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CHAPTER 1
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Getting to Know Moths

A shaded lamp and a waving blind,

And the beat of a clock from a distant floor:

On this scene enter—winged, horned, and spined—

A longlegs, a moth, and a dumbledore;

While ’mid my page there idly stands

A sleepy fly, that rubs its hands …

‘An August Midnight’, Thomas Hardy

The world of moths is full of misconceptions; assumptions made without really knowing. When did you last meet a moth? How closely did you look at it? Did you admire it, or stop to wonder how it lived its life? Whether colourful or plain, large or small, moths have lifestyles full of surprises and, even better, they can be found all around us. Their variety and beauty are there to be discovered, by anyone prepared to look. 

A few years ago, on a fresh September morning, I was kneeling on the damp leafy ground of a woodland edge near my home in southeast Scotland. If I was more alert to my wider surroundings, I would have heard the distant hum of traffic from the bypass, and car doors slamming in the nearby car park as dog walkers embarked on their morning ritual. If I’d looked up, just beyond some spindly hawthorn and alder I would have seen acres of stubble field, crossed by powerlines, stretching to a line of houses in the distance. Not an obvious wildlife idyll. But at that particular moment, I was oblivious to all this. 

My attention is focused on a beautiful moth, one I have never seen before. In fact, I later find out nobody had seen one in Scotland for over sixty years. In front of me is a Mallow moth.

For anyone offering this Mallow moth a cursory glance, it might seem little more than a small, dull-coloured triangle, but my gaze is more lingering. Its wings span a couple of centimetres and are layered in a medley of mouthwatering browns: a darker central stripe shaded in hazelnut, chocolate and cinnamon, sandwiched between lighter bands of milky coffee and caramel. To finish, it is sprinkled with a light frosting of sugar-white scales. I suppose brown might be a fair summary description, but it is definitely not dull.

The night before, cursing as I inadvertently veered from the path and found myself battling through a bramble thicket in the failing light, I had left a small light trap in this spot. Its bright light shone through the hours of darkness, and moths, unable to resist the allure, were side-tracked from their nightly business, falling into the box below. Here they settled in the crevices of egg boxes I had piled inside the trap, until dawn when I had returned to admire, document and release them carefully back into the undergrowth.
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Pink-barred Sallow, Yellow-line Quaker, Barred Chestnut; I had already enjoyed a beautiful selection of russet, gold and tan insects this morning, their wings and furry bodies matching the palette of the falling leaves. The Mallow (Larentia clavaria) was the final moth, a surprise finale. I probably let out the tiniest gasp of surprise, before happiness settled across my face and I sat back on my heels to admire its understated elegance.

Moths, together with butterflies, make up a large and diverse group of insects known as Lepidoptera. Around the world, close to 160,000 different species of Lepidoptera have been described, but many more, some estimate at least the same number again, await discovery.[1]

‘Lepidoptera’ means scaled-wing. This is the defining feature of butterflies and moths. Their wings are uniquely covered on both sides in tiny scales; miniature overlapping flaps of chitin which under a microscope reveal an intricate architecture, reminiscent of elegantly sculpted roof tiles. A combination of pigment and the surface texture of each scale gives each wing the colour and shine that we perceive.

Insects like this have been around for a long time. Recently, tiny fossils of ancient wing scales, serendipitously found by researchers looking for pollen grains in sedimentary rocks, revealed that insects recognisable as moths were flying around well over 200 million years ago, before the earliest dinosaurs and before flowering plants.[2] These first moths were tiny, perhaps feasting on spores and pollen of prehistoric plants. Since then, natural selection has been at work, shaping their adaptations to different habitats and lifestyles as new opportunities arose. Lepidoptera are now one of the most diverse animal groups on our planet.

Distinguishing moths from butterflies on outward appearance is not always easy, but there are a few rules of thumb that can help. In most butterflies the antennae end with a small club-shaped swelling, whereas in moths they are usually feathery or taper to a fine tip. Butterflies tend to rest with their wings held shut above their body, whereas moths more usually rest with the upper sides of the wings on full view. Further distinctions can be made by looking for a tiny hook that joins fore- and hindwings, a feature only present in moths. The stereotypical differences, with moths cast as the drab, nocturnal cousins of colourful sun-loving butterflies are simply wrong. There are many brightly coloured moths and many which are active throughout the day. Equally, there are a few nocturnal butterflies and plenty that come clothed in shades of brown and grey. It’s more sensible to think of them together; both butterflies and moths are beautiful and fascinating insects.

