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  Lyonshall village below its church,     ‘Bryncurl’.     The Welsh border  / ‘The Marcher hills’      Shropshire.      

 
    View from ‘The Holme’ farm, on the A 480, looking north over the village and “Curlbrookdale” to Wales. 

 

Say “Dylan Thomas” and most of us will respond with “Under Milk Wood” or “Do not go 

gentle into that good night”,  but Dylan Thomas was more than just a commentator on 

Welsh village life and death; he was also a sensitive observer of the natural world and our 

human reaction to it - especially in his “Poem in October” when he describes a country 

walk on his thirtieth birthday: 

“A springful of larks in a rolling 

Cloud and the roadside bushes brimming with whistling 

Blackbirds and the sun of October 

Summery 

On the hill’s shoulder, 

Here were fond climates and sweet singers suddenly 

Come in the morning where I wandered and listened 

To the rain wringing 

Wind blow cold 

In the wood faraway under me...” 

 

“... but the weather turned around”.  That would have been in 1944 towards the end of The 

Second World War, confirming – if anyone ever doubted it – that October weather has always 

been variable and that the contrast of sunny days and flash floods which we saw here this 

year was only unusual in its extremes.   “Climate change” ?   -   Possibly! 

 

More about the weather and its consequences below. In the meantime, what featured, or 

failed to feature, in the Lyonshall countryside this October?  To start on a positive note, this 

has been a record year for: 

 

Fungi 

 

September was good but October was even better! “Rare mushrooms are appearing across 

the country after the wet summer and autumn created ideal conditions” (The Times -

‘Environment Editor’) so the phenomenon was not just in Lyonshall  – all sorts of fungi, large 

and small, rare and commonplace, edible and inedible, “mushroom-shaped” and downright 

weird!  We are still awaiting formal identification of some by the ‘experts’ but they are 

probably struggling under an avalanche of enquiries, so we may show some here with our 

“best guesses” as to what they are.        DO NOT EAT THEM   ! 

  



One fungus quoted with surprise in The Times’ article as having been found in Essex is “the 

shiny green mushroom the verdigris agaric“, which is prolific here on the old Lyonshall 

railway track-bed this year. A medium-sized mushroom with its cap about 3 inches [up to 8 

cm] in diameter, we’ve seen it before but never in such large numbers.  It was the most 

numerous of five colourful fungi shown here.  

 

 
“Caveat Gustator!” 

The Verdigris Agaric (Stropharia aeruginosa) is a bright turquoise green colour which looks 

oddly “artificial” among the grasses. Curiously enough, its colour doesn’t just fade over 

time, it washes off in rainfall! Dozens have survived recent downpours but are now quite 

pallid! Its edibility is in serious doubt so it is best avoided for breakfast.  

In the same area there were Lilac Bonnets (Mycena pura), another strange colour to find in 

the wild. Below the big conifers alongside the old railway, these are unquestionably pale 

purple on top with lilac-grey gills and stalks. Other colour variants are attributed to 

different habitats. They are only slightly poisonous.  ☺ 

The chocolate Brown Capped Brittlegill (Russula integra) – shiny brown on top, whitish gills 

underneath - was also growing nearby. It is allegedly “consumed in Central Europe” but it is 

also stated that “long cooking gets rid of its poisonous properties”!  Another one to avoid, I 

think!   

However two edible fungi were picked on the same day only a few yards away. One of these 

will be very familiar – the white-capped Field Mushroom (Agaricus campestris)  with its 

unmistakable smell and pinkish-brown gills turning to dark brown as it gets older.  The 

other is frequently found on fallen timber – the Judas’ Ear (Auricularia auricula-judae) which 

has a semi-transparent dark pink jelly-like consistency and contorted shape that is 

definitely ear-like in some specimens.  I have always thought this most unappetising but 

there are soup and savoury recipes and notes on its possible medicinal properties on the 

internet and I’m assured it’s a “valued delicacy” in China. Somehow I doubt whether it’s 

common enough here to justify setting up an export business.  ☺ 

That was the one-day haul [Oct 10th] except for dozens of little beige frilly ‘Gill Mushrooms’ 

growing in scattered profusion or occasionally in lines. They are so “ordinary” that I’m sure I 

ought to know what they are but somehow I don’t!  I’ll let you know if either the light dawns 

on me or our very busy expert [ john@mushroomdiary.co.uk ] gets back to us fairly soon. 

