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DISCLAIMER 
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Who are we? 

 

The Spider Club of Southern Africa is a non-profit-making organisation.  Our aim is to encourage an interest 
in arachnids – especially spiders and scorpions - and to promote this interest and the study of these animals 
by all suitable means.  
 
Membership is open to anyone – people interested in joining the club may apply to any committee member 
for information. 
 
Field outings, day visits, arachnid surveys and demonstrations, workshops and exhibits are arranged from 
time to time.  A diary of events and outings is published at the end of this newsletter. 

 

Mission Statement 

“The Spider Club provides a fun, responsible, social learning experience, centred on 

spiders, their relatives and on nature in general.” 

Contact Us 

WEBSITE: http://www.spiderclub.co.za   EMAIL ADDRESS: info@spiderclub.co.za 

Visit our website, and send us photos and news that we can post there!  

 

 
…. At the 

Spider Club of Southern Africa 
page 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Committee  

Treasurer  Jaco Le Roux       083 258 8969     jaco.irmi@absamail.co.za  

Editor    Joan Faiola    082 565 6025    veissella@gmail.com 

Chairman  Astri Leroy     073 168 7187   info@spiders.co.za 

   Charlotte Livingstone 083 439 6614   clivingstone@polka.co.za  
  
    Paul Cowan   082 773 5724     paul.cowan@rochlond.co.za 

 

   Christy Mathie      diekombuis@yahoo.com 

 
Webmaster:    Irmi Le Roux      info@joshmultimedia.co.za 
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A Christmas wish and a word of encouragement ………………….. 

Since the AGM in June and the new Spider Club year we seem to have lost quite a number of 

members – those who have not renewed their membership, which is a shame. When we sent out 

reminders there were only a few responses.  I have asked this before, but I ask again:  Can 

any of you think of good ways of recruiting new members? We really need to encourage a new 

batch of arachnophiles to join the club! 

 

As the chairman of the Spider Club of Southern Africa, it is my unpleasant duty to tell you 

that if you snooze you lose. Joan had arranged for a field trip to Sandfields and Forests and 

only two non-committee members volunteered to attend.  The event was cancelled.  It is very 

frustrating for the committee to arrange these events and have such a poor response. 

 

In September I asked what you had gained from being a member of the Spider Club, what you 

like about it or don’t like and I asked for feedback.  No-one responded, but maybe now you 

have had more time to think about it. We would like to include an article on our members’ 

reactions to the spider club in our next newsletter.  

 

Summer is here and when the rains start in earnest (they’ve been a bit meagre so far in this 

neck of the woods) there will be plenty to see out there.  If you are off to some wonderful 

place for the Christmas break, check out the spiders; send us photos and stories about what 

you see.   

 

We have some great trips and events coming up so please diarize them and join in.  Make it 

your New Year’s resolution to attend AT LEAST two Spider Club events and again I plead with 

you:               

Don’t be an armchair arachnologist!!   

Have a lovely holiday, all the best for 2012 and come back refreshed and raring to go. 

Astri Leroy 
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From the Editor:  
 

There is a lot of interesting stuff in this edition – much of it contributed by Astri Leroy.  We 

don’t want the newsletter to just come from the two of us, so I urge you to send me material 

of interest. We would really appreciate contributions from the professional scientists among 

you as your contributions are highly valued and need to be shared with the rest of us.  In 

addition we need more contributions (in the form of articles and photographs) from you 

amateur arachnophiles as these are often really interesting – as you will see from the 

contributions by members of the public in this edition of the newsletter.  I am particularly 

grateful to Ankie Malan for sharing her photos and story of the Back-flip spider that made its 

way to Pretoria from Namaqualand.  Also, some of my “friends” on Facebook have given me 

permission to publish their photos of spiders they have encountered.   Our photo gallery this 

month is of photos by Steve Rubin of Zululand, who originally contacted us via the website. 

 

It thus becomes obvious that we get great contributions via Facebook and our website, and I 

am very grateful to all who have given me permission to publish their material. 

 

So, if you have read a book on arachnids, or found an article in a newspaper or on the web, or 

had an interesting arachnid experience, you can write a review or forward your finds or story 

to me.  I am looking forward to receiving your contributions in the future. 

 

The latest SANSA newsletter (No. 15) is available for download at the following link: 

http://www.arc.agric.za/home.asp?pid=3291 

 

There’s lots of interesting news, including a new family for South Africa, so go and have a 

look! 

 

Yours in spidering  
 

Joan  

  

http://www.arc.agric.za/home.asp?pid=3291
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Books 

 

 

 
 
BOOK REVIEW – BY Astri Leroy 

 
Alien and Invasive Animals, a South African Perspective 
Published By Struik, 2011. Soft cover, 240 pages.  Colour illustrations 
throughout. 
Edited by Mike Picker, Associate Professor in Zoology, and Charles 
Griffiths, Professor (and former Head) of the Zoology Department, both of 
the University of Cape Town. 
Chapters by 19 authorities in their own fields. 

