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When is a Fern not a Fern? 
 

Dennis Chanter 
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I’m now in my third year of trapping in my Eastbourne garden, a 
typical suburban garden with a bit of grass (I hesitate to describe it as 
a lawn), a small pond and a few trees and shrubs.  On average I trap 
about one night in three, and usually I empty the trap (2x30 Watt 
actinic Skinner) at first light, release most of the catch into the 
bushes after recording them, retain anything interesting for a 
photograph later in the morning when the light is better, and then go 
back to bed.  Most days the retained moths too are released straight 
after their modelling session. Most times I post a summary of the 
catch and a few photos on Facebook, in the group ‘UK Moths Flying 
Tonight’, although this doesn’t usually happen until much later in the 
day. 

 

However, on 23rd May this year things happened a bit differently. 
The catch from the previous night seemed nothing out of the 
ordinary, only 24 moths of 15 species, including Dicrorampha 
acuminatana, a Small Elephant Hawk and a Fern as ‘new for year’.  
But for some (now forgotten) reason I posted my report straight after 
doing the photography, but didn’t release the moths that I had 
retained for this. 

Then not long after I’d posted the photos, the one of the Fern 
attracted a comment from a Belgian member of the group, Wim 
Veraghtert: 

 

In fact, this one reminds me more of a look-alike of the Fern: 
Horisme radicaria. This species is a recent addition to the 
Belgian and Dutch moth fauna. One never knows whether it 
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can turn up in the UK... (the absence of a discal spot in the 
forewing and the contrast near the apex are typical for H. 
radicaria). 

 

Well of course that got me looking at various websites, where I 
noticed that on UK Moths all the photos show a discal spot and a 
lack of contrast near the apex, which following Wim’s comments 
would confirm a Fern, although interestingly the same can’t be said 
of all the photos on our own website. 

 

After consulting Colin Pratt, and also some of the more prominent 
members of the Facebook group, I decided to ask Graeme Smith to 
do a Gen Det for me.  So that’s how it happened that shortly 
afterwards my wife was asking me why were opening a bottle of 
Champagne to have with our dinner!  An email from Graeme had 
confirmed that this specimen was indeed H. radicaria, a male, and 
it was the first time the species had been recorded in the UK. 

 

Graeme also asked Colin Plant to give a second opinion on his 
result, just to be sure. Colin’s response was that the finding was: 
“Long overdue – predicted by Patrice Leraut in his European Book 
and by me to anyone who would listen,” so it looks like this is a 
finding that had been expected for some time. 

 

Graeme is in the process of writing up the finding for the 
Entomologists’ Record, and as part of his research has been 
looking more closely at other moths in various collections which 
have been labelled as Ferns.  It seems that, using DNA analysis, 
there was in fact one H. radicaria found at New Romney in Kent in 
2007, so my specimen was not in fact a UK first, although it was 
the first to be recognized as such, and it is certainly new for Sussex.   

 

It remains to be seen how many more will turn up, but I wouldn’t 
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be surprised if in fact they were relatively common along the South 
Coast.  Moths of the Horisme genus are not common species in my 
garden; over the past three years I’ve recorded only seven, four of 
which I’ve managed to locate photographs of.  And guess what, none 
of them has a discal spot and they all have the contrast near the 
apex! 
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https://www.naturebureau.co.uk/bookshop/atlas-of-britain-and-
ireland-s-larger-moths-detail 

    
 
 

Remembering Mike Snelling 
 

Derek Lee and Tim Freed 
 

 

SMG members will have been very 
saddened to learn of the recent death of 
Mike Snelling. A quick review of the Group 
website will show just how much Mike 
contributed to the Sussex knowledge base 
with his photos appearing with great 
regularity – with micro moths very much to 
the forefront. Mike began mothing in a 
serious way about 15 years ago and in the 
intervening years built a garden list in 
excess of 900 species.  

Much of Mike’s mothing out and about was shared with Derek 
Lee and Tim Freed and they would like to share some memories 
of Mike with you. 

