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About the Spider Club 

 

The Spider Club of Southern Africa is a non-profit 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. 

 

Our Mission Statement 

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

relatives and on nature in general.” 

 

Contact Us 

Committee  

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

Editor    Joan Faiola   082 565 6025     joan@spiderclub.co.za 

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

Membership   Paul Cowan   082 773 5724      paul@spiderclub.co.za 

    

PRO   Peet Van der Ark 071 609 5790   peetvda@vodamail.co.za 
 
Secretary  Vanora Naude  076 217 8592   vanora@spiderclub.co.za 

 

Webmaster  JP Schutte  076 926 1121   jp@spiderclub.co.za 

 
Spiderlings   Shirley Armstrong 083 637 0690  shirl.p.armstrong@gmail.com 
 
 
WEBSITE: http://www.spiderclub.co.za   EMAIL ADDRESS: info@spiderclub.co.za 
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From the hub 
Check our Forty Year celebration cake!  It was a real 
work of art and a pity to cut it and eat it, but we did! 
Believe it or not those lanky legs are made of icing.   
No prizes for identifying the spider, it is so 
anatomically correct there can be no mistake and the 
egg sac is a dead give-away.  I think the spider may 
have taken over an orb web spider’s home and 
probably that blob she is holding in her front leg is the 
remains of the owner!    Thanks you so much Niela, 
Cheri, Stella and Johan, your expertise in cake making 
is hugely appreciated and we know that you were all 
nervous wrecks after making it and transporting it 

from Rustenburg to Roodepoort, so we won’t ask you to do it again! 
 
Our celebration at the Eagle’s Fare Restaurant on 20th June was great.  It was lovely that past executives of the club 
could attend and meet up with the current ones.  Three of us: Ansie Dippenaar and John and Astri Leroy are founder 
members so we sat at the head of the top table (of course).  It was a great pity that the ‘flu season meant that some 
members were unable to attend and one was in bed after a cycling accident. We missed you all! 
 
Even those attending the luncheon may not have noticed but we had about 5 minutes of an AGM. It was over almost 
before it began.  All the 2014/2015 committee members were happy to stay on for another year, so the status quo has 
hardly changed.    I personally would now like to stand back from the running of the club and its structure may be 
changed somewhat to become more of a “virtual” organisation.  After our first steering committee meeting we may put 
this out to the membership and perhaps call a special general meeting to see how this would work.    
 
Winter is almost over with little spider activity, but of course spider PEOPLE were active.  We had a very successful stand 
at the Gauteng Outdoor Expo at the Waterfall Polo Estate in Midrand over the last weekend of May. There was usual 
mixed reaction from the public from fascination to revulsion.  Hopefully we changed some people’s minds from the 
latter to the former and did spider-kind some good.   
 
On 11th July ten Spider Club members attended the inaugural Parataxonomist training course at the PPRI’s Roodeplaat 
campus.  It is pretty intense and quite difficult to gauge how it should be aimed because those attending are at different 
levels of expertise but of course we all WANT to learn.  Anyway “spider people” have enquiring minds and are ready to 
discuss both the macro and micro levels of our passion for little creatures.  We are very grateful to Robin Lyle, Ansie 
Dippenaar and the background staff at PPRI for offering their facility, expertise and time for us. Thank you so much. 
 
We know this Newsletter is a bit late, so please forgive us but remember we are all volunteers, all working people and 
do this in our (limited) spare time.  It is always a scramble to get content and we appeal to all of you to send in any 
arachnid-related stuff, observations, snippets, whatever you can think of to Joan our wonderful newsletter editor.  We 
really don’t want it to be a Joan and Astri Publication.  YOUR help and input is needed and will be gratefully accepted.   
 
Happy spidering 

Astri 
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As Astri mentioned in her Hub, this newsletter has been too long in the making.  So my first job is to apologise for its 
lateness, and hope that the content makes up for this. 
 
We finish Sam Jacobsz’ epic tale of Platythomisus, and there are stories of spiders outside of Africa (if you count the 
Madeira archipelago as Europe) – a sad state of affairs for the biggest lycosid, and an interesting spider and web from 
Borneo. 
 
We start a new series on garden spiders, starting with Argiope australis.  If there is another spider you see in your 
garden and would like us to feature, please let us know. 
 
Gossamer (goose-summer) is an event in late summer normally associated with the northern hemisphere, and used to 
happen quite often in Britain, although I personally never saw this phenomenon during my English youth.  We have a 
report of what could be a gossamer event in Krugersdorp, Gauteng.  The photos in the article of page 12 bear a strong 
resemblance to pictures of events in Europe that can be found on the internet. 
 
To bring you up to date, the Klipriviersberg project is still in our minds, but we do not need to visit during winter, since 
collection is now concentrated on plant dwelling species, which are not really about and adult until mid to late summer.  
We hope to bring our sorting up to date, and Ansie Dippenaar has expressed her willingness to continue checking our 
identifications.  We continue to get support from Ansie, Robin Lyle and ARC-PPRI. Alice Aubrey has expressed a wish to 
help me with the sorting, and will join me for a session or two in August.  If you are interested too, please drop me a line 
at joan@spiderclub.co.za and I will keep you informed about sessions. 
 
