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 < Holme Marsh       “Rape fields & contented Sheep” © Jane Goodman.                Spond > 

 

Spring lambs on the upper reaches of The Curl Brook at ‘Elsdon’ - seen from Spond Lane. 

 

Flights of Fancy 

Lazily watching the birds in a Herefordshire garden on a sunny evening in May is a sure-fire 

way of encouraging the mind to wander and it’s good to “go off at a tangent” sometimes.  

I was half looking at the birds and half skimming through the newspaper a day or two ago, 

trying not to get too depressed by international politics or the cost of living crisis, when I 

noticed a little article:  

Bradford has been declared “City of Culture 2025” 
My first thought was “Bradford must have improved a lot since I was last there about 60 

years ago”; my second thought was probably the same as yours - ”So what?”  But my third 

thought was “What a difference a title makes!  Why can’t Lyonshall be “Village of Nature 
2025”  ?  There! I’ve declared it!  No bureaucracy, no competition, no money involved! And 

I’m only half joking. This May was bloomin’ marvellous but loss of habitat and biodiversity 

problems affect rural Lyonshall like everywhere else, so perhaps we can aim to reverse the 

trend or at least halt the decline here, given a 3-year deadline and a title to earn!  

The mind-rambling continued... “Lyonshall” <- “Lionhalls” [1657] <- “Leonhales” <- [1406]  

<- “Lenehale”[1046] is a very fine name, conjuring visions of the King of the Beasts 

patrolling the great houses by the Curl Brook. Alas, no lions have ever roamed our hills so 

re-wilding with them would be inappropriate as well as dangerous! But the true origins of 

the name, according to The Penguin Dictionary of British Place Names 2003, are actually just 

as interesting. “Hall” in this context is simply a corner of land and Lyonshall is “a corner of 

land in Leon”. “Leon” is from ancient Brythonic Celtic and means “land of the streams”, and 

is geographically defined as the stream-filled triangle with Leominster, “the church in Leon”, 

at its point and the rivers Arrow and Lugg marking its borders.  

           A watery corner of rural Herefordshire – that’s a good enough basis for 

“Lyonshall, Village of Nature 2025”, I think... 



Here today... 

 

To start with what we’ve noticed this month, this little inventory of local flora and fauna in 

May 2022 begins with: 

 

Bees, Bugs and Butterflies 

There is a growing appreciation of the ecological importance of insects and other “creepy-

crawlies” but that is not quite the same thing as saying we love them all! Bumblebees, for 

example, are liked for their fat, furry bodies and we have several varieties of Bumblebees in 

our garden, where they are also welcome as pollinators. Equally effective as pollinators, if 

not quite so attractive, are Honeybees and four were busy on some large Poppies one sunny 

morning late in the month. So in the interest of pollination we have installed a “bee-hotel” to 

accommodate solitary Bees (although we already have plenty living in holes in the ground 

and in some old railway sleepers, but you can’t have too many Bees!) and other gardeners 

and children are actively encouraged to do the same. But Wasps are even more efficient 

pollinators, make amazing nests of their own and yet we don’t like them much; we like 

Hornets even less. How inconsistent we are, even allowing for the sting-risk!  No Wasps 

have been reported yet this year but a Queen Hornet “came in with the firewood” at Holme 

Marsh on May 9th though, obligingly, it didn’t stay long... 

..Unlike another unwelcome creature, Cockchafers, also known as the May Bugs, which flew 

into three well-separated Lyonshall households during the month and made themselves at 

home while photographs were taken. (Note slight differences in size and coloration between 

the three different insects.)  

 

       
                                © Nick & Debbie S.                         © Les K.                                 © Jane G. 