  

This book covers an immense field of invasive animals in the widest sense, both exotic (alien) and 
indigenous.  Yes, indigenous species can be invasive and not all aliens are bad!  You will have to read the 
book to check that comment.  To quote the back cover:  “Alien and invasive species represent the second-
most important human impact on ecological systems, exceeded only by habitat destruction.”  The blurb 
goes on to note that invasive plants have been well studied and reported on but animals have not.   
 
There are chapters on mammals, birds, reptiles, fresh water and marine fish, other marine organisms, 
chapters on different families of insects, other invertebrates - both marine and terrestrial - and of course our 
area of interest,  arachnids.  The one that blew me away was “our” Brown Button Spider, Latrodectus 
geometricus.  I was convinced it was a local yokel, but apparently not.  It is thought to have invaded North 
America via Australia and South Africa but it is native to South America.  How about that?    The other 
spiders mentioned are the Long-fanged Six-eyed spider Dysdera crocata, Humped Back Daddy-longlegs 
spider Crossopriza lyoni (I collected a few specimens in Houghton) and one of the Spitting spiders Scytodes 
thoracica.  Interestingly the very common Feather Legged spider Uloborus plumipes isn’t mentioned. They 
are certainly invasive and exhibit all the trade-marks of aliens being common and widespread, commensal 
with humans and seem to displace local species. Probably the omission is because no studies have been 
carried out and there is no published data to refer to.  
 
You will probably be as amazed as I was to find that the little Drain or Moth Fly Clogmia albipunctata which 
can be seen in almost every bathroom in the country originated in Cuba and is now found throughout the 
tropical and subtropical world, that the Common Greenbottle (fly) is a European, the Human Flea originated 
in tropical South America and is thought to have arrived here via Europe and a whole lot of what I thought 
were “our” Woodlice are of European origin.  That’s just the invertebrates.  Did you know that along with 
the obvious rats, house mice, rabbits and grey squirrels, feral domestic cats and feral pigs are rated as 
amongst the 100 worst invasive species by the I.U.C.N.?  
 
This book is useful, fascinating and well worth adding to your collection.  Oh yes and if anyone interested in 
invertebrates doesn’t know the two editors after their collaboration to publish the immensely popular and 
useful “Field Guide to Insects of South Africa”, they should!  If you haven’t already acquired a copy of the 
insect field guide, go out and get one NOW or ask for one or both these books for Christmas. 
 
HIGHLY RECOMMENDED.     
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HOW TO CATALOGUE YOUR BOOK COLLECTION (CONTINUED)! 
 
By Joan Faiola 
 
I promised to report back on the scanner I purchased with my book collecting software.  Well, the software 
suppliers offer three different scanners: cheap, mildly expensive, and rather dear.  Of course I went for the 
cheap one - given that once the book collection was catalogued I would only use it occasionally.  Well, it 
works OK, although one has to be precise at running the scanner over the bar code, and there is a bit of a 
knack required.  I am reasonably happy with the scanner; although I am sure the expensive one would 
probably be more efficient.  On the whole it has made a difference, and I am glad I bought it. 
 
I have one gripe however – with booksellers this time.  Why do they have to stick their price stickers over 
the bar code?  This is almost invariably the case, and these stickers are hard to remove and the sticky 
residue makes it hard for the scanner to work. 
 
So far I have catalogued about 600 books.  Still a way to go, but I consider this good progress since I do it in 
spare moments.  And it is lovely to browse the data base looking at the downloaded cover images.   
 
I have had to use the software house support facilities, and can report that they deal with queries very 
quickly, and their solutions are pretty good.  I am getting a free upgrade to a newer version that promises 
even better features.  Looking forward to that! 
 
 
 

 

 

News from Butterfly World 
 
Butterfly World, at Klapmuts (near Paarl) in the Western Cape, is run by Spider Club member Esther van der 
Westhuizen, and it turned 15 years old in November 2011.  Congratulations on reaching this milestone! 
 
Not only is Butterfly World home to many butterflies, it also houses the Martin Filmer Spider Room, which 
has displays of arachnids in closed terraria.   There are other displays, too, such as snakes and lizards.  One 
of the main aims of the facility is to educate the public, and school groups are encouraged to visit to learn 
about nature.  Esther holds slide shows and gives lectures to interested groups. 
 
Esther tells us: “Butterfly World Tropical Garden is in the process of renovating the Martin Filmer Spider 
Room. We invite Spider Club members to visit us - come to Reception and ask for Esther van der 
Westhuizen for  free entry for any Spider Club member.  Any suggestions welcome - contact us through our 
FB page Butterfly World South Africa or esther@yebo.co.za.” 
 

 
 

Events Reports  

 

http://www.facebook.com/esther.vanderwesthuizen
http://www.facebook.com/esther.vanderwesthuizen
mailto:esther@yebo.co.za
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Yebo Gogga, Wits University, 12 – 16 October 2011 
 

Report by Joan Faiola 
 
Back to Wits University for yet another Yebo, but this time Astri was unable to attend, as she was in 
Madagascar.  As usual, it was difficult to get assistance during the week, when things get hectic as hordes of 
schoolchildren stream in.  Once again my birding friend Luisa Amaro came to the rescue – she helped in 
2009, and after a little while once again was back in the swing of things, interacting with the children, 
handling spiders and scorpions with aplomb, and explaining how gentle the rain spiders were, and how 
lovely it was to hold one.  Thanks for your fantastic support, Luisa!  I would have been lost without you. 
 
