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 Beech twig- ‘harbinger of Spring’- showing the buds opening and its flower clusters. 

 
Oh to be in England, 

Now that April’s there, 

And whoever wakes in England 

Sees, some morning, unaware, 

That the lowest boughs and the brushwood sheaf 

Round the elm-tree bole are in tiny leaf, 

While the chaffinch sings on the orchard bough 

In England - now! 

Robert Browning, Home Thoughts from Abroad, 1845 

 

OK, I know I’ve treated “Lyonshall Country Diary” readers to these lines from Browning in 

previous years. There’s a serious risk that you will get this quotation every April because I 

know of no better way to describe the coming of early Spring in Herefordshire. Non-lovers 

of poetry can skip the quote and still enjoy the month --- especially this year when it has 

been mainly mild and sometimes sunny and everything in Nature seems to have appeared 

two or three weeks before usually expected. And Yes! The masthead photo above is of a 

Beech twig bursting into flower and leaf, not an Elm as referenced by Browning, but we have 

an Elm twig lurking amongst the photos below! 

 

In fact, “Trees” are a good topic with which to start this little record of our local countryside 

during the four weeks which have just gone. This issue of the “Diary” is more of a picture-

book of delights than a profound insight into the local ecology – April was a good month for 

cheering us up! 

 

Trees 

After the drama of gales and storms -- from Arwen to Franklin with a number of smaller 

winds in between –- it is good to see the first blossom and leaves on the many and varied 

deciduous trees in the Parish. Nowadays we hear and read a lot in the media about carbon 

take-up and the need to plant more trees, with debates about what sort of trees and where, 



all of which is important but not so important as just observing and appreciating what we 

lucky Lyonshall residents still have to look at every day. We have areas of Ancient Woodland, 

“overgrown” trees that once formed part of hedgerows, small copses and woods set aside 

for wildlife and many stand-alone specimen trees, some forming part of our inheritance 

from the Victorian landowners who planted trees in their parkland and alongside their 

drives. It was the fashion, then, for wealthier people to adorn the land round their big 

houses with the most beautiful or interesting trees that they could find, planted as saplings 

but in the full expectation that their children and grandchildren would occupy the same 

houses and enjoy the trees they had so thoughtfully provided. Two World Wars and a 

changing economy put paid to the idea of the ancestral home for hundreds of families, in 

Lyonshall as elsewhere, but we still have many of the trees. The Robinsons of Lynhales were 

particularly keen on exotic and specimen trees (and a wide range of other plants) which is 

why the drive to and from the nursing home is so beautiful – see the Weeping Willow by the 

pool, shown below. But the Cheeses at Castle Weir also planted trees, hence the fine avenue 

of Beeches by the bridleway past their gate and the “highest hedge in Herefordshire” of 

Wellingtonias and Deodars, carefully placed alongside the newly-built railway line to hide 

the smoky trains from their house and now far too big to allow the passage of trains at all!  

The Woodland Trust  maintains a map of the most interesting trees (of which they have been 

notified and which they have inspected) in every area of the UK and it’s good to see several 

trees in the Parish shown, although more could certainly be added.  

But enough of the blurb! Here are a few of the Lyonshall trees that are coming to life again 

this Spring: 

 

        
                     [1.]                           [2a.]                      [2b.]                               [3.] 

1. The ancient Fishpool Oak, registered with The Woodland Trust, clearly demonstrating 

that this year “The Oak is before the Ash” so if you believe that old adage we’re in for a 

very dry summer. 

2. Early Oak leaf (a) and catkin-like flower (b). They come out almost simultaneously 

and are known to support a big range of insects – but not this year or, at least, not 

yet. 

3. Elm branch showing the remains of the pink flowers, the delicate seed-heads and 

the developing leaves. Although we have lost many mature trees to Dutch Elm 

Disease a few young Elms are growing in the Parish. 

4. Weeping Willow on Footpath LZ 4 by Lynhales Pool, a Golden Willow (Salix Babylonia 

– as in “The Hanging Gardens of Babylon”) carefully planted by water and at a safe 

distance from the house because Willow roots can destroy underground pipes or 

pavements! © Isobel H. 

