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 to The Village                             { Looking SOUTH  WEST }         to The Church→ 

 
    The “Star in The East” seen over Lyonshall Village @ 5:20pm on ‘Christmas Eve’ 2020. 

  

This issue is dedicated to the late, ‘Great Duke’ of Wellington (1769– 1852) without 

whose excellent Boots it would not have been possible. (See also “Sparrowhawks”) 

 

To set the scene: 

When I first started this Country Diary four years ago it was to record, as accurately as 

possible and with the help of other interested observers, all the flora and fauna of a rural 

Herefordshire parish. It was probably a bit dull but the list of species we built up was 

impressive – more of that in the Appendix to this issue. However over time the sightings of 

some species have become fewer but my curiosity about the things we have seen has 

become stronger! There’s a whole world out there I know very little about! Next year my 

“slant” may be different but this year it has been particularly good to have local sights and 

sounds, and the science and stories attached to them, for interest. Even the most “ordinary” 

plant or animal has something extraordinary about it! 

We had floods at the beginning of the year, heavy rain at this end, so although the bit in the 

middle was gloriously sunny we have all become familiar with MUD. 

“and the name of the slough was Despond” 
(“The Pilgrim’s Progress”, John Bunyan, 1678) 

Actually, to be pedantically literal, the name of the “slough” this December was the ‘Upper 

Fishpool  Cider Orchard’, which fully justified the definition of a “slough” as “a hollow filled 

with mud ”! 

Every time I struggled to lift my ‘wellie boots’ out of its mucky clutches I did, however, 

reflect on how like mud the widespread mood of despondency was – but I also thought (and 

still think) “Ha! You haven’t got me yet!” and smiled at some insouciant daisies, chirpy 

Robins and Wrens and the catkins which are all set for Spring.  Even in December a few 

hours in the countryside are more likely to lift the spirits than reading ‘John Bunyan’ ! 

Lyonshall has two special natural indicators of the Spring to come, both appearing this 

December – the tarmac-defying Daffodils and the first Snowdrops of the new season.  Long-

term readers and village residents will know that a bevy of Daffodils push their way up 

through the tarmac at the entrance to “Tellin”, as they have done every year for at least the 

last dozen and despite a previous neighbour’s attempts to suppress them in the interest of 

tidiness. They show how powerful a determined flower-bulb can be – I doubt you or I could 

push our noses through tarmac!   



This year they pushed through around the beginning of the month; the early Snowdrop 

flowers appeared by ‘Lynhales Drive’ just a few days before the end of the year (first noticed 

on December 27th and photographed on December 29th). 

 

                           
                   Daffodils @ ‘Tellin’.           1st Snowdrops © Dave & Dinah A.                 Wych Hazel. 

Also flowering unseasonably early in December – “proper flowering”, not just the odd bloom 

– was the Wych Hazel. The Winter-flowering Cherry (due date February) was also in flower 

but that appears early most years. One of the reputable professional bodies (Sorry, I didn’t 

notice which)  has conducted a survey over the last fifty years which shows that leaf-break 

on the trees is now on average 5 days earlier than when their records began; I reckon 

Lyonshall is well above that average. 

So, keeping thoughts of an early Spring in mind, what else did December in Lyonshall have 

to offer? 

Fauna 

 

Birds 

Cold, grey, short days do not encourage birds to come out, least of all to pose for 

photographs! Nevertheless there have been a number of birds around, especially Crows in 

the gardens and fields, Rooks in the trees at ‘Castle Weir’ and Starlings passing overhead. 

Magpies seem more prolific than usual, especially along the length of the A44 from here to 

Kington – a pair here, a solitary bird there, sometimes three or four together.  I have, as 

custom requires, consistently said “Good Morning Sir” to them and enquired after the health 

of their families – so far without measurable effect for either good or ill. It is probably 

ethically unacceptable to admire Magpies because of their reputation for eating the eggs 

and chicks of smaller birds but there are few British birds more stylish. “Handsome is as 

handsome does” is surely applicable to humans only.  