It was a different story at the weekend, when we had Paul Cowan, Miemmie Byrch, Charlotte Livingstone 
and Rossouw Lambrechts to help, as well as Jeremy Munton-Jackson taking photographs.  We gave two 
lectures on spiders (Joan Faiola), and Ian Engelbrecht gave a fascinating talk on scorpions. 
 
This year we had lots of specimens to show:  lots of rain spiders (Palystes superciliosus) and two baboon 
spiders, one being Astri’s beautiful Ceratogyrus marshalli and the other a Harpactira hamiltoni confiscated 
after being illegally collected in Walter Sisulu.  We also had Astri’s beautiful Euprosthenops australis 
(Pisauridae), who had made herself her funnel web using a small collecting container as the retreat!  In the 
venomous category we were able to show a violin spider (Loxosceles sp.), two brown button spiders 
(Latrodectus geometricus), and a six-eyed crab spider (Sicarius sp.), as well as two Buthid scorpions 
(Parabuthus transvaalicus).  Other scorpions were the usual Hadogenes troglodytes (rock scorpions) and a 
dear little Opistacanthus.  All of these lovely animals created a great deal of interest from the public. 
 
Thanks to all mentioned for making 2011 Yebo Gogga such a success for the Spider Club.  Next year Yebo 
Gogga will take place in May, which is probably a very good idea. 
 

  
Above: Luisa charming a visitor with a rain spider. Two enthusiastic young visitors studying a buthid. 
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Drama on the Night Walk - Walter Sisulu National 

Botanical Garden, Poortview - 12th November 2011 

 

Report by Astri Leroy 
 
 
This very popular event was organized by the Botanical Society branch at the lovely Walter Sisulu National 
Botanical Garden and was fully booked.  John and Astri Leroy led the walk and Paul Cowan came along to 
see what it was all about.  While we were waiting for the sun to set Astri gave a short talk demonstrating 
how to use glass vials and eye glasses to look at spiders and how to hold their torches at eye level to pick up 
spider eye shine.  It was a pity that the crocodile had been caught and removed because we could have 
checked its red eye shine with our torches too. 
 
We split the group in two and Astri took her group behind the succulent garden where we found a Common 
Hairy Field Spider, Neoscona subfusca, building her web using the leaf of a large aloe as her bridge-line.  
Under some stones we found a female Daddy Longlegs with her egg sac in her jaws, a Flattie ( probably 
Anyphops sp. but she ran away too fast to catch and examine) guarding her egg sac, and a Jumping Spider 
jumped away before we could look at it properly.   Next stop The Lions’ bridge, which is a great place to look 
at spiders at night.  The spiders use the bridge structure as a base for their webs.There were dozens of little 
araneids (too young to make out what species) busily building tiny orb-webs, lots of False House Button 
Spiders, Theridion sp. both males and females and some very pretty green Tetragnatha sp. (Long-jawed 
Water Orb Weavers).  We examined those closely and it was interesting to note that the adult male had the 
“trademark” of the genus - enormously elongated chelicerae (fang bases), armed with teeth - while the 
females, all sub-adult, had quite normal sized chelicerae.  A big fat momma Rain Spider was nabbed on a 
stone next to the bridge and shown to the fascinated people and many small ones were seen sitting head-
down in their hunting pose on Clivia leaves.    There were hundreds of small Wolf Spiders in the leaf litter, 
their eyes shining like tiny diamonds and Crowned Nursery Web Spiders’ eyes shone in the vegetation.   
  

  
The above two photos show male (left) and female (right) of the same species of Tetragnatha found on the walk, and 
photographed by John Leroy.  Note the male has hugely enlarged jaws typical of the genus while the female hasn’t.  
But of course she is immature and he is definitely not!  DEFINITELY the same species as he was courting despite the 
young lady’s immaturity.  (Note by Astri Leroy and Photos © J.M. Leroy) 

 
John went over the low bridge into the veld on the far side and using his UV light (to the delight of the 
public) found a Burrowing Scorpion Opistophthalmus pugnax.  Despite turning a MILLION rocks, Astri didn’t 
find even one!  The veld was still very dry.  Probably because it was still so dry and hot most spiders were 
found in the thickly vegetated parts of the garden and along the furrow walk.  This is where John came to 
grief.  With his back to a drop down to the furrow itself and leaning precariously against the flimsy barrier 
fence, he stepped back to make a point, tumbled over the fence which broke and a small fence post broke 
off, puncturing and remaining embedded in his cheek!  You can imagine the consternation of his group to 
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see him standing there with a piece of wood sticking out of his face! Of course when it was pulled out there 
was copious blood.  Drama!   It looked much worse than it was so he was the hero of the evening but had to 
get bits of wood removed by the doctor the next day.  
 
Another night walk at the Walter Sisulu National Botanical Garden is booked for 10th March, see our diary if 
you would like to join the fun.  There should be MUCH more to see at that time of year. 