5. Sycamore, a fine “stand-alone” showing the warm red-brown colours of the early 

leaves on the brushwood which will turn to a more mundane dark green as they age. 



           
             [4.]          [5.]         [6.]           [7.] 

           
             [8.]          [9.]         [10.]          [11.] 

(Wild Cherry (IH), Wild cherry by Fishpool, Common Lime, Small-leaved Lime, Field Maple 

flower) 

6. Wild Cherry trees in blossom by Offa’s Dyke Footpath LZ 7. It’s not hard to see why 

the Japanese have such a passion for cherry blossom, although their inspiration is 

usually the fuller pink or white blossom of cultivated varieties. © Isobel H. 

7. Young Wild Cherry by the Upper Fishpool. 

8. The Common Lime (Tilia x europaea) is characterised by large burrs and leaf shoots 

round the base of the tree. As The Woodland Trust says it is “At home on a country 

estate....common in name only” – and this one grows alongside what was once the 

rear drive to Lynhales.  Footpath LZ 7.  © Debbie & Nick S. 

9. The Small-leaved Lime (Tilia cordata) is also uncommon.  It is known for the sweet 

scent of its abundant white blossom which attracts pollinators and leads, so we are 

told, to a “pleasantly minty” honey” --- local bee keepers please note! 

10. Field Maple flowers come out at about the same time as the leaves and are earlier 

and a much fresher green than those of its sister-Acer, the Sycamore. ©  

 

                              
         [12.]                 [13.]                                          [14.] 



12 & 14 Perry Pear trees in blossom. We have spoken a lot about Perry Pear trees in 

previous issues and are especially grateful to Isobel Hutton for keeping an eye on the 

two remaining from the old orchard above the Memorial Hall. These are, however, not 

quite the only Perry Pear trees in the village; also shown here is one by the old railway 

track close to footpath LZ10A.  What is particularly interesting this year is that – as you 

may have read in the Hereford Times for April 28th – a Wye-valley conservationist is 

planning to map and identify the various species of Perry Pear trees still growing in the 

County of Hereford each of which used to give a distinctive taste to the many and varied 

local Perry beverages and which are so “beneficial to different species of insect”, thereby 

encouraging biodiversity. We are hoping to tap into his expertise to find out what 

species of Perry Pear we have here but any prospective Lyonshall Perry-cider maker 

should pursue this further. We will be happy to take part in the first tasting session! 

And talking of biodiversity, although this old Ash tree [# 11.] photographed by Nick & 

Debbie Spencer is dead it actually supports a considerable insect life in its hollow stump.  

 

13. A beautiful photograph of trees and bluebells by the path near Offa’s Dyke sums up 

Lyonshall’s April “tree-scape”. With many thanks to Isobel Hutton for this. 

 

Fungi 

And before I move away from the subject of trees altogether, only one fungus has been 

reported this month but it’s a beauty! Or maybe “beauty” isn’t the right word – “It looks like 

some underwater life” is the way its finder describes it! It is very large, growing on a tree in 

Lynhales Drive and almost certainly a “Chicken of the Woods” (Laetiporus sulphureus) -- 

soft, yellow and edible (though with nasty side-effects for some people) when young, it 

becomes browner, harder and less appetising as it gets older. There is something about 

these huge, ugly fungi that always makes me smile. 

 

 
© Trudi & Stuart Hopkinson. 

Birds 

April is well into the nesting season for most birds and the Lyonshall Country Diary has 

received no photos of birds sitting, walking or in flight although several have been seen or 

heard. In our garden, Great Tits, Blackbirds, Woodpigeons, Sparrows and Wrens were the 

most common sightings but one day a Bullfinch peeped out of the undergrowth where it 

might be nesting, we hope.  



