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I didn’t set out to sleep with the slugs. I was in Wales for a conference of the UK Cognitive Linguistics 

Association, an always worthwhile conference in which people present excellent research and from 

which I can therefore learn a lot.  I was running an experiment in making travel more affordable by 

camping, about three miles from the university.  It is not always possible to camp within three miles of 

universities, but Wales remains a mostly rural part of the world, and the conference was at the 

university in Bangor, which is a significant human settlement in the area but not a major city.  The 

campground was beautiful, within walking distance of the university, just off a bus route if I didn’t want 

to walk, and $14 per night instead of $80, the next cheapest option. 

It was unbelievably hot and sunny for half of my time in Wales.  The weather was the main topic of 

conversation not entirely because of influence from the stiff-upper-lipped, small-talking British but 

mostly because it was weird.  I had assumed I’d be camping in rainy coolness, which encourages slugs.  

The slugs overcame the heat and sunniness, however, by becoming mostly nocturnal.  They were active 

in the mornings and evenings and overnight, whenever I wasn’t at the conference.   

There were two major categories of slugs: the brown ones, and the black ones; I didn’t try to get to 

know them beyond color distinctions.  This is a black one, on a sidewalk during the day once the 

weather changed to be rainy and cool, as all good weather should be. 

 

 



Sleeping with Slugs in Wales, 2016: Marla Perkins, Ph.D. 
 

Because slugs are some of the most disgusting creatures on the planet, I have never particularly enjoyed 

camping with them, and the previous picture will be the only picture of slugs; they leave sticky trails and 

feces behind, and they chew little holes in the mesh of my tents, and they get into nooks where I don’t 

see them to remove them, die, and then stink forever.  I haven’t learned how to remove the putrid smell 

of a dead slug from a tent, even after the corpse has dried up and fallen off.  I’ve never replaced a tent 

because of the smell, but I have always been relieved to have new, not-putrid tents when I’ve replaced 

them for other reasons.  This is a picture of part of the university’s main building, where the conferences 

was held, taken from the courtyard. 
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Despite the revulsion factor, the slugs were not problematic.  Flying parasites were.  Something bit me 

and caused huge welts that blew up into blisters after a few days and then got infected once the blisters 

burst and left the skin where I’d been bitten discolored for several months.  This picture was taken 

inside my tent, which fits into my carry-on roller bag—I haven’t checked luggage in years.  I always travel 

with an antibiotic cream, but Wales is only the second place I’ve needed to use it and the only place I’ve 

needed to use it to treat the sequelae of insect bites.  Learning a lot about what parasitic insects can do, 

not only in Wales, but wherever I go. 
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One evening, I stopped walking to watch a slow-motion battle between three small brown slugs and a 

much larger black slug.  The black slug was missing several bite-sized pieces and was trying to escape 

while fending off the attack of the smaller slugs.  One of the small slugs would come up behind the big 

slug and bite, and when the big slug turned to pull the small slug off, one of the flanking slugs, the one 

away from the direction the big slug turned to get to the biting slug, would come in and take a bite from 

the side of the big slug.  They took turns biting and being fended off and kept the big slug from escaping.  

Pack behavior?  Cooperation?  Cannibalism?  Learning a lot, and not just at the conference.   

While walking, I also had a much more aesthetically pleasing view of the Snowdonia (Eryri in Welsh) 

National Park; this view is from inside the park. 

 

 



Sleeping with Slugs in Wales, 2016: Marla Perkins, Ph.D. 
 

Walking three miles in the morning and three miles in the evening along sidewalks frequented also by 

the slugs gave me a better understanding of their dietary preferences. Slugs were eating vegetation 

(especially leaves and roots, not so much stems or flowers), feces of other animals, their own feces, 

each other, discarded anything (including chips, drops of soft drinks from trash, sunflower seeds I put 

down for them), eggs of other insects that had been laid on the underside of leaves, pretty much 

anything: mobile trashcans with a few preferences they’re not deeply committed to. 
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There are probably thousands of slugs in this picture of forest in Snowdonia, but I can’t see them.  

Excellent picture. 
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Slugs are also more mentally capable than I expected.  One morning, I unzipped the tent to sit up and 

have lunch outside the tent (no food in the tent, or the little holes that the slugs make might be joined 

by big holes made by other animals), and I found that a big brown slug had killed and was eating a small 

brown slug, in one of my shoes.  That’s disgusting.  So I flicked both the live slug and corpse out of my 

shoe and started having my own breakfast of trail mix and tuna.  The slugs fell a few inches away from 

one another, and I assumed that I had irreparably interrupted the big brown slug’s breakfast.  I was 

wrong.  The big brown slug executed a systematic search pattern in which it spiraled deasil outward 

from its starting point until it found the corpse, and then it started eating again.  This took twenty 

minutes.  Memory?  Search patterns?  Recognition?  Still learning a lot. 
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My friend and linguistic mentor Len Talmy happened to be at this particular conference.  It was great to 

see him again, and informative to watch how other people interact with Len.  He’s a linguistic celebrity, 

and when he’s at a conference, people are either too intimidated to speak with him, or they are trying 

to impress him with their own work and blather non-stop about it instead of getting to know him as a 

person or asking about what he might be thinking about these days.  Once one introduces the possibility 

for him to talk, he readily indulges in systematic curiosity, and he was interested to hear that I was 

sleeping with slugs and more interested in the cognitive abilities of slugs as demonstrated by the 

breakfast I’d watched.  His perceptive questions were revealing not only of his systematic curiosity but 

were educational: learning a lot about how a top-level linguist thinks and how to be an intellectual, not 

just an academic.  (Not all academics are intellectuals, and not all intellectuals are academics.) 

We did not get to visit this Edwardian castle (Conwy Castle in Conway) together because of scheduling 

constraints, but we did both get to visit one separately.  There are a number within easy reach of 

Bangor, because the people in this part of Wales were particularly obstreperous about being conquered 

by the British.  Good for them, but not ultimately effective.  Another minority done in: learning a lot 

about the unfortunate consistencies of humans throughout history. 
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Seems like good advice, however this is interpreted.  

 

 