 

Derek: 

I came to Sussex about 10 years ago and at one of my first Moth 
Group meetings was introduced to Mike as someone who could 
bring me up to speed on the local species. It seemed to us that 
the territory between his home in the Findon valley and mine at 
Bracklesham was very much under-recorded and over the next 
nine years we attempted to improve and update the records for a 
number of sites in West Sussex. The following is a brief summary 
of just some of our highs and lows out in the field.  

 

Ambersham Common – one of our favourite sites visited several 
times over the years and one where we were able to confirm the 
continued presence in good numbers of Southern Chestnut – a 
moth found at very few locations in the county.  

https://www.naturebureau.co.uk/bookshop/atlas-of-britain-and-ireland-s-larger-moths-detail
https://www.naturebureau.co.uk/bookshop/atlas-of-britain-and-ireland-s-larger-moths-detail
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Thorney Island – an interesting location in Chichester Harbour and 
the home of the army in the shape of The Royal Engineers whose 
Chinook helicopter night patrols have taken us by surprise on a few 
occasions. Access is only via a pre-booked security pass system so 
one where visits need planning in advance. This does not fit well with 
always obtaining the best weather conditions for mothing and on a 
couple of occasions we arrived to find the temperature in low single 
digits and zero moths on the wing. But early spring visits have 
confirmed that Northern Drab is still a breeding species there and 
later in the year Mike found the rare Crescent Striped in his trap. 

 

National Trust Slindon Estate –  Although not a site for any rarities 
Mike and I enjoyed an annual mothing session here run by the Trust 
for their Volunteers’ Working Holiday week. A great way to introduce 
mothing to a wider audience. 

 

Duncton Hangar – a definite low and our search for Plumed 
Prominent! Neither Mike nor I were spring chickens and the climb 
with all our kit up to the supposed spot was very arduous. Made 
much worse by Plumed Prominent resolutely failing to appear. 

 

National Trust East Head – Here we enjoyed a moment of fame. We 
were invited to take part in the Trust’s bioblitz and ran a few traps 
overnight there. We were pleased to find that Shore Wainscot and 
Sand Dart were both present in good numbers and surprised when 
part of our trap opening and recording was filmed by the BBC for 
showing later that week on the local news programme. 

 

Tim: 

It was a pleasure to know Mike, he was a good friend and a very keen 
naturalist. We met at a SMG meeting back in 2007 and were soon 
corresponding on a regular basis, Mike inundating me with photos of 
tiny moths for identification! My usual response was ‘well it looks 
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 like so and so but it really needs to be dissected to be sure’. 
However, this never seemed to put him off trying!  

 

We enjoyed several mothing trips together, the highlight being a 
visit to West Beach one balmy night in September 2011. Setting 
up a Skinner amongst the dunes, we watched and waited as the 
late summer species made their way to the light. About 21:30 
there was a noticeable change in the atmosphere and a heavy sea 
mist began to envelope us, the particles lighting up in a surreal 
swirling haze around the trap. Arriving in this were some 
migrants including one which looked most unusual. When tubed, 
this proved to be the Mung Moth, an exceedingly rare vagrant/
adventive and a first for Sussex. We were delighted!  Other 
species typical of the coastal habitat included Caryocolum 
marmoreum, Platytes alpinella (hundreds of them), Synaphe 
punctalis, Anerastia lotella, Rosy Wave, Archer’s Dart and Shore 
Wainscot. Mike was thrilled. 

 

Other trips included a visit to St Cuthman’s lake where the most 
numerous insect was the hornet – I tubed 19 of them - and Mike 
had to relocate his trap due to an unwelcome swarm of ants. We 
also had a memorable visit to Bushy Park, Middlesex, where I 
introduced him to leaf-mining. We also looked for Barred Tooth-
striped on Highdown, and latterly, Plumed Prominent which we 
tried for at Fairmile Bottom last November in the company of 
John Knight, another good mothing friend. 

