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Summary 
Many larvae of Anabolia brevipennis were found at two sites in Cheshire; Hatch Mere Fen and 
Wybunbury Moss, where we had found them in similar numbers 30 years ago.  The species was not 
found at Danes Moss.  The egg mass and the behaviour of very small larvae are reported upon; 
neither has been described before.  The habitat is described.  Suggestions are made about habitat 
management and monitoring.  
 
Past records of A. brevipennis 
The first British specimen of this species was collected by Mr. Fereday “near Scarborough” in 1861.  
Benjamin Cooke added a second British record from Hale Moss near Altrincham in 1862 and there 
are records from that site as late as 1882.  There were no more Cheshire records until 1954 when 
H.L. Burrows found it at Wybunbury Moss and it was seen there again in 1959 by Alan Brindle.  There 
was another gap until we found an adult at Wybunbury in 1981.  We found larvae, previously 
unknown in the UK, at Hatch Mere Fen and Wybunbury between 1982 and 1984, and at Wybunbury 
again in 1998.  Jonathan Guest recorded larvae from Danes Moss in 1991.  A record for Wybunbury 
Moss in 2011 by Bill Bellamy is the only other Cheshire record we know. 
 
Nationally A. brevipennis is recorded from 9 post-1980 hectads and thus qualifies for the status of 
Nationally Rare (Wallace, 2016).  It has quite a wide UK distribution with the major clusters of 
records in Cheshire and East Anglia. 
 
We are very grateful to the Tanyptera Trust for reimbursing our travel costs when we visited Hatch 
Mere Fen, Wybunbury Moss and Danes Moss. 
 
Results 
 
Finding the larvae 
 

1. Hatch Mere Fen  
We visited the site on 15/3/2018 but were unsuccessful.  However, on 8/4/2018 larvae were found 
in small pools in the general area between SJ5494 7223 and SJ5501 7225, where water flows slowly 
through the carr, and in another group of small pools at the northern edge of the carr where water 
again slowly oozes through it from the ground to the north, general area SJ550723. 
 

2. Wybunbury Moss  
On 18/4/2018 larvae were found in various small pools under trees and around the northern and 
western perimeter of the open moss; we did not find suitable pools along the southern edge of the 
moss and the extreme west end was too dangerous to survey.  The co-ordinates for the places we 
found larvae were SJ6988 5019; SJ6983 5016; SJ6973 5033; SJ6952 5020; SJ6953 5018; SJ6955 5017.  
The pools either side of an old board-walk at SJ6963 5034 were particularly productive.  A larva of 
Limnephilus ignavus McLachlan was found in the grassy ditch at SJ6988 5013.  This is a species that is 
only common in upland Scotland and very local elsewhere.  Wybunbury Moss is its only modern site 
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in our area; we recorded it there between 1982 and 1988 and it is good to report it was still at the 
site in 2018.  
 

3. Danes Moss 
We visited this site on 3/5/2018 but were unsuccessful in finding A. brevipennis.  We do not know 
the location where Jonathan Guest found the larvae in 1991 and the site has had considerable 
management since then, involving removal of trees and bunding, which may have affected this 
species.  The only area that seemed at all hopeful at the time of our visit was a very small series of 
pools and ditches associated with an inflow at SJ907702. 
 
Biological observations 
 
Finding the larger larvae 
The larvae feed in the open on the top of the leaves.  The triangular case casts little shadow and it 
can be quite difficult to see.  The small holes in the leaves made by the larvae when they cut discs for 
case construction were easier to see; larvae of Glyphotaelius pellucidus (Retzius) also cut discs from 
leaves for case construction but they are generally much larger. 
 
The eggs 
Until 2019, we had never found very small larvae.  We had speculated that this might be due to 
delayed hatching of the egg, or that the small larvae rested hidden away and only commenced rapid 
growth in spring.  Additional visits to Wybunbury were focussed on trying to find egg masses and 
small larvae. 
 
The adults emerge in spring and there are records into early autumn; most records are from late 
summer and autumn. We had noted in the 1980s that their waterbodies dry up completely or 
diminish considerably over summer.  It seemed likely, therefore, that the species would belong to 
the group of limnephilid caddis that have an ovarian diapause over summer and lay in autumn.   
Throughout the time adults are around they can be beaten from trees or light-trapped near their 
breeding sites. 
 