In any case, we’re not short of small garden birds. I’ve mentioned Robins and Wrens 

previously – they’re thriving.  One Robin has taken to swinging on a ‘glitter ball’ among our 

outdoor Christmas decorations, as if he’s just won the small bird version of “Strictly Come 

Dancing ”.  He’s going to be quite upset when the decorations come down. The Wrens are 

just too busy for all that glitter ball nonsense, firkling around in the undergrowth and rarely 

on the wing.  Whenever the rain stops the Sparrows, Dunnocks and assorted Tits chatter 

noisily in the hedgerows and the Nuthatches appear on the bird feeders. And Blackbirds! 

The garden seems full of them and, early one afternoon in mid-month, I walked into the 

Orchard with my dog to see ten Blackbirds, all within a few feet of one another, picking at 

the mud on the ground. There were so many that my first thought was “rooks” but they were 

undoubtedly Blackbirds and too interested in whatever they had found in the mud to fly off 

immediately – I never discovered what it was that was fascinating or feeding them. 



Among the birds of prey, the Buzzard has been circling overhead whenever the sun came 

out and there have been several Sparrow Hawk sightings, with some objections to the fact 

that they too eat small birds. That’s Nature; trying to train Sparrow Hawks to become 

‘vegans’ is a pointless exercise! (The feeding habits of birds of prey also have their uses. 

Many readers will know that, on the recommendation of The Duke of Wellington, Sparrow 

Hawks were brought in to successfully rid the Crystal Palace of large flocks of Sparrows 

which had invaded the newly-built great glass houses in 1851, when poison had failed and 

the collateral damage from shooting was considered unacceptable.) 

The only bird oddity seen this month was a male Mallard, sitting in the grass of the verge by 

the A44 on the afternoon of New Year’s Eve, not moving but not obviously injured, so far as 

I could tell when driving past.  He was not there the following day so I assume he was just  

Resting ... en route to where?  

As to photographs of birds in Lyonshall this December, see below under “Squirrels”... 

 

Mammals 

Grey Squirrels !  The bane of fruit-farmers and tree-growers and the guilty delight of people 

like me for whom their acrobatics more than compensate for their feeder-raiding and 

arboreal destruction activities!  The Blue-Tit watching a Grey Squirrel polishing off the last 

seeds from a bird-feeder in the photograph below seems understandably peeved.  Squirrels 

are, of course, characterised by the way they use their tails to assist with balance, hence 

their ability to almost stand on their heads to pick up a peanut, to climb to the top of a 

fence keeping their tails straight, as noted here, and to leap across the width of the main A 

480 road from one high branch to another. We do occasionally see a squashed Squirrel on 

the road but I suspect these are a result of foolish attempts to cross at ground level rather 

than bad jumping skills from one tree limb to a frail tree branch or even to a very thin twig. 

 

                       
Acrobatic & Balancing Squirrels  © Dave & Dinah A.  

Despite rain, cold, the Owls and all the other hazards of a Lyonshall winter, the Grey 

Squirrels are still very plentiful with their young adolescents apparent even now. The Rabbits 

have all but disappeared; Moles and Voles, Rats and Mice are evidenced by a molehill here, a 

neat hole there, an occasional swift scuttling in a hedgerow; there has been little to see 

among The Parish fauna. Except... Except for these two beautiful animals photographed on 

‘trail cams’ – a Fox in a local meadow and an Otter. I am assured that there are “good 

populations of Otters on The Arrow and on the Curl Brook just downstream from Lyonshall”.  

 

                   
                                                           Young Fox                &          Otter  © David G. 



We know that many small fish and crustaceans are still alive and well in our little local 

streams and brooks and the presence of the Otters confirms this. However this isn’t a cause 

for complacency about the pollution reaching down as far as the rivers Arrow, Lugg and 

Wye. I hope we will have some better news on that score in the next year or two. 