A Skylark was singing over Holme Marsh early in the month – “better late than never” 

because they used to be heard in February in previous years. There have been one or two 

Blackcap sightings and a Whitethroat has taken up residence in a “flailed, unpromising 

hedge” (Some of our farmers cut their hedges with a precision which would do credit to a 

Mayfair hairdresser; others bash them with flails leaving torn branches and piles of debris 

but it’s probably legal.) A female Sparrow Hawk has been seen in Burgage Close and a 

Buzzard rose from the hedge near Penrhos Farm as I drove past, startling me and reminding 

me just how big Buzzards are! Dipper chicks have been ringed, presumably by the Curl 

Brook or The Arrow but it makes sense not to publicise the whereabouts of these shy but 

jaunty water-birds too precisely. Then, just as the summer migrants seemed to be 

“conspicuous by their absence”, some “firsts” – two pairs of Swallows, one pair at Holme 

Marsh on the 23rd and another pair (or perhaps the same pair?) eyeing up their former 

residence in a Penrhos barn on the 27th; and, on the very last day of the month, a Cuckoo, 

heard but not seen in the Spond Lane/Elsdon area. Curiously, on the same day as this 

Cuckoo was heard in Lyonshall, other Cuckoo calls were reported in the London area and a 

Times reader remembered that, according to an old verse (see below), Cuckoos arrive in 

April but don’t call until May so perhaps April 30th was “early” for Cuckoos by 24 hours! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

There has also been some unexpected bird activity. Last month we showed a Song Thrush 

egg which had been predated and part-eaten, probably by a Crow. This month, however, 

another Song Thrush egg was found early one morning in a totally different place, close to 

the footpath and at some distance from any likely nesting site, and it was (and is) totally 

unbroken. Desk research suggests that the most likely culprit to have carried off this egg 

without damage is a Fox but any better information would be appreciated. 

 

 
 

And – you’re not going to believe this! – I have found another golf ball, again probably 

dropped by some over-optimistic or sporting Crow! This one was not in our garden below 

the conifers or near any place where some human golfers may have been practising their  

“The Cuckoo” 

Olde English Nursery Rhyme 

In April, come he will. 

In May, he sings all day. 

In June, he changes his tune. 

In July, he prepares to fly. 

In August, go he must! 

 



shots but in the middle of the Fishpool Orchard among the apple trees; if it had not been 

such a clean, bright white I would never have noticed it. If it’s of interest, it’s not the same 

make as the one found in February!  Nor is the 3rd golf ball found this morning! 

Then there were the three white Geese sitting quietly in a gateway by the A44 the following 

day which were probably some farmyard escapees.... How did they get there and whatever 

became of them?  Just another example of bizarre bird behaviour? 

 

Insects 

Further to last month’s report, insect life in Lyonshall still seems to be worryingly below the 

level of previous years. However the two butterflies on The Woodland Trust’s list for March 

which we had failed to see have now been spotted – solitary Brimstone and one or two Small 

Whites. The Orange Tip population has increased and there has been a “good showing” of 

Holly Blues, one of which was photographed on Ivy, a favoured food plant, below. A few 

other butterflies have fluttered past but nothing unusual or in large numbers – a Speckled 

Wood, one or two more Small Tortoiseshells; hopefully May will be more encouraging. There 

were also a few more native Ladybirds in April and an occasional Shield Bug like this green 

one on a Bergenia. 

                                            
                                                          Holly Blue,                   Shield Bug          &       Mining Bee.      © Debbie & Nick S. 

( 

The most interesting sighting was this Mining Bee or, to give it its full name a “Yellow-

legged Mining Bee (Andrena flavipes)”, identified as a male – the males are slimmer and less 

hairy than the females. Mining Bees nest in the ground in banks, verges, lawns and flower 

beds - this one is entering its burrow between two paving slabs - and there are often many 

nests in close proximity; several are reported from around this site. We are lucky to have 

them in Lyonshall as the Parish is on the edge of their usual habitat areas which are mainly 

in southern England or coastal South Wales. They are reputedly excellent pollinators and this 

one is certainly laden with pollen. 