 

       &            

 

mailto:john@mushroomdiary.co.uk


Earlier in the month I picked up a long-since-cut  log (possibly an ‘Ivy’ stem) because a thin 

patch of a rubbery pinkish-orange substance, about 3 inches x 1inch, had appeared on it.  

My first thought was that it was an unusual short-lived lichen; my second thought was that 

it was the droppings of the “Pretty-Pink-Poo  bird   ” ; more mature investigation has 

suggested it was, in fact, an elderly small crop of ‘Yellow Brain’ fungus  (Tremella 

mesenterica), an irregularly-shaped parasitic fungus which feeds on other wood-rotting 

fungi.  I’m not 100% convinced so if anyone has a better idea I’d be pleased to hear of it. 

Whatever it was, the patch gradually shrank back into the timber and then disappeared over 

about ten days leaving the dead wood ‘unscathed’ – but still very dead!  

 

    
    ‘Yellow brain’ fungus.           ‘Parasol’ Fungus.                ‘Cauliflower’ Fungus.       ‘Armillaria’ © David G. 

 

 Later in the month we found two more interesting fungi. The most amazing was a small 

group of Parasol Mushrooms, like the one featured last month, which were remarkable for 

their sheer size!  They were growing unexpectedly in a hedge on the side of a lay-by in the 

village but the cap of the largest in the group measured 30 centimetres (nearly a foot) in 

diameter and this was supported on an elegant slender stem, unaffected by passing traffic. 

The ugliest, which appeared twice in about 10 days at the foot of an old pine stump, we 

have identified as a Cauliflower Fungus (Sparassis crispa).  I like cauliflower, I like fungi but 

the Cauliflower Fungus is very hard to love!  About 20 centimetres across at its widest point, 

thick and much like a segment of cauliflower head both on the surface and in the form of its 

pores, it sat yellow and scowling for several days before slowly decaying. Although said to 

be edible when young but “tricky to clean”, I would have had to be desperately hungry to 

think of putting this one into my pan!  Interesting, though, and unusual.   

And finally another Armillaria, one of at least 17 variants  of the Honey Fungi, to be found at 

the base of the trunks on several types of trees. As we know, the underground mycelia 

cause the spread of this parasitic fungus which will eventually kill the host tree – but since 

there is nothing one can do about it and the tree-death is probably many years away, one 

might as well enjoy the sight of the fungi while they last. They are edible allegedly but 

“allergic reactions have been reported ” so “proceed with great caution”.   

 

We have never before reported on so many fungi in one short month and there are several 

more which could be added to the list but I have to accept that not everyone shares my 

enthusiasm for these strange and transitory things. So I’ll move on... 

Flora 

 

Trees and Shrubs 

An apology,  particularly to the residents of the hamlet of ‘Holme Marsh’. The tree behind 

the bus shelter which we so confidently identified as a “Bay” Willow has been re-identified by 

our Lyonshall Tree Warden, who is much more expert in such matters than I, as a “Grey”  

Willow (Salix cinerea ) and he has kindly amended its registration on ‘The Woodland 

Trust’  “Ancient Tree Inventory” accordingly. 

 



This is important because, although they share a similar leaf-shape with the ‘Bay Willow’, 

the ‘Grey Willow’ is much more dependent on a seriously wet habitat – and ‘Holme Marsh’ is 

seriously wet  with rising springs and pools, as its name clearly states (and despite what 

more recent cursory ‘Local Government’ maps purport to show). This recorded fact is over a 

‘Millennium’ old and a year-long feature, if only obvious after very heavy rainfall such as we 

had in late October 2019 – see below.  This geological phenomenon was first recorded in 

the ‘Mercian Kingdom’ of the Anglo-Saxons in 778-796 AD  when Offa “King of Mercia” 

built the spur to his “dyke” cutting across The Parish of Lyonshall from ‘Lyonshall Park’. 

 

The heavy rainfall and consequent water around the roots of the trees has also contributed 

to the delay in the colour change and the ‘falling’ of the leaves – I estimate Lyonshall is 

about three weeks later than usual this year (and I’m told that The Parish of Weobley is the 

same). Hence the leaves on Isobel’s Oak are still almost the identical dark green as they 

were in September but you can just about make out the shading on their tips as this 

“Lyonshall’s witness ” prepares for winter. 

 

 
“Isobel’s Oak” October 2019 © Isobel H. 