 

Mike and Irene came round for tea and moth talk just a few days 
before his sudden death in January. He was in good form and 
seemed well. He was keen to have a look at some of John 
Radford’s moth collection which I have here. Before he went, 
Mike gave me a large plastic bag full of tubed mystery micros for 
dissection! When I get round to doing them, I am hoping there 
will be something suitably memorable in his final haul. His 
enthusiasm and cheerful company will be greatly missed. 



Remembering Mike Feeny-Brown 
 

David Burrows 

 

Mike died in October 2017 aged nearly 85. He 
was not one of life’s complainers and he didn’t 
recognise hardship, full stop. Others may 
remember the summer evening when we were 
checking our traps in Flatropers Wood and 
giving a collective wince as Mike just shrugged 
off a painful Hornet sting under his collar and, 
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on another field trip, suffering the strange discomfort of having a 
Flame Shoulder enter his inner ear (needing professional extraction 
– much to the mirth of his GP I am informed!) with another shrug. 
“Tough as old boots”. 
 
Often our return from the ninety minute drive back from S.M.G. 
meetings at Wood’s Mill or Henfield, he would transfer to his car for 
the final few miles onto Peasmarsh and announce with relish, how 
much he was looking forward to a bowl of cornflakes before bed! 
 
I first met Mike at one of the ‘Moth Mornings’ at Rye Harbour Nature 
Reserve, where Chris Bentley would ‘unveil’ the previous night’s 
catch. As members (Friends) of R.H.N.R. we sometimes helped each 
other out when delivering newsletters several times a year to 
members homes in local villages. He was a hugely knowledgeable 
‘birder’, with a lifetime’s experience. An ‘old school’ countryman 
having an intimate connection with much of the Rother Valley and 
surroundings, gained by years of old-fashioned legwork. 
 
Mike was one of that dwindling species of naturalist who retained 
memories of a countryside before men destroyed it. Mike and Sylvia’s 
daughters Ruth and Sara recall a caravan holiday in Wales when 
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“dad ran out of taxidermy supplies and therefore went to a 
chemist in Aberystwyth and asked to buy a syringe and 
formaldehyde, so we could preserve a dead Meadow Pipit we 
found… on our return to the holiday home we found ourselves 
surrounded by Police Officers who thought we were drug users or 
dealers!” 
 
Ruth explains: “Mike was born prematurely following a road 
accident – and growing up with an enquiring mind had little fear; 
for example, his interest in explosive devices and defusing them 
led to a serious accident and the loss of one eye”. 
 
All in all a very full life, punctuated with such escapades as 
circumnavigating the Isle of Oxney (Wittesham, Kent) in his 
home-built canoe, to confirm it’s ‘Island Status’! More 
dramatically he actually rowed the Channel, only to be sent 
packing by the Gendarmerie when he didn’t produce a passport. 
 
Much of his career was with the aircraft industry at Hawker’s in 
Kingston where he worked on vertical take-off systems under 
Sydney Cam. He would regularly cycle home – often after dark, to 
Beckley where his family then lived. 
 
In the earlier years of his switch from birding to moth recording 
he would often arrive in our kitchen, unload tubes and pots from 
commodious pockets on to the table and ask me if I could please 
identify the contents, and see if his names matched mine. 
 
A few howlers caused some mirth and I do remember a phone call 
I took from Mike one July when he described a metallic dusted 
noctuid he’d found, as a Green Brindled Crescent. Down to 
Peasmarsh I went and found a rather damaged Orache Moth 
languishing head-first in a small tube.  (One of the first for East 
Sussex I believe). He went on to build a sizeable ‘Garden List’ over 
the years and regularly recorded fraxini. 
 

Farewell old friend. 
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New look Sussex Moth Group website 
 

 

Our lovely  Bob Foreman has been rather 
busy creating a wonderful new website for 
us, aren’t we lucky? 

