
Lyonshall Seasonal Country Diary 
Summer 2022 
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We’re back!  This is the 66th “Country Diary” but the first in its new quarterly format. 

I hope you like it. I have given up the struggle to record everything in nature which 

we can see – or no longer see – in our lovely rural Parish in favour of “Best Bits” and 

“Wider Topics” noted in the season that has just gone. My plan is to include sights 

and experiences which are particularly beautiful or interesting. It is unlikely that I will 

have “got it right first time” and I expect the Diary to evolve over future issues so 

readers’ comments and suggestions will be much appreciated. 

 

The Summer of 2022 

 

As everyone living in Lyonshall will know, this summer was unusual – one of the 

hottest and driest, over the whole three months from the beginning of June to the 

end of August, since records began. No doubt every gardener and grower has made 

comparisons with summers of the past but it’s worth recording the impact of the 

weather this year so that comparisons can be made with summers in the future. (The 

great joy of Great Britain is that there is an enormous range of environment within a 

small area therefore national records and forecasts can be misleading – I believe it’s 

been quite wet in Aberdeen – and so I make no apology for concentrating climate 

observations on our own 5,000 acres.)   

The most obvious impact of all the sunshine was on the plant-life and it wasn’t quite 

as straightforward as you might expect.  

On the plus side, many wild and garden flowers came into bloom a month or more 

early. 

 

 



     
‘Cordiline’  -  June flowering.                                         Summer flowering - ‘Clematis’.          

.                                                                                                            

     ‘Poppy’  © Jennifer H.               ‘Dogwood’   &   ‘Black Bryony’ © Debbie & Nick S.              Red Clover. 

                   ‘Forget 
me Nots’.               ‘Mare’s Tail’.                    ‘Russian Vine’.                  ‘Pyrocanthus’.             Yellow Vetch. 

We also had bumper crops of ‘locally-grown’ soft fruit, especially strawberries, and 

you can certainly taste the difference between berries that have travelled only a few 

miles and those flown in from abroad. It also remained dry throughout the haylage 

(a cross between hay and silage) and haymaking seasons. Farmers may disagree but 

to me there is still something very satisfying and pastoral romantic about the sight 

of hay bales, whether round or rectangular, even though the processes are far from 



the stooks-and-pitchforks days of my childhood. And nothing beats the scent of 

new-mown hay – you can’t get that on your TV or computer screen!  

 

“One Man went to mow – went to mow a Meadow”!  

1.                             2.                           3.                               4. © Isobel H. 

      

    

Figure 5. © Trudi Brown. 

On the minus side of this Lyonshall summer, dry weather became drought and 

although Lyonshall escaped the hosepipe bans of other parts of the UK, (just!), 

watering the garden was impractical for many of us and we watched our beloved 

plants and lawns shrivel; autumn or next spring will show whether they will recover. 

It has been interesting to note the different responses among the plants. In my 

garden, for example, dahlias, hebes and lilies were a sorry sight but the pelargoniums 

and hardy geraniums grew and flowered quite well, while hydrangeas which seemed 

near-dead perked up almost as I watched after just a can of water.  

Then there’s the plus-or-minus side – plants which have put on prodigious growth 

but not flowered or fruited especially well, if at all, such as wild and rambler roses 

which have thrown eight-to-ten-foot branches into the sky and brambles which have 

shot up into the trees. In previous years I would have welcomed this growth as a sign 

of healthy life and been happy to keep it under control by an occasional foray with 

the secateurs; this year I’m pondering something more drastic. 

And it wasn’t just the grasses and the smaller plants which showed the effect of 

prolonged sunshine; many trees were assuming their Autumn colours in August. 

However the most dramatic reaction to the continuing lack of rainfall is shown by this 

photo of leaves in a Holme Marsh garden where a Birch tree “dropped 50% of its leaves 

virtually overnight as a survival mechanism”. 

      

One man went 
to Mow  -   Went 

to mow a 
Meadow –         

One man and his 
dog, went to 

mow a meadow.  
Two men went 
to mow etc, etc 
depending on 
the reapers → 

Eight men, Seven 
men, Six men, 
Five men, Four 
men, Three men, 
Two men – ONE 
man and his dog 

“Spot!”   
[and local 
names]              
Went to moww    
.            a 
meadowwwww! 



                   Holme Marsh.              Old Station, Lyonshall. 

            
‘Early fallen leaves’ in August © Nick S.                   ‘Early-changing Virginia Creeper’ in late August. 