 
 
 
 
Good spidering! 
 

Joan 

 
  

mailto:joan@spiderclub.co.za
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BOOKS 
 

REVIEW 
 

CONTROVERSIAL NEW BOOK EXPOUNDS CLASSIFICATION BY SPINNERETS 
 

By Joan Faiola 
 

Murphy, J.A. & Roberts, M.J. 2015: Spider Families of the world and their spinnerets. York: British Arachnological Society 
In two volumes - Part I: Text and Part II: Plates.  Price £75 plus postage. 
 

 

 
 
 
 
These two authors are very well known by spider lovers who like books on spiders, and 
that must include dilettante amateurs as well as professional arachnologists.  Together 
these authors published a book on Gnaphosid genera of the world in 2007, and Michael 
Roberts has also published a beautiful monograph on British spiders (1985) and a Collins 
field guide on the spiders of Britain and Europe.  I can say unequivocally that all these 
books have the best illustrations of spiders I have ever seen, unparalleled for their 
accuracy, detail and artistic excellence.  The book under review follows the same high 
standard.  If anything, the illustrations are even better. 
 

However, their current research throws taxonomy on its head.  Their methods spurn modern SEM methods (scanning 
electron micrography) as woefully inadequate, as they show no distinction between sclerotized and membranous 
structures, although SEMs can be used in conjunction with conventional microscopy.  The equipment they used was 
fairly basic, and within the reach of most amateurs.  They encourage arachnologists to rather use light microscopy and 
careful observation. They assert that molecular biology will have flaws, and that statistics and cladistics are DEEPLY 
flawed (my emphasis). 
 
The authors assert that the paths followed by arachnology since Lehtinen (1967) have been incorrect, and have thrown 
arachnology into disarray (“a complete mess” in their words).  Lehtinen (1967) suggested that the division between 
cribellates and ecribellates was of little taxonomic importance.   Murphy and Roberts propose that the division should 
be between cribellate and colulate (plus excribellate and excolulate) features.  These are all features of the spinning 
organs that all spiders have, and as such are more stable as taxonomic features.  Sub adult males may have features 
which are lost on gaining full adulthood, and since most workers throw out the juveniles and sub adults, a lot is 
overlooked.  They believe that the structure of genitalia is over-emphasised and only useful when identifying to genus 
and species.  They illustrate this last point by showing drawings of three epigynes with similar morphology: two 
linyphiids and a gnaphosid.  They also throw out the division between 2-clawed and 3-clawed spiders as being of no 
taxonomic value. 
 
In basing their work on the spinnerets, they describe those of the three infra orders, Mesothelae  (only found in Asia) 
which have the maximum 8 spinnerets, which may be multisegmented, Mygalomorphae (such as baboon spiders), 
which have only 4 to 6 spinnerets, and the Araneomorphae, which is where the major division occurs.  They divide the 
latter into Cribellates with 7 spinnerets, and the colulates, which have 2 to 6 spinnerets.   It gets more technical than 
this, but if you want that you need to get the book.   
.  
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Where the book becomes really interesting is the level of detail of the mechanisms of the spinnerets, taking the 
drawings to minute detail of spigots (from which the silk is extruded), such detail being invisible to the naked eye.   
There is also an emphasis on specialised hairs (setae and trichobothria), described and illustrated in astounding detail.  
Another feature, the pheromonal pores, is also described.  We all know that spiders must find each other using 
pheromones, and the bolas spiders actually use pheromones to attract the moths they favour, but the location of the 
pores was not discovered until recently.  The authors believe they have found the primary source of pheromone 
production on the anterior lateral spinnerets. 
 
The text includes an extensive key to the families and follows with family definitions based on the approach outlined in 
the book. 
 
The work goes even further, in that family classifications are affected, and some families are sunk and new families 
erected based on this research.   That includes much of the reclassification in the massive paper Ramirez (2014), and this 
means that reclassification by Ramirez of especially the Miturgidae and Corinnidae (in the South African context), is 
ignored by the authors.   
 
The following recommended changes affect Southern African spider families (this list is not inclusive): 
 

- Cheiracanthium (sac spiders) moves back to Clubionidae (where they started?) 
- The family Trachelidae sinks back into Corinnidae 
- Caponiidae (orange lungless spiders) might be moved to a new sub order  
- Drymusidae is transferred to Scytodidae 
- Loxoscelidae (violin spiders) is separated from Sicariidae (6-eyed sand spiders) 
- Nemesiidae probably constitutes at least two separate families                                                                   
- Nephilidae (golden orb web spiders) are moved to Araneidae (these spiders have been all over the place!) 
- Penostomidae should probably revert to being a subfamily of Eresidae 

 
Conclusion: 
 
The authors did not mince their words about taxonomy of the past 50 years, and were at times somewhat 
uncomplimentary to some workers.  In doing so, they may have offended quite a few scientists.  Their view is that 
amateurs, who have contributed much over the past two centuries, are now believed to have no contribution to make, 
and they wish to change this perception and encourage parataxonomists (my word), to do research. 
 
