MOTH MUMBLINGS – EARLY APRIL 2022
MAYDAY MOTIVATIONAL
So here we are at another bank holiday weekend, so I suppose we should expect the weather to be
somewhat unpleasant. Diving back through my moth diaries, however, I find that moth catches are not
all that far adrift from expectations; the real difference is that over the past 20 – 30 years there has been
a new phenomenon – the insertion of a period of warm weather between “winter” and “spring”. It is
actually the recent spate of warm sunny days, a few weeks ago, that is abnormal; you will recall, of
course, that it was only the days that were warm – the nights were generally cold even then. The
overnight temperatures in my part of the county seem to vary across the area. In the lower-lying town
centre it is noticeably warmer than in the zone where my garden is situated, at the top of a hill on the
west side of the valley of the River Stort. Localised areas of local woodland on the plateau to the west
are also usually slightly warmer, though some are not and I am pressed to find any definable pattern to
this situation.
The effect on moths is varied. For Marshalls Heath, John Murray reports “both moth numbers and
species so far this spring are higher than for both 2020 and 2021.” This is completely at odds with my
own results. The garden is abysmal – there is no other word that will do. The very few trips made to
woodland near Watton-at-Stone and over the border in North Essex at Hatfield Forest, as well as to
some of the nicer “green lanes” in north-east Hertfordshire, have produced remarkably few species and
all in significantly depressed numbers. I have very little information on Middlesex sites at the moment
– perhaps it is warmer down there in the “heat island” of Greater London?
The variation across two counties is of course of ecological interest. It is crucial that we do not give up
just because it is depressing for us humans. It is important that our county datasets faithfully record
reality, whatever form that may take, and that there is no break in the now significantly long time-line
of available information.
RECENT REPORTS
There are a few points of interest – listed here in no particular order. Do keep the information rolling
in.
Tortrix moths seem especially interesting at the moment. In the general area of Hitchin, Roger Millard
has been catching the extremely local and uncommon tortrix Phaneta pauperana. This is a species
associated with wild rose plants on areas of chalk geology. All other Herts records centre on 2 localities
in the Royston area and also at Ashwell Quarry; there are none from Middlesex.
Just before the current spell of cold weather, Pammene giganteana was appearing at pheromone traps
all across Hertfordshire wherever there was an oak tree present – even relatively young trees. I even
caught several in my garden where there is just a single sapling oak; this motivated me to drive around
east Herts with the lure and I turned up the moth at several sites. That species has probably finished
flying by now (end of April); the early adult flight period, as well as the fact that there seem to be no
records from light traps of any kind, perhaps suggest that it has always been widespread, and perhaps
numerically common, and that we mere humans have simply not looked for it properly. Pheromone
lures are evidently the key; most reports of giganteana are at the “FUN” lure (designed to attract males
of Grapholita funebrana) but other lures also seem to work.
Just as the present naff weather kicked in about a week ago (when the days were still sunny in spite of
the very cold nights), pheromone lures started to attract several other species of tortrix moth. At the St

Johns Wood area of Harpenden Common, Harpenden, David Hunt caught a male Pammene agnotana
(also to the “FUN” lure), on 24th April 2022. NEW TO HERTFORDSHIRE. There is only one other
record for our two counties: Rachel Terry caught male in April 2009 at the Fir & Pond Woods Nature
Reserve. This site straddles the border and the moth was allocated to Middlesex as it was caught in the
south of the reserve. Apparently associated with ancient hawthorns. Over the border to the east, Tim
Green also had this species at the TIP lure (designed for Currant Clearwing) in his garden at Magdalen
Laver – first VC19 record and only the second ever Essex record. Tim tells me that according to the
social media, Pammene agnotana (as well as P. splendidulana & P. obscurana) seem to be turning up
quite widely this year and to a wide variety of lures, so worth keeping your lure traps out.
Also attracted to the “FUN” lure (a theme seems to be developing here), was a male Pammene
suspectana – another allegedly very rare moth that does not appear to enter light traps. This was caught
in my garden and two more put in an appearance over the next 3 days; it is believed to be associated
with Ash trees, of which there is just one young example present. Pleasingly, a few days later Ben Sale
attracted another example to a pheromone lure a couple of hundred yards away in the adjacent Bishops
Stortford Cemetery. Paul Williams also attracted this allegedly are species to the “MOL” lure in the
south-west of Herts. From earlier years, though all still very recent, this species is noted at Stevenage
and St Albans whilst in Middlesex there are examples from Barnet and Sunbury. Jon Clifton advises
that the “FUN” lure has also been known to also attract Pammene albuginana and Pammene
tenebrosana adults.
The use of pheromone lures seems likely to be of significant value in recording many species that may
not be attracted to light traps. If the sun comes out over the bank holiday weekend it should be well
worth taking whatever lures you already own for a walk. Ideally, they should be hung out in traps (for
both lures and traps have a look at https://www.angleps.com/pheromones_m.php).
Still on scarce tortrix, though this time not at pheromone lures, William Bishop managed to find the
rather attractive Pammene argyrana in the general area of Sarratt Bottom, Herts.
BUYING PHEROMONES
As of Friday 29th April, Jon Clifton tells me that Anglian Lepidopterists Supplies (ALS) have a good
stock of most lures, including “FUN”, and can mail out more or less immediately once ordered via their
web site. They also have a stock of traps in which to hang out the lures. Experience suggests that if kept
in the freezer when not in use, most lures are good for three or more years!
BIGGER MOTHS
Not quite Middlesex, but almost … over at Wimbledon Common in south-west London Les Evans-Hill
caught a Jersey Mocha Cyclophora ruficiliaria on 23rd April 2020. He notes that this is the third year
in a row here but, crucially, the first spring brood example (suggests local breeding). He asks the very
pertinent question … is it in Middlesex yet?
Brindled Beauties Lycia hirtaria are clearly having an exceptionally good year. They are turning up
at sites across both Herts and Middlesex, in much larger number than usual at existing sites and also
being found at sites where they are not previously reported.
Down in Middlesex, Robert Callf spotted his earliest ever Green Carpet Colostygia pectinataria
outside the ASDA supermarket at Southgate on 16th April 2022 – a significantly early date.
Toadflax Brocade Calophasia lunula adults are popping up all over the place – looks like this moth
may be about to have a good year. Not bad for a species that (apart from a single report at Highgate
Wood in 1986 (Mike Hammerson) did not arrive in our two counties until 2003. Prior to that it was a

