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I have set up IPM in a wide range of buildings and collections, Hampton Court 
Palace 16th C, Brodsworth Hall 19th C; National Railway Museum York, Carriage 
replica of 1829; Natural History Museum London 19th C; Tate Modern London 20th

C; 
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Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II owns and lives in Buckingham Palace, Windsor 
Castle, Sandringham and Balmoral; all with challenging problems.
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I have always been intrigued by the wide range of insects found in our heritage 
world. A few examples : Carpet beetle Anthrenus verbasci, Odd beetle Thylodrias 
contractus, Booklouse Liposcelis bostrychophila, Deathwatch beetle Xestobium 
rufovillosum, Drugstore beetle Stegobium paniceum, Spider beetle Ptinus tectus and
case bearing clothes moth Tinea pellionella. 
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Insects have been around for millions of years; well before man came on the scene. 
Some woodborer beetles lived in dead trees and fallen branches.
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When man chopped down trees to make dwellings and to burn logs on fires he 
created a whole new habitat for woodborers to exploit.
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Textile pests such as carpet beetles and clothes moths adapted and evolved to live in 
bird nests and dead animals before man. 
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When man started to live in settlements and make textiles, he provided a whole new 
habitat for textile pests. This is a very early example of pest damage to a Roman 
wool textile. 
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Did Noah take deathwatch beetles with him on the Ark?
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Some of the earliest records of pest are from Egyptian mummies and tomb burials.
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It is very likely that the first settlers to arrive in the Americas also brought some 
pests with them, such as grain weevils.
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Trade between continents of wool, grain and other goods helped spread pests around 
the world.
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The origins of webbing clothes moths, now one of the most widespread and 
destructive textile pests, are not known. It seems to have arrived in Europe and the 
USA in the 19th Century, possibly from South Africa.
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Although known in the 19th Century, carpet beetles really began to increase in the 
20th Century.
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Although Anthrenus verbasci  [top left] is probably the most common, there are 
many species worldwide. A. sarnicus, A. fuscus, A. flavipes, A. museorum, A. 
scrophulariae and A. coloratus
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Guernsey carpet beetle first arrived in England in 1971 and has since spread around 
the UK. Initially hitching a ride on collections sent between museums, it is now the 
main pest in some buildings.
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This map is from records on a database called whatseatingyourcollections.com
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Another new pest to the UK is Attagenus smirnovi, very similar to A unicolor, but 
with brown wing cases.
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A smirnovi is now established in many museums in London and a few specimens 
have been found in other towns; including Oxford, Cambridge, Birmingham and 
Glasgow. 
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It is now a major pests in many parts of Europe. Has it already arrived in the USA, 
but because of its similarity to A unicolor, has not yet been recognised?
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There has been a very large increase in the incidence and severity of infestations of 
webbing clothes moths in the UK the last 10 years. This is probably due to many 
interacting factors including: warmer winters, increase in the use of natural fibres, 
loss of some insecticides and decreased housekeeping standards. 
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The natural history collection is being treated in a ThermoLignum controlled 
humidity heat chamber to prevent pests being spread from an old infested store to a 
new clean store. The art installation called “Venus of the rags” is very attractive to 
clothes moths which can then be carried to another venue if not treated. 
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Because of safety concerns, a number of pesticides have now been withdrawn or 
banned. 

Dichlorvos [DDVP or Vapona] was particularly effective as a vapour insecticide 
against adult clothes moths, even at very low doses
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Extreme weather events can lead to building damage and flooding. This in turn 
increases risks from fungi and insect pests.
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Insects thrive at higher temperatures. Many of our museum pests are semi-tropical 
in origin and even a few degrees increase will allow these pests to spread and 
increase.



27

Web based resources have transformed our ability to obtain information. 

Some websites such as museum pests.net and Whatseatingyourcollection are 
accurate and reliable, beware of those that give misleading advice!

We need to share our information with others and accurately record what we are 
finding. We will then have a base line to see if there are real changes to pest 
distribution and pest risk.
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A final thought.

Which pests were in the Americas before settlers arrived from Europe?

When did the other pests arrive and how and when did they spread across the 
continent?

Here is a challenge to find the answers to these questions.

This knowledge will help all those working in IPM understand more about their 
pests and how to combat problems. 


