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  Lyonshall village viewed from the ‘old’ railway line looking south west towards Hereford City.  
 

September and “the days grow short”, as the song says, which is exactly what one 

would expect but somehow this year they seem to have shortened by more minutes more 

quickly than ever! Perhaps that has something to do with the contrasting weather – my mind 

can’t accept that autumn is coming while the days are still hot and sunny. Then when the 

heavens open and the flash floods rise, “autumn” seems to have morphed into winter before 

we’re mentally adjusted to the idea.     Or am I talking rubbish and just getting old ?  

Whatever! Whether the cause is normal seasonal variability, climate change, loss of habitat 

or just coincidence, plant and animal behaviour as noted in Lyonshall seem to have been 

unusual this month. I have decided to postpone my sightings comparisons over three years 

(2017 -2019) until the end of this year but I am convinced, even without reference to my 

last year’s notes, that plant and insect activity has been odd but not worrying whereas many 

birds, mammals and reptiles have been conspicuous by their absence. 

 

Flora    first  ............ 

 

Trees, Shrubs, Fruit and Berries 

You may be pleased to know that I have no NEW  tree diseases to report this month (which 

doesn’t mean that Lyonshall is suddenly a disease-free area!). I shall also confine references 

to fungal infection of trees to the Fungi section. But herewith some interesting snippets of 

local tree information: 

 

“Isobel’s Oak”   continues to flourish and has been ‘listed’ by The Woodland Trust   as a 

‘Notable Tree’.  However, although we think of Oaks as symbolic of England, they are far 

from being the only true native tree in The Parish.  In our very wet and sheltered little village 

and its surrounding area, it is not surprising that we have a great range of different Willows, 

including one I had previously not recognised – this splendid old ‘Bay Willow’ (Salix 

pentandra) at Holme Marsh (“The Island-in-the-Marsh”) so called because – surprise - its 

leaves are very similar to Bay leaves, not at all like the elegant narrow leaves of most other 

willows. The Bay Willow is ‘dioecious’, with male and females flowering on separate trees; I 

shall have to wait until next spring to identify the gender of this one. I note that the catkins 

are “an important source of early nectar and pollen for bees, flies and many other insects.” 

 

 

 



                         
              ‘Isobel’s Oak’- September 2019.                     The ‘old’ Bay Willow tree at the hamlet of Home Marsh. 

 

A comparison index of the other Lyonshall Parish willow trees, promised long since, is still 

on my “To Do” list and not forgotten. 

 

The fruit and berry-bearing of the Lyonshall trees and shrubs this year may reflect the 

variable weather conditions of the spring, summer and early autumn or there may be some 

other cause. As mentioned in last month’s Country Diary, 2019 is proving to be a “mast 

year”   when the Beeches and some other trees bear bumper crops of fruits and nuts and 

sure enough the Beeches and Hazels were weighed down with ‘mast’ and nuts sometimes as 

early as July. Now it’s the turn of the apples, or at least of the Cider Apples in the orchards 

where some boughs are breaking down under the weight of the fruit and some trees are 

becoming uprooted as the heavy crop becomes too weighty to bear them after the rainfalls.  

The saturated clay sub-soil appears to be too wet to hold their slender tree trunks upright. 

 

                     
               Cider Apples laden with Fruit in The ‘Upper Fish-pool’ Orchard  -  Footpath LZ10A. 

On the other hand, the ‘edible’ apple trees in my garden, admittedly in a ‘dry-ish’ position, 

produced no fruit at all this year; the various varieties of Plum also had a measly crop, as did 

the wild Bullaces.  In fact the photo below is misleading since it’s a poor representation of 

the usual large Bullace haul and much of the fruit has shrivelled on the trees already. 

Similarly the Elderberries and the Rowan berries were more sparse and died early in the 

bright sunlight. But look at the opulent Guelder Rose (Viburnum opulus), the laden boughs 

of the Hawthorn, the wild Rose hips and the White Bryony climbing through them!  I can’t 

remember them as having been so plentiful or so brightly coloured before. 

               
                Bullace.               Guelder Rose.         Hawthorn.                Bryony.                Rose hips. 

For the cooks and distillers among us –  

• Bullaces can be used as a seasonal variation on ‘Sloe Gin’,  

• Hawthorn berries make an interesting, slightly bitter jelly to eat with meat,  

• Rose Hips can also be used for jelly if you can be bothered to get rid of the “itching 

powder” with which we used to torment one another as schoolchildren 

• But Bryony is POISONOUS from berry to root (despite being a member of the 

Cucumber family) 

• And Guelder Rose berries are a compromise! Slightly toxic when raw but safe when 

cooked for jelly or jam.  Photo: © Isobel H. 



