A Phasmid Search in Cornwall July 2019
by Malcolm Lee
In January 2019 I had an e-mail from Morgane Merien, a PhD student at the Ecology, Evolution and Behaviour
Group, School of Biological Sciences, University of Auckland. Her field of research is camouflage and colour
polymorphism in the native New Zealand stick insects, and how these insects employ various camouflage
mechanisms to defend themselves against predators in the wild. She would be attending the Anti-Predator
Color Symposium at Penryn Campus in early July and staying in Penryn for several weeks. As the UK recorder
for our naturalised stick-insects, Morgane asked for my assistance whilst she was here to see a selection of the
two naturalised species of New Zealand phasmids, the Prickly Stick-insect Acanthoxyla geisovii and the
Unarmed Stick-insect A. inermis, in their adopted locations in Cornwall. The latter species was brought into
Cornwall on New Zealand plants, especially Tree Ferns, probably from late Victorian times by the former
Truro nursery, Treseder’s, who had a sister operation in Australia. The Prickly Stick-insect was deliberately
introduced by Victor Heath, who collected specimens from the Abbey Gardens on Tresco, Isles of Scilly, and
released them in his own Riviera Gardens in St Mawes c1959. Morgane was bringing a special camera with
her and wished to use it to image our naturalised ones to compare them with those back home.
Whilst a glance at a distribution map may suggest they are all over Cornwall, they comprise a large number
of very localised colonies restricted to a handful of nearby gardens or sometimes to a single bush. For such
masters of camouflage, a general search of an area where they are known to occur may well not come across
a single specimen. Prior to her visit I had emailed many garden owners who had recently reported stick-insects
to me, which invariably produced a delighted response to help Morgane in her research. We soon had a week
planned out to visit gardens and other areas where known colonies could be located.
On her first night in Penryn, luck was on Morgane’s side as she took a walk and came across a small colony
of A. inermis within 100 metres of where she was staying. This comprised of six half-grown nymphs; 4 green
and 2 brown (https://twitter.com/MorganeMerien/status/1143611992420298752). In late June/early July,
most phasmids here are still nymphs, not usually becoming adult until late July or August. Sadly, her further
searches in Penryn failed to come across anymore. On 27th June Morgane was going rock-pooling on
Gyllyngvase beach in Falmouth with some other students so I contacted a garden owner right by the beach,
and he was happy to show her round his garden, where they found several A. inermis nymphs. The seminar
was the following week and I had arranged for 4 days searching from Monday 8th July.
Monday 8th July: Today was a trip round the Roseland Peninsula, starting at St Mawes where the Prickly
Stick-insect A. geisovii was introduced to mainland Cornwall. Our first site to visit was Lamorran Gardens,
which had incorporated the old Riviera Gardens as the lower half of this sub-tropical garden many years
earlier. The garden owner, Mrs Maria-Antonietta Dudley-Moore, had seen phasmids for many years, but none
in the last 12-18 months. She would not be in St Mawes that day, but kindly gave us permission to check the
gardens out with the aid of Jack Clutterbuck, her head gardener. After meeting Morgane off the St Mawes
ferry as the morning mist was burning off, we drove up to Lamorran and met Jack who showed us round.

Left: Morgane in Lamorran alongside a Kauri tree. Centre: With Jack Clutterbuck under a Rimu tree. Right: Our first phasmid.

Morgane was pleased to see several New Zealand trees there, including a Rimu Dacrydium cupressum and a
Kauri Agathis australis, both trees of cultural significance to the Maori people. These most attractive gardens
were very well stocked and, without specific locations, finding phasmids would be very time-consuming. We
had time to check the one conifer known to have had phasmids in earlier years, but that was negative. One
highlight was the sighting of our largest hoverfly Volucella zonaria flying around a large Banana plant.
Although resident by the Tamar Valley, it is an uncommon migrant in this part of Cornwall. Although we saw
none, Jack Clutterbuck subsequently reported a phasmid discovered by a visitor in the lower part of the gardens
on Friday 12th, confirming their continued presence 60 years after the original introduction here.
Moving on to St Just-in-Roseland, a search in Phil Atkin’s garden also proved negative, as did the check of
Sarah Finnegan’s garden in nearby Gerrans, and her neighbour’s garden opposite. We checked out the adjacent
Cricket pitch, where Brian Laney had found phasmids in 2004. There was a considerable onshore breeze and
Morgane explained that even if we found a phasmid, imaging them with her camera would not be possible.
At least two images had to be taken and there must not be any movement between the images. Things were
looking bleak, when a search in a back lane at Gerrans found our first phasmid, a half-grown green nymph of
A. geisovii resting openly on a stinging nettle leaf. A further trip to a known location ten kilometres away in
Veryan, where both A. inermis and A. geisovii are present, also failed to turn up any phasmids.
We returned to Penryn via the King Harry Ferry, an ancient crossing point now a floating bridge type ferry
reputed to be one of the world’s top 10 ferry journeys. As we were watching the ferry slowly coming across,
I remarked to Morgane that I was not sure if we had to remain in the car or could walk about on the crossing
to get some pictures. A helpful farmer leant out of his tractor cab and gave us the answer in his thick Cornish
accent. Morgane smiled at him and I thanked him. As we got back in the car, Morgane said ‘What did he say?
I couldn’t understand a word’. I had lived in Cornwall for 30 years, and it had taken me over a decade to
understand the strongest rural Cornish accents, so I should not have been surprised Morgane had difficulties.

