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THE MOTH BLITZ

Naturalists race to count up their taxonomic blessings

HE MERCURY VAPOR lamp cast
an eerie glow in the gentle
Tennessee night. Behind the bulb
hung a white sheet adorned with a dozen

rosy maple moths—two-inch French
vanilla-and-strawberry silkmoths that
clung to the cotton with pink furry legs.
Then a really big moth spiraled in, strik-
ing lepidopterist Dale Schweitzer mid-
back. “Well, I know it's not a regal,” said
Dale, “by the smell.” Lacking the pungent,
nutty scent of an adult hickory horned
devil, or regal moth, the intruder was

instead an imperial moth—as big as a
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small bird, its wings daftodil yellow spat-
tered with heliotrope. I'd wanted to see
these special moths of the eastern decid-
uous forest ever since [ was a child por-
ing over their portraits in the books of
W. J. Holland and Gene Stratton Porter.
But to Dale, the gathering array of brown,
gray, and beige moths, many no larger
than the imperial's brushy antennae,
commanded far greater interest. For we
were taking part in the third Great Smoky
Mountains National Park Lepidoptera
Quest—the “moth blitz"—where variety
is much more important than looks.
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Biologists rue “the taxonomic impedi-
ment’—how little of the world’s diversity
we really know. How can we conserve
organisms that we can't even identify? Yet
molecular and biochemical science is
eclipsing traditional systematics, the study
of relationship among whole organisms.
Enter the bio-blitz, where naturalists gather
to document as many species as they can in
a given area over a specified period. The
first blitz was conducted by Smithsonian
biologists right there in Washington, D.C.
Discover Life in America amplified the idea
in the Great Smokies park through its All
Taxa Biodiversity Inventory, intended to
inform park managers while encourag-
ing the next generation of taxonomists.
University of Connecticut professor David
Wagner pioneered blitzes focused on
moths—plus butterflies, which are essen-
tially fancy moths that fly by day. As leader
of this year's butterfly TWIG (taxonomic
working group), I spent forty-eight hours in
mid-July recording as many species as pos-
sible in the half-million-acre national park.

More manic at their peak than any
Christmas bird count or Fourth of July but-
terfly count, bio-blitzes nonetheless retain
something of a gaming aspect. As the
countdown got under way at Sugarlands
Visitor Center, I was reminded of a military
campaign, with Dave Wagner as field mar-
shal. He dispatched some forty pros, stu-
dents, and volunteers to different fronts
(habitats and sectors), doled out matériel
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