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For many years there have been rumors that this moth
was extinct.  The fact is that it is not even very rare,
just rarely seen.  Like the Hercules Moth they mostly
ignore the city lights and do most of their flying very
late at night and in the early morning.  This keeps them
safely where they should be, in their monsoon
rainforest habitat.

The glossy white eggs are laid mostly on leaves but
sometimes on twigs and branches of the host plant, if
they are easily accessible by the female, Croton
habrophyllus. This plant is a shrub or small tree that
grows in monsoon rainforest and vine thickets in the
top end of Western Australia and Northern Territory.

I suspect the actual distribution of this moth is much
wider than currently thought to be - see page six.

Attacus wardi

When just hatched from the egg
the tiny larvae are black, but they
soon change to white.  This
would not seem to be a very good
camouflage colour but they sit on
the underside of the leaves so
cannot be easily spotted from
above.

As the larvae develop their
appendages become rather
striking.

The life history of the Darwin Atlas
Moth (Attacus wardi) was
described by D.A. LANE, G. MARTIN &
R.P. WEIR in the Australian
Entomologist, 2010, 37 (3).



The larvae are very attractive and whilst they somewhat resemble those of the Hercules Moth, they are really
quite different.

The one below is about to moult - note the very tiny head.



The larvae above is preparing to moult - the one below has just moulted.



This larva is fully grown and will soon select a suitable
place to pupate.

The larva folds a leaf around
itself and builds a cocoon.
Before doing this the larva
binds the stem of the leaf
firmly onto the branch with
silk to prevent it from falling
off.  In the dry season the host
plant often is deciduous so this
is a very good survival
strategy.  Many other moths
and also butterflies do this.



The Darwin Atlas Moth is a
very beautiful creature and if
you live within the range of
this species you should grow
some host plants as you are
very likely to attract a female
and if she lays some eggs on
it you can enjoy observing the
larvae develop.

This is a very large moth
which makes flying in the
rainforest difficult.  Because
of this most eggs are laid on
plants along the edge of the
rainforest, clearings in the
rainforest or on the tops of the
trees that are exposed, giving
the female clear access.

Like all insects their wings
contain no living tissue so
any damage is permanent.

Like the Hercules Moth the
larvae usually lower
themselves on a silken thread
to find a protected pupating
site out of the wind, if they
are high up on a tree.



The above map shows the natural distribution of the host plant Croton habrophyllus.  It is quite possible that the
moth occurs over most of this range, especially from the western gulf to the bottom of the Kimberley region.  The
populations of the plant on the border of Queensland/Northern Territory and in Queensland are probably too small
to sustain a breeding population.

The above map shows my “best guess” as to the actual distribution of the Darwin Atlas Moth (circled in mauve).

I have travelled the Kimberley area by both land and sea and there are many suitable habitats available for the
moth, in fact some areas are even better than those in the Northern Territory.  Because they breed in the wet season
when travel in the area is very difficult it is not easy to check this region properly.  The best method would be to
look for cocoons in the dry season.  Just the finding of one cocoon in the Kimberley would suggest they are much
more widespread then the current known distribution.  Even if they are now not found in Western Australia I am
sure they would have been there prior to the massive extinctions that occurred due to the extreme climate changes
of the recent ice ages.



Croton habrophyllus - the only known host plant of the Darwin Atlas Moth. It is a large shrub or
small tree found in monsoon rainforests of the top end of Western Australia and Northern Territory.

Like most Crotons the old leaves turn yellow,
orange or red before falling.



Croton mutabilis - While this species only occurs on Cape York Peninsula we have found it is readily
accepted by the larvae.  It is a close relative of Croton habrophyllus. Medium to large shrub in dry to moist
rainforest.

Male Flowers
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Homalanthus novoguineensis (Bleeding Heart) - This small to medium tree is readily
accepted by the Atlas Moth larvae and can be used to raise them.  It is likely that it is used as a host plant in the
wild as the plant is widespread across the top end of Australia in rainforests where permanent moisture exists.

The distribution of Homalanthus novoguineensis in Northern Territory and Western Australia overlaps very
well with that of Croton habrophyllus. It should be remembered that plant distribution maps are produced
from Herbaria collection records and the actual distribution is always much more widespread than indicated
by collections (unless it is a very rare plant restricted to a specific habitat and locality).

The common name of
“Bleeding Heart” comes from
the colour that the leaves
develop before falling.  Like so
many plants in the
Euphorbiaceae family they turn
bright red and of course they
are heart shaped.



Homalanthus novoguineensis (Bleeding Heart)


