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PRAYING MANTIS  by Lisa Marie Gee

A praying mantis is a predator insect that feasts on live insects 

including moths, mosquitos, roaches, flies and aphids. It can also 

eat small rodents, frogs, snakes and birds.  Mantids are the only 

predator to feed on moths at night! They do not discriminate 

between “good and bad “ insects. Thus they are not always a 

beneficial predator. Praying mantises don’t bite humans but the 

leg spikes are sharp!

Size depends on the species and age of the mantis (up to a year). 

The long spiked forelegs aid in catching prey.They are also used 

for grooming. The head is triangular in shape. It can be rotated 

almost 300 degrees.  Praying mantises are masters at camouflage 

which is a great aid in hunting.. Females lay their eggs in a 

protective egg sac called an “ootheca” laid in  late September and 

October. It  is glued to twigs or stems. A few weeks after egg laying 

the females die. Eggs hatch in spring and the nymphs look like 

tiny adults but without wings. They molt six to seven times until 

maturity in August.

Mantids are closely related to cockroaches and termites. And yes, 

female mantids sometimes eat their mates after mating.  The 

earliest fossil mantids date back  about 66 million years ago.  

You may see the Chinese mantis (Tenodera aridifolia), European 

mantis (Mantis religiosa) and Carolina mantis (Stagmomantis 

Carolina) in the U.S. The Chinese and European mantis were 

introduced into the northeast U.S. while the Carolina is native to 

the U.S.   

The Chinese mantis was first introduced in Philadelphia back in 

1896  from Asia. It has a brown slender body but some do show 

some green.  It is about 11cm long and weighs up to 3 grams.  It has 

yellow legs. Habitat includes meadows, woodlands, grasslands, 

agricultural fields, streams and rivers. It’s likely to live in woody 

shrubs and herbaceous plants. Their diet consists of butterflies, 

spiders, cockroaches, grasshoppers, moths, and crickets. They are 

known to drink the dew from leaves. The females are unable to fly 

but the males do. They establish a territory of about 4 sq. km. The 

Chinese mantis goes through complete metamorphosis---from 

egg to larva to adult. The female will mate with several males and 

she releases a pheromone that can be sensed from as far as 100 

miles away. She will then produce as many as 600 eggs after a 

gestation period of 60 days then lay around 100 eggs in a season. 

The adult mantis may be preyed upon by birds and primates.

The European mantis is green, tan or dark brown in color. The 

wings extend past the end of their abdomen. Males and females 

can fly but once the female’s eggs begin to develop, they become 

too heavy to fly. The inside of the upper forearm will have a black 

spot which could or could not have a white spot within it. They 

live on foliage and inhabit gardens, hedgerows, meadows and 

roadsides. They are originally from Europe. The nymphs appear in 

late May and mature around early-mid August. If the adults feel 

threatened, they will expose the black spots on the inside of their 

forearms and raise their wings.

The Carolina mantis is native to North and South Carolina but is 

common in most of the U.S. The adult female has short wings and 

is big and heavy while to male has long wings and is small and 

light. The male will fly while the female is unable to fly. The adult 

has a brown or green body. The female is 5-6cm while the male 

is around 4.5cm.  The next time you see a praying mantis take a 

closer look and figure out which one you are seeing……Chinese, 

European or Carolina.
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