
The Saga Saga
On September 7, 1970 Ralph Pratt – a Springport, Michigan High School student

- ran his lawn mower over a large, spiny insect. He picked up the pieces and jogged to
Eleanor Irons’ house near Tompkins, a small village in Jackson County. At that time,
Eleanor was the Entomology Leader in the local 4H club. Young Mr. Pratt may never
have taken a second look at the creature, if it hadn’t been for the existence and influence
of the “4H-ers” in this farming community. An intimate knowledge of beneficial
organisms and pests in this area can be a matter of success or failure of the local
economy.

{Saga pedo, cleaning her hind left foot parts.}

Eleanor knew she was looking at a unique and new organism, and so passed it on
to several nearby university level professionals for evaluation. A brief reading of Dr.
Irving Cantral’s 1972 article about this event, and the proper classification of the insect –
Saga pedo led this author on a two-year chase that spans the US Midwest to wheat fields
on an island in the Mediterranean, and includes French insect specialists. Cantral
obviously had a strong emotional reaction to the discovery, as he introduced Saga pedo
as “…a katydid new to Michigan and the New World.” He posed the 93 mm specimen
“on Clematis, shortly after she died. Arranging a vicious predator on brightly colored
blossoms after she died? The only way to make sense of this attitude in a scientist is to
spend time with one of these obligate parthenogenic arthropods, oneself. This intrepid
bearer of her own clones brings out the best in her fans.



{Eleanor Irons}

An important fact in this story is that the central characters are not slogging,
wealthy explorers in pith helmets, slashing their ways through the jungle. They are
nurturing adults, and students like the ones in our classrooms. Other interesting twists in
the tale are that Saga pedo – an imported organism – eats grasshoppers, and is a
matriarchal species reproducing asexually. No males have been seen overseas since its
classification by Pallas in 1771.

Move the clock forward nearly three decades from that first sighting of Saga pedo
in Michigan, to the Greek island of Euboea in 1999. On a sunny May afternoon in the
short grass across the bay from Almiropotamos, one of her close relatives, Saga hellenica
looked to me like a cross between a grasshopper, a praying mantis and a stick bug
(remember those?), begging to be picked up and examined.



A phasmatid (stick insect) in my son’s palm, the Catskills, July, 2001}

When my first Saga bit me on the Greek Island of Euboea, I was in a state of curious risk,
and was appropriately rewarded: Seeing what looked like a bubble of blood where the
mandibles had painfully pinched my finger, I cussed and threw this green five-inch
pugilist into the weeds at the base of an old olive tree. He landed like a parachutist, with
his spiny arms splayed, crawled through the dry grass & back up onto the porch, and
charged me again! Not to be out-done, I poked him gently in the long face with an
available broom handle and ran for the camera.

I kept up the taunt, got him (S. hellenica are male & female) onto a folding chair,
and zoomed in on that face – the long, horse-like mug with two tentative “feelers”
tickling the air between the camera lens and the back of the chair. He did a kind of “cha-
cha” on four of his six legs, raising the other two expectantly in some primal dance ready
for rough, unsure, strategic terrain – a grass specialist, for sure.

I ran out of tape too soon. Picking him up on a piece of paper, I tossed him into
the weeds and finished closing up a cottage that I helped build with a friend and fellow
traveler Misia Leonard back in the 80’s, near Agios Dimitrios:


