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By Gladys Froggatt 

 

All is gentle, nought 

Stirs rudely; but congenial with the night, 

Whatever walks is gliding like a spirit. 

 

TWILIGHT fell on the bushland with a hush of peace. She lulled the 

birds, to sleep with the wind's soft music 'midst the leaves, and led 

each little lacewing to rest within a nook fit for Titania's slumber. 

  Slowly and gently all murmurous sounds died away. Every small 

nestling in the bushes snuggled down to sleep. On the grass stems 

the wasps were sleeping; and there, too, the butterflies were 

dreaming, with lovely wings pressed up together like hands in 

prayer. 

  The hill-sides were dark and dewy and fragrant; the forest was 

vaguely mysterious in its dim majesty. The sentinel gums were 

rigidly upright in patient posture, stretching afar their crooked 

branches with tangled, slanting leaves; the wattles in their varied 

green were slumbrously adroop; but the mazes of the tea-tree scrub 

seemed like the shrubberies of the fairies, and all the scraggy 

underbrush and twining grasses were smiling 'neath the dew fairies 

who were just now anointing all with loving gems. 
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  Out from the ferny dells crept the dew fairies whom the dusty 

flowers loved; and out from among the leaves flitted little mortal 

twilight elves, the evening moths, shadowy, silent, and swift. 

   The moths were the wanderers of the night. The only ones? Oh, 

no! The bats had wakened, and were starting to chatter over the 

wild fruit; a solemn furry opossum was peering down from the top 

of a smooth, straight gum; a curlew was wailing in the darkness for 

a sorrow all unknown; and, over 'midst the gum-trees, why were the 

gum-leaves trembling so? 

  But it was not the gum-leaves that were trembling; it was a 

moving horde of little leaf-like spectres, green, long, slender beings, 

who were waking up for the night. They were the leaf mimics, the 

"stick" insects of the woodlands, the quiet, timid giants of the insect 

world. 

  They were so very like the twigs on which they moved that it 

seemed as if the twigs themselves had come to life and had started 

walking. 

  Sunlight had seen them as motionless as statues, clinging 

underneath the leaves; but when the twilight had departed, they too 

became wanderers of the night, and were almost invisible as they 

stalked stiffly through the shelter of the thick growing leaves. 

  The lofty trees could, if they would descend to such simple  tales,

 tell you how that all day long these leaf mimics hide in   their  sweet 

shade, and shelter from the birds; and they could , show you, too, 

how they sway with the unstable leaves in safety,  and in passive 

defiance of detection.   
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  And the trees would go on to tell how that, as the darkness 

 deepened, the stick-insects nibbled at their leaves - which was all 

 very well, they would say, if there were not too many in a company, 

but was disastrous when they came in hordes, and stripped  each 

tree of its leaves, and left the boughs as bare as if they had  been 

ringbarked.   

  A weary little night wind ruffled up the trees ere it went to   sleep in 

the valley; but while its sleepy caress wakened the lazy  leaves to 

responsive whisperings, it affected the stick-insects not  at all.  They 

were awake and hungry, and had gathered in huge,  quiet 

companies to taste the woodland bounty.   

  Each stick mimic was a gentle, uncouth fellow, quaint and  long, 

and oft-times gay and brilliant-looking. A shy, timid giant  always, 

he dreamt the daytime hours away, startled by falling  leaf  or 

whirring bird-wings, ever waiting for the night-queen's  coming  in 

the bush - a fearful, beautiful, strange mimic of a  twig.  Tendrils 

were his tiny feelers; leaves the wings; stalks the  threadlike legs; 

and a stem the long, slender body and neck. 

  He was a giant in the insect world, for he was, say; 30cm long; yet 

aeons of time ago, his ancestors could stretch to 47.5cm. 

   Some of their bodies happened to be caught in some amber in 

those prehistoric days in Northern Europe; and as the yellow 

translucent amber hardened they were embedded, and are to-day a 

fossil presentment of the phasmid's ancient grandeur. 

Yet his ancestry does not give the gentle fellow any assurance. 

Even in his starlit rambles he moves like a shadow, avoiding 
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attention, and the leaves which he so hungrily eats ever shield his 

movements. 

He is no great aviator, this green, lanky spectre. His forewing is 

like a thick veined narrow leaf, but it is never furled, and is very 

small compared with the fanlike wing behind. And because it is so 

small, the front edge of the hind-wing is green, opaque, and leaflike, 

too, just like the fore-wing; but all the rest of it, the fluted, 

transparent fan part, may be of pale shaded green, delicate shell 

pink, or even of soft mauve. But all the glorious colour of the 

fanwing he keeps folded 'neath the forest's own hue of green, 

meekly furled away to rest. 

Because the front of each wing is straight, he is classed with 

vaulting grasshoppers, gay crickets, and "praying ladies" in the 

Order Orthoptera, the "straightwings." 

On a long, slender neck rests his small, neat head, with its two 

short, slender feelers shooting out in front. His moveless eyes are 

small and beady; his jaws are hard and bony, and toothed, just 

suited for chewing leaves and the young glutinous shoots of which 

he is so fond. No ant or fly does this stick insect ever need; no 

animal food at all; nothing at all but leaves. 

Grave, and gentle, and shy, he can lie still and not even move a 

muscle for hours on end. Indeed, it is quite a triumph to see one 

resting, so still is he, so exactly like the bough on which he rests. 

 His two front legs will be stretched out straight in front of him to 

protect his head and feelers; and all his six long, lanky legs will be 

about the same size, and, maybe,  have spurs upon the sides, and 
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soft cushions beneath the feet to help him keep his hold upon the 

twigs.   

 Little wonder the scientists name him phasma, "the ph an tom ,ó 

and that the children call him "straw," "spectre," or "walking stick!"   

 The gypsy-mother has no dream-castle of a home in her neat 

head. She is a wanderer in the wilds herself; but although a 

wandered, she is also a loving mother, and wants her infants to be 

protected. And so she again uses mimicry as a safeguard.  

 Way down among the grasses she hides her tiny egg caskets, 

which are so very like bean seeds that the parasitic wasp passes 

them by as useless for her greedy, insect-loving baby. Each little 

ribbed brown casket, lined with white, and with a closefitting lid, 

holds one precious egg; and cargo and cabin lie snugly in the grass, 

impervious to falling leaves or adverse weather, for, maybe, a year 

or more 

   Baby Phasma will push open the tight-fitting cabin door which 

had been so cunningly contrived; and from the tiny room he will 

poke out an inquisitive little head into the strange world about him. 

He will be tiny, and weak, and threadlike, but, oh, so ridiculously 

like his stately father, save only in respect of wings. 

  He will scramble out with eager zest of-life, and will stretch his 

wiry little limbs and crawl off to find a tree. Following the instincts 

of his race, he will sleep by day and forage by night. He will see no 

bogeys in the shadows, and the only gleams to light his travels will 

come from the far-away sparkling stars.  

   About him will be sounds of all the other night-wanderers, the cry 

of the native bear as he greets the moon, the sudden flight of a 
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round-eyed owl, the quarrelling of the flying foxes over the wild 

fruit; but he will wander on, silent and unalarmed, as long as the 

night reigns - of all the wild things in the bush the quietest, the 

quaintest. 

  Clad in Lincoln green, his life will be a simple one in the 

greenwood; and, save for a few new coats as his body grows, bigger, 

he will not alter very much, save that leaf - wings will develop on his 

shoulders. A little happy Robin Hood, he will look for all the world 

as if he "grew as a leaf, and took to w alkin g.ó 

 

  

In this starry shade 

Of dim and solitary loveliness, 

I learn the language of another world. 

 

 

Order. ORTHOPTERA 

Family. PHASMIDAE 

Podacanthms wilkiiisoni  

Length. 8.75cm 

Habitat. Coastal forests of New South Wales. 

 

 

 

 