Because of the collective offence, scientists may refuse to follow some of the leads in this book.  I believe this would be 
a mistake.  After all taxonomy is an arbitrary human construct, much argued over its 200-year history, and the ideas in 
this book may just have merit.  As Rowley G. Snazell, who wrote the foreword, says, “I look forward to the coming 
debate!” 
 
(I used Astri Leroy’s copy for this review but I myself will definitely be buying the book.) 
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MAY OUTING TO LOURENS BOTHA’S FARM NORTH OF PRETORIA 
 

Report by Joan Faiola 
 
After a successful visit to Lourens’ farm in January, we returned for a pleasant weekend at the beginning of May.  This 
time there were fewer people, only Astri and myself, together with our associated arachnophobe, Alison Hanson and 
Johann Heyns, with Jacky Collier and her son joining us on Sunday morning. 
 
Lourens put Alison and me in the wonderful log cabin he built himself.  A very comfortable place indeed.  Lourens had 
also successfully come off the grid a week or two earlier, after he installed lots of solar panels and batteries.  Everything 
electrical worked well from this installation, and Eskom had nothing to do with it, except perhaps by forcing Lourens to 
make a decision to do so, because of their high prices, blackouts and poor service! 
 
The farm is very interesting, and the birdlife prolific and typical of the bushveld north of Pretoria. We were constantly 
beguiled by the calls of a pair of Black-headed Orioles in the trees near the house. Spiders were not as plentiful as in 
January, though, but we found some spiders of interest, such as Oxyopidae: Oxyopes and Hamataliwa which we 
photographed … Astri’s absolutely first spider was a Latrodectus renivulvatus (black button spider) in the cupboard in 
her room, an Argiope australis in the old pig pen that was eaten during the night ..  Euprosthenops bayaonianus in the 
Sanseviera thicket, Oecobius navus in the corner (see below)…  Anyphops (flatties), Theridion, Augacephalus junodi ….   
 
As with all decent houses, there were interesting spiders inside, including Oecibiidae on the walls.  Lourens is an 
accomplished photographer, and gave me some tips on photographing these very tiny spiders.  I also showed him how 
to photograph a grass-dweller (Oxyopes) by placing it on vegetation in a vase or bottle. They don’t usually try to get 
away if you do so. It’s important to give a spider a background which reflects its lifestyle, when posing it for photos.  He 
has also been very kindly doing research in order to find me an adapter to fit my DSLR camera to my microscope.   
After the weekend and Lourens’ instructive lessons, I was inspired to upgrade some of my equipment. 
 
 

   
1.  Oxyopes sp ♂  

Photo © Joan Faiola 

2. Lourens demonstrating 
technique. Photo ©Astri Leroy 

3. Astri is not lounging, but taking a photo of an 
arachnid on grass in a beer bottle! Jacky is looking on 

with interest. 
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SCSA RETURNS TO YEBO GOGGA  

By Joan Faiola 

The Spider Club returned to the 2015 Yebo Gogga Amablomo exhibition held at Wits University in May, after taking a 
break in 2014.  Speaking for myself, I was glad to be back, to see all our friends, both exhibitors and university staff.  
Prof Kevin Balkwill has retired from the post of Head of the School of Animal Plant & Environmental Sciences (APE&S), 
and has been succeeded by Prof Frances Duncan, who is an entomologist – hopefully she interested in arachnids too! 
 
The University gave us a new position downstairs, so that we could keep our animals out of the sun – there was just a 
brief space of time in the afternoon where the sun shone in through windows on the floor above.  A definite 
improvement, though we missed being next to the Tree Society. 
 
This year we were fortunate to have Flora McCallum to assist on the three weekdays, when the exhibition is busy 
hosting hordes of schoolchildren.  Flora is the sister of Donald McCallum of APE&S, Wits University.  Not initially 
knowing much about spiders, though not afraid of them, she took to the work of introducing them to schoolchildren 
with great enthusiasm, and soon picked up sufficient knowledge to do a good job.  At the outset she was not willing to 
hold a rain spider, but soon changed her mind, handling both rain spiders and the lovely harmless Hadogenes scorpion 
that we also had on show.  It helped that Flora is a schoolteacher by training and profession, so handled the kids with 
much more patience than I normally do.  Since I often have to hold the fort alone during the week, the fact that Flora 
was there to assist me most ably made my stint much more enjoyable. 
 
We had quite a good exhibit this year, with lots of rain spiders for the children to handle, as well as violin spiders, wolf 
spiders and other species to show the interested visitors.  Astri has a permit to keep baboon spiders and rock scorpions, 
and we also had her two beautiful female baboon spiders on show: a common (Highveld) baboon spider, Harpactira 
hamiltoni, and my personal favourite, the golden brown baboon spider from the bushveld, Augacephalus junodi.  These 
lovely big girls caused quite a stir.  We don’t allow them to be handled, however, as they are fragile and precious. 
 