 

 

 

INTERESTING SIGHTINGS 

 

Sheetweb Mygalomorph from Eastern Cape  

Sean Allen of Port Elizabeth in the Eastern Cape posted the following photo for ID on our Facebook page.  He  
later told us: “This spider was found under a rock at Koffylaagte Game Lodge near Jansenville in October 

this year during a game drive.  We found it while we were looking for bugs, birds and other wildlife to 
photograph.  The spider itself seemed pretty docile, but I would not have attempted placing my finger in front 
of it for fear of it biting me.” 
 
The spider was identified by Ian Engelbrecht as Allothele sp. in Dipluridae (Mygalomorphae).  Ian pointed out 
the diagnostic extremely long spinnerets, and mentioned their messy webs.  There are four species of 
Allothele in South Africa:  A. australis, A. caffer, A. Malawi, and A. teretis.  This specimen is possibly A. 
australis,  
 

(Photo © Sean Allen) 
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Two scorpions? 

 
By Rob Tibbitt-Eggleton 

 
Initially when I turned over a rock I thought I’d found two different “makes” of scorpion (Opistophthalmus 
sp.):  one was very active whilst the other one just sat there.  Taking a closer look I realised that it was just 
one scorpion that had recently shed its skin!  The shed skin is just about perfect, just a “cut” down each side 
of the carapace to indicate where the scorpion had managed to climb out.  Everything else, telson, pincers, 
mouth parts where all completely intact!  Also noteworthy is that the shed skin (exuvium) does not fluoresce 
when exposed to UV light (apart from small amounts around the joints). 
 
(Found near Swartruggens, Northwest Province) 
 
 

 

 

 
Left: Beautiful ‘new’ scorpion after emerging from its 
old skin. 

 Right: Exuvium of scorpion posing as live scorpion! 
Photos: © R. Tibbitt-Eggleton 

 
 
 

c  
  

 

New Arachnid order for me to tick! 

By Astri Leroy 

You may or may not have heard that the Leroys visited Madagascar in October.  Most of the time we spent 
in the Masoala National Park: “The largest and most diverse area of virgin rainforest in Madagascar, which 
probably harbours the greatest number of unclassified species.”  That last bit was taken from the latest 
edition of the Bradt Travel Guide to Madagascar – I am sure the book is correct.   It was a rare privilege to 
visit this truly pristine stretch of tropical lowland rainforest, all hot, muddy, steep, humid, 230 000 ha of it.  
The forest comes right down to the shore and the beaches must be some of the most beautiful in the world.  
The whole system is fecund as only tropical rainforests can be and there is something completely captivating 
around every corner.  We spent almost all our waking hours, day AND night with the help of the excellent 
guides exploring, investigating and photographing frogs, orchids, snakes, lemurs, fish, trees, birds, flowers, 
spiders, two scorpions AND A SCHIZOMID!    
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It was all so different and there were so many new and relatively big and/or colourful spiders that we were 
bemused at first and kind of ignored the small brown jobs.  Not a good idea! Towards the end of our holiday, 
when “just another Net Casting Spider, iridescent Jumping Spider or toothy monster “ got boring, I started 
gently turning logs and BINGO!  There was this tiny shiny-brown creature about 4 mm long that wasn’t an 
insect and definitely not a spider.  At first glance, before it burrowed deep into the leaf litter I thought it was 
some kind of land-crustacean but wanted to catch it to make sure.  It nearly escaped but didn’t know Astri 
was on its tail and after thoroughly disturbing the forest floor I got it safely into a small glass vial to examine 
and realized it was a Schizomid.  Wowee!  I was wild with excitement which no-one else really understood.   
A whole new Order of Arachnida! (At least, for me).  One that I never expected to see and about which I 
knew almost nothing, to borrow a phrase from birders, it was a Mega-Tick for me! 
 

 

  
Above: two views of Male Bamazomus sp., a schizomid from Madagascar. Photos © John Leroy.  Don’t you just love 
the name? 

 
John took photos of the tiny creature, with difficulty because it was fast and insisted on being upside-down 
under any hiding place. Of course he has infinite patience and persuaded the little animal to stay still enough 
to get a couple of photos good enough to send to Mark Harvey at the Museum of Western Australia who is 
the authority of the smaller orders of arachnids, to see if he could give us a name.  He identified it as a male 
Bamazomus sp., in the family Hubbardiidae, Order Schizomida.  If you don’t know what I am talking about I 
have taken the description below from the Australian Arachnological Society website: 

Schizomids are small arachnids (up to 1 cm or so) that possess a short “tail” (or flagellum) which in males is 
developed into a knob-shaped structure that is gripped by the female during mating. Each species has a 
distinctive flagellum that can be used to distinguish between individual species. Females are best 
distinguished by the shape of the internal genitalia, which are only observable after dissection and mounting 
on a microscope slide. 

Schizomids are found in most tropical regions of the world. They can be found under rocks, in humid leaf 
litter and soil, or in caves. They feed on other invertebrates such as insects, which are dismembered utilising 
their robust chelicerae. Unlike spiders, they lack poison glands in their mouthparts, but they are able to 
secrete an acidic spray from the tip of their abdomen to discourage predators. 
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Travelling Back-flip Spider 

by Ankie Malan 

We visited Namaqualand at the beginning of September, and were surprised to find, two months later, a 
small and unusual spider in our camping gear.  We were amazed that it survived for two months in a plastic 
bag with sand and other stuff.  
 