 

Cockchafers are large, lumbering Beetles which buzz in through open windows at night, 

noisily bashing into furniture or people until they suddenly come to rest, when they are 

totally silent. It is no coincidence that the V1 rockets of WW2 were named “Doodlebugs” 

after the Cockchafers’ common nickname and one contributor reckons (tongue in cheek) 

that they are deliberately dive-bombing her!  In fact, the adults are totally harmless, 

emerging from the soil in late April/early May, living for about 6 weeks and feeding on 

leaves and decaying wood. Their larvae, on the other hand, are “voracious gnawers” of 

potatoes and justifiably hated by farmers, especially around here where spuds are a major 

crop. Prior to the advent of pesticides, villagers would make frantic efforts to catch as many 

cockchafers as they could before they could breed. The books say that in some European 

countries they were then roasted and eaten but, food shortages or no, I’m too squeamish to 

even contemplate that!  



 
Children ‘harvesting’ May Bugs. 

 

But whereas we dislike Cockchafers and don’t trust Wasps and Hornets, Butterflies must 

surely top the list of favourite insects. Vladimir Nabokov, the author of Lolita, of all unlikely 

people, is quoted as saying “Literature and butterflies are the two sweetest passions known 

to man”. He would have been saddened to know that this May the charity Butterfly 

Conservation  reported a 26% increase in the number of Butterfly species threatened with 

extinction in the UK. Using data gathered from volunteers, their 2022 “Red List” of the 62 

species that have bred regularly in Britain shows 4 are now extinct here and 24 are 

“endangered”, “vulnerable” or “near threatened”. The main cause is “land use change” and in 

this the UK has one of the worst records in Europe. However, it’s not all “doom and gloom” – 

with careful conservation, one or two species are becoming less endangered and two have 

even moved off the Red List altogether. With that as background information, we should 

appreciate the species we still have. Sightings this month have included a Green-veined 

White and a Painted Lady (an early migrant) and more Orange Tips, whose underside, as 

shown here, is even more attractive than its top.  The Speckled Woods are just showing up. 

 

                                            
         Orange Tip © Nick & Debbie S.       Angle Shades Moth.  [© Jane G.]   The Drinker Moth. 

There are far more varieties of Moth than there are Butterflies but we notice them less, 

probably because most (but not all) are nocturnal. Fortunately Butterfly Conservation takes 

an interest in them too. It is still early in the year for Moth sightings but two have been 

noted to date – A Hummingbird Hawkmoth, large and unmistakable as they hover over their 

favourite flowers (So “large and unmistakable” that a few years ago some “urban journalists” 

reported having seen actual hummingbirds in England “perhaps due to global warming”) and 

an Angle Shades Moth (Phlogophora meticulosa), shown above, which has very distinctive 

markings. Both the Hawkmoth and the Angle Shades are day-time feeders, the former 

showing a preference for Valerian and the latter for flowering Reeds and Grasses. Quite how 

this one ended up on a contributor’s carpet is unknown! 

 

The other photo above is the caterpillar of a “Drinker Moth”, most often found on boggy 

ground. These over-winter in low vegetation as small caterpillars, grow large and fat in the 

Spring, and then pupate in a cocoon attached to a grass stem, to emerge as an adult in 



July/August.  Adult Moths, though quite common, are rarely seen. “The Drinker” gets its 

name from the caterpillar’s habit of drinking dew from grass stems, not from its frequent 

visits to the pub!  

There will, I hope, be many more insect and insect-related sightings over the next few 

months. Meanwhile, continuing my sub-theme of liked v. disliked creatures, we have: 

 

Gastropods  

 
White-lipped Banded Snail © Nick & Debbie S. 

 

Snails – more accurately “Land Snails” also known as “pooty shells” – are attractive little 

creatures. The one shown here is a White-lipped Banded Snail (Cepaea species), almost 

identical to its close relative the Brown-lipped Banded Snail. Their striped shells come in 

many colours and it is widely believed that no two shells are exactly the same, although so 

far as I know no-one has ever collected enough Banded Snails to put that to the test! These 

are the snails you see most commonly climbing some strong stem of grass. They are also a 

favourite food of Thrushes and Hedgehogs and do very little harm to cultivated plants 

because they feed mostly on decaying vegetation. No matter what you feed them, they are 

not going to grow into the much larger Garden Snails which do eat your garden vegetables 

(and which used to get eaten in turn by poorer people, especially in the West Country, as the 

equivalent of the French l’escargot.  I believe “edible snails” are being reared in the west of 

England for British ‘foodies’. ‘Gastropods for gastronomes’  – Sorry, please forgive me! )  

Snails, both small and large, have a very long history in the UK, feature in games and 

folklore and are generally well-liked. The same is not true of their shell-less cousins, Slugs, 

for which there is no logical explanation... 