Taxonomically, the butterflies are in fact just one of many Lepidopteran ‘clans’. For convenience, a bit like a family tree, Lepidoptera are divided up into forty-two groups called superfamilies, based on similarities in their genetics.[3] Butterflies form just one of these groups, the Papilionoidea. All the others, making up more than 90 per cent of the known species of Lepidoptera, contain the insects we refer to as moths. My friend who specialises in flies suggests butterflies would be better renamed ‘butter-moths’. ‘Too many things are called flies,’ he grumbles.

Moths have important roles in ecosystems everywhere. As caterpillars, their nibbling helps keep plant growth in check and they provide nutritious prey for other animals. For example, one tiny blue tit chick in an English woodland can consume around a hundred caterpillars in a day. Factor that up to all the blue tit chicks in all the blue tit nests, and then consider all the other bird species with nests of chicks and you have a huge demand for caterpillars. In years when there are fewer caterpillars, fewer songbird chicks fledge.[4]

As adults, moths are not only juicy prey for other creatures, many are effective pollinators and most work the night shift when our more familiar flower-visitors such as bees and hoverflies rest. Across the countryside plants are reliant on these furry-bodied visitors to carry pollen grains from flower to flower, helping them reproduce and set seed. Recent studies in Britain found at least 289 species from 75 plant families were partially or exclusively pollinated by moths.[5] This insect revelry is easy to enjoy by shining a torch on flowers after dark. On warm spring evenings, soft willow catkins can throng with Hebrew Characters (Orthosia gothica) and Common Quakers (Orthosia cerasi), their bodies dusted yellow with pollen as they go. Later in the year flowering campions, buddleia, orchids, even ivy are among the nectar bars entertaining different clienteles of thirsty moths.

Studies from around the world have shown that moths, along with many other insects, are in trouble. Overall, their biodiversity is declining. This is worrying in itself, but changes in the balance and abundance of moth species will also have devastating consequences for other parts of their ecosystems. Through habitat destruction, climate warming and global trade, humans are without doubt responsible and most scientists agree that urgent action is required to divert catastrophe before it is too late. On an individual level, this means making lifestyle changes so that we consume less and lobbying politicians and decision-makers to implement changes for a sustainable future.

Monitoring moths is a good way to keep tabs on ecosystem health. If moths appear to be struggling, it is an indication that other plants and animals living in the same environment are also likely to be suffering. Their short life cycles – moth species complete at least one generation in a year – mean habitat degradation can quickly lead to a decline in population size. As different species of moth have different habitat requirements, changes in the abundance of individual species give clues as to where the problems are.

Moths also have another important role in conservation. They can be found everywhere, from parks and gardens in cities to the remotest of nature reserves. As insects go, many are large and colourful and easy to see up close with the help of a light trap. They are perfect ambassadors for local nature, the hidden world of wildlife on our doorsteps. As more people notice and enjoy the moths secreted all around them, this will lead to greater awareness and enjoyment of other local wildlife and green spaces. Town or countryside, old or young, moths are available to all.

My first memory of looking for moths was when I was around 8 years old. My father had suggested we have a go at sugaring. This technique, much used by the moth collectors of old, has perhaps fallen out of fashion in more recent times as the all-too-easy light trap has gained popularity. Essentially, a concoction of treacle, brown sugar and beer is heated together into a sweet sticky liquid. Once cooled, the syrup is painted onto fence posts just before dusk, luring the moths in for an energy-rich feast before they disappear back into the night. My father is a high-achieving medical scientist, back then more used to running precise laboratory experiments with whirring equipment, surrounded by white-coated colleagues. He didn’t let on at the time but I’m not sure he really knew what he was doing. I suspect this foray into the dark art of moth-luring was as much a first for him as it was for me. The moths never came but I don’t remember being disappointed; potion mixing with my father after bedtime was enough of an adventure. 

A couple of years later, perhaps after seeing the equipment in the pages of a book borrowed from the library, I tried making my own light trap for attracting moths. I placed my bedside lamp (shade removed) into a large box and took it into the garden, with the help of as many extension cables as I could find. No parental involvement here, and certainly no risk assessment. I don’t remember it being a huge success, although, unlike the sugaring occasion, I did at least catch a few moths: two Hebrew Character are all I can recall, a mostly brown moth with striking black marks on each wing which apparently resemble a letter from the Hebrew alphabet. Aged 10, the idea of alternative alphabets was itself a new discovery and the name was probably more memorable than the moth itself. If there were other moths in the trap, their identities have been forgotten or were never known.