A film team came round on the first day, and I had to speak about the spider club and be filmed with a rain spider.  I 
don’t enjoy this kind of attention, but for the esprit de corps I do it, albeit reluctantly.  My voice was so loud (competing 
with the background noise) that the cameraman had to turn down the microphone that I was asked to wear.  How 
embarrassing!  I very much hope that I DON’T find myself on TV one day!  But I was probably so bad that they discarded 
the clip.  I hope so. 
 
Astri took charge of the weekend sessions. I took a break from these, but joined the other exhibitors for the traditional 
braai on Sunday afternoon.  I am looking forward to returning next year! 
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PARATAXONOMIC COURSE ON 11TH JULY AT ARC 
 

Report by Jacky Collier 
 
 
The Parataxonomic course held at the ARC- Plant Protection Research Institute in Pretoria was indeed a memorable 
experience.  Lecturer Robin Lyle conducted an interesting talk, introducing us to spider Taxonomy and morphology with 
the aid of a printed booklet and worksheets covering venom and fangs, spinnerets and silk as well as tarsal claws. The 
wide diversity of various spider families was also described in the course. 
  
The next step was the introduction to the techniques of spider identification with the use of microscopes; some of the 
common species cannot be confidently separated from similar looking species without taking a closer look. The course 
takes you on the first steps of that journey. 
 
Robin also gave us insight into the SANSA Data base which has been developed to digitize all the arachnid species Of 
South Africa i.e. species Data, status type, Geo referenced distribution data (locality, biome, province, collector, where 
deposited, number, notes). 
 
The course was a very enriching as well as interesting and informative; the excellent material was presented in a highly 
intuitive way and I have definitely taken a lot of knowledge back with me. I would definitely have preferred to have had 
a bit more time there and would certainly love to return. 
 
Special thanks to Robin Lyle and Ansie- Dippenaar for holding the course and I think a good time was had by all. 
 

 

 

CURRIED WEEVILS ANYONE? 
 

By Astri Leroy 
 
On our recent outing to ARC I saved a very small Latrodectus I rescued from being tidied away from the steps in front of 
the PPRI building.   I expect it will turn out to be L. renivulvatus and as I am always looking for black button spiders for 
demonstrations I brought it home to raise it and put it into a small container with a few dead leaves.  It promptly spun a 
tiny new web for itself and settled in nicely.  Oh gosh!  What can I feed to such a tiny spider?  At this time of year one 
cannot rely on small insects flying to the lights.  Vinegar flies are best but they are also scarce in July.  I checked the 
compost heap but drew a blank, used my sweep net on the Euryops daisy bush, another blank.  I began to regret 
removing the little spider from its chosen home and set about making supper.   Only a little left-over chicken in the 
fridge – boring!  Ah but I can curry it and add rice for a decent meal.  The garam masala was finished so I scratched 
around and found a rather old packet of “Cartwright’s Medium Curry Powder”.  When I tipped the power out, lo and 
behold there was very little curry powder but many, many beetle cocoons and lots of tiny and very lively weevils.  Food 
problem solved for the time being and guess what?  I have discovered that very small button spiders are partial to 
curried weevils. 
 
(Ed: I found it amazing that the weevils themselves liked the curry powder!) 
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LEGO ARACHNIDS 
 
Sean and Steph Mayo of San Francisco have a hobby – building things out of Lego.  They show their work on the photo 
sharing site Flickr, and have an “Insect page” which includes a mantid (awesome – go view it at the link below), stick 
insect, beetles, and the following two arachnids. 
 

 
 

 
I liked the fact that they labelled the spider’s parts. The scorpions are more whimsical, but beautifully executed and 
quite realistic (apart from the riders on their backs). Visit the link: their work is really impressive. 
 
https://www.flickr.com/photos/legocy/sets/72157632931992321/ 
 

 
 
 

SPIDER “BLANKET” or “MEGA-WEB” IN DELPORTON INDUSTRIAL AREA, KRUGERSDORP 
 

Report by Astri Leroy and Jenni Evans 
 
At the end of autumn a beautiful spider web blanket covered the lawns at Bergland nurseries, situated next to 
Krugersdorp Game Reserve.  Journalist Jenni Evans and her brother Brendan went to look, and to discover which species 
had made the webs.  Unfortunately they only saw three specimens, and reported that they were a camel colour, their 
thorax was elongated, and there was a darker stripe or a little pattern on their undersides. They were very small; they 
had delicate legs, and they were not scraggly like some rain spiders, or compact like the jumping spider. They were 
longish and neat. The few we saw were very close to the ground and had made small diaphanous webs - they weren't 
high in the mounds of grass which surrounds the irrigation system. 
 
Jenni commented: “Even though we don't know which spider it is, it was the beginning of autumn. I have read that in 
some places in the world they build them to help then run faster on flood plains. Or, that they may have attached 
themselves to a plane and come from elsewhere.” 
 