As to the ‘fir cone’ crop ... Early in September a national newspaper report described an 

incident in Somerset where their County Council proposed to cut down a small fir tree 

overhanging a footpath because one or two people had been hit on the head by falling 

cones – this despite the fact that the tree was beloved by pupils at a neighbouring primary 

school because it housed many small birds (and, so far as I could tell, it was easy to avoid 

walking directly underneath it!).  I had never heard of anyone being seriously hurt by a 

falling fir cone. However, within a few days of the report on a quiet, windless grey day, there 

was a soft thud onto the old railway track bed in our garden – a branch had broken off one 

of our Deodar Trees under the weight of an unprecedented cone crop! Fortunately this tree 

is nowhere near any public footpath or even where animals graze. I lost count of the cones 

on the fallen branch but there must have been 70 or more, weighing over 5 stones, each 

one the size of a large hand grenade, sticky with sap and each one weighing about 10.5 

ounces (a third of a kilo). One of those on the head would have been a legitimate cause for 

complaint!                                                  

They are, however, exceptionally handsome and likely to remain intact for several months so 

if anyone has a use for them (Christmas decorations?) just call!  I collected most of them 

because they are too beautiful to throw away. 

 

        

Deodar cones at ‘The Old Station’ platform. 

Incidentally, I notice The Forestry Commission now recommend a mix of native and non-

native trees to replace those lost to felling or disease, including some which are better able 

to withstand British climate fluctuation, some of which we already have in Lyonshall such as 

Redwoods (Sequoiadendrons), thanks to Victorian fashions and affluent landowners. It may be 

that Deodars (Himalayan Cedars) like ours, imported by sailing ships 150 years ago, are also 

particularly temperate-climate tolerant. 

 

Small Plants 

If the fruiting trees seem confused by the climate this year, the smaller flowers seem equally 

confused and are either (a.) unusually abundant [wild cyclamen, ivy], (b.) flowering this 

September when not expected for another six months [primroses, wallflowers] or (c.) 

coming out for a second time after flowering normally in the spring [dandelions and 

daisies].  And, just for fun, we include a photo of a Sunflower growing out of the tall stump 

of a very recently-felled Leylandii, “planted” by a bird, no doubt, from commercial bird seed. 

Really tough and determined plants can put down roots anywhere – even in Lyonshall!  ☺ 
 

 

It is worth particularly noting the Ivy. The Ivy flowered profusely throughout the month and 

is still flowering at the start of October. For the first time ever I notice it actually has quite a 

distinctive rich perfume, of the kind one more usually finds in an expensive French bottle 

than on a common plant in the English countryside! And I’m sure the scent must have 

played its part in attracting hundreds of flying insects of various kinds to the Ivy flowers 

whenever the sun shone, so cue a report on Insects.... 



Fauna   

Insects, Arachnids [Spiders etc ] and similar 

Starting with the visitors to the ivy ‘hedges’.  All the photos below were taken at about mid-

day on September 18th when it was warm and very sunny. They show just a few of the 

insects to be seen which included bees, flies and hoverflies. 

 

                                                   

           Cluster Flies & Bee.                     ‘Bluebottle’  &  Bees.                  ‘Noonday Fly’ & Bee. 

The most numerous were the ‘Cluster Flies’ (Pollenia rudis). These are the smallish flies 

which cluster in large numbers when they hibernate in roof spaces, cracks and under the 

eaves of houses, hence the name. During summer they often continue to congregate on 

exterior sunny walls until the autumn when the year’s survivors return to their original 

winter quarters, to be joined later by the young adults which emerge in about September 

from soil-borne larvae. They are predominantly a fly of “rural areas”, parasitic on 

earthworms, totally inoffensive and definitely “not a sign of poor domestic hygiene”. 

Second most numerous were the “Honey Bees”, which are always welcome. 

There were also one or two ‘Bluebottles’ (Calliphora vomitoria), less welcome but not a 

nuisance so long as they stay outdoors!  One has to remember that they, too, feed on nectar 

and are pollinators of our garden, wild and hedgerow plants.  And our local farmers’ crops !  

Finally a medium-sized fly with a very shiny black body appeared – a ‘Noonday Fly’ 

(Mesembrina meridiana), exactly on time! With its brown-striped wings and “patent-leather-

look” body it is very difficult to associate such a smart looking fly with cow pats, but in fact 

that is where it mates and lays its eggs. It is ovoviviparous  (a new word for my vocabulary) 

meaning that the eggs hatch prior to or within an hour of being laid! The larvae are 

carnivorous and feed on other fly larvae in the dung – but the adults only like nectar and 

pollen and “basking in the sunshine”, just like many other insects and ourselves!  

