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Clothes Moth History and Damage

Ethan Estabrook, BCE 
Research Entomologist and Product 
Support, Insects Limited 

Clothes moths have been a 
serious insect pest for 
thousands of years causing 
damage to clothes, furnishings, 
and other items made from 
animal materials like wool, fur, 
and feathers. 

Some of the earliest references 
to them can be found in the 
Bible, such as in Isaiah 51 
verse 8 “For the moth will eat 
them up like a garment; the 
worm will devour them like 
wool” and in Matthew 6 verse 
19 “Do not store up for yourself 
treasures on earth, where moth 
and rust destroy”. 

Other early references are 
included in early Greek and 
Roman literature who 
describes moths attacking the 
feather plumes of combat 
helmets.  
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Clothes moths were likely spread throughout the world by early sea 
travel which is illustrated by the diary of a naturalist on board the 
HMS Challenger in the 1870s who wrote “Clothes moths were a 
terrible pest and destroyed several garments for me in my cabin.” 
Between 1957 and 1977 webbing clothes moths were found infesting 
products on cargo ships including dried blood, feathers, bone meal, 
mohair, sheepskin, camel hides, and whale meat. Bird nests and 
other keratin-rich food sources such as fur and debris in animal 
burrows could have been the original habitat of clothes moths before 
they invaded man-made environments. 

Today, clothes moths are found infesting items in households, 
museums, grain storage facilities, pet food warehousing, and other 
structures that work with wools, furs, and feathers.
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It is difficult to calculate estimates of the financial damage clothes moths contribute. In the 1950s, Britain 
officials calculated clothes moth damages to be around 6 million dollars annually, with 80% of all 
households stating that they took some level of precautions against clothes moths. 

In the 1980’s the United States, where it is found in every state, clothes moth damage to wool-contained 
textiles was estimated at 200 million dollars annually. More recent estimates show clothes moth damage 
around 1 billion dollars each year in the United States alone. The materials and items often attacked by 
clothes moths include wool, fur, feathers, animal hides, taxidermy, upholstered furniture, piano felt, 
natural bristles, garments, and textiles, particularly those soiled with food, sweat, or urine. 

Clothes moth larvae cause all the damage to these items as the adult moths are unable to feed. Clothes 
moth larvae damage items by chewing holes, producing webbing tubes, and soiling items with their fecal 
pellets. Damage is usually concentrated on soiled areas of materials and in dark folds and creases. Items 
are more likely to be attacked if left in undisturbed and dark areas such as basements, attics, and 
closets. Large larvae CAN chew holes in synthetic materials, which they cannot digest if those materials 
are soiled or stored near more munchable items like wool. Fabrics composed of natural materials mixed 
with synthetic fibers have also become more popular. Clothes moth larvae are quite capable of selecting 
out and feeding on the wool fibers in these mixtures. 

It is important to Start with the Insect First! 

Identifying the clothes moth species and understanding their biology is the first step to an effective 
integrated pest management program. Once the clothes moth has been identified, inspect areas for ideal 
food sources such as wools, furs, or feathers. 

Pheromone lures and traps are great tools to monitor and help identify the source of infestation. Finding 
and treating the source can help pest management professionals solve a difficult pest problem to help 
protect household items like your favorite wool sweater to museum artifacts of historical importance. 

If you have any clothes moth or pheromone questions, you can contact me at 
E.Estabrook@InsectsLimited.com.
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Meet Samantha Kiever - 
Insects Limited’s Newest Research Entomologist

Insects Limited is excited to announce the addition of a new staff entomologist joining our Research and 
Development department. After receiving her degree in entomology, Samantha (Sam) Kiever has joined the 
Insects Limited team, filling a role as a Research Assistant. 

Sam spent the past two summers (2021 & 2022) as an intern in Insects Limited’s R & D lab. Sam finished 
her entomology degree requirements this past fall and graduated from the University of Nebraska – Lincoln 
in December of 2022. Her entomology Capstone Project was centered on Webbing Clothes Moth (Tineola 
bisselliella) and the potential for larvae to damage textiles that are not generally considered “at risk.”  This 
study was an offshoot of her work at Insects Limited. 

Pat Kelley, President of Insects Limited said this about Sam, “We are all proud of Sam for the hard work that 
she has done to get to where she is today. During Sam’s time as an intern here, she displayed a strong 
knowledge base of entomology and quickly embraced working with the stored product insect pests that are 
our focus here. Sam is such a smart and focused scientist and I know that she will be a great asset to an 
already strong team of Board Certified Entomologists, James Feston and Ethan Estabrook in our R & D 
Division.” 
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A few of Sam’s duties at Insects Limited will be researching 
new pheromones and attractants, testing new and 
innovative trapping systems, offering support and expertise 
on scientific research papers and, the all-important task of 
maintaining our colonies of research insects.

On the personal side, Sam and her husband Glenn enjoy 
hiking with their dog, Anteros. Besides Anteros, they also 
have a snake, beetles, cockroaches, a tarantula, and a 
scorpion that they enjoy spending time caring for and 
watching. Sam has been working diligently on a project to 
breed and rear blue death feigning beetles (Asbolus 
verrucosus) to adulthood.

She hopes to keep these beetles in the pet trade without needing to steal them from their habitats in the 
future. Sam also enjoys painting, building computers, hiking, and driving. Long Sunday drives are a joy for 
her, though she hopes one day to be able to race cars as a hobby.
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