The only other photos of autumn tree colour we have received towards the end of this 

October were of a glowing red Acer at ‘Castle Weir Farm’ and an ‘Osier ’ Willow tree by the 

Upper Fish-pool swaying in the wind. I guess we will have to wait for November’s photos to 

capture the real beauty of the autumn this year – and we hope our regular contributors take 

their pictures before the leaves blow away in the November gales! 

                                              Photographers please take note. 

                                                                                  
.      ‘Acer’ by the pool at ‘Castle Weir Farm’.                                      ‘Osier’ willow by the ‘Upper Fish-Pool’. 

 

Small Plants 

 
Black Bryony berries © David G. 

There has been little change since September – or certainly nothing much reported – among 

the wildflowers and small plants of the Parish. I am, however, grateful for this beautiful 

photograph of “Black” Bryony berries. 

     



Last month we showed the ‘White’ Bryony scrambling through a Dog Rose and stressed that, 

although pretty, the plant is poisonous throughout.  Well, the Black Bryony (Tamus 

communis), though unrelated, is equally POISONOUS  if not more so, despite being “Britain’s 

only member of the Yam family”.  It’s actually called “Poison-Berry” in some parts of 

England, as well as “Adder’s Meat ” and “Devil’s Berries ” in others and “Serpent’s Meat ” in 

Wales, which will give you the idea!  Legend on the Isle of Wight has it that the berries 

soaked in gin will cure chilblains !  – BE SAFE:-   just drink the gin with tonic  as usual! 

  

Fauna   

Although the threat from “habitat loss” applies to some trees and plants in the UK, the 

greatest threats posed by loss of habitat here are to the animals, especially the mammals, 

butterflies and fish.  Sadly, Lyonshall is not immune. Although many of our farmers and 

landowners are exemplary, others may be simply unaware. Moreover not all problems are 

solely associated with agriculture, as the current concern about phosphate pollution in the 

River Lugg catchment area  demonstrates, citing household waste water and  “sewage 

treatment”  as contributory factors and seeking a restriction on further development until 

these problems can be rectified .  We should not blame the ‘Farmers’ for our own pollution. 

 

A report, “The State of Nature”, published at the beginning of this month (October 2019) and 

compiled by 70 wildlife groups and Government Agencies, gives a more detailed picture and 

concludes that “Britain will fail to meet most conservation targets set for 2020 under a 

global treaty known as the Convention on Biological Diversity”.  In summary: 

“41% of nearly 700 assessed species of land, freshwater and sea animals, fish, birds, 

butterflies and moths have declined since 1970, 26% have increased and there has been 

little change for 33%”. 

 

The biggest success story  has been the return of the Red Kite (up by nearly 300% in the last 

10 years) and Lyonshall has played its own part in that but, judging by the dearth of 

mammal and fish ‘sightings’ this year and the absence of some birds which were once 

common, there is a lot of conservation work to be done here in our County of Herefordshire 

as elsewhere. Our Government has ambitious plans, as ever, but we would be well advised 

to address our “Local” problems locally rather than wait for nebulous “National” policies to 

be implemented.  It is our local “Parish” after all!                           It is up to us – is it not  ? 

We can not delegate our own responsibilities to “Westminster”  for ever! 

That having been said what are the Fauna observations in Lyonshall this October? 

 

Mammals 

Rabbits, rats and squirrels – the “usual suspects” are still with us, although there are fewer 

squirrels around; but nothing else has been mentioned despite my heartfelt plea in the 

September issue of this Diary. According to the above report, Pipistrelle bats were one of the 

success stories of recent years but I haven’t seen any and no-one else has reported them in 

recent months, though they were observed moderately frequently in 2018. (Back in 2011 the 

professional ecologists recorded three types of bat around the ‘Upper Fish-pool’, including 

‘the Noctule bat’).  Otters have also made a come-back but the only “Otter reference” I have 

is to the beautiful carved wooden one in Kington (thanks @ Sarah Cad ☺)  Dormice are one 

of the threatened species.  There used to be a few in the Parish three years ago – where are 

they now?  Badgers, Foxes, Polecats, Roe deer and various Voles?  I cling to the hope that 

the problem is just my failure to be “in the right place at the right time” to see them.             

  They must be here somewhere!  Have you seen them? 

 



Amphibians, Reptiles and Fish 

No sightings have been reported this month. The phosphate issues being addressed by the 

“River Lugg Position Statement of 11th October 2019 ” is very relevant to the fish and 

amphibian populations of Lyonshall.  It raises very important issues “vis-a-vis”  ‘Planning’. 