Teenage me enjoyed a bird-centric natural history focus; speeding off on my bike before school to check out a nearby pond or adding binoculars to the textbooks in my school bag and alighting from the bus several kilometres sooner than necessary, so I could birdwatch my way home. I went on to volunteer on nature reserves around Britain and had the privilege of helping with wildlife surveys in Tanzania. Maybe it was there, among the weird and wonderful tropical creatures which I could not put a name to, that my interest in insects was truly ignited.

Zoology at university had me creeping around local allotments after dark in pursuit of New Zealand flatworms. Moths went unnoticed. I went on to work on conservation projects, pursuing an eclectic mix of creatures from earthworms to pike. Next came a PhD and postdoctoral research, using aphids and spittlebugs and some nifty laboratory techniques to study plant physiology. I worked with people researching butterflies, and gleaned random snippets of Lepidopteran biology through them, yet if I paid any particular attention to the moths flying in the countryside around me, I no longer recall it.

Fast-forward a decade or so and, with the freedom unleashed by my youngest child starting pre-school, I began volunteering with my local nature conservation group to help on wildlife reserves around Newbury. I learned about nightjars and adders; ground-nesting birds and dog-walkers; hazel coppices and ancient oaks. I made friends who had nothing to do with babies or toddlers.

One evening I joined the volunteer group for a light-trapping session on Greenham Common. I had two young daughters with me, first excited, then sensible, then fidgety. As dusk fell and the light bulbs filled the air with their shine, the moths flooded in. My adult company ranged from young conservation trainees eagerly leafing through the guidebook, trying to put a name to every mothy visitor, to a more elderly expert, a guidebook in himself, who was going to stay all night, snatching a few hours’ sleep in the back of his converted van, while we youngsters headed home to bed.

We saw Shuttle-shaped Dart (Agrotis puta) (recognised by the impression of a weaver’s shuttle on its wing) and Treble Lines (Charanyca trigrammica) (you’ve guessed it, with three parallel lines delicately striping its wings). There were many, many more, but even without putting names to them there was a pleasure in the time and the place – a warm evening, friendly folk and the flutter of insects flying in from the dusk. The moths emerged from heather tussocks, gorse bushes and birch trees, from grassy verges and moss-covered walls. From the very places I passed through almost daily when walking the dog. Yet even I, relatively observant of the wildlife around me and well aware that there are hundreds of species of moths in the UK, wasn’t prepared for quite such the extraordinary variety that appeared in so short a space of time. 

Not long afterwards we moved to Scotland, by which time the seeds of an obsession had been sown.

My husband had first wooed me during my PhD by impressing me with his electrical engineering skills, building equipment to detect the electrical currents made by feeding aphids. Now these talents were put to good use once again to make me a moth trap. Unlike the shabby attempts of my youth, this one was constructed of sturdy wood and Perspex, the bulb was a sky-lighting mercury vapour bulb and all electrical contacts were safely waterproofed. For the first time in my life, I began to record moths properly.

Over the weeks, the at-first amorphous groups of brown moths that turned up in the box overnight slowly became distinct and my camera’s memory card filled with images of surprisingly beautiful creatures. The delicacy of the Light Emerald (Campaea margaritaria), large pale-green wings bisected with white, the tips dabbed with crimson; the Muslin moth (Diaphora mendica), a wonderful furry grey-winged moth which, when viewed face-on, reveals dazzling tangerine orange furred front legs; the Garden Tiger (Arctia caja), forewings a mosaic of darkest brown and white which conceal shocking scarlet underwings spotted with denim blue. Such exotic creatures living in my Scottish garden! So colourful, yet completely evading notice by day.

I shared the wonder with my children, who were not yet old enough to feign indifference. I went along to a local ‘moth morning’, only 10 kilometres from my house yet with a moth variety different from that of my garden. Then, in 2014, I organised a community bioblitz. For twenty-four hours the task was for everyone to record as much wildlife as possible within the confines of a local village. The primary school was involved. Wildlife experts were invited. Moths, of course, featured. I borrowed a generator and slept out with my moth trap under the stars. I hadn’t done this sort of thing for years. The following morning, sleep-deprived but enthusiastic, I shared the moths with a fascinated group of early risers, my rudimentary identification skills bolstered by support from a more experienced moth expert. If there was a turning point then this was it. After that night, my occasional flirtation with moths finally settled into a long-term relationship.