Life-Cycles and the Longer Term 

 

Was this really an “unusual” summer? Yes, when set against the summers of the past, 

but The Meteorological Office are already advising that what they call a “false 

Autumn” may become the norm in the near future and that we must expect the leaves 

to change colour and the nuts and berries to hang on the shrubs and briars at least 

a month before they did 30 or 40 years ago.  

 

This change in the timing of the seasons brings problems of its own to resident and migrant 
wildlife, particularly the risk that their life-cycles will be “out of sync” with their foodstuffs 

or the conditions around their preferred habitats and breeding sites. For us humans it’s not 
too much of a problem if we “shop local”, buy fresh produce when it appears and adjust our 

diets accordingly. 

The changes in temperature and rainfall are probably more serious for both humans 

and wildlife. We see the empty reservoirs and complain to Welsh Water plc [our supply 

Company], the Council or the Government if our taps run dry but the birds and beasts, 

struggling to find water in ditches full of nettles or in small pools which silted up in 

the Spring, have no such recourse. I have never before felt so smug about building a 

little garden pond, even though – unlike others in the village - it has not yet proved 

to be the amphibian haven I had in mind!  Watching the wood pigeons, blackbirds 

and sparrows come for a quick sip on a warm evening is quietly reassuring.  

But if drought is to be a familiar problem in the coming years we need to do more – 

not just by installing more wildlife ponds in gardens but also by clearing and restoring 

many of the natural and/or farm ponds in the surrounding countryside. A recent 

article by a professional naturalist asserts that “...insects, birds and mammals in their 

millions have suffered and died of simple thirst” which is a sad thought to follow a 

sunny summer. 

 

However two unexpected bonuses during the drought in Lyonshall were the more 

frequent appearance of thirsty Hedgehogs and our plethora of tiny springs and rills. 

 

Hedgehogs 

 



Why does everyone love Hedgehogs? They’re spiny, snuffling, flea-ridden and totally 

irresistible!  Although Hedgehogs were regular visitors to Penrhos and Burgage Close 

last year, most of us rarely saw them and I had come to believe that the Lyonshall 

Hedgehogs were, as elsewhere in England, a dying breed. But this summer there were 

several, hiding below hedgerows during the heat of the day or under shrubs in the 

garden in the evenings – I had to pull my inquisitive terrier off them on several 

occasions but fortunately their defence of rolling into a tight ball worked every time 

and five minutes after I had taken the dog away I would find the “prickly ball” had 

scuttled off. I couldn’t work out why all these Hedgehogs had suddenly arrived in the 

village until more knowledgeable people pointed out that, with no puddles to satisfy 

their thirst, they had taken to visiting our garden ponds or the saucers and shallow 

bowls of water put out specially for them. 

 

 
“Thirsty hedgehog”  © Dinah Appleby. 

 

 

 

With Winter on its way, water should no longer be a problem for the Hedgehogs but 

stock up on a few tins of cat food to boost their diet, especially if you are lucky 

enough to have a wood-pile or a heap of leaves where they might hibernate. They 

will need all the food they can get to build up their fat reserves, before it gets cold in 

October or November, and some of their preferred wild food, such as insects, have 

been in short supply. And if it doesn’t get very cold, Hedgehogs are liable to come 

out of hibernation and snuffle around looking for food, so the cat food will still be 

appreciated! 

 

Feeding the Birds  

 

There have been very few clues to the specific effect of the long, hot, dry Summer on 

the bird population in Lyonshall. Our population of water birds in the centre of the 

village – Herons, Moorhens, Mallards and the like – had already declined substantially 

in recent years so their continued absence does not reflect this year’s drought 

problems. The RSPB advise that the population of Swallows has been declining across 

Europe since 1970, partly due to climate change and the reduction in insects resulting 

from pools drying out, so our small group of Swallows may be typical of the migrant 

hirundines throughout the UK, as may the fact that they gathered on the wires for 

their flight to Africa much earlier than usual in August.  During June and July, the 



“usual suspects” were visiting the bird feeders - Great Tits, Blue Tits, and Sparrows 

continued to visit as they had in the Spring; Nuthatches, Long-tailed Tits, Great 

Spotted Woodpeckers and Greenfinches were only a little more selective. A number 

of larger birds, notably Blackbirds, Crows, Magpies and Wood Pigeons, availed 

themselves of the spillage from bird tables. (Jackdaws, I’m told, can clear a fat ball in 

a day!) Since these are our garden visitors, many of whom will have access to water 

as well as food, they are hardly a statistically-valid sample of the local bird-life but it 

is encouraging to know they are around. But are we gradually building new levels of 

trust... 