We timed our search for egg masses to be, hopefully, after the majority had been laid but before 
they hatched and thus disappeared.  Wybunbury seemed to be the site where we would be most 
likely to be successful.  On 3/10/2018, after two hours searching by both of us, we found one egg 
mass on a tiny twig that was under a layer of live moss that grew over the tree roots overhanging 
the edge of a pool.  The edge of many of the pools where we find larvae have these exposed tree 
roots.  It is wise to be cautious about making general remarks based on a single observation, but the 
location of this egg mass would seem to satisfy the requirement to be hidden but where the newly 
hatched larvae could access the water.  The area of pool under the overhanging roots is very 
inaccessible for searching, which could explain our difficulties in locating more egg masses. 
 
The egg mass was more or less spherical, 3mm in diameter, and seemed to contain about 60 eggs.  
The egg mass and number of eggs seemed small for a caddis of this size, compared with what we 
have observed in other caddis of this group.  Limnephilid females typically lay two egg masses, the 
second smaller than the first so it is possible we had found the egg mass from a second laying. 
 
The eggs had not developed when we collected them and were kept at ambient temperature in an 
unheated windowless north-facing garage.  They did not delay development and on 12/11/2018, 5 
weeks after collection, were observed to have hatched; the larvae were still within the egg mass 
jelly.  Larvae of this group of limnephilids have two possible ways of leaving the jelly.  The first is to 
await the return of water to inundate the egg mass and trigger eclosion.  In “plan B”, for use when 



the return of water is delayed, the egg mass disintegrates and the released larvae bury into the 
damp substratum to await the re-filling of the pool.  Plan B may be the preferred option for some 
species. On 23/11/2018 it seemed that the egg mass was starting to disintegrate. The egg mass was 
placed in water and the larvae escaped quite soon afterwards. 
 
Newly hatched larvae 
The newly hatched larvae had very dark brown sclerites, resembling the colour of the later instars.  
They made rough cases of debris but then, without delay, set about making tiny versions of the full-
sized case. It is unusual for newly hatched limnephilids, only a few days old and still in their first 
instar, to make a detailed case.   
 
The apparent lack of pause in egg development and the nature of the early case suggested to us that 
we should be able to find very small early instar larvae in the field and that our lack of success in the 
past might have been that we had not looked hard enough! 
 
We visited Wybunbury on 14/1/2019 and did find many small larvae on the surface of dead leaves in 
pools, in the same manner as when they are larger.  The key to success was using a strong torch to 
overcome the general gloom and the bounce of the sky light from the water surface. 
 
The nature of pools that support Anabolia brevipennis   
 
When deciduous tree leaves fall into water, any soluble material rapidly leaches out and is used by 
bacteria and fungi. Fungi also attack the structural material of the leaf. The action of these microbes 
uses a lot of oxygen and decomposition may become anaerobic, particularly where layers of fallen 
leaves accumulate; the anaerobic material usually develops a characteristic smell of hydrogen 
sulphide (bad-eggs).  There may be enough oxygen around the upper components of the decaying 
leaf layer to enable caddis to live there. Surviving the low oxygen phase will be critical for any caddis 
in these pools.  A feature of most of the pools where A. brevipennis has been found is that they have 
a very slight water flow, which may bring oxygenated water; the flow may also dilute the nutrients 
derived from decay, thus reducing microbial activity and its demand for oxygen.  In stagnant pools, 
leaves may feel slimy to the touch, look ‘hairy’ with fine filamentous growth; leaves lying below the 
surface layer usually smell of hydrogen sulphide. Pools with A. brevipennis have ‘clean’ leaves and 
any smelling of hydrogen sulphide are deep down in the layer of leaves.  The larvae eat the dead 
leaves.   
 
Our observations at Upton Fen, Norfolk are worth mentioning.  The site is fed by ground water that 
oozes gradually through the fen from the west.  Pools with A. brevipennis and ‘clean’ leaves were 
found only in the west of the site with the pools in the east having coated leaves and supporting only 
Glyphotaelius pellucidus and Trichostegia minor (Curtis) which may be able tolerate lower oxygen 
concentrations. Hatch Mere Fen and Wybunbury Moss also have ground water from the surrounding 
area flowing through the site. 
 
The water chemistry and microbiology of pools used by A. brevipennis might be a fruitful area of 
study. 
 
Conservation considerations 
 
A. brevipennis is a species almost exclusively of carr woodland.  In addition to providing the suitable 
leaf-filled pools, the woodland will also provide shelter for the adult from its emergence in late 
spring to its mating and laying in early autumn.  Removal of carr as part of site rejuvenation is almost 



certainly damaging, and must be phased so that enough pools used by A. brevipennis remain 
undisturbed.   
 