There are 276 species of hoverfly in Britain, ranging in size from that of a bumblebee to 

“...hardly bigger than a gnat” all harmless and all “important pollinators”. There were too 

many of the tiny hoverflies on the Ivy to identify but I am indebted to a contributor for this 

beautiful photo of hoverflies on an Aster, pretending to be wasps! These are Helophilus 

pendulus, the ‘Sunfly’, also known as ‘The Footballer’!  Two Footballers don’t make a team 

but I checked on the strip – Aston Villa [away strip ] is the most likely for the West Midlands! 

 

                 

 “The Footballer”  & Plume moth © Sarah C.      Red Admiral © David G.       Comma © Robert T. 

Sunshine in September also brought out a few late butterflies and day-flying moths. This 

Red Admiral feeding on an apple prompted the valid comment that we don’t pay enough 

attention to the beautiful underside of many butterfly wings, less gaudy than the top and 

more intriguingly marked.  (Next spring you should look at the beautiful undersides of 

‘common-or-garden’  Orange Tips or the Painted Lady for confirmation of this observation.) 



Another underside, which was initially mistaken for a dead leaf on the laundry, is in fact a 

Comma (Polygonia c-album). This one is not damaged – all Commas have this strange wing-

shape which distinguishes them from Tortoiseshells which they resemble from above. If in 

doubt, look for the white ‘ ( ’ on the underside! Commas were, until quite recently, almost 

confined to this area of the “Welsh Marches”, but they are one of the success stories of 

climate change and can now be found further north.  And finally another ‘Plume Moth’, a 

delicate little ‘Spotted White’ Plume Moth (Porrittia galactodactyla – I can translate bits of the 

Latin but I do need a dictionary.)  It certainly knows how to choose a spectacular backdrop! 

 

 

The Walnut Orb Weaver © David G. 

Last but definitely NOT least, this spider appeared from a Lyonshall village log-pile; I am 

grateful for this amazing photo. She (it’s undoubtedly female and much larger than the 

male) is a Walnut Orb Weaver (Nuctenea umbratica) also known as the “Toad ” Spider or the 

‘Evening’ Spider. “Walnut” refers to the shape and colour of its back, which frequently but 

not always has this distinctive zig-zag pattern round its edge; “Evening” refers to its habit of 

hiding away close to its web during the day, emerging only to bite and secure its prey.  It 

constructs a new web each evening when it will sit in the centre “waiting for its next meal”. 

It’s not uncommon but it is largely nocturnal and we don’t see ‘Walnut Orb Weavers’ often. 

 

Birds 

The summer migrants have flown and the winter migrants are yet to arrive, so all seems 

quiet in the bird population at the moment. Just a few snippets of information: 

Most of the small garden birds – Sparrows, Dunnocks, Chaffinches, the occasional 

Greenfinch, Wrens and assorted Tits have been twittering and feeding busily whenever the 

sun came out except when it was at its hottest. Robins have been staking out their 

territories and singing sweetly and often. The Great Spotted Woodpecker has visited the 

feeders. But the most remarkable small birds this September have been Nuthatches – there 

have been lots of them!  I can only assume that their broods in April/May were exceptionally 

successful and that the young adults have decided to “stick around”; either that or they’ve 

hatched an uncharacteristic second brood. Does any ornithologist know?  I understand this 

isn’t confined to Lyonshall as reports of them proliferate in England. 

There has been the usual complement of Blackbirds and Thrushes, Crows, Magpies and 

Rooks but it’s been a long while since anyone reported seeing a Starling. Our resident 

Jackdaw, however, has been heard but not seen – notably chack-chacking  angrily in a tree 

when the Tawny Owl positioned itself on a neighbouring branch, hoping for a quick snack 

from the nest no doubt but flying away in disappointed silence when the Jackdaw’s 

persistent noise alerted us humans. 

Among larger birds, the Buzzard is often screaming overhead, the Red Kite is seen 

occasionally and the first seasonal Pheasants have appeared in the fields looking as puzzled 

as usual.         Otherwise no new bird sightings or activity have been recorded. 

 

Mammals, Amphibians, Reptiles and Fish 

Bird news this September has been scant but news about life in the above categories has 

been even “scantier”. (I’m glad August showed there is still some wildlife in Lyonshall). 



Rabbits, rats and squirrels are plentiful and not obviously behaving unusually. But no 

records have been received of badgers or foxes, deer or polecats, lizards or slow-worms – 

any of the frequently-noted wildlife of 2017.  More on habitat loss next month, but I hope 

October reports will show that Lyonshall still has the diverse fauna of two years ago. 

 

Fungi  

September is, however, a great month for fungi and this year was no exception. 