rare moth of the shingle beaches of Kent and Sussex; we now expect it in almost every map tetrad of
both Herts and Middlesex.
Apologies to anyone whose records do not feature here; if you sent them they are not lost! The above
is just a summary.
LOTS OF VERY SMALL MOTHS
Over the past many years I have been accumulating all the microscopic bits of dirt that were once
micros, but which had lost almost all their scales and require genitalia dissection to name correctly,
from the bottoms of various light traps etc. I used to say that this would keep me busy in my retirement,
but the realisation hit me recently that I have now been retired for over five years and still not even
started on this lot! Additionally, I have a huge quantity of similar material from several other people.
Add on to this a select few of you have been feeding me with unidentified micros in slightly better
condition for several years. Guilt is beginning to takeover! It was probably foolish of me, but in the last
week I have started pulling all this material together with a view to commence naming it all, listing it
and informing the various captors. I estimate that there are around 2,300 specimens, a figure that
includes around 250 Coleophora specimens that people sent during 2021, though it excludes all bar a
handful of gelechiids – these latter having already been named for me by Steve Palmer, who runs the
National Gelechiidae Recording Scheme.
So, if you are one of those who I can hear in the background saying something like “blimey – I thought
he’d forgotten about those” then stand by! Watch this space! Unless the weather takes a sudden and
phenomenal turn for the better, I plan to dedicate the next two weeks to staying at home and working
through this pile. Some of you are likely to be in line for receiving lists going back as far as 2003! Of
course, if anyone is bored and wants to practice their dissection technique, there is plenty of material
… do get in touch!
MOTHY STUFF TO DO THIS MAY BANK HOLIDAY WEEKEND
Bramble leaf-miner Stigmella aurella
Mined leaves of Brambles are easy to spot at the moment as the other vegetation has not really yet got
going.
Look
for
the
distinctive
mines
on
last
year’s
leaves
(see
http://www.leafmines.co.uk/html/Lepidoptera/S.aurella2.htm) for an image. Parts of north-west Herts
in grid squares TQ01 (northern half) and TQ02 (southern half) still lack records. The same applies to
much of the Herts/Middx boundary area in TQ29. There are more blank tetrads in Middlesex than
tetrads with records (for current situation visit the website at www.hertsmothgroup.org.uk and enter the
moth name).
Mined leaves on Birch trees (Eriocrania species)
Most birch trees now have their leaves fully opened and the various species of Eriocrania that mine
them are getting started. Eriocrania unimaculella, E. sparrmanella, E. salopiella, E. cicatricella, E.
semipurpurella (not subpurpurella – that one is on oaks) and E. sangii can all be found in our area
starting about now. Most are hopelessly under-recorded. For our current situation visit the website at
www.hertsmothgroup.org.uk and enter the word “Eriocrania” to pull up all the maps in sequence. For
an ID guide go to http://www.leafmines.co.uk/html/mine-guide/birch.htm [clicking on the names in this
key will bring up lots of pretty pictures].
Mines on Ribwort Plantain Plantago lanceolata
Mines of the micro Aspilapteryx tringipennella are abundant at the moment. They look a bit like the
pucker mines of Phyllonorycter, but there are no Phyllonorycter on plantains. You’ll need to get down
on your hands and knees in a decent area of grassland. There is an example image at
http://www.leafmines.co.uk/html/Lepidoptera/A.tringipennella7.htm.
Bagworms on tree trunks

Case-bearing larvae of the Psychidae – known as bagworms – are currently in evidence on tree trunks,
gate posts, old concrete fence posts, old wooden garage doors, wooden washing line poles and so on.
They feed on algae/lichens, so look for older substrates and don’t waste time inspecting “clean”
surfaces. There are several species and the form of the case is often important. When making notes on
this remember to record the nature of the case in cross-section – round, square or triangular are popular
forms! Oh, and size matters (so they tell me!). Measure in millimetres. Photos will normally do if
accompanied by measurements, but feel free to send me live cases (ideally with a bit of substrate so I
can see what they are feeding on).
There are plenty more things out there to look for, but that’s all for the moment. Hope it stops you getting
bored over the long weekend.
Enjoy!
Colin
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