Good quality ground water is important so having the surrounding land at Wybunbury under Natural 
England’s control is good.  Ground water should not be channelled unnecessarily. At Hatch Mere Fen 
the footpath around the edge is on raised land that acts as barrier between the carr and the stream 
and thus channels water through the pools.  Trampling led to the barrier being breached so water 
drained directly into the stream and the pools used by the caddis dried up.  The drying was assisted 
by well-meaning work undertaken by the Cheshire Wildlife Trust to protect the footpath that 
involved piping the water into the stream and thus by-passing the swamp.  The water is not now 
diverted and protective sheet piling has been installed. 
 
Monitoring 
It is suggested that A. brevipennis is listed as a named feature of both Hatch Mere Fen and 
Wybunbury Moss.  As such it should qualify for monitoring.  Looking for large larvae and the case 
construction holes in leaves in April would seem the easiest method to confirm its continued 
presence.  A quantitative survey method would need devising to check population size. 
 
Showing the insect to site visitors 
April is the best time.  The pools by the old boardwalk at Wybunbury are a place where pools can be 
observed without too much trampling, and there is an access of sorts to them along the edge of the 
moss. 
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Caddis records made during the surveys 
  Site Date Species Grid Ref Commenrts 

Hatch Mere Fen 15/03/2018 Trichostegia minor SJ550722 many larvae 

Hatch Mere Fen 15/03/2018 Limephilus centralis SJ5491 7236 one larva 

Hatch Mere Fen 15/03/2018 Micropterna lateralis SJ5491 7236 two larvae 

Hatch Mere Fen 15/03/2018 Limnephilus sparsus SJ5494 7232 one larva 

Hatch Mere Fen 15/03/2018 Limnephilus lunatus SJ5503 7225 many larvae 

Hatch Mere Fen 15/03/2018 Limnephilus lunatus SJ5494 7232 many larvae 

Hatch Mere Fen 15/03/2018 Limnephilus binotatus SJ5494 7232 one larva 

Hatch Mere Fen 15/03/2018 Limnephilus auricula SJ5494 7232 several larvae 

Hatch Mere Fen 15/03/2018 Limnephilus auricula SJ5500 7225 several larvae 

Hatch Mere Fen 15/03/2018 Chaetopteryx villosa SJ5494 7232 few larvae 

Hatch Mere Fen 08/04/2018 Anabolia brevipennis SJ549722 several larvae 

Hatch Mere Fen 08/04/2018 Anabolia brevipennis SJ550722 several larvae 

Hatch Mere Fen 08/04/2018 Anabolia brevipennis SJ550723 several larvae 

Hatch Mere Fen 08/04/2018 Limnephilus lunatus SJ549722 many larvae 

Hatch Mere Fen 08/04/2018 Chaetopteryx villosa SJ549722 two larvae 

Hatch Mere Fen 08/04/2018 Glyphotaelius pellucidus SJ550723 several larvae 

Hatch Mere Fen 08/04/2018 Micropterna lateralis SJ550723 old pupal case 

Wybunbury Moss 18/04/2018 Limnephilus ignavus SJ6988 5013 one larva 

Wybunbury Moss 18/04/2018 Anabolia brevipennis SJ6988 5019 several larvae 
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Wybunbury Moss 18/04/2018 Anabolia brevipennis SJ6983 5016 one larva 