 

Birds (Everybody likes Birds) 

Returning Migrants 

The first of the lovely photos below shows a pair of Redstarts which arrived from Africa in 

late April or early May and have built their nest in an unkempt section of a local hedge. They 

will have had their brood by now although we have not yet seen their chicks, which strongly 

resemble young Robins, and Redstarts are quite shy. The bird in the second photo is 

thought to be one of the same pair, wrestling with a good-sized Worm, quite possibly to 

feed those chicks. As our contributor says “The late bird catches the worm!” and I doubt 

whether hungry chicks distinguish between breakfast and afternoon tea! 

 

 

 

  © Jennifer H.         &          



The Redstarts will fly out again in October but it’s possible that they will return to Lyonshall 

next year, although they are not known to be loyal to any particular territory in the same 

way as other migrants such as Swallows. It is believed that the two pairs of Swallows nesting 

in a Penrhos barn are the same birds as nested there last year. Swifts have been seen again 

at Holme Marsh but it is not certain where they are nesting. Neither House Martins nor Sand 

Martins have been reported in the Parish this summer although both have nested here in 

previous years.  

I often forget how localised some birds can be. When I lived in Abergavenny - “not a million 

miles away” – seven or eight pairs of House Martins would build their amazing mud nests 

under the eaves every year, often returning to the same nest the following year and carrying 

out refurbishment as necessary. Here we have had only one visiting House Martin in 14 

years and that was some time ago.  

New “natives” ? 

Egrets, however, might be moving east from mid-Wales. Little Egrets are ”steadily spreading 

northwards from Western Europe” and several pairs now live near rivers and wetlands in 

southern Britain. They are elegant, silent birds. Twenty years ago I saw them quite often on 

the banks of the Usk at Brecon so “Egrets broadening their haunts” was my immediate 

reaction when “a Heron-sized all-white bird” flew over Holme Marsh this month. For some 

reason, it hadn’t occurred to me that they might not be frequent visitors to this part of 

Herefordshire; I hope they’re on their way. (Afterthought: Was it an Egret which gave rise to 

the trade name “White Heron” from which “Whittern” is an elision? If so, there was at least 

one Egret in Lyonshall in the early-nineteenth century! But see also “Whitebeam” in the Trees 

section below...) 

The local garden birds and common raptors 

Issues of habitat loss may be best identified over both place and time. Blackbirds are 

showing no sign of distress! They seem to be more numerous than ever and to be nesting 

from one end of the Parish to the other. Les Keeler at Penrhos describes them as “constantly 

flying backwards and forwards with grubs.” On the other hand, he reports a reduction in the 

number of Blue Tits and Great Tits which we hadn’t noticed here at The Old Station. He also 

tells us that Crows are constantly chasing off the small birds from around his bird tables; in 

the centre of the village the Crows, Rooks and Jackdaws are more concerned with protecting 

their nests from the Buzzards and the Red Kites. Either way, I think we can safely say that 

the local Corvid population is doing OK and, although the big raptors are harassed enough 

by the much smaller Crows to move on briefly, they are soon back circling the fields and 

orchards for their prey; this aerial warfare doesn’t often seem to end in death or injury. The 

only bird corpses which we find quite often are those of Wood Pigeons, distinguished by 

heaps of grey feathers, most probably the victims of Owls. I am glad to know that the Owls 

are around and feeding their chicks; farmers will be sorry to hear that the Wood Pigeon 

population still seems “robust”! Other Lyonshall bird news for May is unremarkable.  

 

Gone tomorrow? 