 

But otherwise – zilch.  Love ‘em or loathe ‘em, insects are a vital part of our farming and 

garden ecology so we must hope that May is buzzing with them. 

 

Flowers 

April in Lyonshall was bright with wild flowers, many of them flowering earlier than 

expected so that we had to say “But it’s only April” when some particular plant was not quite 

in flower. Most notable in this respect were the Bluebells. The media seemed to be chivvying 

us to report Bluebell sightings soon after April began although in my mind Bluebells were a 

May/June flower. Nevertheless the first Bluebells were almost out on a sunny bank on April 

9th and were duly reported a day or two later! By the end of the month they were fully out 

and at their finest all across the Parish. 



The Bluebells were not, however, the first blue wildflowers of the month. For some reason – 

perhaps botanists know – April has more blue wildflowers than one would logically expect. I 

think the first in flower were the little Germander Speedwells, quickly followed by Ground Ivy 

and Forget-me-Nots which are flowering in large clumps this year. Then the Bluebells, the 

Sweet Violets, Tufted Vetch, Periwinkles (once a garden escapee but now as-good-as-

native) and finally Blue Bugle. The blue photo-gallery from this April in Lyonshall includes: 

 

          
       Bluebells - 15 Apr.      22 Apr. LZ 10A.              Sweet Violets.                 Ground Ivy.                   Periwinkle. 

                                                          
                   Purple Vetch.                             Forget me Nots. 

A word on Bluebells before moving on to plants of a different hue; our native Bluebells are 

an amazing cobalt blue colour and relatively slender plants which die very quickly if picked 

[which is illegal by the way].  Many gardens contain Spanish Bluebells – bigger and sturdier 

than the natives but paler in colouration [blue or pink]. Unfortunately, if they cross-fertilize, 

the Spanish strains dominate and our deep blue plants are threatened. If you have Spanish 

Bluebells in your garden, please try to keep them as far away as possible from the wild 

Bluebells native to our woodlands.  They Spaniards have become fashionable once again: - 

See Princess Charlotte’s 7th birthday photographs! 

 Among the wildflowers seen in April which aren’t blue were the delicate Wood Anemone, 

White Violets and Lady’s Smock (Cardamine pratensis), which is also known as Cuckoo-

flower, Cuckoo-pint and Milkmaids. My book on floral folklore gives no indication of the 

derivation of any of the names for this pretty plant but the “cuckoo” might be a reference to 

the supposed arrival of the bird in April and the “milkmaid” could tie in with the “Milk Moon” 

which this year was on April 16th, the Easter weekend. Such things are lost in time... “Last 

but not least”, the jolly Dandelion – a great food source for pollinators, the leaves are quite 

good in salads, the “clocks” used to amuse children and perhaps still do, they spread like 

wildfire and are sometimes found in their thousands, are difficult to dig up and are hated by 

many gardeners but they are consistently cheerful! What’s not to like? 

            
      Wood Anemone & Dog Violet,                 Lady’s Smock & Dandelion © Nick & Debbie S.          Giant Thistle. 



Most of this report on the local plants has been, as usual, on the ones which have come into 

flower this month but a plant which has not yet reached the flowering stage, seen in a field-

ditch, also caught my eye because it’s enormous; the rosette of leaves of this Thistle above 

is already at least two feet across and still growing!  You have been warned! 

 

Mammals and Amphibians 

The fields are running with Rabbits and the Squirrels are still leaping about in the trees – 

nothing more needs saying about them this month.   

This week (May 1st – 7th) is Hedgehog Awareness Week in The UK, promoted by the British 

Hedgehog Preservation Society, but Lyonshall was “aware” of Hedgehogs a month ago, with 

a report that they were out and about in Burgage Close on April 4th, a photo from Penrhos 

the same day of the first Hedgehog seen there for a year or two and, only a few days later, a 

series of photographs showing one awakening from its winter slumber but perhaps a little 

too early! The story is told in the cautionary Annex to this issue. 