OK so WHY should this happen?   It is probably a combination of factors coming together at the same time.  Two factors 
that immediately come to mind are time of year, weather conditions and locality. 
 
Time of Year - In the autumn many species of spiders have reached maximum population levels tracking the populations 
of their insect prey and will have laid eggs which hatch now.  The spiderlings will need to disperse to avoid cannibalism 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/legocy/sets/72157632931992321/
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and to do this they employ a method called “ballooning”: they climb as high as they can, say up a grass stalk, let out long 
strands of very fine silk which is picked up on air currents, let go from their perch and are lifted and wafted away to a 
new location.   
 
Weather conditions -   The ground is still warm at this time of year but the air is cooling at night which, along with the 
sprinkler system, would mean very heavy dew in the early mornings.   This shows the webs up beautifully but as the sun 
warms the webs and the dew disappears, the webs will not be as evident.  I wanted to go there to have a look but by 
that time the weather had changed and there was little or no dew formation so wasn’t worth the drive. 
 
Locality – Delporton and the grass nursery are right next door to the Krugersdorp Game Reserve.  We know that the 
game reserve has used the overflow from the sewage works upstream for many years to water the grass in the reserve.  
This has the double advantage of fertilizing their grass year-round and filtering the water before it goes into their dam.   
Of course this smelly water attracts millions of flies and other small flying insects to attract thousands, of not millions, of 
spiders to the area.     
 
We would need a specimen or two to try to identify the spiders who made this incredible megaweb.  It is reminiscent of 
the gossamer summers that are experienced in Europe as the baby spiders balloon away – not such a common 
occurrence as it used to be. 
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GARDEN SPIDERS 
 
We have now finished our series on house spiders, and move on to garden spiders.  Our first is the Garden orbweb 
spider, Argiope australis, not as common now in gardens as they were, but still likely to be seen. 
 

COMMON GARDEN ORB-WEB SPIDER or YELLOW AND BLACK STRIPED GARDEN SPIDER –  
Argiope australis - Family Araneidae: subfamily Argiopinae 
 

By Astri Leroy 
 
 
Female common garden orb-web spiders, also called yellow and black striped garden spiders are amongst the bigger orb 
web weavers, females can attain a body measurement of 25 mm or more and they are common and widespread 
throughout our region.  Despite this and despite the bright colouring and large size they can be difficult to see.   
Although they are called the common garden orb-weaver, they seem to be less and less common in the suburbs but are 
still very abundant in the countryside; in fact in the Free State last summer there were so many that we found it 
impossible to walk in the veld without breaking their webs.    
 
Adult females have silvery heads, legs I, II and IV are long and strong, boldly banded black and white.  The third pair (legs 
III) is much shorter and smaller than the others.   When the spider is at rest, head down in the centre of her web she will 
hold the first and second and the third and fourth legs on each side together so that it looks almost as if she has only 
four.  The abdomen is boldly striped and patterned but colour intensity varies between individuals.  They can be from 
bright yellow and black to creamy yellow striped with silvery grey.  Abdomens are slightly flattened from above to 
below; the edges are scalloped which makes them look shell-like.  The rear end is pointed.   Males are tiny in 
comparison to their mates, seldom measuring more than 6 mm and are silvery and brown coloured with a cylindrical 
abdomen which has a leaf-like pattern.   
 

 

Left: A. australis male, 

dorsal view – female’s leg 

in the foreground shows 
how much smaller than she 

the male is  
 

Right: dorsal view of female 

hanging above her 
stabilimentum 

 
Photos © Astri Leroy 

 
 
Both sexes mature during summer and several males of varying sizes can often be seen on the periphery of an adult 
female's web where they hang out waiting for a chance to mate, often when the much larger female has caught an 
insect and is busy eating.   Males, particularly the larger ones, will fight each other for access to females and they often 
lose legs in these jousts. Very often when large males are busy fighting, one of the smaller suitors will sneak in and mate 
with the female!   This can be a risky business because if the lady is not in the mood and the males are not fast enough 
she will grab them and eat them.  Again they can lose a limb, several limbs or their life!     When the female is ready to 
lay her eggs, she constructs an egg sac, shaped almost like a miniature kettle-drum which she hangs in vegetation close 
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to her web.  The initial silk used is strong and densely woven, white in colour compared to the pale yellow silk of the 
web.  It is fascinating that the last layer of silk is dark green to camouflage the egg sac.  How is that done?  Does she 
know she is doing it or is it automatic that the last silk is this colour? 
 