...At Penrhos House there’s a resident cock Pheasant who has decided that a big 

garden and plenty of bird food provide a safe, stable and comfortable life. 

 

                                      
‘ Pheasant Pheeding’ © Les K.                ‘ Robin hand feeding’ ©  Malcolm L. 

However, for unrivalled confidence see these photos of a young Robin [above.]! The 

owners of a Lyonshall garden were sitting quietly enjoying the sunshine when he first 

approached and within a few days he would take meal-worms from their hands.  

He has become so used to being fed that “his” humans had to brief their house-sitter 

on how to feed him before taking a short holiday! Robin picked his hosts well. The 

only threat is a visiting Sparrowhawk - probably the same one that visits gardens in 

Burgage Close since a Sparrowhawk’s territorial range for food-hunting can be 4 km 

or more – and hawks are wary of being too close to a house. Impressive though the 

sight of a Sparrowhawk diving on its prey is, it would be sad if this little Robin didn’t 

survive to brighten up a Christmas card or two! 

 

Back to Earth... 

 

Unfortunately there is an effect of drought which I had previously overlooked and 

which cannot easily be overcome by human effort – the effect on the soil. The ground 

beneath our feet has been baked hard. Very little is penetrating it and beneath the 

surface, without moisture, the saprophytic organisms including insects and fungi 

which help the decomposition of both animal and vegetable matter cannot function. 

So while it stays dry the dead leaves like those shown above will remain on the surface 

for months, as will small animal carcases and droppings and surface-spread manure. 

Decomposition is essential to the creation of soil so we need a great deal of rain 

spread over a long period of time, not just short, heavy showers which may cause 

flash flooding and do more harm than good.  

 



How ungrateful for all those lovely Summer days I must seem! But if we want to live 

in leafy Lyonshall instead of a dusty desert, then we must summon the rain-gods as 

a matter of urgency – not for nothing was the Mexican Aztec god Tlaloc, the ‘God of 

Rain & Earthly Fertility’ - responsible for both water and procreation!  

                                                                                                                                
This Summer’s Question 

 

I mentioned above the lack of active fungi in the soil and this has been matched by a 

lack of fungi above the soil for the same reason. How ironic, then, that one of the 

only two fungi photos we received during the past three months is of a large and very 

beautiful creamy-white fungus glowing gold in the early evening sunlight - and I 

can’t identify it with any certainty! I am told that each “fruiting body” was 12 inches 

(30 cms.) or more in size and it was growing on a long-dead and fallen tree trunk as 

shown in the photo. I have come up with three possible answers as to what this lovely 

fungus is but none of them is absolutely convincing. 

 

 

     
       ‘Unidentified Fungus’  &  Hollowed out log © Trudi H.  

No prizes for a definite identification, just the satisfaction of knowing that you’ve 

answered the question that has been bothering me and the photographer, Trudi 

Hopkinson! 

P.S. The hollow in this fallen tree trunk also trapped what little rain we had and it has 

provided an unusually fortuitous drinking place for the birds and wild animals. 

___________________________________________________________________ 

 

And Talking of Identification... 

 



No unidentified or uncommon mammals were seen or mentioned to us this Summer 

but there is a very intriguing question of identity about a Lizard. One scuttled away 

very quickly, too quickly to be photographed, when some rickety old flagstones were 

being lifted at ‘Penrhos House’ at the very end of August. There are only three types 

of lizard native to the UK and one of those is the Slow Worm, a legless lizard more 

superficially resembling a snake. (We used to see these quite frequently in Lyonshall 

about 10 years ago but none have been reported recently.) So it was reasonable to 

expect the “Penrhos lizard” to be a Common Lizard, a dark brown lizard found widely 

in England – except for the fact that the Lizard seen at Penrhos had “vivid bright green 

stripes down its body and tail”, which is typical of the “extremely rare” Sand Lizard. 

Sand Lizards (Lacerta agilis) are a protected species, victims of the loss of heath lands 

and dunes which are their habitats, and are recorded as confined to Dorset, 

Hampshire, Surrey and Merseyside – all a long way from Herefordshire. But they have 

recently been reintroduced to other areas of the UK including Wales. Could this be a 

clue to the appearance of a Sand Lizard only a stone’s throw from the Welsh border? 

