant will generally have a small harem of females and will service their nests 

scraped on the ground beneath the shrubs – monogamy doesn’t come naturally to him! 

 

Other bird news this March – a Sparrowhawk is a “frequent flyer” at Penrhos House; a 

Wheatear (we believe) paused briefly on its inward migration in our garden and a Chiff-

chaff, the first of these summer immigrants, was seen at Holme Marsh on March 18th.  

Also at Holme Marsh, a Curlew flew over mid-month. Sad to say, Curlews, which I saw and 

heard often during my Yorkshire childhood, are now rarely found here on the Welsh borders 

although we did have reports of a small colony near Pembridge three or four years ago. It 

would be useful to know whether or not that colony still exists. Or have Curlews (known on 

the South Wales moors as “Pee-wits”) been affected by local climate change and flooding 

issues, since they are a bird that likes marshland and wet ground but are not “water birds” 

after the manner of ducks and moorhens?  I will see if I can investigate further but would 

appreciate any information on the local Curlew population that anyone might have. 

Amazingly early, we saw the first House Martin at the end of the month although it didn’t 

stay long! The Woodpeckers have been heard but not seen from time to time throughout the 

month – drumming to attract a mate rather than to make a nest-hole. And also heard but 

not seen, Tawny Owls.  I hear Tawny Owls quite often, especially calling male-to-female 

along the old trackbed at dusk. I have seen them occasionally in the past, usually in the 

early morning, flying silently away. But this most recent report was of hearing male-to-male 

Owls calling during the day and I can find no explanation for this.  Competing for a breeding 

female, perhaps?  Again, any relevant information would be gratefully received.  

 

Before I leave the letter ‘B’ I’ll move on to  

Bees, Bugs and Butterflies! 

 

The long warm dry spell we enjoyed mid-month brought out the early Bees and the first of 

the Butterflies. The hum of a Bumblebee as it passes by purposefully and the more frantic 

buzz of a smaller Honeybee when it dives into the centre of a flower are as reassuring as 

birdsong for telling us that Spring has arrived. The Bees seen so far this year have mostly 

been “the usual suspects” – Buff-tailed and White-tailed Bumblebees – but I was slightly 

startled by a giant black Bee which I disturbed on a sunny but overgrown bank. It gave me a 



look of extreme disapproval as it lumbered away, as well it might since I’m fairly certain it 

was a queen Bombus lapidarius, the Red-tailed Bumblebee! 

The earliest noted Butterfly was a Comma, quickly followed by a Peacock, two separate 

sightings of Small Tortoiseshells and one or two Red Admirals and, lastly for this month, an 

Orange-Tip.  It was interesting to compare Lyonshall findings with The Woodland Trust’s list 

of expected early Butterflies published on March 25th at:                                                           

.                                  woodlandtrust@newsletters.woodlandtrust.org.uk 

There are two Butterflies on The Woodland Trust’s list for March which we haven’t seen here 

yet this year – the Brimstone and the Small White. Our solitary male Orange-tip, however, 

was a little earlier than the Trust’s list anticipates! We usually get quite a rush of Orange-

tips in April/May although, as our contributor points out, the females get a “bad rap” 

because they are mistaken at first glance for the hated “cabbage whites”! 

 

“Bugs” have been much less common. Apart from a small cloud of Gnats early one evening 

after rain and a very few tiny Flies on the ivy, our only recorded sighting was a solitary Two-

spot Ladybird. (At least it’s a native, not a Harlequin invader!)  It was “still only March” so 

perhaps there is no need to worry but the dramatic drop in insect life and hence pollinators, 

food for birds etc - caused by crop-spraying, over-tidy gardening and grass-verge  cutting 

inter alia as well as climate change – needs to be monitored and if possible reversed. But I’ve 

“banged on” about this before; for the moment, we must wait and see. 

One little note about Ants – interesting scientific information, not a personal observation. 

Wood Ants, of which we have many, can smell Primrose seeds and will carry them off to 

their nests where they will eat the coating and discard the seeds themselves which fall into 

the disturbed soil. In this way “an average-sized Wood Ant colony will plant 36,000 Primrose 

seeds a year” (Jonathan Tulloch, The Times). Could this be why the Primroses have 

proliferated on the banks of the old railway cutting? They have been a wonderful sight this 

March.  Ants do the same with the seeds of the wild Cyclamen (plentiful in Lyonshall). 

 

Which segues neatly into  

“Wild Flowers” 

 

Nothing, not even Primroses, brings me the same Springtime joy as banks of bright Lesser 

Celandines (Ficaria verna)  do.  I know I mentioned them last month because February 21st 

was “National Celandine Day” but it was March before they shone en masse.   