 

 

 

Above: Dorsal view of female with well-wrapped prey item – 

photo © J. Faiola 
Right: Egg sac - photo © John Leroy 
 
The webs have sticky spirals, but the radii, bridge and scaffolding lines are not sticky.   The silk is pale yellow, very strong 
and resilient. In common with other members of the genus Argiope around the world, they build near perfect orb webs 
which are decorated with zigzags of thick white silk sometimes in diagonal lines, crosses or even disks across the web 
hub.    These decorations are called stabilimenta (singular stabilimentum) and although they are not the only spider to 
decorate their webs with stabilimenta, they are a "trademark" of the genus.  The reason for stabilimenta remains 
contentious even amongst experts, some say it is to tension the web, some that it strengthens it, others say it makes the 
web more visible to large creatures so that they avoid walking into it and breaking it, that it reflects ultraviolet light to 
attract insects differently from the basic silk, others that it breaks up the spider's outline so that the inmate is 
camouflaged.  It is probably all of these reasons. Argiope webs are designed to catch and hold flying and jumping insects 
- main prey items appear to be grasshoppers.  When one lands in a web the spider quickly wraps it in silk to immobilize 
the potentially dangerous spiny, jumping legs, twirling it around with the short third pair of legs and everting her 
reddish-brown spinnerets to extrude thick bands of white silk.  Only once the prey is properly immobilized with silk will 
the spider inject it with venom and start to eat.   
 
Webs are left in place over lengthy periods but if prey is really scarce, if for some other reason the venue becomes 
untenable or webs are regularly damaged with heavy rain, dust or too much traffic (game, cows, people, for example), 
garden spiders may "move house" and build a web elsewhere, but they do not take them down and rebuild them on a 
regular basis as some other orb web weavers do.  They can be numerous and quite common particularly in grasslands 
and areas of low vegetation such as the greater Karoo.  The spiders are alert to movement approaching their webs and 
when disturbed will often drop to the ground and hide so that observers (or predators) find only empty webs slung 
across their path.    
 
Lastly, like all except one small family of spiders, all the members of the genus Argiope which includes our yellow and 
black striped garden spider have venom which they use to help subdue their insect prey but this venom does not appear 
to have any effect on mammals and they are of no danger to humans or their domesticated animals.  In fact it is a good 
idea to welcome them to your garden as a natural insecticide!  
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THOMISIDAE: PLATYTHOMISUS sp – AN EPIC TALE – PART TWO 
 
By Sam Jacobz 
 
(We pick up the story on 29th April, after Sam took the egg sac home.  He placed it in an empty 50 DVD spindle 

surrounded with cotton wool.) 

Over the next few weeks the baby spiders remained in the egg sac, emerging for the first time on 13th May.  When they 
emerged they never went far and always returning to the safety of the sac.  During this time the spiders starting 
growing.  The eye pattern was visible early on, and over time their colour developed – by 2nd June the black markings on 
the legs became apparent.  On 27th May about 50 babies emerged from the egg sac, and started to spin webs.  They 
moved up and down the web.  They returned to the egg sac.  100 babies emerged on 29th May.  They stayed bunched 
together and moved in and out of the egg sac. 
 

  
19.05.2014 29.05.2014 

 

By 25th June (about 6-7 weeks since the first spider emerged from the egg sac) about 50% of the spiders gathered to the 
highest point of the spindle.  They all had draglines attached to them when climbing up.   
 

  
25.06.2014 23.07.2014  At the top of the spindle 

 

On 23rd July (9 weeks since the first emergence) all the baby spiders were now at the highest point of the spindle.  There 
was no sign of cannibalism as yet.  A few remained in the egg sac (entering and re-emerging).  On 11th August I saw the 
baby spiders drinking water.  By the 12th August the spiders no longer used the egg sac, so I cut it open.  There were two 
spiders inside, but still no sign of cannibalism.  I released around 50 of the spiders to enable them to balloon.  The next 
morning there was no sign of them.  The night had been windy.   
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I then made an attempt to rear the remaining spiders.   

I placed 30 baby spiders in 7 different containers with some peat moss and paper egg holders for cover and sprayed 
water with 4 pinhead crickets in container. The crickets were too big the spiders were running away from them.  
On 15th September I released 15 of the spiders to balloon.  I was left with 4, after a further 10 had died. I didn’t know 
what to feed them because the crickets were too big and there were no flies around. I found some aphids on flowers in 
the garden. I could not believe my eyes seeing a baby spider biting the aphids. 
 

 

  
17.09.2014 Spider eating vinegar fly 15.10.2014 Spider now much bigger in comparison to the fly  

 

 
By 17th September 2 baby spiders died: now I had only 2 left. I was quite excited I managed to put some fruit out which 
attracted some small vinegar flies, both baby spiders ate small vinegar flies. The spiders were running away from the 
flies, I had to stun the fly and slowly while the fly was alive push it towards the spider, and when the fly moved the 
spider would catch it. Sometimes it would take 10 – 15 minute with the fly in front of the spider before spider would 
catch it. 
 
On 20th September both baby spiders ate a small vinegar fly. I had put one daisy flower in container for spiders to hide 
in; this worked well - both spiders hid between the leaves. 
 By 9th October the spiders were approximately 2.5mm long, and on the 11th I noticed a slightly lighter coloration 
between the anterior eyes, the first signs of yellow markings below the eyes were obvious by 15th October.  
 