Left: Filming the incoming ferry. Centre: With Sylvia Bole and a phasmid friend. Right: Nymphs on the Sea Holly

Tuesday 9th July: We agreed to meet at the Penryn garden of Sylvia Bole, who had regularly reported stickinsects since 2016. Arriving first, Mrs Bole showed me round her back garden to the spot where she used to
have a Gunnera manicata plant, on which she first saw them, then to her Euonymus hedge, where they had
also been seen. A brief search of both locations revealed nothing. Morgane arrived and we all sat down for a
cup of tea at her garden table alongside a small triangular raised flower bed. As we chatted about these stickinsects, Morgane looked over my shoulder and jumped up to retrieve a half-grown A. inermis from under a
leaf of a 1 metre tall Chusan Palm Trachycarpus fortunei right next to me. We all set to for a further search
on the small flower bed when I noticed Mrs Bole had one of those metallic blue Sea Holly Eryngium planum
plants which I had failed to grow in my own garden. I pointed out this striking plant to Morgane who said
‘Did you see those two green Acanthoxyla nymphs on it?’. I had not! After looking at the images Mrs Bole
had taken of her phasmids over the last few years, we had a further check round her garden and then popped
over to the garden of Paul Gainey. He lived only a few hundred metres away and had come across them
intermittently for over 20 years. He would not be there but said he was happy for us to check it out. Sadly, our
search found nothing, as did another search in the Penryn garden of Nick McCormick who had also reported
phasmids since 2011.
We moved on to the site of the old County Demonstration Gardens in Probus. This, now derelict site, was laid
out by Treseder’s Nursery in 1969, and the former manager, Alastair Rivers, had reported seeing lots of

phasmids there since he arrived in 1984. Many records had also been received from the private gardens that
bordered the site to the west, as well as other gardens throughout Probus. After negative checks of the roadside
brambles as we walked up from where we parked the car, we arrived at the bramble where I had found a
phasmid in autumn 2013. Morgane quickly found a brown nymph. My own searches proved negative, but she
found a second brown nymph a few minutes later.

Left: With Mandy Rance-Matthews and some of her stickies. Right: Morgane at the Eden Project

After lunch we moved on to Ruddlemoor near St Austell to visit the garden of Mandy Rance-Matthews. In
autumn 2010, the insect charity Buglife (https://www.buglife.org.uk/) launched the ‘Cornish Stick-insect
Hunt’ which got many reports, several from new locations. Mrs Rance-Matthews’ garden held the largest ever
UK colony with over 140 in her Leylandii front garden hedge, and there could well have been more lurking
in the interior (https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-cornwall-11713945). In recent years she had only
seen a handful. The front garden itself was quite small, just 10 metres square, and was surrounded by a 2metre-tall Leylandii (Cupressus x leylandii) hedge. We found a total of 6 green mid to late instar Unarmed
Stick-insect nymphs on the outside of the front garden hedge. Checking the rear garden, especially the
Leylandii hedge found nothing.
That was our last garden for the day, and it was not yet 3pm. I asked Morgane if she had visited the worldrenowned Eden Project, but she said she had not and there was not enough time this visit. She was over 18,000
km from home whilst we were only 8 km from Eden, and I had not been there for some years, so off we went.
Because of the heat that day, the normal entrance to the Tropic Biome was not in use and it took us a while to
find the way in. Morgane soon recognised trees and plants from New Zealand as well as New Caledonia where
she spent her first 11 years. You can’t get out without passing through their shop, and Morgane was pleased
to add to her entomological wardrobe with a ‘Don’t Bug Me’ t-shirt having three beetles on it.
Wednesday 10th July: Our day started at the garden of Paula Coward in St Clement near Truro. Paula had
been noticing stick-insects in her large garden since August 2008 but had not seen any this year. Paula has
been breeding them for the last few years and was able to show us adults and nymphs, together with some
eggs still to hatch out. Morgane had a search round the garden at all the places where stick-insects had been
seen, but none were found. It was surprising to me that insects were being recorded so widely in such a large
garden as they are most often restricted to a small part of a garden. The answer came when Paula advised that
this house and garden had been created nearly 40 years earlier by the developer who purchased the old
Treseder’s Nursery site in Truro, and he had used many specimen plants from the nursery when laying out the
gardens. This is one more phasmid location with a direct link back to Treseder’s, who were the premier
Cornish nursery right up to their closure in the late 1970s.
After a lunch from Paula, we set off for Truro to check out the former Treseder’s nursery site. This had been
made into a select development of 18 large homes, for which confirmed phasmid records had been received
from five of those properties with three other reports where the property number was not specified. The whole
estate was very quiet, possibly due to it being the second week of the Wimbledon Tennis Championships and
people were inside watching TV rather than in their gardens. We spoke to one lady getting out of her car, who
stated she had never seen any in her garden. One positive reply was when we spoke to Bill Bowers, who had
purchased his property from the developer in the early 1980s. He confirmed he had always seen stick-insects
since his first year, usually on the Wisteria on the front of his property. In 1993, his wife Clara had actually

responded to my first countywide sighting request published in the West Briton newspaper. Neither Bill nor
his wife had seen any this year, and a check of his Wisteria was negative.