 

Birds 

Buzzards have been heard and occasionally seen circling (weather permitting) over our 

Pastures, Meadows and cider apple orchards and as mentioned previously we still have “our 

own” families of Red Kites. There are several Tawny Owls calling at night and hunting in the 

neighbourhood. Despite the owls’ predations the Wood Pigeons are as abundant as ever and 

some have had yet another late brood, hence the Pigeon ‘squabs’ which are almost hidden 

amongst the still-green leaves of this Beech tree this mid-October demanding to be fed. 

 

 
Pigeon ‘Squab’ - hidden from view 

 

 We still have Crows, Rooks, Jackdaws and Magpies. I’m not sure about Starlings but, as I’ve 

said before, we never seem to have the great clouds of them that appear elsewhere, even 

when there is a lot of fallen fruit following the cider apple harvest.  I am assured that the 

apparent shortage of Blackbirds is just normal and seasonal as they go through their annual 

moult, they hide from predators and feast on the wild fruit and nuts, preceding the winter 

‘immigration’ from Scandinavia.  Other winter migrants will arrive here shortly no doubt. 

  

The small garden birds such as Sparrows and Chaffinches have flocked to the feeders 

between rain-showers as well as ‘firkling’ around in the dry soil beneath the bushes and in 

the undergrowth – Wrens, Robins and Dunnocks are particularly assiduous “firklers  ”.  
 

 I can also report one incident regarding small birds for which I have no explanation; 
early one evening, just after a dramatically heavy rain shower had ceased, a group of small 

birds – perhaps a dozen – were making an amazing cacophony of twittering in the lower 
branches of our ‘Douglas Fir’– “a right old ding-dong”!  The noise lasted for at least five 

minutes, during which time I never saw the birds concerned to identify them with any 
certainty, but the Sparrows seem to be the most likely.        Then total silence  !!! 

 If anyone knows what could have made them so excited, I’d love to hear. 
 

Other bird news includes more ‘visiting’ Pheasants and, for a brief moment, four young 

adult Moorhens on the ‘Upper Fish-pool’ – the only water birds seen there since it became 

so silted up. I had hoped that following the rain they would stay but that was on October 

10th and I haven’t seen them since in spite of raised water levels. They might be hidden by 

the fallen trees and weeds, so I would welcome any other sightings. Be careful of your 

footing in the silt! The Fish Pool is inviting but a treacherously deep swamp for the unwary. 

 



Insects, Arachnids and similar 

The few sunny hours in October attracted the last late butterflies to the ivy berries and 

blossom – a Peacock early in the month, later a Red Admiral, shown here, and a Comma 

which flew off annoyingly as soon as I had a camera to hand!  Note, also, this handsome 

‘Silver Y moth’, clearly showing the reason for its name. 

 

             
     Red Admiral on ivy.    Silver ‘Y’ Moth © David G.   Leaf mining moth. (damage)          ‘Late’ Ladybird. 

Another moth with an accurate and explicable name is the Horse Chestnut Leaf Miner. These 

moths are common in eastern Europe but were not found in the UK until 2002 and it’s not 

clear how they got here since they are tiny and don’t fly well. Although the moth itself is 

barely visible, the effect of its caterpillars, which burrow under the surface of leaves causing 

discolouration, is very apparent. These moths are, however, essentially harmless and will not 

cause any lasting damage.  

Even in the sunshine it was too late in the season for most other winged insects and there 

were just a few Honey Bees, Flies and Hoverflies around. This Ladybird was photographed on 

the inside of a window, doing an early survey of its hibernation options. 

Spiders, however, were unaffected by the weather because most of them were inside the 

house anyway!  I admit I am a thoroughly irrational arachnophobe. I know British spiders 

won’t harm me and my chances of meeting a deadly foreign import are infinitesimal: I know 

they kill flies and other small bugs and are therefore generally beneficial; I know that I won’t 

swallow a spider in my sleep and that all the folk tales about them are complete myths. 

Nevertheless I find it hard to look at them dispassionately! It is therefore in a self-sacrificial 

spirit of pure science that I give you two views of the Giant House Spider (Tegenaria 

gigantea) and one of the Daddy-Longlegs Spider (Pholcus phalangioides)! “Tegenaria” means 

a mat and is a reference to the mat-like qualities of their dusty cobwebs so the Giant House 

Spiders are the “gigantic mat-makers”; “Pholcus phalangioides” means “squint-eyed and 

finger-like” which probably won’t make you like them any better! 

