Responding to a Potential Disaster: Moths In the Ethnographic Collections at the American Museum of Natural History

By Mike Quigley, American Museum of Natural History, Division of Anthropology, Collections Management

On the eveningof December23, 2015 while securingstorage for the holidays, CollectionsManagementstaff noticed two webbing clothes moths, Tineola

bisselliellafluttering down the mainaisleof one of the Divisionof ! y (1 K N2 UagesfAro@aphicstoragerooms Despitea preexistingintegratedpestmanagement
strategy,it wasobviousthat the collectionshadbeencompromised 2016andbeyondwould haveto be largelydevotedto mountinganemergencyesponse

T. bissellielleheromone Trapping
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N . o~ . Building 8, % floor office, showing damaged rug and phone line leading into the floor Building 8, # floor mezzanine, showing removed light fixture and
at KAt ALILIAY S L a AMNH Rigital Sgteélad Gollectidasaesped dube 7, 2017, Building 8, # floor mezzanine ethnographic storage (Photo by Gabrielle Tieu) phone line leading into the ceiling

http://Ibry -web-007.amnh.org/digital/items/show/22306.

On M alC h 3, 2 O 1 6 CollectiondManagementvasinformedthat alargewool

rug in an office in the Northeastcorner of building8Q &" floor was severelyinfestedwith
webbing clothes moths.  Upon closerinspection, CollectionsManagementdiscovereda
small hole in the floor beneath the rug leading directly into fourth floor mezzanine

Moths Captured Per Day

l a b | efgiath buildingwasconstructedin 1908 Originallythe 6 dzA f Rrét shir8uQE

fourth floors were conceivedas exhibition spacesthe fifth floor becamethe Anthropology
5 A @A aukanalafices,andthe sixthfloor/attic wasusedasethnographicstoragespace

e

Thefourth floor held the PhilippinesHallfrom 1911 until the 19600 &h&n Margareta S I R Q4 storage Thehole had apparentlybeendrilled manyyearsprior for a phoneline. It was

Hall of Peoplesof the Pacificfrom 1971 until 1977. Thatexhibit wasrelocatedto the third 05 immediatelyobviousthat thiswasthe Y' 2 U fcentdf entry into the collections

floor in 1984, and the fourth floor finally becamea designatedanthropologystoragespace _ | _ _ _

The addition of a mezzaninelevel that same year divided the room in two, and the | CollectionsManagement,ConservationCuratorial,and Custodialstaff carefullydiscarded

installationof an HVAQunit madethisthe R A @ A first @iryfae&ontrolled storagearea In /\ V A / the rug, thoroughly cleanedthe office and furniture, and treated all suspectpersonal

1985 compactstoragewas installed on the mezzanine vastly increasingstorage capacity 0 \//\ \//\/\ Ve property by freezing TheMuseumExterminatortreated the roomwith Tempoand sealed

The 9,57 7-squarefoot building 8, 4th floor mezzaninestoreroom currently houses63,890 4/8/2016  5/8/2016  6/8/2016  7/8/2016  8/8/2016  9/8/2016  10/8/2016 11/8/2016 12/8/2016  1/8/2017  2/8/2017  3/8/2017  4/8/2017  5/8/2017 the hole in the floor. Onthe other end, the hole in the ceilingof the 4" floor mezzanine

ethnographicand5,983archaeologicabbjectsfrom Africa,Asia,and North America was hidden by a light fixture. Museum El_ectriciansremoved the light fixture ar_wd the
——4MS8 (Collections Storeroom) ——5FS8 R27 (Northeast Corner Office) 5FS8 (5th Floor Offices - Totals) Museum Exterminator sealedthe hole agalnfrom below. Cocoonswere found in the

floor/ceilingdebristhat had collectedon the top of the light fixture.

Effortswere madeto sealoff other obviousentrances/exitdo the mothsin the storeroom
Facilitiesstaff installedsweepsand astragalon alldoors Giventhe 0 dzA { Rdeahditliea

_ _ _ _ _ NE 2 N<toay however,innumerablesmallgapsremainin the ceiling,walls,andfloor.
After treating the obviouslyaffected objects, CollectionsManagementand Conservatiorstaff

devisedand implementeda |Ong-tel’m pI’OCeSSo prophylacticallytreat all

| proteinaceousnaterial storedin the room.
AL A 4 . n . . . o
TR All objects containing proteinaceous material are removed from storage, inspected, and individually placed
‘ S Inside polyethylene bags. Bags are tviistl closed on objects deemed safe for cold treatment or folded

closed on objects deemed unsafe for cold treatment. Objects are thehetyed.