A fantastic new feature of this website is 
that you can see what is on the wing tonight 
based on the extensive database on Sussex 
moth records that you’ve helped build up 
over the years. Simply pick a date and it will 
show images for the 30  most recorded 
moths on that date in the past, followed by 
a list of all others. 
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National Moth Recording Scheme update 

 

The National Moth Recording Scheme (NMRS) was 

launched in 2007 and, thanks to the support of the moth 

recording community, it has been a massive success. There 

are currently 25.4 million macro-moth records and 2.9 

million micro-moth records in the NMRS database. Over 

the past year we have received 38 macro-moth and 31 

micro-moth vice-county datasets. These have not yet been 

imported into the NMRS due to work on the Atlas of Britain 

and Ireland’s Larger Moths, however, import will resume in 

the near future. Many thanks to the moth recording 

community and the County Moth Recorder network for 

providing your records to the NMRS.  

National News 
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The 2020 UK Moth Recorders’ Meeting (UKMRM) will 

be held on Saturday 25 January 2020 at the Birmingham 

and Midland Institute in central Birmingham. Save the date 

in your diary, more details will be available in the autumn. 
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Atlas of Britain and Ireland’s Larger Moths update  

 

Following on from Zoe Randle’s talk to the SMG in July, 
here is a progress update (taken from BC’s E-Moth 
Newsletter)  for those that couldn’t make it: 

  

When we embarked upon this 

task we knew that it would be a 

challenge, I am pleased to 

report that progress towards 

the publication of an Atlas of 

Britain and Ireland’s Larger 

Moths has been slow but 

steady. The production of the 

Atlas is later than anticipated 

and this article outlines some 

of the issues we have faced.  

A panel of regional experts and BC staff have been 

scrutinising the distribution maps and highlighted c.10,000 

possibly dubious records for 482 species. Each of these has 

been referred back to the appropriate County Moth 

Recorder for a final decision to accept or reject. In addition, 

important missing records for at least 80 species have been 

tracked down.  

The production of the phenology charts that will appear in 

the Atlas provided another level of verification/validation of 

the records and highlighted further potential errors in the 

dataset. The dates of c.12,000 records for 587 species were 
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investigated. Some of the date issues were due to MS Excel 

formatting dates as serial numbers where years are changed to 

1905 - sometimes these are obvious when examined in detail e.g. 

the recorder is known and still alive, but the record suggests that 

they must be well over 100 years old! Another issue occurred due 

to data being submitted in American date format. A total of 

c.4,000 records were affected by these two issues alone.  

The phenology charts were produced on adult only records, 

however, something else that came to light in the checking 

process, was that there were mismatches between life stage and 

sampling methods. For example:  

This affected c.6,000 records which have subsequently been 

removed from the phenology charts as the records are not 

actually for adults.  

Les Evans-Hill then had the mammoth task of correcting all of 

these records, or flagging then so we can exclude them from the 

phenology charts.  

The NMRS holds approximately 25 million records so to put 

some perspective on these errors only 0.05% of records were 

checked for potentially dodgy dates and only 0.04% were 

potentially dubious in terms of distribution.  

After this major verification process, the statistical analyses 
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(occupancy modelling) to produce up-to-date distribution 

trends have been re-run and we have now have long-term 

and/or short-term trends for around 590 species. The final 

maps and the phenology charts have also been produced. 

After months of work by the Centre for Ecology & 

Hydrology, Rothamsted Research and Butterfly 

Conservation, we also now have updated Rothamsted Insect 

Survey (RIS) abundance trends for 426 species. These new 

abundance trends include data up to 2016, nine years more 

up-to-date than those produced for the State of Britain’s 

Larger Moths 2013 report, as well as trends for 92 

additional species. We are also hoping to include new GB 

Red List statuses for all species in Atlas, based on a species 

status review that Butterfly Conservation has been 

undertaking over recent years.  

Images have been sourced for all of the species that are 

having full species accounts and the species accounts have 

been drafted and are currently undergoing a final edit.  

We are aiming for publication by Christmas 2019 and based 

on current progress this should be achievable. The pre-

publication offer has been extended to reflect the revised 

publication date, to order your copy follow this link.  