I know I also mentioned that they were Wordsworth’s favourite flower but what I didn’t know 

at the time was that the poor old poet, albeit post mortem, was the victim of a craftsman’s 

error; instead of carving a beloved little Lesser Celandine on the gravestone, the 

stonemason carved a Greater Celandine (Chelidonium majus), not genetically related and a 

sort of sub-standard Buttercup in appearance.  ( Oops! I wonder whether the mourners 

noticed and refused to pay the errant engraver’s bill? ) 

 

What I failed to mention (although I think I noted it in a very early issue of the LCD) is that 

Celandines quite naturally have a variable number of petals – officially “from 8 to 12” but in 

my experience “from 7 to 15”. Wandering round counting the petals on Celandines becomes 

ever-so-slightly obsessive and liable to disconcert the neighbours but you can’t do it at 

mailto:woodlandtrust@newsletters.woodlandtrust.org.uk


night because the flowers close when it gets dark, so just take my word for it! Photographic 

evidence is provided here but I have seen a 7-petal and a 12-petal since these photos were 

taken: 

 

                                                “A drift of Celandine” © Jane G. 

      
       ‘Eight’ Petals.                        ‘Nine’ Petals.            ‘Ten’ Petals.                         ‘Eleven’ Petals. 

 

The other great shining yellow herald of Spring is the ‘Kingcup’ or Marsh Marigold (Caltha 

palustris) and these came into flower early, during the first week of March, in the silty bog 

which remains from the Upper Fishpool.  I love them and must have taken umpteen photos 

of them in times past but this year they are not as splendid as previously and I must warn 

against trying to get a close-up as the ground they’re growing on is wet and treacherous.  

  

  
                  Lyonshall’s Medieval Fish Pool. 

            

But March wasn’t characterised just by the showy flowers of the more obvious plants. Lots of 

humble little wildflowers came out too. The first Red Campion, Groundsel, Shepherd’s Purse 

Ground Ivy and the Wild Strawberries, which must be one of the prettiest “weeds” in 

Lyonshall, all put in an appearance. So, too, did Herb Robert, a little pink member of the 

geranium family which grows here in abundance. I had never much thought about the 

derivation of its odd name – just assumed it was named after some guy called Robert – but 

my wildflower folklore reference book reveals a long list of even stranger names – Nancy-

Dancy and Cry-Baby-Crab  in Somerset, Dragon’s Blood and Squinter-Pip in Shropshire, 

Chatterboxes in Dorset for examples. The most sinister is “Death-Come-Quickly” from 

Cumberland but, apart from having rather pungent leaves, the plant has no known 

association with poison or any other form of harm, in fact it’s alleged to have medicinal 

properties. I seized on a small article in The Times which was investigating the Herb Robert 

name but the writer came to the same journalistic “lack-of-conclusion” as I have!  

 
CAUTION DANGEROUS BOG! 



I had thought of doing a small article on ‘Nasty Names for Pretty Plants’ when our Lyonshall  

Medical Correspondent told me that my beloved Pulmonaria is not just so-named because 

its leaves look like lungs but it is because they look like “diseased, TB-ridden lungs” !   I 

shall now add “Death-Come-Quickly” to my putative list. And what about “Love-Lies-

Bleeding” ?  Or “Biting Stonecrop” ? “Cuckoo-Spit” aka “Smell-Smock” ?  I guess our medieval 

ancestors had a more robust but imaginative approach to Nature than we do. 

 

Our wild white Dog Violets have spread throughout the garden and make an attractive foil to 

a red Japonica [Quince]. Uphill on the untrimmed grass verges at Holme Marsh the Greater 

Stitchwort has flowered and the Summer Snowflake has spread beyond our garden fences.  

 

                
        Herb Robert.                Dog Violets & Japonica.        Greater Stitchwort & Summer Snowflake © Nick S.   

 

And as if to confirm the fact that The Spring had arrived, within a day or two of the Vernal 

Equinox the first blossoms appeared on the Blackthorn.  ☺ 

                 
                                          Blackthorn bursts into flower.                     Hart’s Tongue Fern © Nick & Debbie S. 

 

However, Spring in the world of plants isn’t only about flowers. I am very grateful to Nick 

and Debbie Spencer for the fabulous picture of a Hart’s Tongue Fern (see above) just about 

to uncurl its long, furry fronds. As Nick and Debbie Spencer so rightly say; “it looks alien”. 

