Article for ADCC Newsletter, my deadline 14th July

Splendid Moths of the Gearrchoille

We couldn’t have been luckier with the weather when two moth traps were set on a warm night after a series of cold weeks! The morning of 16th June dawned still and warm when we covered up the traps at around 5 am.  Already we discovered a very large and beautifully coloured moth (greys/browns and red), one of five impressive Poplar Hawkmoths (see photograph) that were later uncovered when a large group of children from Gledfield Primary joined some very keen moth explorers from Ardgay and further afield.  

Ian Paterson, our Countryside Ranger from Lairg, and Christine Blanco from Rosehall guided us expertly in all the do’s and dont’s of moth identification.  

Did you know that we have just 33 species of butterflies in Scotland compared to some 1300 of moths?  And the good news is that the clothes moth is in decline, because most people wear synthetic clothes nowadays.  Anyway, none of the woodland species are the least bit interested in our treasured sweaters. So we can forget about our irrational fear of them and enjoy their colourful names (see list) and intricate shapes and patterns.  If you ever find one trapped inside your window, don’t pick it up by its wings, because that will damage the tiny scales on its wings and prevent it from flying ever again.  Just open the window and blow at it gently to coax it to leave, or try and get it to crawl on to your finger, because moths are surprisingly tame.  

Some got away when the traps were uncovered, but in total we caught a respectable June cross-section of nineteen species (as listed below).  If we’d repeated the event in July, we might have found some spectacular ‘antler’ moths.  Different species emerge at different times of the season, because their larvae feed on different plants.  

We found such a lot of Poplar Hawkmoths (wingspan up to 9 cm), because the traps were set up among a patch of aspen trees which belong to the poplar family.  This hawkmoth is a fast flyer - it can reach up to 25 kmh, the speed of a fast cyclist.  

However, our most exciting find was another species associated with aspen trees: the Poplar Grey, a master of camouflage, as you can see from the photograph. It had never been recorded in Easter Ross and our part of Sutherland, as we were told by Barbara Ballinger, the current official recorder for that combined area.

With the help of several kind photographers, the artistic flair of Gledfield schoolchildren and Betty Wright’s DTP skills, the GCWA is planning the publication of the children’s Top Ten favourite Moths of the Gearrchoille in the near future.  Many thanks to all those who helped to make the day a lot of fun and a great success, and a big thank-you to the Community Woodlands Association for assistance with funding.

List of species identified on 16th June 2010:   Brimstone, Oak Hook-tip, Pebble Hook-tip, Peacock, Lesser Swallow Prominent, Nut-tree Tussock, Brown Rustic, Peppered Moth, Water Carpet, Poplar Hawkmoth, Pale Prominent, Pale-shouldered Brocade, Small Phoenix, Peach Blossom, Poplar Grey, Birch Mocha, Green Carpet, Green Silver-lines and Scalloped Hazel.

