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‘Church House’.               “The Castle Motte”         ‘Castle Weir Farm & House’.     <-The A44 road-> 

 
 A 'frosty view' in the early morning looking north-west across the ancient ‘Broad Meadow’.  

It’s now early December and already November seems a distant memory! What happened to 

last month?  Why, as I rush around between ‘voting’ and Christmas shopping, does 

November seem like just a grey blur in the background? I think the answer is simple – rain. 

“Notorious November” was even worse than usual this year because it rained, not always 

heavily but almost constantly. The sodden fields and gardens of October never had a chance 

to dry out but stayed squelchy under foot throughout the month, with the mud deep in parts 

and puddles where we’ve very rarely seen them before.  Most of us didn’t get out much and 

sightings were few.  I had anticipated a very thin dull issue of the Country Diary.  

Fortunately, just a day or two before I put pen to paper [metaphorically speaking], we had a 

few brief spells of sunshine:  Notes and pictures quickly followed. This issue may still be a 

little thin but hopefully it won’t be as dull as this early December is turning out to be! 

 

And here is one of the ‘least’ dull sightings we’ve ever had! 
 

   
 The ‘White-rumped’ Robin   © Dave & Dinah A. 

 

A Robin at Christmas? – it’s a cliché, unless it is this little denizen of ‘Burgage Close’ in the 

heart of Lyonshall Village. No, that isn’t snow on his-or-her tail nor has it fallen into a 

carelessly-opened pot of paint. This Robin simply has a white rump and tail-feathers and 

the rest is, well, robin-coloured! Thank goodness the two people who spotted it in their 

garden took a series of photos from different angles before it flew off. No one I’ve asked has 

ever seen such a bird before so a little research was necessary. It seems this Robin is 

suffering from “leucism”, a rare genetic mutation leading to lack of melanin in some of the 

feathers (not eyes, beaks or other part of the bird). Leucism varies in its manifestations but 

does not affect ‘red’ or yellow / orange plumage, so “Burgage Robin” is still a ‘redbreast’. 

Evidence to date indicates that some birds pass leucism on to their offspring (although it 

may not present itself in exactly the same way) but, as you may imagine, tracing the 

genealogy of wild birds is not easy and the British Trust for Ornithology would be delighted 

to hear from anyone who has done so!    Sadly ‘leucisistic’ birds often fail to attract a mate.  



They are also more vulnerable to attack from predators. This particular Robin was last seen 

being chased off by another resident Robin but that is standard Robin “aggressive 

behaviour”. I hope all our readers, particularly those who live in the vicinity of ‘Burgage 

Close’, will keep an eye out and, if they can, help this Robin to survive the coming winter. 

So, to continue with the Birds................ 

...  And first to flocks. Reports have come in from across The Parish of flights of Starlings 

being seen overhead or in the trees. Different flocks?  The same group moving around?  Who 

knows?  It may well be the same flock noted as flying from ‘Holme Marsh’ to the ‘Garden 

Centre’ but it is hard to tell. We don’t seem to get the huge “murmurations” that attract 

attention – and photographers – elsewhere in the UK but in practice our more modest 

numbers may be less destructive to crops and to our gardens and therefore more welcome. 

 

             
A small ‘murmuration’ travelling at speed  @ Holme Marsh © Sally B. 

 

Other flocks recorded this month were of Fieldfares and/or Redwings, the winter immigrants 

from Scandinavia that often move together. Every year they come to feast on the fallen 

apples in the orchards and this year, following the flooding, they will have more to feast on 

than usual. When that food source is exhausted they should find plenty of hedgerow berries, 

plus earthworms, to see them through to Spring.  Added to that the ‘Viking’ Blackbirds are 

back in large numbers from Denmark and Norway as usual! 

How many birds constitute a “flock”? The only other groups of birds recorded this November 

were 10 Long-tailed Tits (lovely little things) at ‘Holme Marsh’ and 5 “escapee” Pheasants 

taking a serious interest in my herb garden, which really is “food for thought” ! 

Then to individual birds, nothing new for Lyonshall but it’s nonetheless good to know that 

Red Kites and Buzzards are still being seen overhead, a Great Spotted Woodpecker and a 

Treecreeper visit ‘Penrhos’ and there are Magpies aplenty and a Heron around the 

‘Crackadonia’ area occasionally. There are Wood Pigeons all over The Parish plus the usual 

hedgerow and woodland birds and Tawny Owls to be heard calling after dark and just before 

dawn.  A solitary Bullfinch has been seen.  Meanwhile, up at the Nursery, Blackbirds “have 

eaten all the berries off the pyracantha I have for sale”     and the Pied Wagtails are running 

all over the glasshouses looking for insects in the cracks and crevices. 