 

Finally a few more photos of our Lyonshall Daffodils. They will be with us for a month or so 

yet and have been particularly beautiful this year.  Our thanks go to all those Parishioners 

who planted them “way-back-when” and even more recently. Hopefully they will be left to 

die back naturally (un-strimmed), even though they may look untidy for a short while, so 

that we can be assured of more daffodils for many years.  Let them feed back into the bulbs. 

 

                                                   
                                    Daffodils growing wild.       & by ‘Nash Farm’ © Jennifer H.   



Fungi (and Slime Moulds) 

 

Apart from the long-lasting bracket fungi on some of the trees and Turkey Tail on fallen 

branches, there have not been many fungi visible this March but we have photos of two -  

King Alfred’s Cakes, an old friend, and the Snowy Inkcap which is not as nice as it looks! 

 

                                
                             King Alfred’s Cakes        &    Snowy Inkcap © Jane G.              Dog Vomit Slime Mould. 

 

King Alfred’s Cakes (Daldinia concentrica), also called ‘Cramp Balls’, are found in clumps on 

dead or dying deciduous trees, particularly Beech. They are extremely hard and woody and 

“of no culinary interest” even if you could get a knife into them! The derivation of their 

“cakes” name is obvious to anyone who learnt their Anglo-Saxon myths of history as a child. 

The name “Cramp Balls” stems from the belief that putting them at the foot of one’s bed 

would prevent night cramps: I wouldn’t bet on that.  ☺ 

Snowy Inkcap (Coprinopsis nivea) is quite small and delicate with a pure white cap and stem 

when young and grey gills which auto digest as it gets older. However it grows exclusively 

on horse or cow dung, preferably when mixed with old straw cleared out from stables and 

left to rot, and its edibility is described as “unknown ”. In view of its source and the fact that 

it has some “toxic relatives”, frying and trying is not advised!   

 

Back again this year – the Dog Vomit Slime Mould (white version)! This one is on the treated 

and varnished bark of a carved Owl statuette in the garden, close to where it manifested 

itself previously. It appeared after our last outburst of heavy rain and will almost certainly 

disappear in a few days’ time. It is spongy to touch, smell-free and not actually slimy at all!   

 

For those who missed the relevant earlier issue of this Diary, a Slime Mould is not, 

scientifically-speaking, a fungus but “a soil-dwelling amoeba, a brainless single-celled 

organism”. This is a whole different category of natural organism. Nevertheless I was 

astonished to find online that someone had asked the question “Can you keep a slime 

mould as a pet?” and even more astonished to find that the answer given by the University 

of Warwick in February 2020 was “Yes”!  One particular variety is described as “very easy to 

keep, harmless and undemanding...needs just oats for food”. (I’ll stick to dogs, even though 

my terrier is definitely demanding and eats a great deal more than oats!)  One year later the 

same University has discovered that slime moulds “can solve complex problems such as 

finding the shortest path through a maze”.  I was inclined to disbelief but Warwick is a very 

respectable University so I shall follow this research with interest.  I promise you – Googling 

“slime mould” can keep you entertained for hours!  Watch this space! 

 



Trees 

After the triple-storms of February many of us are still clearing away tree debris but the  

March winds have not added to our problems. And even fallen trees can be beautiful, like 

the one in the old ‘Wheelwright’s Pool’ at Upper House Farm. I shall, of course, be glad to 

see the trees coming back into leaf but most of the deciduous trees were only just 

beginning to show a change in colour at the very end of March -- these cider-apple trees 

have been green with lichen all winter but are now very slowly becoming greener still as the 

leaf-buds burst. In the meantime we have had the patterns of bare trunks and branches to 

enjoy, such as an oddly-shaped Oak at Elsdon, possibly the result of damage to its central 

trunk many years ago, which frames the Scots Pine behind it. Strong, dark, deciduous trees 

highlight the drama of evergreens, which one doesn’t notice in a forest plantation of Firs 

and Spruces but which is evident in solitary specimen trees like this specimen ‘Atlas Cedar’ 

at Lynhales, the latest in Isobel’s monthly record of the many notable trees in Our Parish. 

 

       
 ‘Wheelwrights’ © Jennifer H.  The “Odd Oak”© Jane G.       The ‘Atlas’ & ‘Churchyard’ Cedars © Isobel H. 

 

By the end of April we should have not only trees in leaf but also trees in blossom. For now, 

it is good to see the early-flowering garden trees and shrubs like this Magnolia at Penrhos. 

 

 
                                                            Magnolia © Les K. 
Stop Press on Trees 

Good news about the “Notable” Grey Willow at Holme Marsh which I mentioned last month 

as having been storm-damaged. It has been officially spared the axe and is already showing 

early signs of new life. 

