ENTOMOLOGY

AQUATIC
MOTHS

They only come out
at night, and trout
eat them with gusto.

he notion of aquatic moths

comes as a great surprise to

many people. Even among fly
fishers who study aquatic insects,
few know that there are moths that
pass their larval stage in streams,
rivers, and lakes. I'm willing to bet
that most anglers wade through rif-
fles containing hundreds of moth
larvae in plain view without ever
realizing those bugs are there. And
you'd be hard pressed to find any
menrtion of aquatic moths in most
angling entomology books.

Given the lack of attention paid
to aquaric moths, you might think
that there aren’t very many species,
and that their populations are small.
But the diversity of aquatic moths is
quite impressive. Merritt and Cum-
mins list more than 650 species in
their book An Introduction to the
Aquatic Insects of North America.
About 350 species are found only in
Hawaii. That still leaves more than
300 species living in the lower 48
states. Of these, about 150 species
inhabit New England salt marshes
and are of little or no importance to
anglers.

Some 130 species live in lakes,
ponds, and swamps, where the lar-

Aquatic moths resemble addr's, and you can use an Elk Hair Caddis to imitate a moth.

vae feed on the stems or leaves of
aquatic plants. And there are about
20 species that are common, and
often abundant, in freshwater
streams.

ALL IN THE SUB-FAMILY

Most of the common aquatic
species of Lepidoptera belong to the
family Pyralidae (which contains
many more terrestrial species than
aquatic) and the sub-family Nym-
phuldinae. The most widespread gen-
era found in lakes and ponds are
Munroessa and Parapoynx. The most
frequently encountered genus in
streams is Petrophila. Sixteen species
of Petrophila are spread across the
continent, all living in moderate to
fast currents of streams and rivers.

Recognizing aquatic moth larvae
is fairly simple—they look like
caterpillars in most respects. Unfor-
tunately, it’s also a somewhat useless
exercise because the moth’s larval
lifestyle puts it pretty much out of
the reach of fish. Petrophila larvae,
for example, live on rocks in the rif-
fles and cover themselves with a
light-tan silk blanket that generally
turns a yellowish-brown as it col-
lects diatoms and algae, creating a
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natural camouflage for the larvae
underneath. Once you recognize
these oval-shaped, yellowish-brown,
nickel-sized silk patches for what
they are, you will begin to spot them
by the dozens in cool to moderately
warm streams.

[t's much the same for the
lake-dwelling species (Parapoynx,
Munroessa, Neocataclysta, and
Synclita). Some make cases from
leaves or pieces of plants, much like
many caddis larvae. Others bore
into the leaves and stems of the
plants they feed on. Again, these
larvae are out of reach and off the
menu for the fish.

The pupal stage of the aquatic
morths also goes on under cover. The
pupae develop under thick silk blan-
kets (stream dwellers) or on the
undersides of leaves or insides of
plants (lake-dwelling types).

THE MOTH AS A MEAL

The adult stage is the one that
the fish get to eat, and thus is the
stage that’s important to fishermen.
Adulr aquatic moths resemble adult
caddis, but moths have shorrer anten-
nae; their wings lie nearly flat over
their abdomens when not in use and