 

Amphibians 

Finally, while talking of creatures that like wet conditions, I am indebted to our Contributors 

in Burgage Close for this photo of a Frog in their porch ( possibly sheltering from the rain ? ) 

earlier in the month. Handsome, isn’t he? But red ?  Really ?  We thought Frogs were green! 

 

 
Common Frog © Dinah & Dave A. 

 

    It seems from my researches with The Amphibian and Reptile Conservation Trust and others  

    that, although they are most commonly green, brown or greeny-brown, “the colouration of  

    Frogs (Rana temporaria) is extremely variable” and red is not unknown. No one seems to  

    know quite why. It is said that Frogs can take on the colour of their environment but since  

    this porch isn’t red and the Frog doesn’t actually live there, that explanation seems unlikely  

    in this case. More intriguingly, and although I have referred to this Frog as “he”, it may be 

    female.  Allegedly (well, according to Sussex Wildlife Trust), during the breeding season  

    female Frogs sometimes take on “a pinky-red colour” while male Frogs acquire “a blue 

    throat”. Pink for girls, blue for boys even among the Frog population ?  As they say “You  

    couldn’t make it up”!            For another note on female Frogs see  “Curiosities”  below. 

              

And for a last entry this month under the heading “Fauna”        –       a Slug. 

.        I took this photo on one of the greyest, dullest, most dispiriting days of the month                    

because this Slug was the only example of wildlife I’d seen all day !  

As a gardener I have the usual dislike of Slugs and this one had only one thing to recommend it. 

It was nowhere near any of my plants!  Cursory research shows that there are over 100 types of 

Slug, some more interesting than others, and many are the subject of revolting gastronomic 

experiments!  I may revisit the subject later in 2021 .............  perhaps!     Maybe not! 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

     
The Slug – Land slug [UK] – ‘Veronicellidae’. 



Next 

After my comment on sparse sightings, one category in natural history has excelled this 

December: 

Fungi.  

I once had an acquaintance of whom it was said that you could “rely on him to be 

unreliable”. Fungi are similar, except that one should perhaps say “expect them to be 

unexpected.”   We have recorded over 100 fungi over the last four years but still new ones 

appear and ones previously noted re-appear in The Parish but not where they were first 

seen.  Most come and go within a few days – or even a few hours – and leave no trace. But 

some of the bracket fungi appear quickly, grow over a day or two and then hang on, getting 

increasingly wooden until they are so hard you would need a pick-axe to remove them. 

Then they drop off their host of their own accord, never to be seen again. Knowing the 

preferred location is a help in identification but no guide as to whether or not any particular 

fungus will be seen there – we have to be opportunist and spot, snap and identify them 

when and wherever they deign to present themselves. This month’s list includes the rare 

and the familiar, the beautiful and the ugly: 

 

             
 1. ©Dave & Dinah A.        2.       © David G.    3.            ‘In-house’.                              4a. ‘In-house’. 
 

                       
 4b.   ‘In-house’.           5.      ©  David G.                        6.       ©  David G.                         7. © Dinah & Dave A. 
 

            
7&8. Footpath LZ7. 8. © Dinah & Dave A.   9.       ©  David G.              10.  ©  David G.           11.  ©  David G. 
 

1. and 2. - Judas’ Ear, aka Jelly Ear – It has been a very good year for this ugly but edible 

fungus, considered a great delicacy in Chinese cuisine (so I’m told). It grows on dead 

branches and is widespread in The Parish. 

3. – Smoky Bracket – Appeared early this month for the first time on a very old Willow. It 

looks as though it may stay awhile. Common in the UK but new to us. 



4. and 5. – Trooping Funnel – Seen in two different places in the village at about the same 

time, this brown gill-fungus is readily identified by its distinctive funnel shape. Only half-a-

dozen or so comprised each clump here, although a “fairy ring” of them in France is 

reckoned to be half a mile across! Said to be delicious to eat when young. However they 

came and went within 24 hours. New to us. 