 

And a poignant little snippet from the nature correspondent of The Times – the 

Ukrainians “love the Spring wakening” of Birch trees so much that their name 

for the month of March is:    “Berezen” – “Birch-time”....“ Slava Ukraini” ! 

 



Amphibians, Reptiles, Fish and Mammals 

One would expect such a big grouping of wildlife as the sub-title above indicates to include 

pages and pages of photos, notes and information. Sadly we have received no reports of any 

creatures in the above categories this March other than sightings of Rabbits, Squirrels and 

the occasional Molehill. I have commented about the loss of mammals previously but I was 

alarmed to read in the national press that the loss of amphibians and reptiles of all kinds – 

Frogs, Toads, Snakes and Lizards – is greater than that of mammals and is not primarily due 

to “climate change” but to loss of habitat caused by development, inappropriate drainage 

schemes, siltation and pollution. Hopefully over the next few months we will see more 

wildlife of all kinds in Lyonshall; hopefully we will find that the above alarm bells don’t need 

to ring here. 

 

The Wye and Usk Foundation 

I mentioned The Wye and Usk Foundation’s report “The Wrong Type of Rain? ”  published on 

March 2nd in last month’s Lyonshall Country Diary. I have not summarised it this month as 

half-promised but I will re-read it with particular regard to “Amphibians” and other water-

loving wildlife (as well as humans!) and pass on anything hotly relevant next month. 

It is, however, a good link to The Weather: 

 

Lyonshall Weather in March 

 

 
 

Maybe it was “In like a Lion and out like a Lamb” but it was a small lion and a very 

benign lamb.  To say that March was a “dry month” this year would be an 

understatement as we recorded all of 39.1 mm of rain in Lyonshall Village.           

 

The Egg Moon setting. !7th March © Jennifer H. 



We might have expected up to 64 mm on average and on the brighter side we had 

no storms, we had mild frosts and the mean temperature at 9am daily was well 

above the 30 year average.  However, after the storms and flooding of February 

2022 we should take this as a well deserved bonus!  ☺ Coupled with a good few  

unseasonably warm days around the Spring Equinox we didn’t fare badly did we ? 

 

Notes for Your April Diary 

Gardening Club 

The next meeting of the newly-formed Lyonshall Gardening Club will be this coming 

Thursday (April 7th) at 7.30 in the Memorial Hall when Mr. Robin Pearce will be speaking 

about “Crazy Daisies”. More details on the Lyonshall Parish website. 

White Lion Meadow 

We are invited to give our views and ideas on the White Lion Meadow at a “Consultation” on 

Saturday April 9th from 2.00 to 4.00 in the Memorial Hall. An opportunity to see work carried 

out to date and enjoy free tea and cake! More information on the Lyonshall website. 

Spring Plant Fair 

A Spring Plant Fair is being held at Broxwood Court, Nr. Pembridge, in aid of The Cart Shed 

on Wednesday April 27th from 10.30 to 4.00.  “A great opportunity to visit the gardens and 

consult many specialist nurseries and makers of garden products”. Entrance fee £6.00. 

 

I hope to have much more information about forthcoming local and national wildlife events 

in time for the April issue. In the meanwhile I recommend consulting The Woodland Trust 

and Plantlife websites for more information about their ongoing monitoring and survey 

programmes. I hope to hear more from Herefordshire Wildlife Trust very soon (That means 

you, Sarah King! ☺ ) 

Comment 

A survey has been conducted recently which shows how very few people in Britain actually 

have direct and immediate access to nature and the countryside. It should be a reminder, if 

we needed one, about the importance of the fields and woods which surround us – “How 

lucky we are to live here, as if in one big garden”, as a Lyonshall resident out walking his 

dog said to me a few days ago. Rural life has huge disadvantages but has the overriding 

benefit of keeping us in touch with “The Peace of Wild Things”, which is the title of an 

exhibition of the paintings of artist Daniel MacCarthy at The Rodd, near Presteigne, from 

now to mid-May. Perhaps I should just have included this information in the Events list but 

“The Peace of Wild Things” seemed to me to say so directly and simply what many of us seek 

here in Lyonshall that it couldn’t be bettered as a sign-off to this issue of this Country 

Diary. 

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

jcvqa@btinternet.com 

 

                  
Male Bullfinch © Jennifer H.             Male Pheasant © Jennifer H.                                  

HAPPY  EASTER  FOR  APRIL 2022. 

mailto:jcvqa@btinternet.com