In Greek mythology, Atlas was the god of endurance…we 

have been enduring!  

 

https://www.naturebureau.co.uk/atlas-of-britain-irelands-larger-moths


Moth Trap Bycatch: Beetles 
 

 

Darren Mann from ‘Team Dump’ has given us kind permission to 

reproduce these useful images and descriptions in the hope that they may 

generate more beetle bycatch records. Don’t forget to send any bycatch 

records to the SxBRC  bobforeman@sussexwt.org.uk  

 

@BlattaMann  

@Team_DUMP   

mailto:bobforeman@sussexwt.org.uk








The Butt-tip (Phalera nicotina), or 
Greater Snout as it is colloquially 
known, is a common urban moth. 
It has evolved to hide in plain 
sight among discarded cigarette 
butts. It can therefore be found in 
pub gardens, high-streets and (in 
abundance) in lay-bys. Attracted 
to lighters. Occasionally they will 
drink from water-filled ash trays. 
Anyone expecting to get one last 
drag from this 'cigarette' will get a nasty surprise though as the moth 
will emit a hot, foul liquid from its back end. The adults find their 
only food-plant, broom, when they are swept up after last orders. 

The Atomic Kitten (Furcula 

katonaii) is a recently described 

species new to science in the 

family Notodontinae. The larvae 

are reported to feed only on 

enriched uranium and the adult is 

readily attracted to limelight. If 

threatened, the moth can emit an 

ear-shattering screech on three 

frequencies simultaneously. It 

was particularly abundant in the late nineties/early naughties but is now 

much scarcer, probably extinct.  

Moffs of the Britain Islands  
No. 1 & 2 
 

Graeme Lyons 

20 



Slow or snow beginnings 
 

John Maskell 

21 

In submitting my annual results to Colin Pratt at the beginning of the 
year I mentioned that I’d recently been running my MV trap. He 
commented that, as so few moth-ers run traps in January, he would be 
interested to know what turned up. As a result I was duly inspired to run 
our MV trap as often as possible throughout January. 
 
The trap was actually operated on the 26 nights that I was available… 
including one when it snowed! Perhaps not surprisingly there were 19 
nights when the trap was found to be empty! However, moths were 
attracted on seven nights (6, 7, 8, 11, 12, 13, 25 January). A Mottled 
Umber was also found on the shed nearby on 13th with a different Mottled 
Umber specimen following me indoors on 14th! Some six species were 
recorded: the single macro (Mottled Umber) and five micros (Acleris 
sparsana, Acleris schalleriana, Blastobasis adustella, Emmelina 
monodactyla and Epiphyas postvittana). 
 
Perhaps not the most exciting haul, but interesting to see what was about 
and with so few specimens it was a quick daily activity for the winter that 
I would encourage others to try… providing that you use a rain/snow 
guard! 



Dennis Chanter had this unusual 
form of Willow Beauty Peritbatodes 
rhomboidaria in his Eastbourne 
trap on 28th May. 
 

 

  22 

   On 17th April Derek Lee was    
   surprised to find a moth new  
   for Sussex in his Bracklesham  
   kitchen!  
 
   Pine Cone Tortrix  
   Gravitarmata margarotana    
   only has a few UK records. 
 

Some exciting finds of the year (taken 
from the Sussex Moth Group website:  
sussexmothgroup.org.uk)  
April—June 2019 

 

Graham Meech’s Southwater moth 

trap caught this stunning Striped 

Hawkmoth Hyles  

livornica on 2nd June. 
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.    On 17th April Derek Lee was    
   surprised to find a moth new  
   for Sussex in his Bracklesham  
   kitchen!  
 
   Pine Cone Tortrix  
   Gravitarmata margarotana    
   only has a few UK records. 
 

A Cream-spot Tiger Arctia villica was a first 
for Bob Foreman’s Lindfield garden on 
28th May, with only a thin distribution of 
this moth across Sussex this was a nice 
find! Derek also recorded one in his 
Bracklesham garden on 19th May. 