Big Questions about Small Mammals 

When I began the Lyonshall Country Diary five years ago I had great ambitions to make this 

an accurate study of wildlife in the Parish and I rang an HCC department about registering 

what we saw with them. They were not deliberately discouraging but insisted that we should 



record the date, time and exact grid-reference of every sighting, giving (unwisely) Rabbits 

as an example. With the surrounding fields running with Rabbits, then as now, I quickly 

realised that this would be a chore for which I had neither time nor inclination and, so far as 

I know, not a single Lyonshall rabbit is recorded on their lists!  

The important questions aren’t about exact numbers or precise locations but “Are these 

creatures new to the Parish?  If we’ve seen them before, are their numbers increasing or 

decreasing? Are they welcome or unwelcome?” New sightings of unfamiliar species stimulate 

our curiosity but not-taking-for-granted what we’ve seen in the past is, if we value our 

wildlife, just as vital, especially since this is a large Parish in terms of acreage and wild 

animals move around, so the fact that I haven’t seen something by the A480/A44 junction 

doesn’t mean it isn’t present at Moorcourt or Next End! For example, we were asked 

recently about Foxes and Deer which have not been seen much at The Old Station so far this 

year. By asking knowledgeable friends in the area we discover the Fox population is much 

the same as in previous years, but the answer to the Deer question is more uncertain 

(although there are definitely some around). And sometimes we are “trying to prove a 

negative” which is notoriously difficult – does the fact that I haven’t seen any Pole Cats for 

over 4 years mean they are no longer to be found in the Parish or simply that I have never 

been in the right place at the right time? What has become of the Curl Brook Otters?  Gone 

or just unseen? 

The questions which apply to larger wildlife are equally important but more difficult to 

answer for small creatures. Squirrels, Hedgehogs and Rabbits all seem to be flourishing; 

Moles, too, if molehills are an accurate guide; but what about the animal that dug the holes 

shown below? What about Bats and Voles? Five or six years ago Pipistrelle Bats were 

common in the village centre, roosting in trees around the Upper Fishpool and in our 

Wellingtonias. Ten years ago in 2012 there were Noctule Bats round the Fishpool. Now?  

Pipistrelles have been reported very occasionally, I see the odd one or two and a family of 

Bats (species unknown) are active at Holme Marsh. More Bat information is urgently needed. 

As to Voles, the one with the injured leg I noted in April has gone who-knows-where but we 

were delighted to receive this photo of a Bank Vole resident at Stepstile. He is really 

“pushing his luck” on a bird-feeder and I hope he didn’t become some bird’s lunch! But 

Nature is “red in tooth and claw” (Tennyson’s In Memoriam, not Anon as formerly assumed) 

as another photo from a Lyonshall garden shows and, like it or not, predators are as much a 

part of our universe as their prey.  

             
                        Bank Vole © Shaun Price.          Hunting Cat © Jennifer H. 

There must be many more mammals of all kinds in the fields and woods of Lyonshall but 

what and where? Amphibians, too, in and around the ponds and rivers.  Every month we 

hope to see more and get a better tally of our fauna count in 2022, so please look out for 

them, especially the little creatures which often get overlooked. 



The Plant Inventory 

Wild Flowers 

Lyonshall’s full tally of wildflowers is too long to list here even if we noted only those that 

bloomed this May. However some general observations may be useful.  

Firstly, it’s official – global warming is causing many flowers to bloom three or four weeks 

ahead of their usual flowering period in the 1990s. The dry and sunny weather we enjoyed 

in most of May also meant that many wildflowers came and went much more rapidly than 

usual – the Wild Arum, for example, was with us for only a few days instead of its usual few 

weeks. Other wildflowers seem to have thrived in these conditions. I can’t recall ever seeing 

such great banks of Pink Campion as we have had this year and the Buttercups are filling the 

fields with gold. Spear Thistles are growing to new heights, such as this 5ft (1.5 metres) one 

in our hedge, they have not stopped growing yet and they are strong plants. Nettles, too, 

have grown to 4 ft and more and we have hacked down the ones leaning into the footpath 

even though they are one of Britain’s finest insect and larvae foodstuffs. There have also 

been some garden oddities, most notably in our garden the Pineapple Sage, a winter-

flowering plant which is nevertheless often hit by frost. It flowered modestly around 

Christmas time, as usual, and then flowered again with added vigour this May and is still 

flowering now at the beginning of June! 