 

             
“Blackbird on the glass?”      ‘Wagtail’ on the roof and on the ‘wires’ © Simon T. 

 

Altogether, November was a good month for bird sightings, eventually! (No sign of water 

fowl on the fish-pools, however.  As suspected, the Moorhens were just fleeting visitors.) 

 



Mammals 

As throughout most of this year, Rabbits, Rats and Squirrels were the principal mammal 

sightings and there have been molehills to confirm the presence of Moles. But I am 

delighted that one Fox has been seen, even though it may be the same Fox that took most 

of my chickens.  [One hardy, one-legged bantam hen survived however.  She must be a 

“Yorkshire Bird” ] ! I am more delighted to know that we have two or three Hedgehogs in the 

village. And Bats – probably Pipistrelles – have been noticed “and heard ” nearby. It’s not a 

great mammal-count but it was November, and this is a few more species than reported 

earlier in the autumn. I continue to keep my fingers crossed for next year... 

 

Insects 

At the very beginning of the month a few late butterflies and hoverflies appeared during 

bright spells among the last flowers of Autumn, soon to disappear again as the flowers died 

and the rain came down. By the end of the month, insect life in Lyonshall – or at least, 

obvious insect life – was confined to Houseflies coming inside to hibernate and a few 

Ladybirds also looking for a Winter hibernation home. One had to be persuaded that “inside 

the desk-top computer” was not a good choice of venue.  

 

Writing this Diary has introduced me to fascinating insects I had never seen or thought 

about previously. It has also reminded me how fundamental insects are to our ecosystems.  

I look forward to next year’s “creepy-crawlies”. 

 

Amphibians, Reptiles and Fish 

No reports. 

 

Flora 

Trees and Shrubs 

Late November saw most of the annual leaf-fall although even now, in early December, it is 

not complete. Personally, I love the dramatic shapes of bare branches against the sky and 

hope we’ll receive a lot of such photos during the winter months. However before the fall 

really took hold of the ancient Oaks in the Parish we received this truly beautiful photo of 

“Isobel’s Oak”, the penultimate in her series recording this “witness” to the ‘new’  Lyonshall. 

 

 
“Isobel’s Oak” Nov 2019 – from the reign of Queen Elizabeth I {c. 1558 AD} 

And, in a brief spell of sunshine and just happening to be in the right place at the right time, 

I was amazed to see an abundance of scarlet berries on a very tall Holly, growing up from a 

hedgerow, which I wouldn’t have noticed at all without them. 



 
“And of all the trees that are in the wood - The Holly bears the crown” ! 

I’m told it’s a good year for Holly berries and also for Ivy (about average in our garden) 

which augurs well for traditional Christmas decorations. We have plenty of pine cones, too, 

but, unlike last year, I haven’t noticed many berries on the Mistletoe – although I may be 

wrong in this respect and in any case most of the Mistletoe in the trees round the Upper 

Fishpool, for example, could only be picked from a helicopter or a very tall ‘cherry-picker’! 

 

This might be a good point at which to advise people that our ‘Tree Warden’ is actively 

encouraging tree planting in the Parish and has on offer some disease-resistant Elm Tree 

plants. There are several varieties (including one for “wet or waterlogged sites”) and the 

prices are very modest. I’m sure many of us would like to see more of our Elm Trees back in 

the Parish. For further details see the Lyonshall website [News and Events]. 

There is also a notice in the latest December/January “Lyonshall News” insert in ‘The 

Arrowvale Parishes’ magazine asking parishioners to make “some space available for tree 

planting” in the interests of wildlife habitat and tackling climate change – details in the 

leaflet.  Contact: Cllr Rod Bevan, Lyonshall CPC. [see: www.lyonshall.net ] for his details. 

 

Small Plants 

Some late-flowering Hogweed, a few stray Daisies, the last of the wild Cyclamen and, in the 

hedges, the grey swirls of this year’s Old Man’s Beard seed-heads alongside the first bright 

sprays of next year’s yellow Winter Jasmine – the cycle of the seasons continues though its 

timing changes.  ‘Our World’ continues to rotate despite the “doomsayers”!  Just help it a bit!  

 

 
Old Man’s Beard 

And finally 

Fungi 

Thought you’d heard the last of me rabbitting on about fungi this year? No such luck! Here’s 

the “November selection”  ☺ : 

 

http://www.lyonshall.net/


            
                         ‘Candlesnuff ’ Fungi.                            Shaggy  ink Cap  ->        Sulphur Tuft         -> 

                    
  Scurfy Deceiver © Simon T.    Broad-gilled Agarics.  Don’t eat - unpleasant!       Bracket  © Simon T. 