I received a second trap for a birthday, this one powered by a battery which allowed me to be mobile. No longer restrained by the proximity of a three-pin plug to power my bulb, I could head out into wilder countryside, where an ever-greater variety of moths awaited my discovery. More traps were constructed. Soon I had a small fleet and I was leaving them in several different locations overnight. Moths gave me the means to enjoy a more intimate connection with my local countryside, to witness sunsets and sunrises, away from all domestic responsibilities. This time became my own valuable me-time, as I discovered that late nights and early mornings could be efficiently shoehorned between bedtime stories and school runs. I was transported back to those carefree days of my childhood, spent roaming the fields and woods on my own, with only wildlife on my mind.

Moths have become a distraction to be sought anywhere. A brief stop-off on a long car journey; a family walk with the dog; or a solo trip to the hills. Looking out for moths gets me noticing nature more closely, provides me with countless new opportunities to learn, and as an added bonus they are easy to share with friends, family and colleagues who find themselves in my company. The information I gather might be contributing to science and conservation, but the pursuit of moths is important for my own well-being too.

In this book, through stories from my own adventures getting to know moths better, I hope to share insight into their remarkable lives and inspiration to go out and discover their secret world for yourself. It’s easy to do and it’s fun. You might even find it becomes addictive. 






CHAPTER 2
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Like a Moth to a Flame

The white moths flutter about the lamp,

Enamoured with light;

And a thousand creatures softly sing

A song to the night! 

‘A Summer Night’, Elizabeth Stoddard

With the evening meal over, it’s time to load the car. The children wisely slip back to their bedrooms to avoid the bustle. Large hold-all bags each containing a light trap are retrieved from the garage. Batteries, notebook, pencil, small pots; rucksack; tent, sleeping bag, water and snacks; all pile up by the front door. The dog, on seeing the tell-tale signs, retreats to her basket. When the moth equipment appears, she knows only too well that a good walk will be ruined by the constant stopping and starting, the waiting around. Tonight she is not invited anyway. I’m on a mission, heading into the Lammermuir Hills to meet a regular moth-ing companion, Mark Cubitt.

Mark only came to moths after several decades spent as a devoted birdwatcher. In 2007 he borrowed a light trap from a fellow birder for a night, and was immediately hooked. With what I now recognise as his characteristic get-up-and-go, within a week he had made his own light trap. Three months later he had added two more traps and was out several nights a week discovering his local moths. ‘I just loved their beauty and variety,’ he told me. ‘And I also liked the challenge of trying to improve and innovate trap designs.’ He continues to enjoy this element of DIY gadgetry, for there is no such thing as a perfect light trap for moths. 

As well as making them, Mark has also come up with a convenient way to carry multiple traps over rough terrain. In a modern twist on an old milkmaid’s method of transporting her pails, a large bag containing a light trap is hooked onto each end of a long carrying pole. With bags attached, the pole can be hoisted up and balanced across the shoulders like a yoke, making a surprisingly easy way, for a short distance at least, of carrying bulky traps. There have been some curious stares, but only a few people have ever stopped me to ask what on earth I am doing. A rucksack is used to carry the heavy batteries, at which point the experience becomes more packhorse than milkmaid.

Our meeting place is an overgrown lay-by beneath a steeply sloping birch woodland. The trees here are thick-trunked, growing twisted and gnarled as they cling to a windswept rocky scree before it gives way to rounded heather-clad hills above, the domain of driven grouse shoots and sentinel windfarms. Old maps show this hillside has been wooded for centuries, a remnant of what might once have been much more widespread before deer, sheep and grouse took hold. It doesn’t cover a large area, but this patch of woodland is an unusual habitat in East Lothian and we are hoping to find some unusual moths living here. With six light traps between us, we will have the hillside well covered.

Mark is already there, his equipment lined up by the side of the road. At well over six foot tall, sturdily booted and appropriately hatted for the weather, Mark has become a friendly and familiar figure waiting by the roadside as dusk falls, but I wonder what others driving past might think of him, or the contents of his bags. How many would guess that moths were on the agenda?

I apologise for my usual lateness, and, with brief pleasantries as I fumble around getting my own kit readied, we get down to business. With darkness looming this is no time for dawdling anyway. Traps swinging from the pole hoisted across our shoulders, we set off to put them in position.