The Pink Campion, Spear Thistle and Pineapple Sage are shown below, together with just a 

few of the other May flowers and a field of Buttercups: 

 

                          
 [1.] © Nick & Debbie S.        [2.]    Thistle.                     [3.]   Salvia elegans.                [4.] © Nick & Debbie. 
    

                   
  [5.] © Nick & Debbie.         [6.] © Nick & Debbie.      [7.]  © Nick & Debbie.             [8.] © Nick & Debbie. 

 

1) Pink Campion (also known as Red Campion) has flowered in huge numbers from the 

beginning to the end of this May. 

2) Spear Thistles, so-called because of the shape of their leaves, are the biggest and 

strongest of the wild Thistles, difficult to eradicate but magnificent! 

3) Pineapple Sage, a tall member of the Salvia family, is grown for its mid-Winter 

flowers and is now flowering in Spring as well. 



4) Yellow Archangel, once common on verges and banks, is a relative of the 

Deadnettles and reputedly got its name because it doesn’t sting (Just like all the 

other Deadnettles!) 

5) Common Vetch, a bright pink climbing member of the pea family, was once grown as 

cattle fodder and for its nitrogen-fixing qualities but is now a truly wild plant. 

6) Bush Vetch is less colourful but more vigorous than the Common Vetch and 

scrambles round many verges and gardens in Lyonshall! 

7) Shining Cranesbill is a pretty, unassuming little member of the Geranium family, 

easily overlooked or confused at first glance with Herb Robert which is much more 

common. 

8) Comfrey enjoys a mixed reputation! On the one hand, it’s a large, invasive thug of a 

plant; on the other, it has a range of semi-proven medicinal uses and it also makes a 

good liquid fertiliser! 

9)  Silverweed is a small, creeping plant with lovely silver fern-like leaves, often found 

on paths and waste ground. Its yellow flowers are sometimes confused with 

Cinquefoil but its leaves are unmistakable. 

10)  A field of Buttercups surrounds a venerable Oak. 

 

      
     [9.]      ‘in flower.                    [10.]  ©  Isobel H. 

May Trees and Trees in May! 

Does that old saw “Ne’er cast a clout till May be out” refer to Hawthorn (May) coming into 

blossom or to the month of May coming to an end? No one seems to know! This year it 

probably didn’t matter much because the weather was quite mild throughout and the white 

May blossom came out early, followed by the red and pink a week or so later. We have a 

good range of Hawthorn trees, some probably planted in gardens, hedgerows and by the 

railway track by our Victorian predecessors and many of which have interbred, so that the 

blossom spectrum is from white through palest pink and salmon pink to deep crimson but 

this is the first year in which I’ve noticed a slight difference in flowering time.  

 

 
   ‘White May Blossom’ beside the Footpaths [LZ10A] & in the hedges contrasting with the ‘Midland May’. 

SPRING 



The folklore and mythology surrounding Hawthorns/May would fill a book! This year I’ll 

settle for just reminding the cooks among us that the dark red haws (berries, which should 

be ripe by September, make a very good jelly for use with cheeses or cold meats 

 

We are grateful to Isobel Hutton for two more photos in her series on Lyonshall’s trees. 

These are a Copper Beech and the less-familiar Whitebeam. Both are easily identified when 

in leaf. Although there are other dark-leaved trees, the Copper Beech is the most common 

in the UK. The Whitebeam leaves are silvery-white and soft on the underside and are said to 

turn upwards when rain is in the air; it also has a silver-grey trunk. 