S-

As freezer space becomes available, objects which have been bagged witiesvese removed from
storage again, grouped with objects of similar size and shape, double bagged, and tred@degrees

for at least 48 hours. They are then left in their bags for at least 24 hours at room temperature.

Collections Management staff inspecting ethnographic collections T. bisselliellaocoon inside polyethylene foam tray liner

After treatment, outer bags are removed and twigts are removed from inner bags. Objects are re

On I\/Ionday, January4, 201G e pivisionof! y i K N2 Ligef 2 32 Qa shelved in a single bag folded closed.

personCollectiondManagementteam commenceda thoroughinspectionof all collectionsin
this spaceand on the sameday found a nexusof infestationin the Northeastcorner of the _ . L "
room. Abouta dozenobjectswere directly affected,found with frass,webbing,cocoonsand We expectto complete treatment of all proteinaceousmaterial in the building 8, 4% floor

I@ve and deadwebbingclothesmoth adultsand Iarvag Hideswith fur, lying flat in. ethafoam e by the e nd Of 20 17,andwe are currentlymakingplans conssten_tpheromonetrap _monltorlng regimenon Ap Il | 1, 20 16 We currently have 14 traps
lined steeltrayswere the mostcommonlyaffectedobjects Themothshadalsobuilt cocoons deployedin 8 rooms We inspectthe traps, record data, and email an update to relevant museum staff
In the cornersof the trays, inside ethafoamliners, and alongthe edgesof the storagedzy” A U Qa weekly SinceApril, 2016 we haveseena significantoveralldrop in moth captures Thisis especiallytrue of

T. bisselliellpheromone trap

Collections Management began experimenting with pheromone traps in March 2016 and initiated a

to prophylacticallytreat objectsstored in the 4™ floor storeroomdirectly below in the coming

rubber gasketing The obviouslyaffected objectswere immediatelytreated by freezingand yeat the 5t floor officeswhere the infestation originated However,we continueto seeconsistent,if low level,
the storagesurfaceghoroughlycleaned treated, or discarded moth activityin the collectionsstoragespacebelow.
_ I N retrOS peCt we were luckyto havecaughtthe collectionsstageof the infestationrelatively
In Iate winte [, 2016CoIIectionsl\/lanagemenbeganto early. Thoughwe first noticed the moths in mid-flight, we did beginto capturethem in the N2 2 @ a
hear from other scientific departments about new moth infestations strategicallyplacedblundertraps soonatfter. So_our ba5|cpreeX|st|nglPM rgonltorlng programwould h_ave
croppingup in severalcollectionsand exhibition spacesthroughout the eve_ntuallysoqndedthe alarm Neverthele;*.sgwenwebbmg cIothesY_Z U Katefitial to rapidly multlply,
museum | a b | Natiral Science<onservatiorstaff took the lead in their devastatingeffectson museum_col_lectlon_s,and the costs_of_ mountingan adequatere_spongegd_dmg
investigating these outbreaks and coordinating a response They pheromonetrapsto a s_tandardmonltorln_g regimen beforg noticinga probllem WOL_IId provide a significant
discovereda significantcorrelation between rodent and moth activity and overall cost—eﬂ‘e(_:tlve advanta_ge le_eW|s_e,ex_pend|ng more effort in s_eallnga _storage spaceto
throughout the museum, executedlarge scale exhibition treatments, yvhateverextent possmlebe_fore an |_nfes_tat|on hits m_|ght preventlt frqm r.eachlngcollec_tlonsaltogether It
and brought on board a diversecollectionof AMNHSstaff to addressthe IS also_noteworthy that whlle the S|t_uat|on be_ganwnh a massiveoffice infestation which then spreadto
oroblem collectlonsstorage,the_ oﬁ!ce wasqwcklyeradlc_at_edof t_he pe_stswher_easthe natureof a Ieg_acystoreroom
makescomplete eradicationthere extremely difficult if not impossible Thusnon-collectionsstaff IPM
educationshouldbe considereada priority.
Collections Management staff placing objects in freezer Building 8, # floor mezzanine compact storage
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