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ALONG CAME A SPIDER…

(The Brown Recluse and Black/Brown Widow Spiders)

By Kitty Angell

Aransas/San Patricio County Master Gardener

While tarantulas, jumping spiders, and wolf spiders are large, hairy and spooky, there are only two species of spiders, the brown recluse and widow spiders that are considered poisonous to humans.

The brown recluse is also referred to as “fiddleback” because of the violin-shaped marking on the top surface of the fused head and thorax (cephalothorax). The name refers to its color and habits. It prefers seclusion, coming out at night to hunt. This spider is found mainly in the Midwestern states southward to the Gulf of Mexico (our area included).

Since recluse spiders are most active at night, people are sometimes bitten while asleep, actually rolling over on the spider in bed. Others are bitten when putting on clothes that have hung undisturbed. Recluse spiders in nature live outdoors under rocks, logs, woodpiles and debris. They are able to withstand winters in unheated areas and stifling summer temperatures in attics, persisting many months without food or water.

Brown recluse spiders have remarkably small fangs and cannot bite through clothing. Often the victim is unaware of the bite until several hours later (depending on the amount of venom injected and the victim’s sensitivity) when the bite site becomes red, swollen, and tender. The bite may also cause a stinging sensation. The majority of brown recluse spider bites remains localized, healing within three weeks. However, in other cases intense pain, fever, chills, nausea, weakness, dizziness and/or joint pain occur within 24 to 36 hours. Children, the elderly, and those in poor health are most at risk to the venom. The bite produces a central blister surrounded by a swollen area. As the venom continues to destroy the tissue, the wound may expand up to several inches. The necrotic ulcer can persist for several months, leaving a deep scar.

When people think of a widow spider, they usually think of the black widow spider, as they are the most prevalent. However, the brown widow has finally made its way to Texas and the Coastal Bend Area. Thought to have evolved in Africa, it started showing up in our area around 2000.

The brown widow is not as stark in color as the black widow. The brown widow exhibits a mottling of tan and brown with black accent markings. The brown widow has an hourglass also, but it is usually an orange shade rather than the vivid red and black of a black widow spider.

Widow spiders are retiring like the brown recluse. They can be found in protected cavities around houses, garages, ventilators, rain spouts, gas and electric meters and other secure places like seldom worn clothes and shoes. Black widow spiders are also found in vegetable gardens and cotton fields. The brown widow hides in buckets, nursery pots, mail boxes and recessed grips of plastic garbage cans. They choose places that are more exposed than the sites chosen by black widows, making them a higher risk for biting. The black widow, however, is more poisonous. One way to spot brown widow spiders is to spot their eggsacs that resemble a sandspur, with pointed projections all over. Juveniles show more colors, with orange, red and white markings on the back and sides. Adult widow spiders average 1 ½ inches long.

People are usually bitten by a widow spider when they disturb its web. The bite feels like a pin prick and there is swelling and two red spots surrounded by redness at the bite location. Systemic reaction to this bite includes intense pain in 1 to 3 hours and continuing for up to 48 hours. Widow toxin can cause breathing difficulties and sometimes unconsciousness. Other symptoms can include nausea, vomiting, abdominal pain, profuse perspiration, tremors, leg cramps and a rise in blood pressure.

To prevent being bitten by the brown recluse or widow spiders, these are tips for control:

· Shake out clothing and shoes before getting dressed.

· Inspect bedding and towels before use.

· Exercise care when handling cardboard boxes. Tape or seal boxes, especially in storage areas.

· Wear gloves when handling firewood, lumber, brick stacks and rocks.

· Seal or caulk cracks and crevices in buildings and use weather stripping to keep spiders from entering.

· Occasionally, wash off outside areas with a water hose, particularly under roof eaves.

· Clean and vacuum closets and storage areas because spiders nest in quiet, undisturbed places.

· Use plastic bags to store loose items in the garage, storage buildings and attic.

· Eliminate clutter in closets, attics, garages, and outbuildings.

· Do not stack wood against the house.

· Clean up dead insects that the spiders can feed on.

· Use sticky traps or glueboards to capture spiders.

If you think you have been bitten by a brown recluse spider, apply ice, elevate the affected area, and consult your doctor immediately. If possible, take along the spider for positive identification. In the case of some widow spider bites, there is a specific antivenin available for treatment.

Knowing what to look for and how to go about treatment are as crucial as staying calm and using common sense when dealing with a spider bite. With over 900 species of spiders in Texas we only have to worry about these two, the Brown Recluse and the Black and Brown Widows. Do not take these bites lightly!
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