 

                                            
     Giant House Spider [1].© David G.                &  [2].© ‘LCD ’.                                ‘Daddy-Longlegs’. 

Giant House Spiders cannot live long outdoors and, if put out, will come back inside fast -- 

they can run at very high speed but only for a few seconds. The ones we see at dawn are 

usually male, the females preferring to hide behind wardrobes or in rooms that are seldom 

used. ‘Daddy-Longlegs’ Spiders, on the other hand, are quite slow-moving, creeping round 

on ceilings and swinging from near-invisible threads. In addition to keeping down gnats, 

mosquitoes and similar small insects and robbing other spiders’ webs of prey, they will 

actually “envenomate ” and eat Giant House Spiders, so the Daddy-Longlegs Spider is 

probably the more welcome house-guest!  They are cannibalistic when food is scarce but, 

I’m told, “the females make excellent mothers”.  What a very old-fashioned family life! 



The only other photo of a spider I could have added here is that of a Money Spider; you 

would have had to get out a magnifying glass to see it. The facts about Money Spiders are 

even more astonishing than the myths but they would fill several pages of this Diary so 

perhaps some other time... 

So, not a lot to say about wildlife sightings in Lyonshall this October.  It has, however, been 

a very wet month so this is a good issue of the Diary in which to review rainfall and water 

sources. 

 

Rivers, Streams, Ponds, Springs and Rain 

Lyonshall’s wet and boggy history came back to haunt it this month.  With an underlying 

clay soil [there used to be two ‘brick works’ in the village environs alone] and its multitude 

of springs and wells the water is never far away so it came as no surprise when on the 26th 

of October the heavens opened and the water flowed downhill and into the village from The 

Castle ridge and into the Curl Brook floodplain.  The same happened on the Holme Marsh 

ridge.  This was not an unusual occurrence sadly but there seems to be no lasting damage.  

 

 
   The ‘Castle Ridge’ drain off Map.  North to South.    The ‘Holme Marsh’ drain off . South to North. 

 

The unusual Lyonshall phenomenon of the waters bubbling up on the high ground, as if by 

magic, results in the Holme Marsh Pools (usually hidden just below ground level) suddenly 

reappearing but on the Castle side of the village the castle moat and the ‘Lady well’ are 

often apparent with water flowing down across the A44 main road.  The A480 channels this 

water down through the old railway bridge buttresses and into the village.  Only a few of the 

77+ sources of The Curl Brook on which the centre of the village lies.  Hence the wells in the 

gardens of houses like ‘The Maidenhead’ and the ‘wheelwrights’ pool by ‘Upper House farm’. 

 

                  
 Holme Marsh ©Geoff C.          Footpath LZ10A.              ‘Bridge Buttresses’.              By ‘The Close’  ‘Bus Stops’. 

To be fair, parishes like Eardisland had it worse than we did but by 2019 we should have got 

on top of a problem that has existed for so many years.  The castle moat is 930 years old! 

 



Lyonshall Weather in October 

This month’s weather was dominated by the “leftovers” of Atlantic ‘hurricanes’ and storms. 

 

 

   

Lyonshall Flora and Fauna – The future 

I said in a recent e-mail that this was likely to be “The Fungi and Floods Issue” of the 

Lyonshall Country Diary and so it has proved to be! Now we need to know whether this was 

“a freak” or indicative of long-term changes and, if the latter, what we must accept and what 

we might improve. So please sharpen your pencils or dust your keyboards and let me have 

your thoughts on the future for our Lyonshall wildlife – whether long-considered or spur-

of-the-moment, traditional or eccentric, practical or (possibly) impractical. And, of course, 

don’t forget to tell me what you all see or hear in this November. 

 

  ALL CONTRIBUTIONS [verbal or photographic, amateur or expert] GRATEFULLY RECEIVED at 

jcvqa@btinternet.com   watch out for our new Website: www.lyonshallcountrydiary.org.uk  

 

SOME OF THE PICTURES THAT MISSED THE CUT THIS 

MONTH. 

     
 'Judas Ear’ Fungus.         “Money Spider”!         “ Raising the Lid ” in Lyonshall Village. 

Appendix 1. (attached).        “Lyonshall Wetland Geology”      dated: 31st October 2019. 
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