It turns out that this spider is a Backflip Spider, Zodariiidae: Psammoduon deserticola, which  flips over onto 
its back as it digs itself into the sand and then lies upside down just below the surface of the sand waiting for 
prey. It has special spines adapted for “swimming” under the sand.  We’re told that desert creatures can 
survive without food for a long time, as part of their adaptation to desert life, where food might not be easy 
to come by.  Anyway, this spider is adorable, and amusing to watch as it digs itself under the sand. 
  
We kept the spider in sand collected from the area where we think the spider came from.  When we go on 
holiday we always take soil samples to enable us to look for diatoms under the microscope.  
  
This spider has a funny way of collecting all the insects that are alive into one spot.  It then eats them and 
makes a poo next to them.   One of the photos shows a "walk" and a small moth that the spider caught and 
ate on Saturday night.  Over the last few weeks we were fortunate to observe it quite a few times.  The 
spider is obviously nocturnal, as we don’t see any activity during the day. 
  
My photos of the spider were taken with a USB microscope. 
  
Unfortunately the spider cannot be returned to the desert, so we have donated it to the Spider Club so that 
it can live out its life as an ambassador for spiders. 
 
 
 

  

 

       Above left:  Spider has flipped on to its back,              
        and  is ready to bury itself in the sand. 
 

Above right:  Prey remains as left by the spider, 
as described in the text. 

 

Both the above photos were taken with a digital microscope.  Both photos: © Ankie Malan 
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Left and below: Photos of the spider taken 
after the Malans donated her to the Spider 
Club. 
 
Left: back flip spider digging.   
Photo ©John Leroy 
 
Below top view of spider.  
Photo ©Astri Leroy 
 
 
 

 

  

 

 

 

 

  

 
Note: The genus Psammoduon is endemic 
to South Africa and Namibia.  There are 
three species in the genus, P. arenicola, P. 
canosum and P. deserticola.  The genus 

was erected in 1991 by Rudy Jocqué, and 
this species was transferred from 
Caesetius. 
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ARACHNID SCIENCE 

Nephilids use chemical warfare to deter  

ants 

 
Report by James Urquhart - lifted from www.rsc.org  

 
Golden orb spiders ward off ant invasion by spinning silk that contains a chemical 
deterrent, according to a study by Singaporean and Australian researchers. The work 
helps solve the puzzle of why ants, despite being formidable predators, are rarely 
seen on the webs of spiders and could possibly aid the design of insect repellents.  

The team discovered that a pyrrolidine alkaloid, 2-pyrrolidinone, is present on the silk of the orb web 
spider Nephila antipodiana and demonstrated that it deters workers of three species of ant. Such 
compounds are commonly employed as chemical defence mechanisms in many species of ant, moth and 
caterpillar, but this is the first time spiders have been found to be using it. 

 
'Although many animals utilise chemical defences against natural enemies, this work is unusual for two 
reasons,' says Mark Elgar at the University of Melbourne who conducted the study with colleagues at the 
National University of Singapore. 'First, no one had really thought of spiders being potentially at risk of 
attack from ants and second, no one had investigated how individuals adopted a particular chemical defence 
as they grew older, in direct response to the risk of attack by enemies.'  
 
Using gas chromatography-mass spectrometry, they found that the chemical is only present on silk threads 
produced by adult and large juveniles, and absent on threads produced by small juveniles. The team 
suggests this is because the thinner silk of juveniles is insufficient to allow ants to traverse, thereby 
supporting the idea that 2-pyrrolidine is produced by older spiders as an adaptive response to the threat of 
natural enemies. 
  
In order to observe how the chemical affected ant behaviour, the team set up experiments that involved 
ants having to cross three silk bridges - one coated with 2-pyrrolidine, one without, and a natural control - to 
reach a food reward. The team saw that ants frequently crossed threads without 2-pyrrolidine, but rapidly 
retreated from threads containing the chemical.  
      
'Ants run freely through most houses in Australia and elsewhere in the world and its pretty pointless trying 
to eliminate the colony in order to control them,' says Elgar. 'However, making an area such as a kitchen 
bench inaccessible by using a repellent may be more effective.'  
 
'I frankly had never thought about the fact that we never see ants on the webs of spiders,' comments Randy 
Lewis who investigates spider silk at the University of Wyoming in Laramie, US. 'The most interesting aspect 
of this paper is the use of a fairly simple chemical as an ant repellent. From the spider silk perspective it 
probably is not going to have a major impact - it will be more important for the ecological study of spiders.'  
 