Left: Malcolm and Morgane with her ‘Don’t Bug Me’ t-shirt and one of Paula Coward’s phasmids. Right: Setting up to film with her special camera in Falmouth

After a quick check of the hedgerows walking back to the car park, where we drew a blank, we went over to
Falmouth to meet Ryan Pentecost. He had been monitoring a large colony on a 3m tall Leylandii garden hedge
near his home. As soon as we arrived, Ryan pointed out several A. inermis nymphs and we ended up with 4
half-grown nymphs and our first adults, a green one and a brown one. A Leylandii coniferous hedge offers
shelter from cold and winds, with food just a short distance away, and it is most likely that these adults
managed to overwinter as a nymph to complete their life cycle this spring.
The wind was calm and Morgane was able to set up her special camera to get the shots she needed. Out of the
corner of my eye I saw a unknown insect fly by. It was yellow and black with a long green abdomen dangling
down. It settled on the top of the hedge when it became clear what it was. We had just witnessed one of the
smaller nymphs being predated by a wasp. It was a Vespula species but was too far away to identify which
one. The first report of phasmids being attacked by wasps was in 1995, and since then a further 17 reports
have been made. In many cases it has been the commotion of the attack, especially on adults, which has made
the garden owner aware they had phasmids in their garden.
Thursday 11th July: The first visit was to Lynda Chapman at Rame Cross west of Penryn. She is a friend of
Sylvia Bole who we saw on Tuesday. She had a green adult in a Leylandii tree, which Morgane was able to
photograph with her special camera. The next visit was to Sheen Sinclair near St Erth. A thorough search of
her garden failed to find any phasmids, although we were able to see a Hummingbird Hawkmoth
Macroglossum stellatarum at close quarters feeding on her Verbena V. bonariensis.

Left: With Carol Blyth and her stick-insects. Right: Setting up the camera in Hayle.

Carol Blyth in Perran Downs had reported two large brown stick-insects on her fence on 7th July, so a trip was
taken to check the garden out. Carol showed us exactly where she had seen them, which was on a wall behind
a Hypericum bush. Morgane soon found a first instar nymph on the bush and on her second sweep she located
a brown adult. It was very windy at the rear of the property, so the adult insect was moved to a more sheltered
Hypericum bush in the front garden for photographing on the foodplant.

Left: With Mike Thomas in Hayle. Right: Morgane on ‘Stick-insect Bench’.

The next trip was to meet Mike Thomas in Hayle, where he had been observing a colony of both Acanthoxyla
inermis and A. geisovii on a nearby low Leylandii garden hedge. To find both species together is extremely
unusual. The garden owner was not present but had agreed Mike could show us round. A search of the hedge
revealed 1 late instar A. inermis and 8 juvenile A. geisovii which were mid to late instar. After Morgane was
able to photograph several specimens with her camera we moved on to have some lunch alongside the Hayle
River, then up to a colony I knew about. We were still 20 metres from that colony when Morgane spotted
some juveniles on a hedge behind a bench. Checking it further found a single 1st instar right on the top of the
hedge, and 4 other juveniles, mid to late instar. Morgane wandered up to the known colony and was soon back
with a brown and a green adult A. inermis. We were on a very popular walk and Morgane began to explain
about these fascinating creatures to passers-by, including an elderly couple who took this walk every day but
had never seen any stick-insects here. No doubt they will keep an eye out on future walks.
It was our intention to visit Penzance, but time was moving on and Morgane had to return some equipment
and her student pass to Penryn, so we called it a day.
The total phasmids seen during the 4 days were 9 juvenile A. geisovii at 2 locations, and 2 adult and 26 juvenile
A. inermis at 8 separate locations.
An interesting non-phasmid observation was the delightful art installation at Trafalgar Roundabout in Truro,
which we passed several times on our journeys. These comprised a family of giant hedgehogs named Cecil,
Patricia, Denzil and Kizzy (https://www.cornwalllive.com/news/cornwall-news/giant-hedgehogs-appearbusy-roundabout-3066256). They were made from coppiced wood by Emma Scott an artist from Mellingey
Mill Willow Craft Centre near Padstow (https://www.facebook.com/visittruro/videos/418521165671048/).
Their presence gave many a smile to passing motorists, including us, and the roundabout was named Best UK
Roundabout by the Roundabout Appreciation Society (https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-cornwall49836130). When autumn came and it was time for hedgehogs to hibernate, the Truro four were not left out
as they were covered in sticks (https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-cornwall-50516976). This was in part
to raise awareness of the plight of these charming garden dwellers, which have declined in recent years.

Left: The Truro Hedgehogs. Right: Ready for hibernation.