Might the prolonged hot Summer have changed areas of once-fertile garden into the 

dry, sandy habitats which these rare lizards enjoy? One to watch-out for... 

 

Mis-identification 

 

By coincidence I have just been doing a little desk research into two of our raptors, 

the Buzzard and the Red Kite, both of which are now uplifting sights over the local 

fields and orchards. Most of us will remember when Red Kites were brought back 

from the verge of extinction a few years ago but only “oldies” like me may remember 

when Buzzards, too, were uncommon - so uncommon that they became known as 

“The Tourists’ Eagle” since Eagles were the only large brown birds which many people 

had heard of. Now there are 60,000+ pairs of Buzzards in the UK and nearly 5,000 

pairs of Kites. Sadly, I don’t foresee Eagles reaching such numbers or, indeed, being 

seen at all soaring over Lyonshall! But I could be wrong... 

 

Butterflies, Bees, Dragonflies and Other Insects 

 

To quote from the Introduction to “Bugs Britannica”, the book about invertebrate life 

in Britain written by Peter Marren and Richard Mabey and published in 2009, insects 

and other small invertebrates “make up 98 per cent of all animal life on the planet” 

and are “the cornerstone of ecosystems, the creatures that generate the cycles and 

food-webs of the living earth. They pollinate our flowers and crops, recycle waste 

into fertile soil and help to maintain clear, clean water.” There are thousands of 

species, most of which we never see or wouldn’t recognise, and our attitudes to the 

different “bugs and creepy-crawlies” which we know about are ambivalent. 

Insects of all kinds were already in decline throughout the UK before the long, hot 

Summer of 2022 but this year the most obvious loss in Lyonshall was the loss of 

Butterflies. In June there were scarcely any apart from a few Orange Tips. A check 

with the charity Butterfly Conservation confirmed that by May half of Britain’s species 

were on “the new Red List” and listed as under threat or near threatened, giving Britain 

the dubious distinction of having one of the most threatened Butterfly populations in 



Europe, mainly due to changes in land use. By August there were many more 

Butterflies to be seen here but no rare or migrant species were reported, just a few 

Peacocks, Red Admirals, Small Tortoiseshells, Gatekeepers, Small Whites and 

Speckled Woods and the occasional Moth like this Emperor Hawk Moth. 

 

    
      ‘Peacock’   &   ‘Tortoishell’  © Trudi H.                               Emperor Hawk Moth. 

Questions around the presence or absence of migratory Butterflies and Moths are 

much more complex than just issues surrounding the weather or their habitats in 

Lyonshall or England. It is a fascinating subject and I recommend “googling” The 

Wildlife Trusts’ Butterflies without borders as a readable introduction.  

We appreciate Butterflies and Moths for their beauty but pay little attention to their 

value as pollinators and decry the damage done to plants by their caterpillars! With 

similar inconsistency, we admire Bumblebees for their “cuddly” appearance and 

acknowledge their use as pollinators while undervaluing the less-attractive 

Honeybees which are just as useful and also give us honey. As for Wasps, which are 

even better pollinators – they don’t feature on anyone’s popularity list! And 

Hoverflies, which also pollinate our flowers, barely get a mention.  

This Summer in Lyonshall we had, perhaps, an average number of Bumblebees but 

far fewer Honeybees and Hoverflies and, to date, very few Wasps. In this respect 

Lyonshall is on a par with most of the UK; all specialist conservation organisations 

report a widespread and significant decline in the Bee and Hoverfly populations but 

with Bumblebees and Solitary Bees more or less holding their own while the number 

of other wild bees and related insects continues to drop dramatically, as it has for 

many years. Climate change, disease, pesticides and habitat loss are all invoked as 

causes and agribusiness is demonised but in Lyonshall farmers are not the principal 

culprits with most leaving wide field margins and maintaining ancient hedgerows. 

The World Wildlife Fund (wwf.org.uk) provides a very telling quote “The UK is one of 

the most nature-depleted countries in the world and loss of our wild spaces means 

that bees do not have the nature they need to thrive”. Or as one Holme Marsh resident 

puts it, this shows “the importance for all of us to allow wild flowers and pollen-and-

nectar-rich cultivated flowers to bloom and seed”. With this in mind, it’s good that 

many of our garden centres, horticultural suppliers and TV pundits are now 

promoting plants as “wildlife-friendly” and “best for pollinators” in an attempt to 

restore the natural balance, even though this only addresses one part of the problem. 