It’s amazing how long the development took from egg sac to 2.5 mm.  There was still a lot of growing to do as this 
species is not small.  Unfortunately the two spiders did not survive.  It is estimated that only 2% of spiderlings per batch 
will survive to adulthood.   
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LARGEST WOLF SPIDER IN THE WORLD HEADS FOR EXTINCTION 
 

By Joan Faiola - with photos by Emanuele Biggi 
 
It’s said that 10% of the world’s bird species (Aves) are under threat, and in the IUCN Red Data List (the List) more than 
10 000 taxa are assessed.  This means that just about every bird on the planet has been studied, so we pretty much 
know what is going on with birds.  The more you know, the more you can do to save species.  And birds have a lot of 
friends. 
 
On the other hand, a search of the IUCN database shows that only 162 taxa in Araneae have been assessed.  According 
to the current World Spider Catalog Version 16.5 there are 45 634 accepted species of spiders, so only 0.35% of spiders 
feature on the List.  Remember that it is estimated that there are more species undiscovered or undescribed than there 
are species in the catalog.  Some estimates put it as high as more than 100 000 species unknown to science.  With only 
162 taxa in the Red Data List it is obvious that we have a long way to go.   
 
Many of the taxa on the List are endangered or critically endangered.  Britain famously has two endangered spiders.  
The Ladybird spider Eresus cinnaberinus (only considered endangered in Britain and Germany) is the subject of 
taxonomic arguments at present – it might really be E. kollari, and may even be split into three species, but that’s 
another story.  The other species is Dolomedes plantarius, the great raft spider, considered vulnerable according to the 
List, but in England considered endangered.  The Ladybird spider has yet to appear on the List. Both species have been 
subjected to huge conservation efforts, and in Britain the tide may have turned for both of these species. Publicity for 
both species has certainly helped bring them into the spotlight. 
 
But what about all the other spiders whose status is as yet unknown?  Assessing over 45 000 species is a huge job, and 
there are not enough workers to do it.  That’s why papers like the following are so important. 
 
The paper (Crespo et al) published in August 2014 (see citation below) drew attention to the Deserta Grande wolf spider 
Hogna ingens, which inhabits a small island (Deserta Grande) in the Madeira archipelago.  It is confined to one valley of 
this island, the Vale da Castanheira, and in recent years its range (measured in hectares) has shrunk from 83 ha to 23 ha 
which is just under 75% lost.  There has been a corresponding reduction in numbers of the species.  The threat comes 
from an introduced and invasive grass, Phalaris aquatica, which smothers the soil and the rocks, thus preventing the 
spider from access to the spaces under the rocks where it shelters during the day. 
 

  
Above: H. ingens with a view of the beautiful valley as a backdrop  Demonstrating the size and beauty of H. ingens 
 

The Deserta Grande wolf spider is a remarkable animal, larger at 40 mm body length than our local rain spider, and is 
thus the largest lycosid known.  It is also beautiful, and “Critically Endangered”.  The Madeira conservation body is 
making efforts to eradicate P. aquatica, and the paper of Crespo et al will help to bring the plight of the spider to the 
attention of the world.   
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I have used the photographs of the Italian naturalist and TV broadcaster Emanuele Biggi, who kindly gave me permission 
to lift them off his website www.anura.it.  In researching for my article I came across Emanuele’s delightful site, and his 
own article on the Deserta Grande wolf spider (link for this is given below).  Emanuele himself says: 
 
I know that the National Park and some arachnologist friends are trying to find a way to protect it, but I really hope it 
will happen soon, because I think that there’s not so much time left.  Why should we care about such remote species?  
First of all, because each living species is something deeply rooted in its ecosystem, and we are too.  We should never 
underestimate the role of even remote species, because in the future they could turn useful to us in some way.  There’s 
also another, maybe less understood reason: these are nature’s treasures, they belong to the Portuguese and World 
heritage like the most impressive landscapes and art pieces do.  It is our fault if this spider is now in decline, and so it’s 
our duty to do all that’s possible to keep this marvel out of extinction. 
 

 
 
 
References: 

Assessing the conservation status of the strict endemic Desertas wolf 
spider, Hogna ingens (Araneae, Lycosidae) 
L.C. Crespo, I. Silva, P.A.V. Borges, P. Cardoso: JOURNAL FOR NATURE CONSERVATION · AUGUST 2014 

 
World Spider Catalog Version 16.5 www.wsc.nmbe.ch/ 
Accessed 26.07.2015 
 
Emanuele Biggi:  
www.anura.it/works/the-island-of-the-giant-wolf-spiders-hogna-ingens/  
Accessed 20.07.2015 
 
Note: Emanuele is a trained naturalist who has a nature programme on Italian state television and prefers to showcase 
the smaller and lesser known animals, including spiders.  He is visiting Namibia and the Kruger Park in August, and also 
hopes to find and photograph the jumping spider Portia schultzi while he visits.   
 
 

 
 
 
  

http://www.anura.it/
http://www.wsc.nmbe.ch/
http://www.anura.it/works/the-island-of-the-giant-wolf-spiders-hogna-ingens/
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COIN SPIDERS 
 
Alan and Sharon Bossé were committee members living on a plot in the Cullinan area before the wanderlust took them 
and they set off from Richards Bay in a home built yacht.  They did not get far and landed up in the USA where they earn 
a living as truckers.  They were editors of the SCSA newsletter during 2003. 
 