 (link: http://www.rsc.org/chemistryworld/News/2011/November/28111101.asp) 

Editor’s note:  No reason why this could not apply to African nephilids.  Perhaps one of our own scientists will attempt 
to isolate the chemical described above from the silk of one of our own nephilid species. (Photo of Nephila fenestrata 
by J. Faiola) 

http://www.rsc.org/
http://www.rsc.org/chemistryworld/News/2011/November/28111101.asp
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Venom from funnel-web spiders and tarantulas could 

be used to kill breast cancer cells 

Report Lifted from the Daily Telegraph 24/10/2011  
 
Australian scientists will test the ability of arachnids to combat cancerous cells and hope the complex mix of 
molecules in the venom could offer an untapped and natural solution to breast cancer treatment. 
 
Dr David Wilson, from the University of Queensland Institute for Molecular Bioscience, said spider venom 
contains molecules that have evolved to perform specific functions over millions of years. "They are 
designed to target very specific sites and we are hoping that some of these molecules target cancer cells," 
he said. 
 
Venom molecules are used in chronic pain prevention, while scorpion venom has also been shown to bind to 
cancer cells in mice. 
 
 

 

 
Left: a male Sydney Funnel-web 
spider Atrax robustus 
 
Photo: Robert McKell.  From the 
Daily Telegraph. 

 
 

More Amber fossil news – the world’s smallest fossil 

organism in Baltic amber (so far) 

 
Thanks to Discovery News  for this content – see full report and more photos at 
http://news.discovery.com/animals/amber-mite-111108.html 
 

The world's smallest fossil detected by 3D imaging in amber is a miniscule mite, which 49 million years ago 
hitched a ride on a spider's head, and is described in the latest Royal Society Biology Letters. 
 
The mite, belongs to the group Astigmata, and is less than 2mm long.  Mites are rare in the fossil record 
because of their small size.  Jason Dunlop of Humboldt University Berlin and his colleagues scanned the mite 
and spider using phase contrast X-ray computerised tomography.  
Dunlop and his team write that members of this group "breed rapidly under ideal circumstances, and in 
order to facilitate dispersal many of the more basal (i.e. non-parasitic) lineages employ phoresy: attaching 
themselves to larger arthropod carriers that transport them to hopefully better conditions." 
 

http://news.discovery.com/animals/amber-mite-111108.html
http://rsbl.royalsocietypublishing.org/
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These young mites "typically adhere to the carrier via a distinct attachment organ or 'sucker plate' 
composed of various suckers and mechanoreceptors on the underside of the body." 
 
Local note:  
 
The spider itself was identified as an ancient member of the still extant family Dysderidae.  In South Africa 
we have only one species from this family – Dysdera crocata, which has exceptionally large fangs capable of 
dealing with woodlice.  This species is an exotic import, from Southern Europe or North Africa.  Only known 
from Cape Town and the Witwatersrand, it is said to have a nasty bite.  (Ref: Alien and Invasive Animals, A 
South African Perspective: Picker and Griffiths, Struik 2011, P151). 
 

Below: CT image of the spider’s carapace, with tiny mite attached: credit: Andrew McNeil 
 

 

 

Tarantula Sticky Feet 
 
For those of you that didn’t know, and I count myself as one of them, it will come as a surprise that research 
proposed in 2006 shows that tarantulas exude silk from their feet to enable them to walk up smooth 
surfaces.  Earlier this year, peer-reviewed findings were published in the Journal of Experimental Biology. 
 
What would be nice – extend the research to African baboon spiders to find out whether they share this 
really cool ability. 
 
Details of the paper follow.  We include the summary, taken directly from the paper.  

Tarantulas cling to smooth vertical surfaces by secreting silk from their feet 

By F. Claire Rind, Chris Luke Birkett, Benjamin-James A. Duncan and Alexander J. Ranken (all of Newcastle 

University, UK) 

Summary: 

Like all spiders, tarantulas (family Theraphosidae) synthesize silk in specialized glands and extrude it from 
spinnerets on their abdomen. In one species of large tarantula, Aphonopelma seemanni, it has been 
suggested that silk can also be secreted from the tarsi but this claim was later refuted. We provide evidence 
of silk secretion directly from spigots (nozzles) on the tarsi of three distantly related tarantula species: the 
Chilean rose, Grammostola rosea; the Indian ornamental,  Poecilotheria regalis; and the Mexican flame 
knee, Brachypelma auratum, suggesting tarsal silk secretion is widespread among tarantulas. We 
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demonstrate that multiple strands of silk are produced as a footprint when the spider begins to slip down a 
smooth vertical surface. The nozzle-like setae on the tarsi responsible for silk deposition have shanks 
reinforced by cuticular thickenings, which serve to prevent the shanks' internal collapse while still 
maintaining their flexibility. This is important as the spigots occur on the ventral surface of the tarsus, 
projecting beyond the finely divided setae of the dry attachment pads. We also reveal the structure and 
disposition of the silk-secreting spigots on the abdominal spinnerets of the three tarantula species and find 
they are very similar to those from the earliest known proto-spider spinneret from the Devonian period, 
giving another indication that silk secretion in tarantulas is close to the ancestral condition. 

 

For a really fantastic description of Claire Rind’s research, go to 

http://blogs.discovermagazine.com/notrocketscience/2011/05/16/tarantulas-climb-by-shooting-silk-from-
their-feet/ 

 

New research concerning GMO and spiders 
 
The (American) Journal of Arachnology has recently published a paper by Julie A. Peterson, Jonathan G. 
Lundgren and James D. Harwood on research showing the effects on spiders of genetically modified crops 
expressing insecticidal proteins.   
 