Mammal news is otherwise scarce. I was pleased to hear of a large Deer, species unknown, 

which appeared near the Upper Fishpool early one morning and then disappeared again; no 

one knows how it got there or where it went. A Muntjac Deer was heard barking one evening 

so they must be around although there have been no reports of sightings. The Moles are 

still busy and we see the occasional Brown Rat, which is nothing to worry about so long as 

it’s outside. There are sadly no Badgers but Foxes are believed to be as numerous as ever 

and have been seen “alive and well” in the Pembridge area so many, no doubt, have crossed 

the Parish boundary.  

However we have just one picture – this little Field Vole, sitting quietly by the footpath where 

it runs through our garden. Usually any Vole would scuttle away very fast but this one 

allowed me to find my camera and take several pictures, perhaps somewhere in its tiny brain 

realising that the Kites, Owls and Buzzards would not swoop down on it while I was so close! 

Its eyes were bright and there was no obvious sign that it had been attacked but it needed 

to be put in a safer place and it allowed itself to be picked up, which was when we realised it 

had a damaged back leg. I put it close to a nearby hedge and it ran into the bushes quite 

nimbly, so I hope it’s OK - I feel quite sentimental about that little Vole!   

 

 
Field Vole (note rounded ears). 

 

Amphibian news is also scant. No frogspawn has been noted in any of the local ponds but 

Newts have been seen around Burgage Close. Another instance of hoping for more in May. 

 

Lyonshall Weather in April 

Well what can you say?  A little damp to start and then the Oak came into leaf and-- 



 
 

In all a grand total of 16 mm of “wet” fell on our Parish (including one sleet squall) and that 

was all over before the Easter Holidays. Where did the other 68% of our rain go?  Except for 

two exceptionally warm days, again at Easter, the temperatures remained within the 

expected parameters and in fact the norm was slightly above average.  The “Milk Moon” 

shone down from a clear sky and on schedule the cows were put out to pasture.  N.B. 

Hedgehogs: The light frost on the 30th April was hopefully the last.  All in all it was “grand” 

unless you have a farm to manage or a garden to water.  We are owed that “splash” soon ! 

 

Diary Dates and Comment 

There is only one “Diary Date” for this issue and that is, for the whole month of May, to do 

nothing! Or, to be precise, to observe “No Mow May”, the nation-wide campaign led by the 

charity Plantlife to help restore biodiversity by simply letting the grass grow for a month 

and, if you wish, recording the wild-flowers that come up through our lawns and patches of 

“green space”. This links in with the campaign to not cut roadside verges except where 

essential for visibility. It’s a request that we should all down tools and just enjoy what nature 

gives us for a while – sounds good to me! 

 

 



This also set me thinking. Just by small and simple actions – or even inaction – we can each 

do our bit for Nature. From time to time I receive notes expressing concern about the kind 

of world and biodiversity we are leaving for our children and earlier in this issue I touched 

on the legacy of trees and flowers left to us by the Victorian landowners. I would like to 

think that, even though most of us are not wealthy landowners with acres to fill, we could 

still pass on some amazing, beautiful or curious features of the natural world to our 

successors, in the same spirit as that of Cheese family or the Robinsons of Lynhales. “Here’s 

to you, Mr. Robinson!”  

 

P.S.  And talking of Diary Dates, did you miss “World Penguin Day” on April 25th? They were 

seen at Holme Marsh –  We have the pictures to prove it and the camera never lies. 

 

                                    
Hiding in the Wolshed! © Sally Boyce.  Lurking in the long grass! @ Nick Spencer. 

 

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

jcvqa@btinternet.com 

 

                           

Milk Moon setting © Jennifer H.            MISSED THE CUT PICS.     ‘Moonset over Lynhales’ 15th Apr. 

 

                    
Q.“Burrow, Den or Sett” ? © Trudi & Stuart H.                                                       A. “99% certain it’s Rabbits”.  

IF WE DON’T 
KNOW THE 

ANSWER – WE 
KNOW A “MAN 

WHO CAN! 

☺ 

mailto:jcvqa@btinternet.com

