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Sticking points
David Chapman delves into the world of a mysterious
insect and finds out how it came to make its home here

THE GOWER PENINSULA

A
s you walk across the
grasslands of Devon and
Cornwall, there’s a chance
you might stumble across
one of nature’s most

mysterious and exotic creatures – the
stick insect. Surprisingly, though, stick
insects have been resident in the UK for
more than a century. The first recorded
sighting was in Devon in 1909, and was
swiftly followed by detections in
Cornwall and on the Isles of Scilly.
The time and location of these accounts

reflect the rise in popularity of both
horticulture and botany which had begun
during the Victorian era. In Cornwall, it was
quite the fashion for rich mine owners to
create large gardens and populate them
with exotic plant species that thrived in the
county’s temperate climate. 
Plant collecting became big business –

but although it could be lucrative, it was at
times a hazardous profession. One famous
Cornish collector, Thomas Lobb, was
forced to have his leg amputated after an
incident while searching for plants on a
two-year expedition to Borneo and the
Philippines. Meanwhile, his brother
William was earning the tidy sum of £400 a
year (equivalent to about £30,000 today)
working for Veitch’s Nursery in Exeter.
So, as the new century dawned, the

plant trade, particularly in South-West
England grew apace. It is at this point that
the stick insect, carried in egg form on the
bark of tree ferns from New Zealand,
made its debut.
Interestingly, it needs only one egg to

begin a new population of stick insects as a
female can lay eggs that will hatch without
coming into contact with a male, a process
known as parthenogenesis.
Despite their exotic origins, stick insects

are not fussy eaters and will happily eat the
leaves of common British plants such as
bramble and privet. Unfortunately, they
can’t survive the winter in adult form, but
the females lay plenty of eggs in late summer
which hatch out the following spring.
Stick insects belong to the order of

phasmids, originating from the Latin
‘phasma’, meaning ‘phantom’. This reflects

LOCATION OF THE MONTH

Where: South Wales, near Swansea
Directions: from the M4 take the A483 south
from junction 47 into Swansea then follow
signs west to the Gower
Nearest Club site: Gowerton
What to look for:On the dune systems in
summer there are pyramidal orchids, bloody
cranesbill, sea holly and yellow horned poppy.
In particular keep an eye out for marsh
helleborine, dune and autumn gentians and
round-leaved wintergreen at Whiteford. At
Worm’s Head you may be able to spot grey
seals on the rocks below the cliffs on which
guillemot, razorbill, kittiwake and shag all nest
(guillemots and razorbills will be leaving their
nests in early August). On the coast between
Worm’s Head and Port Eynon, look out for
choughs, peregrines and kestrels – Dartford
warblers are now also a possibility along this
stretch of coast.
When to go: spring and summer
Facilities: There are car parks with facilities at

Rhossili and Oxwich. There is also a small
car park at Llanmadoc for access to
Whiteford
Cost: free 
Information: explore-gower.co.uk

their ability to blend into their surroundings
and seemingly ‘disappear’ and is just one of
the many things about these creatures that
people find so fascinating.

SPECIES IN THE UK
� Unarmed stick insect (Acanthoxyla

inermis):originating from New Zealand,
this is now the most common species in
Britain, accounting for about two thirds
of all records. It was first identified at
Treseder’s Truro Nursery in the 1920s. 
It is now found across Cornwall and
Devon, as well as south-west Ireland.
However, the highest numbers have been
recorded in Cornwall, most frequently
around Truro and Falmouth, but there are
many other locations including the banks
of the Helford, Land’s End, Saltash and
Port Isaac. The unarmed variety typically
grows up to 10cm long and has quite a
smooth body which can be green or
brown. Adults have a dark line along the
back of the pronotum (between the 
head and body).

� Prickly stick insect (Acanthoxyla
geisovii): this was the first stick insect to
be identified in Britain after being found
in Paignton, Devon, in 1909. This species
also originates in New Zealand and is
most likely to be found in Cornwall
(including the Isles of Scilly) and Devon.
It is similar in size and colour to the
unarmed stick insect but can be easily
identified by the small black spines all
over its body.

� Smooth stick insect (Clitarchus
hookeri): the third in the New Zealand
species, it was first found on Tresco (on
the Isles of Scilly) in 1949. It can now be
found on most of the other islands, too.
In recent years, the Mediterranean stick
insect (Bacillus rossius) has also been
spotted on Tresco as well as at Hayling
Island in Hampshire.

� Laboratory stick insect (Carausius
morosus): this variety is kept commonly
as a pet in the UK. Individuals are
occasionally released, so it is sometimes
spotted in the summer or autumn but
experts say this variety could not survive
the British winter.

“Despite their exotic
origins, stick insects will
happily eat the leaves of
common British plants”
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