The steepness of the slope and its loose scree make my going slow, even more so with the weight and uneven balance of my load, but the quest to find a good spot for my traps keeps my spirits up, just to that rock there, or maybe just a little further. Like a primeval hunter setting a trap on which the family’s next meal might depend, the habitat is surveyed and sized up and the trap’s position chosen with care.

I have no illusions that my primitive hunting abilities are anything other than vestigial but there is an element of strategy involved in placing the traps. With several traps in one area, the aim is to choose slightly different surrounding habitat for each, in the hope that the broadest variety of moths will be attracted overnight. Some moths are generalists or wide-ranging in their habitat choices and could turn up in any trap on this wooded slope; but others are more selective, perhaps only flying under the cover of the canopy, or staying close to certain plants, or maybe more often found in places where slabs of rock warmed by the sun make the local temperature just that bit warmer. So my heaviest trap and battery is positioned first, under the canopy of a silver birch with a wood sage understorey. A few hundred metres further on and the next is perched on a prominent rock slab surrounded by a mosaic of heather and bare scree. The final one is positioned on the upper edge of the wood, with heather and blaeberry above, birch below. Satisfied, I head back down to the car, slip-sliding on ankle-twisting terrain without the weight of the traps to slow me down.
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On a flat grassy area, we pitch our tents. Sunrise is about 4.20 a.m. so agreeing to get up a little in advance of that, we zip ourselves in. Sometimes on light-trapping expeditions sleep doesn’t feature at all. Traps can be manned through the night with incoming moths potted up before they have a chance to escape back into the darkness. Not all moths approaching a light trap will end up in it. Consequently, catches can be considerably higher with an all-night vigil and it is a sociable way to pass the small hours. But on this occasion tomorrow’s work and other commitments dictate we try at least a few sensible hours’ sleep.

Dawn arrives quickly, the melody of a blackbird rendering any digital alarm clock superfluous. We pack up our tents on autopilot, as the fog of insufficient sleep lifts a little, before setting off to the traps. The rocky gradient goes un-noticed as I imagine what treasures the night might have delivered. Mark and I exchange few words; is it tempting fate to speak out loud the species we are hoping for?

Settling down either side of the first trap, we begin with a quick scout of the moths that never made it in but have settled instead on the ground around the edge. Species names are called out, like a register, and scrawled into a notebook. Familiar ones are carefully removed to the surrounding undergrowth to get on with their day; the more unusual gently coaxed into a pot for later scrutiny. Then it is into the trap itself. Peering through the clear plastic lid gives a quick preview of what’s to come and any fidgeting individuals that are likely to take flight when the lid is lifted.

Mark spots it before I do. A small moth with an unusual shape is clinging to the side of the trap just beneath the lid. It is pale in colour but it is the way it holds its wings and the silhouette those wings make that give away its identity. He lifts the lid gently for a better look: Scalloped Hook-tip. Not just one, but three!

Scalloped Hook-tip (Falcaria lacertinaria) was one of the species we were hoping for. I had never seen one before, and although the colour and shape made it an unmistakeable match to the illustration in my guidebook, I was expecting a bigger moth. Their wavy-edged wings are a pale yellow-brown traversed by two fine lines and held tent-like over the body, a distinctive position that few other moths found in Britain adopt. The end result gives the look of a carelessly strewn withered birch leaf and I imagine would be all but impossible to spot, were they not sitting in a plastic moth trap. The last time Scalloped Hook-tip was recorded in East Lothian was in this very woodland over fifty years ago. Although found further south and further north, the moth is more or less absent from the central belt of Scotland; perhaps in this more intensively farmed and populated region, suitable habitat is in short supply. Or perhaps nobody has been looking for it. It was good to know it was still here.

As we work our way through the rest of this trap and then the others, more delightful moths are revealed: Welsh Wave (Venusia cambrica), True Lover’s Knot (Lycophotia porphyria), Buff-tip (Phalera bucephala), Dark Tussock (Dicallomera fascelina), a dazzling Green Silver-lines (Pseudoips prasinana). Each one an imaginatively named jewel, each with a distinctive shape and pattern designed to make it blend into its usual resting place. How many more lie hidden as we record, secreted in the undergrowth and on the trees all around? We return to our potted moths, to mull over their identities and take photographs, before releasing them carefully into the undergrowth. With a brief flight or a short scuttle, they quickly blend back in to their world.

