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Moths Matter
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One of my main fascinations with the world of moths is their ever-changing nature; 
whether it be from season to season, month to month or even just on a daily basis. There 
is still so much to learn about moths and their habits and an increased awareness and 
participation in their study often brings more questions than it does answers. One thing, 
though, that is for sure, is the importance that moths have in showing the changes in 
habitat, climate and the environment.

When trapping on a regular basis the importance of the weather soon becomes 
noticeable. Temperature is probably the most obvious factor, although it is amazing to 
find some moths still, occasionally, flying in temperatures approaching zero degrees 
Celsius. Rain and dampness is another feature that affects their activity, however, not 
necessarily in the ways one would expect. Moths are not adverse to damp weather; in 
fact the overcast conditions often make for prime flying situations, as the temperature 
rises and natural light is obscured. Wind, however, is a different kettle of fish (or should 
that be ‘moths’?). This seems to have the greatest effect on the flight of moths and a 
windy evening can be particularly less productive.

Already, this year, there have been sightings that have been rewriting the status of 
some of the moths of Norfolk. A Garden Carpet (a moth that usually flies between April 
and October) and a couple of Large Yellow Underwings have been noted. Maybe these 
are a sign that a larger number of species are now trying to overwinter or hibernate. A 
March Hummingbird Hawkmoth must have been a surprise, although the earliest is 
actually from February. There are those famous hibernators, such as Herald Moths, and 
to a lesser extent, beauties such as Tissues, that (although hard to find) are waiting for 
temperatures to increase so that they can emerge and start the cycle over again.

However, it’s not just the hardy, larger, ‘macro’ moths that overwinter, some of our 
more delicate ‘micro’ moths also do so. One such example is the Lichen Button, Acleris 
literana; named after its appearance rather than its food plant (which happens to be oak). Also 
known as the ‘Mini Merv’ (by me, at least!), after the wonderful green and black Merveille 
du Jour, they can be very inconspicuous as they hide among similar-coloured lichen, often 
on walls rather than trees. There has been a recent upsurge in records but the finding of one 
on a church wall in January (by someone who was actually surveying lichen) caused quite 
a stir and had a continuous line of admirers. However, even with detailed directions (on 
occasions counting the flint stones to act as a grid reference) it was notoriously difficult to 
find, although it had only moved a little way from its original position. 

With that in mind, do you fancy a challenge? Here are four pictures of the church 
wall that include the Lichen Button. How quickly can you find the Lichen Button in 
each picture (or even the correct flint!)? How well did you do?
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2020 has begun with above average temperatures. This has led to good years for a 
variety of early moths. Both Chestnuts, especially Dark Chestnut have been recorded 
in good numbers. As were Spring Ushers, although they appeared and disappeared way 
before spring itself had had a chance to show itself. The mid-March changeover is 
always a favourite time for me, with the appearance of beauties, such as Oak and Pine 
coinciding with the increase in both numbers of moths and the species involved. This 
period also includes the Orthosia, or Quakers; where a trap can contain 150 moths with 
100 of them being Small Quakers and another 30 Common Quakers. 

So, here’s to the future; the summer months, where the variety of colours, shapes 
and sizes is a pleasure to perceive.

However, these are difficult times; so perhaps the lure of moths might be something 
that can help us focus on the wonders of nature. Maybe this could be the time that some 
of us try looking at moths for the first time, or in a different way. It’s easy; moths will 
come to any light. I started by just opening up the window in our spare room! A light 
with a sheet hung on the washing line to give the moths somewhere to settle can be very 
productive. You may fancy actually using a moth trap and there are some excellent, 
professionally made, traps out there. You might, though, prefer to try and make your 
own; that in itself is an enjoyable challenge (especially if you have some friends who 
can help, particularly when it comes to the electrics). 

Here are the two ‘home-made’ traps that I use in the garden, 
and a fantastic trap made by John Dothie.

So, I say again, here’s to the future; focussing on the nature 
around us that we all love. And remember, ‘Moths Matter’.
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