6. – Meadow Waxcap – Often a gloriously colourful mushroom, like the one shown here, 

although there is a white variety and some are paler when young. Fairly common but not 

prolific in Lyonshall. Edible. 

7. and 8. – Hairy Curtain Crust and Hen of the Woods – two different fungi on the same 

group of logs near Lynhales. The pretty Hairy Curtain Crust, the small yellow bracket fungus 

at the back of the photo, has popped up on several Lyonshall log piles over the years in a 

range of colours including yellow, orange and brown. It is described as “tough and 

tasteless”. The larger, pale buff fungus spreading over the Oak log is Grifola frondosa, the 

“Hen of the Woods”, (not to be confused with the “Chicken of the Woods” seen previously). 

This is quite rare and certainly new to us. As its name suggests, it “has a high culinary value” 

when young. However it is short-lived and specific to Oaks, so not to be relied on as a 

staple part of one’s diet! 

9. – Birch Polypore – A large, tough, parasitic fungus specific to Birch, growing on old or 

dying trees and contributing to their decay. Inedible. 

10. - Yellow Brain Fungus (Witch’s Butter) - a jelly fungus which is parasitic on other 

fungi which feed on dead deciduous wood. We have seen it before in Lyonshall but it never 

ceases to startle because of its bright yellow colour. The colour is the only respect in which 

the “butter” nickname applies! 

11. - Oysterling – A tiny, pure white fungus, not to be confused with the much larger 

Oyster Mushrooms to be found in some high-end shops. It can be found on fallen twigs and 

is far too small for anyone to bother eating it. Widespread but easily overlooked. 

 

Is there a mycologist in the Parish? I look forward to seeing more and more fungi but I fear 

the subject is too large for me to master all the science of this important category which is 

neither plant nor animal but essential to the processes of life, decay and regeneration. 

Lichens, Moss and Algae. 

The last of my 2020 New Year’s Resolutions to be carried forward into 2021.   

I promised myself at the beginning of this month that I would put more effort into 

identifying lichens and algae, another complex subject often ignored in pursuit of the more 

glamorous.  I failed!  Christmas etc. took over and lichen-study will have to wait a little 

longer. But there’s no harm in showing photos of lichen taken around the Upper Fishpool 

and the Broad Meadow Orchard recently – the spotty lichen on the tree trunks is spottier 

than ever and the deep orange lichen by the pool glows in sunshine. It would be a pity to 

ignore them... 

                     
                                              ‘Dust Lichens’ @ the pool.        ‘Crusty Lichens’ by the meadow. 



And so to my new sub-heading 

Curiosities. 

 

Almost every month either I or someone else sees something odd in the fields and woods 

around Lyonshall. This month I offer the following: 

1. “Tree froth”. On a wet afternoon in early December I noticed “foam” apparently being 

exuded from the trunk of a diseased and dying Rowan tree in our garden and took a 

photo. I also touched the foam but it was seemingly just water and there’s was no 

unusual viscosity or smell. It continued for several hours but the following day it had 

disappeared. About a fortnight later, on another wet day, I came across exactly the 

same phenomenon but this time the “tree froth” was coming from an entirely healthy 

Beech in a small stand of trees some distance from the Rowan where I had seen it 

previously. Again I took a photo. Any suggestions?  [ Tree Froth   is not a scientific term!  ] 

 

                                      
           ‘Froth on a healthy Beech’  &  ‘below Lichen on Rowan’.                   “Jelly”  ©  David G. 

 

2. “Jelly on the grass”.  Above is a photo from one of our most knowledgeable 

contributors of a white jelly-like substance found on wet grass near a local pond. 

There has been other talk of such jelly recently and I found some in my garden many 

years ago (also at Christmas) but was unable to get an explanation. Now it seems an 

explanation has been found! This is the remains of a female frog taken by a heron or 

similar predator, i.e. it is frog-spawn which has not yet fully formed, hence the 

amorphous jelly and the black eggs also shown in the photo. [It is thought to taste 

disgusting to Herons – Who knew?  &  Who asked them?  ].      