First the nasties: 

This attractive fungus, with its amber cap and bright yellow ring below white gills and 

nestling close to a clump of wild Cyclamen, is in fact another manifestation of Honey Fungus 

(Amillaria mellea) and is slowly (fortunately very slowly) killing the Silver Birch from whose 

underground roots it is growing. There is nothing to be done about it and this Birch tree is 

likely to be safe for many more years to come [we hope ]. 

 

         
    Honey fungus on the roots of a Birch tree.            Brown Roll-rim  { poisonous }             Brown Mottlegill. 

This solitary fungus, the Brown Rollrim (Paxillus involutus), was also found close to the base 

of a tree but this time the tree is unaffected by it. However it is highly toxic to humans, 

especially if eaten raw or in any quantity.       Deaths have been recorded   in Eastern Europe. 

Not so nasty: 

Prettier and less likely to cause severe harm but definitely not good for toddlers is the Brown 

Mottlegill (Panaeolina foenisecii) which is abundant, though short-lived, in the Orchards at 

the moment. This is known as the Mower’s Mushroom because it prefers grass which is 

mown occasionally but not intensively fertilised – hence its preference for ‘the orchards’. 

Also pretty, inedible but not poisonous, are Fairies’ Bonnets (Coprinus disseminatus). These 

pop up in small or large groups in different parts of the Parish quite frequently in autumn – 

This group are thriving on ‘Penrhos Hill’. 

Edible:   [ or  virtually inedible,  leathery  and  harmless ] 

Reputedly delicious, however, are some  of the ‘Parasol Mushrooms’ (Macrolepiota procera) 

like the one here surrounded by Harebells, described as “the most beautiful and striking of 

all the wild mushrooms”.  Also growing in Lyonshall Parish:  This ‘Oak Polypore’ at “Castle 

Weir” House and the ‘Beefsteak’ are best ignored.   Would YOU be attracted to eat  them ???? 

 

                                            

    Parasol mushroom.          &                Oak Polypore © David G.            Fairies Bonnets © Valerie Mc. 

 

Bracket Fungi 

We have shown pictures of two bracket fungi, the kinds of which grow often as quite large 

“plates” or shelves from the trunks of dead trees and many of which live to become hard or 

leathery!   All of these were seen at Castle Weir or near the Church and The Castle ruins. 

 



The first is another ‘Oak Polypore’, like the one shown on “Isobel’s Oak” in the August issue, 

a very uninviting though interesting fungus.  And -despite its name - you probably wouldn’t 

be tempted to eat the Beefsteak fungus (Fistulina hepatica) although it looks like raw meat 

when young and even “bleeds” when cut. It wouldn’t kill you but has a very unappetising 

flavour and also becomes extremely tough   – or so I’m told!  

A goodly haul of fungi, and I look forward to recording more in October!  I already have a 

very strange lichen / fungus awaiting identification for next month’s issue !  

 

Lyonshall Weather in September 2019. 

 

 

          

Lyonshall  Flora and Fauna  –> “The future”. 
 

This issue of the Lyonshall Country Diary comes with an appeal to all of its readers: 

Please, if you see any wildlife in or around Lyonshall during October 2019, 

especially fauna and most especially birds and mammals, let me know. 

Photos are wonderful but one can’t always have the camera poised at the precise moment 

that one sees something interesting!   Just the briefest of brief e-mail notes will do. 

I am very anxious that we don’t cry “habitat loss ” or “climate change ” if, in fact, there isn’t 

any cause for concern here!  For example, I don’t want to be saying “Lyonshall has lost all of 

its Polecats” or “There are no longer Sparrow Hawks in this area” if there are plenty around 

here but We haven’t been in the right place at the right time to see them. Plants are 

comparatively easy!  Although the ‘Lyonshall Country Diary’ does not claim to be a 

document of high scientific accuracy, it does aim to represent a fair picture of one little 

Herefordshire Parish and everything in nature it has to offer to its residents and visitors 

alike. We need to be sure that this picture continues to be fair, neither complacent nor 

alarmist !!!!!!    Your help would be much appreciated. 

 



ALL CONTRIBUTIONS   (verbal or photographic, amateur or expert) GRATEFULLY RECEIVED  

at:  jcvqa@btinternet.com 

 

 

SOME OF THE PICTURES THAT DID NOT MAKE ‘THE CUT’ THIS MONTH ! 

 

< To: KINGTON town. ------- the  A44. main road.--------  To:  LEOMINSTER  town.

  -> 

 

        The “Kington Show”    @    "The Ovals",  Lyonshall    –    14th September 2019.      .  

.     Photograph © www.Kington Show 2019. 
 

                               
    ‘Brown Mottlegills’         Beefsteak Fungus © David G.       Dog-rose hips.               Sunflower! 
 
 

Look out for:  www.lyonshallcountrydiary.org.uk  opening in October 2019. 
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