
"Mantis on My Pantis"

"The universe would be incomplete without [humans]; but it would also be incomplete 
without the smallest transmicroscopic creature that dwells beyond our conceitful eyes 
and knowledge."

~John Muir, A Thousand-Mile Walk to the Gulf (1916)

Deer Island is a refuge not far from where I live near San Francisco Bay (a "refuge" 
being as much a sanctuary for humans as wildlife).  A very pleasant mile walk around 
the "island"--really a peninsula surrounded on three sides by marshlands--leads through 
open grassy hillsides and meanders under shady oak, madrone and fir, through the 
scent of spreading bay trees.  Hawks, osprey, jays and many other refuge-takers 
provide aerial entertainment. TVs (turkey vultures) soar overhead--or right passed your 
head!--with their own unique "ugly beauty." From the trail you can look down on thick 
green algae ponds where white pelicans leave dark tracks as they glide along and dunk 
to gulp whatever they can strain in their huge gullets.  Canada geese often join in the 
honking fun.  The island's namesake deer often can be seen, peering from their "hiding 
places" among the trees or in the open, camouflaged anywhere they roam in their 
grazing ground.  Only the expectant eye sees them regularly, and even the trained eye 
at times is unaware of being watched.  

From the Southside, looking off toward the "mainland," you can gaze far across the 
pastureland and waterways to the distant hills of the East Bay and Mount Diablo.  On 
the West side it's not really hard to enjoy the salt-soaked levees and the rolling green 
coastal hills, though you have to mentally block from view the "Vintage Oaks" mall 
(where a large forest of old oaks once stood?) and the artificial trail of the cement 
freeway with its own familiar echoes.  

A good friend and I chose to take the Deer Island loop one early fall afternoon on our 
way to a favorite hilltop pub.  Emerging from the forest cover not long into our walk, I 
was telling him about a North America episode my daughter sent me for Father's Day.  
With amazing closeups, the film-maker caught a courageous prairie dog facing down a 
large rattlesnake in the badlands.  To protect her family and the colony she stood her 
ground against the predator, approaching so close the viewer is sure the little defender 
will be instantly killed.  She isn't.  Her dance and stance, chatter and patter finally cause 
the fanged threat to silently slither away.  The tawny dog is welcomed back by her 
village with great affection.  

I was relating this scene to my friend who was walking in front of me when I looked 
down and saw something moving in the trail where he had just stepped.  A brown 
mantis was steadying after the close call.  We stopped to stoop and spy.  She didn't 
appear to be injured.  Both of us crouched for a closer view.  The tiny thing (about 4 
inches long) swiveled its head to scan us.  We gave her plenty of room to scurry off the 
path, but she began to approach my shoe.  I said, "Well, speaking of courage!"  She 
halted, looked up, and walked right up on my shoe and continued onto my lower 



pantleg.  We were chuckling now, impressed with the little creature's climbing curiosity.  
Knowing the mantis reputation for ferocity, my friend joked that I shouldn't let her get too 
near the, um, area between my legs!  She kept climbing, so I reached over, snagged a 
small stalk of grass and gently lifted her off into the tall forest we call weeds.  I'm not 
one for much anthropomorphism, but I could almost sense a disappointment in the way 
she turned her head to look up at me a final time.  What stories she could tell the family 
when she arrived home!  We wished her well and walked on.

Toward the end of our midday saunter we passed a small buckeye, alone in the breeze-
bent grasses.  It is one of those gnarled and knotted oaks with a mysterious cavity 
about three feet off the roots.  Each walkby in the changing seasons I peek over to see 
what bird or lizard or mouse may have made its home in the dark recess.  On this day, 
with the sun bathing everything in a California autumn heat, pods hung from many 
branch-tips like fruit for the picking, decoration for the approaching "holiday season" (to 
me this means the rain and green season) when these grasses turn from their long 
summer "fur" tint to fresh verdant fields. All was quiet, inactive and still, at least to my 
huge, and hugely limited, human eye. 

I smiled thinking about the mantis.  So small, fragile and maybe fierce.  Surviving 
through the turn of seasons; almost crushed in a moment's footfall.  And I thought of all 
the myriads of tiny survivors who are continually crossing our human trails and tracks, 
rails and roads.  How do they make it?  Many do not.  What can we learn from their 
insatiable curiosity, their skittish fear of us, living "insignificant" lives so close to our 
"significant" lives yet so far from our vision and our understanding? 

On our pantlegs they climb.  What would they find if they climbed higher, say, into our 
minds, our thoughts, our dreams?  

Chris Highland
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