 

Most of these have appeared on our records over the past three years but it is now 

interesting to look at them in more detail: 

1.The Candlesnuff Fungus (Xylana hypoxylon) -- also known as the “Stag’s Horn” although 

that suggests something grander -- is small, white and grows in little bundles of thin, 

sometimes forked, fruiting bodies on rotting wood and old tree stumps.  At around 3 or 4 

cm high it is quite common and quite pretty but “of no culinary interest ”. 

2. If you’re looking for something to eat , I recommend Shaggy Inkcaps (Coprinus comatus), 

easily identified from their shape and style as they are also known as “Lawyer’s Wigs”.  Fairly 

common in Autumn, these usually grow in grassland but this one happens to be on a 

woodpile. They should be picked young and fried immediately because, as the Wildfood website 

puts it, “if you leave one on your table overnight you will come down to a black ink stain in 

the morning” – they deliquesce (great word!) very quickly.  {i.e. “become a squidgy mess”!} 

3. The Sulphur Tuft (Hypholoma fasciculare), however – coincidentally in the same woodpile 

as the fungus above – is Poisonous. It grows in large clumps on rotting wood and is mostly 

sulphur-yellow both above and underneath, but the colour varies with age. Quite common 

in Summer and Autumn but don’t eat it. 

4. And lastly we think this may be a Scurfy Deceiver! What a wonderful name! “The Scurfy 

Deceiver” (Laccaria proxima) grows in leaf-litter where there is broadleaf woodland on acidic 

soil.  In this instance it is growing in a hollow on an Ash tree which is showing signs of Ash 

Die-back. Although the caps are edible, they are not much recommended and I certainly 

wouldn’t advise trying it without an expert’s identification.  

At the moment, our favourite fungi-expert is seriously overloaded so beware ! 

 

Moss and Lichens 

The weather has ensured that there are plenty of mosses and lichens around but the 

weather has also ensured that I have done nothing about examining them! I shall try to get 

round to it in the next week or two, weather and ‘waders’/’wellies’ permitting. 

 

Lyonshall’s Weather in November 

 

November 2019 has not been one of our better months.  The ‘Air Pressure’ plummeted and 

the wet ‘driech’ weather set in from week one.  The first snows (‘wet and slushy’ as in every 

year) came and went and then the drains backed-up and our ‘wellies’ sprang a leak and the 

skies were mostly grey - forever.  The annual left-overs of the ‘Caribbean storms’ did not 

help.  Why do we all not love November?    O.K.  Look at the glory of the changing leaves!  

WONDERFUL!  The cold, wet winds and the weak sunshine make for a beautiful kaleidoscope!  



 

        
     Evening & Snows @ ‘Lyonshall Nursery’.     ‘Winter Dawn’.         ‘Mist & Fog’.           ‘Storm’.             ‘Autumn’. 

Finally,  just to bring the ‘gloom-and-doom’ of  November to a close, a word about 

Pollution, specifically the pollution of the water-courses leading from The Curl Brook into 

The Arrow ,into the ‘River Lugg’ and thence to The Wye caused by run-off from our fields 

and our inadequately-processed sewage: 

Some of our readers will have received Cllr. Roger Phillips’ [our Hereford County Councillor] 

recent report following his visit to Leominster sewage works to investigate why the 

persistent high levels of phosphate in The Curl Brook and the River Arrow are causing both 

environmental and planning problems.  It’s a complex issue and needs to be addressed on 

at least two levels – reduction in the contaminants and better treatment processes at the 

sewage works.  Both these levels are being addressed (with particular thanks to the 

Pembridge-based “Go Wild in the Curl” group) but it will be some time before the 

problems are resolved.  In the meantime, noticing that the rivulet which runs through the 

Broad Meadow from above the A 44 after heavy rainfall was looking exceptionally grey 

today, we did a phosphate test using a sensitive ‘Orthophosphate’ kit.  It gave a High 

reading of 1.5 mg/L.  This was diluted only slightly to 1.0 mg/L where it joined the ditch 

carrying run off from the Upper Fishpool orchard. No wonder the “Upper Fishpool” has no 

fish, invertebrates or waterfowl.  It is very heavily “Polluted” by us.  Sad isn’t it. 

 

The Lyonshall Country Diary – a Message to our Readers 
Just three brief messages for 2020:      to all our contributors and readers:   ☺ 

1. Please don’t forget to send photos and notes for the December/January 

issue   which we hope to compile early in 2020  

2. Merry Christmas  & : 

3. A VERY Happy New Year to YOU ALL!  ☺  & THANK YOU for your support! 

 

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

jcvqa@btinternet.com 

mailto:jcvqa@btinternet.com