By 8 a.m., we have finished. Between us, we have 51 different species and over 500 individuals scored in our notebooks. Not bad for this habitat, in Scotland, at this time of year. With the equipment stowed away in our cars, we go our separate ways. I’m exhausted, but it’s been a perfect start to the day. Memories of sitting beneath a gnarled birch tree as the early sun filters through, the shared joy of beautiful moths, the amazing dead-leaf camouflage of the Scalloped Hook-tip, keep me going through my ordinary day.

Not all species of moth are attracted to light, but as anyone who has had a peaceful evening interrupted by an erratic but persistent banging between light shade and bulb will know, most moths find light hard to ignore. It is a curious behaviour; as they fuss about the bulb they are distracted from all those things they should be doing – feeding, mating, dispersing. Worse still, it can be fatal. They waste energy reserves, damage wings and are vulnerable to predators. 

We know that it is the shortest wavelengths at the ultra-violet end of the spectrum that are the most alluring. We know that single light sources are most attractive on the darkest nights. But nobody has yet discovered why moths, along with many other nocturnal insects, should be drawn to light at all. It remains a great unanswered moth mystery.

There are of course theories. One is that moths use celestial light (the moon and stars) to orientate themselves. By keeping the light source at a constant angle to their eyes they can strike a straight course, a behaviour known as transverse navigation. This could be effective if using the moon and stars as these are a long way away, but for a moth to keep the light of a nearby lamp at the same angle to its body it has to constantly turn inwards. This would cause it to spiral ever closer to the lamp, leading to an eventual collision. In reality a moth’s flight pattern near a bulb isn’t like this. It is more erratic. The moth might fly towards the bulb but then swerve away. It might loop round one way before zigzagging towards the light, only to change course and land nearby. Transverse navigation isn’t able to explain this behaviour.

Other theories suggest a moth flying out from the dark is dazzled by the bright light and becomes disorientated, losing its ability to see properly. Or maybe the moths are actually trying to avoid the light but their eyes become confused by the contrast between the bright light and the surrounding darkness, leading to erratic and confused flight. Moths do seem to seek out darker areas in the vicinity of traps to rest, so perhaps these ideas offer at least a partial explanation.

Unsolved mystery aside, moths’ habit of coming to light has long been exploited by humans eager to catch them. An early account of using light for pest control dates back to Roman times. The writer Lucius Junius Moderatus Columella in his hefty treatise on agriculture, de re Rustica, describes narrow-mouthed pots with a burning candle in the bottom as an effective way to lure moths, presumably wax moths, away from bee hives. Unable to escape the narrow confines of the pot, the nuisance pests are killed. Over subsequent centuries, continued efforts to control wax moths in hives and, later, various insect pests in cotton fields, led to further developments in using light traps to get rid of unwanted moths. It wasn’t until well into the nineteenth century that lepidopterists began to experiment with traps designed specifically for their hobby, to attract moths they actually wanted to see. The light trap is now a central piece of equipment for moth enthusiasts.

Before convenient traps became widely available, moth-hunting naturalists exploited the allure of light in other ways. For town dwellers, a pre-dawn circuit of the street gas lamps was productive and a ladder would form part of the essential kit list. Articles in Victorian natural history magazines describe the efforts of intrepid town Lepidopterists to be first to the lights in the morning, to be assured the pick of the choicest moth specimens.[1]

Some moth collectors realised that moths could be encountered without the inconvenience of leaving their house. With carefully positioned lamps and open windows the living room itself could become a giant moth trap. It was then simply a matter of getting on with your evening, occasionally rising to net an interesting arrival that flew inside. Nowadays, where domestic harmony permits, some people use bathrooms, with their smooth walls and relatively little clutter, to the same effect.

Using a white sheet was also popular. Here a light source is suspended above or behind a hanging sheet and the entomologist loiters with intent, collecting specimens of interest as they come to rest on the sheet. This remains one of the most straightforward ways to attract moths and is the method of choice in the biodiverse tropics, where the sheet quickly gets covered by all sorts of flying night-life.

White-painted walls work in a similar way. Public buildings such as toilet blocks and shops that remain lit all night for security reasons become convenient ready-made moth-magnets. Checking a car-park toilet block near my children’s primary school was once a productive part of my morning routine, my ‘bog list’ slowly accumulating to over twenty species of moth by the time their primary school days were done. A few years ago, a keen-eyed naturalist in my
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