 

     
                                                                 Copper Beech       and        Whitebeam 

Only three or four years ago there was a Whitebeam by the War Memorial Hall which died 

(Apparently of old age – the life expectancy of a Whitebeam is 70-100 years) and there was 

another by the side of the A44 not far from Castle Weir which I haven’t noticed recently. The 

positions of these Whitebeams may be significant because, although the tree does grow wild 

in England, it is compact and decorative and therefore often used in gardens. Was the 

Memorial Hall tree planted by the Hall’s benefactors, who included a local nurseryman, a 

hundred years ago? Is the one shown above, near the old moat at Castle Weir Farm, a happy 

link to Castle Weir’s past?  I didn’t have Whitebeams in mind when I referred last month to 

how we still benefit from the tree-planting of our antecedents but maybe these are fine 

examples.(Whitebeams were also known as “Whittern-beams” in parts of southern England 

early in the last century. I might ask whether there are many (or any) Whitebeams on the 

Whittern estate, which may or may not be relevant! Or was my earlier speculation about 

white herons correct?) 

 

Photo of the Month also goes to Isobel Hutton for this stunningly beautiful picture taken 

from inside the cascading boughs and many hued canopy of a local Weeping Willow tree: 

 

 © Isobel Hutton. 



Lyonshall Weather in May 

  

 
 

If nobody or nothing else liked our recent month of May the flowers (both wild and 

cultivated) loved it.  The heavy winds stayed away and the thunder and lightning that 

plagued our neighbouring counties was like the muted rumble of guns beyond our horizons.  

Maybe just a little more ‘wet’ might have been appreciated by some of us as our rainfall at 

27.9mm was just 48% of the average UK monthly expectation for May.  The temperature 

floated above average and on some days the Sun beat down on us.  The highest recorded 

temperature in Lyonshall Village was a massive 31.0 c degrees in the sun.  It was a lovely 

month to be in the countryside and “a pleasure to be alive”.  ☺ 

 

Campaigns, Comment  and More Flights of Fancy 

It is sometimes difficult to sort out who is doing what for Nature now! Two national 

campaigns are “worth a look”, one just finished for this year and one just started: 

Plantlife’s  “No Mow May” comes to an end and has been variously observed or ignored 

within the Parish. It seems to be making an increasing impact year-on-year nationally, 

leading to the preservation of endangered plants.  

The latest campaign being led by The Woodland Trust  is for the protection of ancient trees, 

not just the ones they have registered (of which there are several in Lyonshall) but all 

venerable trees, described as “havens to vast numbers of rare and specialist wildlife”. Their 

plans include “support for people with ancient and valuable trees on their land”.  

We have no information about Herefordshire Wildlife Trust’s  immediate plans for Birches 

Farm Nature Reserve [HR5 3EY] but it is no doubt worth a visit. 



No one can do everything! I sometimes wish I was a specialist who could concentrate all her 

attention on one plant or creature – become the world expert in White-lipped Snails, for 

example! But wouldn’t it be boring! The great joy of the natural world is its variety – life 

forms from huge to microscopic; flora, fauna and fungi thriving and diminishing; the good, 

the bad and the ugly as well as the amazingly beautiful! There’s so much to discover and 

enjoy, even within our small Parish of Lyonshall. This month my mind has flicked from one 

subject to another, from entomology to etymology, but I make no apology – letting the mind 

roam is one of the privileges of being a retiree and I hope other retirees will do the same. 

Who knows what might come of it?  

 

What is this life if, full of care, 

We have no time to stand and stare? 

(W.E.Davies, Welsh poet) 

I’m sure many of us learnt that poem in our long-ago youth, but it’s still valid in May 2022 ! 

 

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

jcvqa@btinternet.com 

 

PICTURES THAT MISSED THE CUT THIS MONTH. 

              
‘Village Poppy’ © Jennifer Hill.     ‘Ash Tree’ in Upper Fishpool Orchard.         ‘Cattle’ in the Broad Meadow. 

   

          
    ‘Red Kite’ riding the morning wind.          ‘Damp dawn with spuds!’          ‘Cows’ in Church House Meadow. 
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