Not rare, but a lovely one to 

find, the day-flying Common 

Tubic Alabonia geoffrella.  

 

Several were seen by different  

observers over the weekend of 

18/19 May, at Knepp Rewilding 

Project. Dave & Pen Green 

counted six in a woodland 

there. 

Heather Martin was delighted to spot 

this rare Beautiful Pearl Agrota 

nemoralis in her Northiam woods on 

10th May.  



On 6th June Bob Foreman reported: 

I received an email from Charlotte Owen, 
Sussex Wildlife Trust’s WildCall Officer. She 
had been contacted by a gentleman by the 
name of David Noble, he is from from 
Peasmarsh and was unsure of the identity of 
the insect in the photo that he had sent. 
Charlotte immediately identified it as 
a Hornet Moth and, thinking that I might be 
interested, copied me in on her reply. When 
I saw the message, my immediate reaction 
was that it was going to be a Lunar Hornet 
Moth, which in itself was going to be a great 

record but when I looked closely at the very small photo that David 
had sent I could clearly see that it was an actual Hornet Moth! 
 

Unsurprisingly, I got in touch with David too and he kindly supplied 
some much higher resolution images of the moth and more details of 
his discovery. On Thursday, I spoke to David on the phone and he 
told me that he had already seen four individuals and as we spoke 
there was one sitting on a leaf of the poplar from which it emerged 
seemingly not wanting to fly away. Later in the day I got another 
email to tell me that the one sitting on the leaf had attracted a mate 
and was currently 'in cop'. 
 
I realised, of course, 
that Colin Pratt was 
going to be extremely 
interested in this 
sighting and when I 
informed him he not 
only said that David 
was a “lucky man!” but 
also that it was the first 
confirmed report 
of Hornet Moth in 
Sussex since the 1940s!  
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https://www.sussexmothgroup.org.uk/site/speciesData.php?taxonNum=370
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The scarce Small Plume Oxyptilus 

parvidactyla was caught in Dennis 

Chanter’s Eastbourne trap on 23rd 

June. 

 

Peter Tinning’s Lewes trap 

turned up the first inland record of 

Five-spot Ermel Ethmia terminella on 

28th June. 

 

 

 

29th June saw a Beautiful Marbled in 

Derek Lee’s Bracklesham trap. This was his 

third record of this species. 

Olly Ellis in Steyning caught a 
Four-spotted Tyta luctuosa on 
25th June. County recorder, 
Colin Pratt, informed him that 
this is the first West Sussex 
record since 1942. When it 
attempted to fly in a specimen 
container its hind wings flashed 
brightly like rapidly blinking 
headlights.  



Sussex Moth Group Committee Contacts 

 

Chairman Dave Green dave@heatmat.co.uk 07717 478329 

Secretary Charles Waters c_waters3@sky.com 07841 029671 

Recorder Colin Pratt colin.pratt@talk21.com 01273 586780 

Webmaster Bob Foreman bob@littlesnails.com 01444 483745 

Treasurer Colin Piper a470qrts834@btinternet.com 01273 682483 

Newsletter Editor Penny Green sussexfairyshrimp@gmail.com 01403 701014 

 

 

 

    

Thursday 13th February 

Thursday 30th April  

Tuesday 21st July  

Tuesday 10th November 

 
 

All meetings start at 7.30pm and are held at the Henfield Village Hall, 

Henfield, West Sussex, BN5 9DB, in the Garden Suite. The Village Hall is just 

off of the High Street (behind the Budgens supermarket) at TQ21571592 or 

look on their website:   

http://www.henfieldhall.co.uk/  

 

Thanks to all that contributed to this newsletter, don’t forget it’s 

only as good as the contributions that we receive. Thanks! Ed. 

 

Please send any contributions (articles, notable finds, anecdotes) 

to sussexfairyshrimp@gmail.com  - they’re most appreciated. 

Sussex Moth Group Indoor Meetings 2020 

http://www.henfieldhall.co.uk/
mailto:sussexfairyshrimp@gmail.com