Herennia sp - the coin spider, found in SE Asia and Australia 
 
By Alan Bossé  
 

 
 
 

 
Left: cryptic Herennia. Above right: the intricate web of the spider, with 
the spider to the right. 

The story behind the coin spider........ We were in Kota Kinabalu, Sabah, Malaysia (north Borneo) and went for a walk on 
one of the local jungle trails. Sharon noticed something odd on one of the tree trunks in the morning sunlight. It looked 
like a fine mesh had been wrapped around the tree. On closer inspection we realized it was web which was very neatly 
suspended about a half centimeter off the bark like a fine ladder. The strands are perfectly spaced rungs about 8 cm 
wide, really beautifully done. The spider sits to one side of the "ladder" in the middle. If you look carefully on the photo 
on the right she is about a quarter of the way up on the right of her web. She is very well camouflaged and only the flash 
really made her stand out. I tried teasing her onto the ladder but she didn't budge. I have been looking out for more of 
these spiders but so far only found one more.  
  
We have seen so many different spiders here, by looking for their eyes in the torch light. There are so many that the 
jungle looks like a small city with all the twinkling spider eyes. We plan to stay in Borneo for 4 more weeks, travelling 
through Brunei and visiting several parks in Sarawak. 
 
Note: Like our Clitaetra irenae, the genus Herennia has now been placed in the family Nephilidae by Kuntner.    There is 
a case for convergent evolution here as they have similar habits, both building flat orb webs against tree trunks (or 
perhaps just speciation due to geographical separation!) 
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The Spider Club of Southern Africa  
www.spiderclub.co.za 

 

Diary 2015/2016 

Please note: All events are free to paid-up members and R50 per family for those who have not paid the annual 
subscription of R120. Some venues however require an entrance fee which must be paid by each individual.  For field 
trips we will supply vials, magnifiers, plastic pill bottles and some other basic collecting equipment but please bring 
your own if you have as well as any reference books, a picnic lunch, adequate water, a hat and good walking shoes.      
 
 

PARATAXONOMIST TRAINING SESSION 
15th August 2015 
ARC-PPRI Roodeplaat campus  
 

This is going to be different from the previous events when we simply sorted spiders.  Robin will introduce us to the 
intricacies of spider taxonomy with printed worksheets and a presentation. Numbers will be strictly limited to the 
number of microscopes available. There will be a charge of R100 per person payable on the day.  This will entitle every 
delegate to the use of a microscope, a printed worksheet, Robin’s expertise, tea, coffee and a light lunch.   
 

FIELD TRIP TO MODDERFONTEIN RESERVE 
19th September 2015: 8.30 – 13.00 
 
Meet at the picnic site at Fish Eagle Dam. The entrance is Arden Road, off Ardeer Road, Modderfontein. For map and 
directions please go to www.modderfonteinreserve.co.za.  There is a conservation fee of R30 per adult and R15 per 
child/pensioner.  All welcome, bring a picnic for after.      Please book at info@spiderclub.co.za or sms 073-168-7187 
 
 

INAUGURAL HORTICULTURAL FAIR 
17th – 18th October 2015 
 
We have a stand at City Parks’ first Horticultural Fair at the Johannesburg Botanical Garden, Emmarentia.  We need 
volunteers to man the stand on either Saturday or Sunday or both.  Please let us know if you can help even for a short 
time at info@spiderclub.co.za or sms 073-168-7187. 
 

 

NTSIRI PRIVATE GAME RESERVE in the 
UMBABAAT RESERVE NEAR HOEDSPRUIT 
4th – 7th January 2016 
 

We have been asked to show the shareholders the arachnid fauna on the reserve during the school holidays. Paid-up 
Spider Club members welcome but booking essential as accommodation limited.  No charge but self-catering and no 
camping as fences down between the greater Kruger Park and Ntsiri so potentially dangerous animals have right of way. 
Book at info@spiderclub.co.za or sms 073-168-7187 

http://www.modderfonteinreserve.co.za/
mailto:info@spiderclub.co.za
mailto:info@spiderclub.co.za
mailto:info@spiderclub.co.za
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VALENTINE’S DAY WEEKEND!  
DEELFONTEIN CONSERVANCY, VREDEFORT DOME, NEAR PARYS 
13th – 14th February 2016 
www.deelfontein.co.za 
 
Deelfontein is about a two hour drive from Johannesburg and we have been asked to present spiders to members of the 
conservancy.  Details and directions nearer the time. 
 

 
Keep your eyes on your e-mail and our Facebook page as other events may be organised, 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 a text 
message. 
 
Norman Larsen is at the Cape Union Mart Adventure Centre, Canal walk in Cape Town every Saturday between 11 am 
and 12 noon to demonstrate and talk about SPIDERS! 
 
 

 
 

 

 

 
 
 

http://www.deelfontein.co.za/