A lot of people view GMO with animosity (myself included, I freely admit), because it seems to be tinkering 
with nature, a bit like the Sorcerer’s apprentice, without anyone really knowing the long term effects of the 
use of GMO crops.   
 

Details of the review paper are as follows and we quote the abstract below that: 

Interactions of transgenic Bacillus thuringiensis insecticidal crops with spiders (Araneae) 

Julie A. Peterson: Jonathan G. Lundgren & James D. Harwood. Ref: 2011. The Journal of Arachnology 39:1-

21.  

Here is the Abstract: 

Genetically modified crops expressing insecticidal proteins from Bacillus thuringiensis (Bt) have dramatically 
increased in acreage since their introduction in the mid-1990’s.  Although the insecticidal mechanisms of Bt 
target specific pests, concerns persist regarding direct and indirect effects on non-target organisms.  In the 
field, spiders may be exposed to Bt toxins via multiple routes, including phytophagy and pollenivary, 
consumption of Bt-containing prey, and soil exudates in the detrital food web.  Beyond direct toxicity, Bt 
crops may also have indirect impacts, including pleiotropic and prey-mediated effects.   Here, we 
comprehensively review the literature and use meta-analyses to reveal that foliar spider abundance in 
unaffected by Bt corn and eggplant, while cotton and rice revealed minor negative effects and there were 
positive effects from potato.  Moreover, the soil-dwelling community of spiders was unaffected by Bt corn 
and cotton, while positively impacted in potato.  However, Bt crops had higher populations of both foliar 
and epigeal spiders than insecticide-treated non-Bt crops.   The current risk-assessment literature has 
several caveats that could limit interpretations of the data, including lack of taxonomic resolution and 
sampling methods that bias the result in favor of certain spiders.  These families responded differently to Bt 
crops, and spider responses to insecticides are species- and toxin-specific, thus highlighting the need for 
greater taxonomic resolution.  Bt crops have become a prominent, and increasingly dominant, part of the 
agricultural landscape; understanding their interactions with spiders, a diverse and integral component of 
agro-ecosystems, is therefore essential. 
 
Next page:  Diagram of potential routes to Bt toxins for spiders in transgenic agroecosystems 

http://blogs.discovermagazine.com/notrocketscience/2011/05/16/tarantulas-climb-by-shooting-silk-from-their-feet/
http://blogs.discovermagazine.com/notrocketscience/2011/05/16/tarantulas-climb-by-shooting-silk-from-their-feet/


  

Spider Club News December 2011 P a g e   19 

 

 

New Cave dwelling Pseudoscorpion found in Portugal 
 
A new genus and species in Pseudoscorpiones, named Titanobochica magna, was discovered in caves of the 
Algarve karstic massif in Southern Portugal.  The new genus has been assigned to the family Bochicidae, and 
was described by A.S.P.S. Reboleira and colleagues from the University of Alicante.  There is only one other 
bochicid in Europe, a cave dweller in Spain. 
 
The nearest similar species occur in South America, which suggest that this species is a relict from times 
before the continents drifted apart.  The new species is one of the largest in the order. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Photo by: Ana Sofia P.S. Reboleira 
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PHOTO GALLERY by Steve Rubin  

 
 
 
 
Steve Rubin lives at Lake Sibaya in Zululand (photo 
right), does graphic design, web design and hosting, 
and runs the sodwanabay.com site.  He would like to 
set up a website for Lake Sibaya, with a diary of the 
species he finds in his garden.  He is a keen 
photographer. 

 
 
 

  
Above left:I found this massive rain spider (Sparassidae: 
Palystes superciliosus) on my bedroom window; it had 

caught a large moth. There must be well over 100 moth 

species here. 

Above right: Portia species (Salticidae): male. This little 
jumping spider was on a piece of polystyrene in my garage. 

My garage only has three walls and a sand floor so it is a 

haven for spiders especially hermit spiders in the rafters. 

  
I came across this scorpion (left) while cleaning around the base of a sour plum tree. It was found in the garden at a 
friend’s house in Sodwana. After we found it we left it and it had disappeared when we looked again the next day, I 
didn’t look any deeper to see if there were more. All of my sightings are by chance and I try not to disturb them too 
much. If they are in my house they get the Tupperware treatment followed by being put over the fence. I found the 
scorpion on the right under my pillow.  (Ed:  identified by Jonathan Leeming as Opistacanthus validus.) 

 
 
  

http://sodwanabay.com/
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Right:   Nephilidae: Nephilengys cruentata 
 
Almost every second rafter in my garage has its own 
hermit spider. We get this totally black one with black 
and red legs and the more common form with a 
colourful abdomen and yellow and black legs. I was 
astonished by how strong their webs are, I have walked 
into one unexpectedly which failed to break. 
 

 

 
 
 

 

 
 
 
Left: This is one of the funnel web nursery web spiders. This 
one has been a resident in the same mesh in my garage for 
over 9 months now. 
 
