
Praying mantis preys 
on birds and frogs 

I f insects were to take over the 
w o r l d (as has often-t imes 
been supposed ) then the pray­
ing mantis w o u l d surely rule 
supreme. T h i s vorac ious 
creature, wi th its m o b i l e 
triangular head and h u g e 
eyes , is strictly ca rn ivorous . 
It c o n s u m e s other insects 
wi th a relish that disdains 
s u c h nicet ies as k i l l ing 
t h e m first. 

T h e mantis strategy is to 
quie t ly h ide itself a m o n g 
fo l i age , exp lo i t ing the 
camouf l age that m o s t o f these 
insects have evo lved . W i t h 
front legs raised in suppl iant 
gesture — praying perhaps — 
it waits , some t imes m o t i o n ­
less , some t imes swaying 
gently back and forth. T h e n , 
w h e n the unsuspec t ing prey 
wanders wi th in reach, a q u i c k 
grasp o f its serrated fore l imbs 
and 

It is told that the female , if 
hungry , w i l l devour her mate 
after copu l a t i on or even , i f 
r avenous , dur ing it. S h e be ­
gins wi th the superf luous 
head, apparently. 

I f the mant id does not dis­
cr iminate o n the basis o f sex, 
or even spec ies , neither does 
it t rouble with s u c h dis t inc­
t ions as scient i f ic Classes . 
T h e f o l l o w i n g a c c o u n t by D r 
M i c h a e l Ridpath , o f the 
C S I R O D i v i s i o n o f Wi ld l i f e 
Resea rch , relates h o w he 
observed o n e species o f 
mant id attacking frogs and 
birds. 

' D u r i n g m y res idence in 
the D a r w i n suburb o f Fann ie 
Bay s ince M a r c h 1971,I have 
frequently heard a dist inct ive 
cal l f rom trees at n ight (often 

Here seen eating a dragonfly, this praying mantis also eats 
frogs, birds, and gekkos. 

several t imes in o n e n igh t ) 
ma in ly dur ing the s e c o n d hal f 
o f the m o n s o o n a l pe r iod , f rom 
January till M a y . T h e call is a 
h igh-p i tched squawk, nor­
mal ly c o m p r i s i n g on ly o n e 
syl lable, but occas iona l ly 
drawn put and repeated. D u r ­
ing F e b r u a r y - A p r i l 1974 I 
was able to loca te the sources 
o f several o f these calls . T h e y 
were the distress calls o f 
g reen tree frogs Litoria 
caerulea, w h i c h were be ing 
attacked by a large green man­
tid Hierodula werneri. T h e 
call is quite different f rom the 
usual ly heard d e e p hoarse 
c roaking (probably territorial) 
o f this frog. 

' T h e mant id ho lds the frog 
wi th its t w o fore-feet, the 
spines o n w h i c h p ie rce the 
frog 's skin. M y observat ions 
sugges t that the frog 's n e c k or 
o n e o f its l imbs is often 
grasped first. Eventual ly the 
p rocess o f s tabbing and rip­
p ing extends to the soft un­
derbel ly o f the frog. U s i n g its 
mandib les the mant id then 
s lowly eats the frog w h i l e it is 
still alive. Judging f rom the 
length o f t ime s o m e distress 
cal ls have been heard, this 
may take u p to three hours . 
Distress calls have b e e n heard 
on ly at night , i n c l u d i n g dawn. 

' A t about 11 o ' c l o c k o n the 
m o r n i n g o f 29 N o v e m b e r , 

1975, I saw an adult-sized 
b r o w n honeyeater Lichmera 
indistincta c augh t about 2 
metres f rom the g round in the 
fo l iage o f a cora l creeper in 
the garden o f the same h o u s e . 
I found that the bird was he ld 
f rom underneath by the same 
species o f mant id (back to the 
g r o u n d ) and was unable to es­
cape even t h o u g h fluttering 
hard for about two minu tes . I 
was able to release it by pu l ­
l ing firmly. A t about 9 o ' c l o c k 
o n the f o l l o w i n g m o r n i n g I 
wa tched a b r o w n honeyeater 
feeding in the p ink f lowers o f 
the same creeper . It suddenly 
b e c a m e distressed, ca l led 
loud ly and fluttered v igor ­
ous ly wi thout be ing able to 
m o v e from its pos i t i on ; h o w -
ever, this t ime the bird es­
caped f rom the mant id after 
about o n e minute . ' 

D r Ridpath measured the 
we igh t o f o n e o f the ensnared 
frogs at 25 grams; the mant id 
w e i g h e d 7 grams and was less 
than 9 c m l o n g . B r o w n 
honeyeaters general ly range 
f rom 8 to 12 grams. 

In the literature, D r R i d ­
path has found a few similar 
accoun t s . S i n c e his o w n first 
observat ions , he has sub­
sequent ly seen H. werneri eat­
ing a large dragonfly and 
heard a report o f it eating gek­
kos . 
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