Wybunbury Moss 18/04/2018 Anabolia brevipennis SJ6973 5033 one larva 

Wybunbury Moss 18/04/2018 Anabolia brevipennis SJ6963 5034 many larvae 

Wybunbury Moss 18/04/2018 Anabolia brevipennis SJ6952 5020 one larva 

Wybunbury Moss 18/04/2018 Anabolia brevipennis SJ6953 5018 one larva 

Wybunbury Moss 18/04/2018 Anabolia brevipennis SJ6953 5017 few larvae 

Wybunbury Moss 18/04/2018 Anabolia brevipennis SJ6951 5022 few larvae 

Wybunbury Moss 18/04/2018 Oligotricha striata SJ6951 5022 few larvae 

Wybunbury Moss 18/04/2018 Limnephilus marmoratus SJ6951 5022 one larva 

Wybunbury Moss 18/04/2018 Limnephilus lunatus SJ6983 5013 several larvae 

Wybunbury Moss 18/04/2018 Limnephilus 'flavicornis' group SJ6983 5013 few larvae 

Wybunbury Moss 18/04/2018 Glyphotaelius pellucidus SJ69-50 many larvae 

Wybunbury Moss 18/04/2018 Trichostegia minor SJ69-50 many larvae 

Danes Moss 03/05/2018 Limnephilus luridus SJ905703 one old pupal case 

Danes Moss 03/05/2018 Glyphotaelius pellucidus SJ907702 one old pupal case 

Danes Moss 03/05/2018 Micropterna lateralis SJ907702 one old pupal case 

Danes Moss 03/05/2018 Beraea pullata SJ907702 one larva 

Danes Moss 03/05/2018 Trichostegia minor SJ907702 one old pupal case 

Danes Moss 03/05/2018 Limnephilus lunatus SJ912702 many larvae 

Danes Moss 03/05/2018 Limnephilus lunatus SJ906705 few larvae 

Danes Moss 03/05/2018 Limnephilus auricula SJ909706 one adult 

Wybunbury Moss 03/10/2018 Trichostegia minor SJ6963 5034 many larvae 

Wybunbury Moss 03/10/2018 Anabolia brevipennis SJ6963 5034 one egg mass 

Wybunbury Moss 03/10/2018 Glyphotaelius pellucidus SJ6963 5034 few larvae 

Wybunbury Moss 14/01/2019 Anabolia brevipennis SJ6963 5034 many larvae 

Wybunbury Moss 14/01/2019 Beraea pullata SJ6963 5034 few larvae 

Wybunbury Moss 14/01/2019 Plectrocnemia conspersa SJ6963 5034 one larva 

Wybunbury Moss 14/01/2019 Glyphotaelius pellucidus SJ6963 5034 few larvae 
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BW finding the first Anabolia 
brevipennis larva she had seen for 
20 years, at Hatch Mere Fen, on 
8/4/2018.  She is kneeling on the 
moss-covered buttress roots of a 
tree at the edge of the pool that had 
the larvae.  Such moss covered roots 
seem to be a feature of many pools 
that have A. brevipennis larvae. 

A full grown larva of Anabolia 
brevipennis from Wybunbury Moss 
and a birch leaf with holes, about 
5mm in diameter cut by final instar 
larvae when making case-
construction discs.  Photographed 
18/4/2018. 



 
 

                                                            
 
 
 
 

 
 

The large holes, around 1 cm in 
diameter cut in beech leaves by 
Glyphotaelius larvae when making 
case-construction discs.   

The triangular construction of the A. 
brevipennis case is obvious. 

The sides of the case slightly over-
hang the bottom. 

A larva and cut leaf as 
found in situ in a pool at 
Wybunbury Moss on 
18/4/2018. 



 
 

 
 

 
 

A view of Wybunbury Moss pools 
showing collapsing trees, and 
mosses overgrowing their roots, 
photographed on 14/1/2019. 

Egg mass from Wybunbury Moss, 
collected 3/10/2018, photographed 
on 12/11/2018 when it was 
probably about 6 weeks after laying.  
Some hatched larvae are visible 
within the jelly. 

The egg mass collected on 
3/10/2018 came from under this 
moss which, at the time, was many 
centimetres above the water; this 
photograph taken on 14/1/2019 
shows that the location had been 
inundated by rising water. 



 
 

   
 

 

 

Using a strong torch to see small 
larvae of Anabolia brevipennis at 
Wybunbury Moss on 14/1/2019 

Wybunbury birch leaves 
photographed on 14/1/2019. 
Left: leaf with irregular holes 
probably acquired during life. 
Right:  as well as some irregular 
holes, some circular holes made by 
very small Anabolia brevipennis 
larvae can be seen; the graph paper 
has a 1mm square. 

Adult of Anabolia brevipennis reared 
from Wybunbury Moss in 2019.  
Inexperienced caddis identifiers 
would probably struggle to 
distinguish this from other 
limnephilids with uniform brown 
wings.  It can be recognised by its 
rather dumpy appearance, quite 
long hairs covering the wing 
membrane that give it a rough 
appearance, and three indistinct 
white spots (arrowed). 

Adult Anabolia brevipennis showing the 
characteristic granular appearance of the wing 
membrane caused by the large surface hairs. 

The very bristly Chaetopteryx villosa, which might be found 
with A. brevipennis, is the only other UK caddis with large 
surface hairs but those are very much more prominent in 
Chaetopteryx. 
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Pools by the side of the old board-
walk at Wynbunbury Moss (circa 
SJ6963 5034) are a convenient place 
to look for larvae. 

Rupert Randall, Natural England’s 
Wybunbury Warden, meets his first 
Anabolia brevipennis Iarva. 