       For more information on the controversy surrounding this substance, visit: 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/scotland/outdoors/articles/jelly/ 

 

Two “curiosities”, one probably solved, one certainly unsolved... Please send answers and/or 

details of any other curiosities for future issues. 

Last but not least 

 

Lynhales Pool Update 

 

We are grateful to Isobel Hutton for keeping us up-to-date with the progress at Lynhales 

Pool since the episode of oil contamination in the Spring. It looks as though the pool is 

nearly clear now, so these photos are a fitting end to Isobel’s Lynhales Pool series. It has 

been wonderful having another monthly look at a particular place in the village; we are very 

grateful to Isobel for this series of photographs and we look forward to a new annual  

‘photo-series’ on her chosen subject next year [2021]. 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/scotland/outdoors/articles/jelly/


                                         
   Lynhales Pool with the protective ‘boom’ moved from the reed bed. Dec 2020.  © Isobel H. 

 

Lyonshall Weather in December 

December 2020 was a very wet month!  How’s that for an understatement.  It started to rain 

on the 3rd of the month and with a brief respite on the 8th and the 12th it remained wet right 

through to Christmas.  After then it began yet again! 

 

 
 

Nothing too dramatic however.  It was just constantly ‘wet’ underfoot and overhead - and 

the water-table was very high indeed!  Wellington Boots were a decided ‘dress option’.   

Christmas Eve and Christmas Day were a welcome break but on Boxing Day [St Stephen’s 

Day] is began all over again.  The year 2020 went with a decidedly “wet and cold splash!” . 

 

Comment and Resolutions 

I commented earlier on the large range of flora and fauna in Lyonshall that we have 

recorded over the years, not just since the Country Diary started but from 2010 when we 

tried to restore the Upper Fishpool (a project which was sadly halted) and 2011 when 

professional ecologists commented on Lyonshall’s exceptional biodiversity. The result is the 

number of sightings listed for each broad category on the attached Appendix, lists which 

are updated with every new plant or living creature seen and reported.  



(The complete lists run to nearly 21 pages of A4 so far...) What these figures and lists don’t 

show, of course, is the trees, flowers, birds, mammals, insects, fish etc. which we may have 

lost during the last 10 years.  I emphasise the word “may” because the fact that no one has 

reported seeing something doesn’t necessarily mean it has gone. Local farming practices 

haven’t changed much and most of our fields have wide margins and interesting hedgerows; 

housing development is not yet excessive; there is no reason why the effects of climate 

change should be worse in Lyonshall than elsewhere.  I am hoping that by this time next 

year (2021-2022) we will be able to confirm that species not recorded as seen recently are 

in fact alive and well and living in Lyonshall as they did five or ten years ago. So please let us 

know when that Weasel crosses your path or your child discovers a Slow Worm, even if you 

can’t capture it on camera. It’s good for the records and may be necessary if there are any 

plans for active conservation. 

Meanwhile, my plans for 2021 include  

• greater study of lichens etc, as previously mentioned;  

• reporting on the progress and discoveries at Birches Farm;  

• taking the dog for a wider range of walks (but don’t tell her or she’ll get over-

excited) ☺ 

• and, of course, seeking out the beautiful, curious and downright bizarre on our 

doorsteps. 

We are again indebted to Isobel Hutton for the photograph below, taken only this week in 

Lyonshall, which symbolises a New Year and a New Beginning: 

 
                                            The new Donkey Foal @ Lynhales Farm. 

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

jcvqa@btinternet.com 

 

     PHOTOGRAPHS THAT DID NOT “MAKE THE CUT” THIS MONTH. 

  The “Great Conjunction’ - last seen in 1226 AD {794 years ago}. 

 

        
           Seen inadvertently whilst gazing out the window and listening to The Bells .                           

…     of Lyonshall Parish Church  after the Carol Service on Christmas Eve at 5.20pm. 

  
  Yule Moon 31st Dec. 

 
    Icy Footpath LZ10.  

mailto:jcvqa@btinternet.com