(Pisauridae: possibly Euprosthenops) 

 
 
 
 
Right: I found this one in my garage too. 
 
(Pisauridae: possibly Euprosthenops male.) 
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My dog Fuji (here cautiously examining a solifuge) is 
a cross boerbul/German shepherd and a legend.  
Thankfully no solifuges were injured in the filming of 
this episode.  Though when the solifuges come into 
the house at night all rationality goes out the 
window! Fuji has already alerted me to 3 puff 
adders, 2 vine snakes, an eastern tiger snake, all in 
the garden, and also a snouted cobra in my 
bedroom. 

 
 
Right: Unidentified sparassid 
 
I believe this spider was in the open end of the garden tap. 
When I filled the dog’s bowl (actually a bucket) with water it fell 
into the bucket. I fished it out and took the photo. 

 
 

 
OTHER INTERESTING FAUNA SEEN AROUND MY HOME! 
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The Spider Club of Southern Africa 

DIARY 2012 

Keep your eyes on your e-mail as other events are organized during the summer months, sometimes at quite 

short notice.   We will attempt to give you fair warning and those who do not have access to e-mail will be 

sent an SMS.  

2012 

14th January, 2012. 7:45 for 8 a.m. Day Outing to Genesis Game Farm on the Cullinan 

Conservancy, north east of Pretoria. 

This is a wonderful part of Gauteng and well worth a visit. The event is run by the Conservancy for 

details please contact Joan du Toit on 082 681 5122 or e-mail cullinanconserv@nes.co.za.   We will 

have more details nearer the time.  Please bring the children and have a fun family day!  Directions: 

From the N4 highway (Toll road) take off-ramp no 27 Bapsfontein, Rayton, Cullinan, turn towards 

Rayton/Cullinan. At the four-way crossing turn left onto road R104, travelling back to Pretoria for 2,8 

km. Turn Right onto gravel road Kiepersolweg (large sign Misty Meadow, Willow Valley Farms) continue 

on gravel road (do not turn off at any stage) for 4,2 km till you get to Soetdoringweg, and turn Left 

follow the road for  400 m and you will see the gate to Genesis on the Right 

Wear walking shoes, bring hat, water, “padkos” Picnic lunch, chair, tick repellent. You will not be near 

civilisation so come prepared. We will meet at the entrance to the game farm at 07:45 and travel in 

together.  RSVP 12 January 2012 to Joan du Toit – free to Spider Club members, so say you are 

a member!  

 

21st and 22nd January 9 a.m. Kloofendal Nature Reserve, Roodepoort. 

Astri will be leading two consecutive days for Spider Walks in the lovely Kloofendal Nature Reserve.  

This is a family event organized by Friends of Kloofendal and we will walk, looking for spiders.  Contact 

Friends of Kloofendal cell No. 079-693-5608 or go to their website 

www.kloofendalfriends.yolasite.com for more details.  Spider Club members free. 
 

3rd – 5th February, 2012. Terra Nostra 

Although Andre Lambrechts has sold his share in this beautiful game farm near Marble Hall in Limpopo 

Province the current owner has kindly allowed us to use the facilities again. Accommodation is limited so 

booking essential.  Convenor Ruan Lambrechts ruanlambrechts@gmail.com or cell 084 584 5566. 

 

18th February, 2012, Elandsvlei, near Bapsfontein, Gauteng. Following our successful visit last year, 

we will return to this interesting conservancy to continue surveying the arachnid fauna, details to 

follow.  Meet at Bapsfontein crossroads at 8.30 for 9.00am.  Convenor Joan Faiola 082 565 6025 

info@spiderclub.co.za – full directions will be supplied to those interested. 

 

 

mailto:cullinanconserv@nes.co.za
http://www.kloofendalfriends.yolasite.com/
mailto:ruanlambrechts@gmail.com
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4th March, 2012, Klipriviersberg Nature Reserve, Joburg South.  Day Outing.  Bring your family 

and a picnic lunch, meet at the parking area outside 322 Frandaph Drive, Johannesburg South. -

26.282584, 28.009534.  8:30 a.m. for 9 a.m.  All welcome.  No charge. Convenor Astri Leroy 

info@spiders.co.za or cell 073-168-7187.  

 

10TH March, 2012. Walter Sisulu National Botanical Garden.  This event is organized by the 

Botanical Society and booking and PRE-PAYING are mandatory.   However Astri will need three or 

four group leaders to show the public spiders and scorpions.  Please contact Astri if you would like to 

help otherwise for official booking, contact Karen Carstens on botsoc@sisulugarden.co.za or landline 

(011) 958-5177.  If you just pitch without booking and pre-paying you will be turned away. 

 

16th – 18th March, 2012. Weekend at Pete Koziel’s share on a game farm in the Thabazimbi area, 

with an option to take 2 days’ leave and include Human Rights Day, 21st March.  Details to follow.   

 

 
 

And remember that Norman Larsen is at the Cape Union Mart Adventure Centre, Canal walk in 

Cape Town every Saturday between 11 a.m. and 12 noon to demonstrate and talk about SPIDERS! 

 
 

.  

mailto:info@spiders.co.za
mailto:botsoc@sisulugarden.co.za