There have, however, been at least two instances in Lyonshall this Summer where 

visiting members of the bee and wasp families were distinctly unwelcome – a large 

Wasps nest in the loft of one house and a Hornets’ nest in the eaves of another! A 



third house provided a home for a colony of wild Honeybees in a chimney stack. Just 

as there is a fine line between “wild flower” and “weed”, so there is a fine line between 

“useful insect” and “pest”! 

 

 
                                                   New House - New Wasp's Nest!" © Jennifer H. 

Another insect which used to arouse mixed reactions is the Dragonfly and, given the 

drought conditions, it wasn’t an insect I really expected to see here this Summer but, 

thanks to a garden pond, we received these amazing photos (see below) of a mature 

Dragonfly having recently emerged from its fearsome larva.   

 

 

 

                               
                     ‘Dragonfly nymph’     &   ‘Emerging Dragonfly’  © Dinah A.  

 

Dragonflies appear in a range of literature and pictures from medieval manuscripts 

to Charles Kingsley’s moral tale for children The Water-Babies, first published in 

1863, in which he describes, in detail but in child-language, the transformation of 

the “ugly, dirty” larva into the beautiful adult insect, “...the king of all the flies” which 

will “...dance in the sunshine and hawk over the river and catch gnats...”.  Kingsley, a 

good amateur naturalist himself, was one of the early supporters of Charles Darwin 

whose On the Origin of Species, his treatise on natural selection,  had been published 

less than 4 years earlier, and The Water-Babies’ description of the development from 

ferocious water creature to elegant Dragonfly illustrates this support. The picture 



below, showing the “water-baby” Tom’s first encounter with the Dragonfly, is by the 

artist Harry Theaker and is taken from the 1922 edition of the book. The photograph 

of a Dragonfly alongside was taken exactly a century later in 2022 by Jane Goodman 

of Elsdon!                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                           

 

            
              “The Water Baby”.   ‘The Dragonfly’ © Jane G.              

 

And finally for this section, two less-common flying insects both spotted in June: 

• A Black Slip Wasp, a variety of ichneumon wasp which parasitizes large white 

butterflies and gypsy moths by depositing its eggs inside the living 

caterpillars. I’ll spare you the gory details in case you’re eating breakfast but 

even Darwin couldn’t find a good word to say for ichneumons! Completely 

harmless to humans, of course. 

• A Soldierfly, seen here on a dogwood, a smart and shiny little thing looking 

much more like a wasp than the ichneumons but totally unrelated! Soldierflies 

are harmless, good pollinators and help to control aphids; they are also habitat 

indicators because their larvae require wet moss so it’s no coincidence that 

this one was close to notoriously boggy ground. There are 47 species of 

soldierfly in the UK, named after various military ranks although “all British 

soldierflies are considered to belong to the officer class” (Bugs Brittanica); the 

one shown here is definitely female and might even be an “Irish Major” - but 

specialist knowledge is needed to confirm that!  ☺ 

 

                             
        ‘Icumen Fly’.  © Debbie & Nick S. ‘Soldier Fly’ 

As the hot, dry Summer wore on most insects became “conspicuous by their absence”.  

We will see what Autumn brings. 

 

And the moment I think of Autumn - I think of Trees! 

 

There will be much more to say about trees in Autumn [September through to 

December], as their fruit ripens and their leaves change colour and fall. For this 



Summer issue of the Country Diary let’s just feature two of the parish’s most beautiful 

trees in full leaf – both photos taken by Isobel Hutton and to be included in her 

month-by-month photographic record of Lyonshall trees: 

 

Two of ‘Isobel’s Autumn Trees’ in Lyonshall. 
                                     

                   
    Ash Tree on Lynhales drive [LZ ##].      Sweet Walnut tree at Lynhales. © Isobel H.  

 

Editorial Comment 

I have left so much out! A quarterly Diary could easily be three times the length of a 

monthly one! But I don’t think anyone would have been too happy at downloading 

such a magnum opus and, as previously noted, I’m no longer trying to produce a 

comprehensive record of everything in nature that surrounds us. I am, however, 

extremely grateful to all the Country Diary contributors, new and old, without whom 

this would not be possible; please keep your observations and photographs coming 

in and if I don’t use them all it is purely because lack of space prevents it, never 

because I’m not interested.  

Please let me know what interests you, so that I can be sure that the Autumn issue is 

on the right lines. 

If there’s space, we will sign off with a sunset! 

There is a space! 

 



 
  Sun setting over Lynhales Hall – late summer 2022 © Jennifer Hill. 

 

 

 


