Good Mothers and Family Life among the Huntsman Spiders

Dr Linda Rayor, Cornell University, USA and Australian National University

Blue Gum School Friends Lounge in Hackett was packed with about fifty people of all ages when Linda Rayor gave the second lecture in the series “Hilltop to Backfence” on Thursday, March 13. Her presentation, illustrated with fascinating close ups of Huntsman introduced us to Spiders and their amazing colonisation of the earth and her special guests were specimens of the species known to hunt in Canberra. 

The 40,000 identified spider species share the following characteristics: they have eight legs and eight eyes, two body parts – a combined head and thorax and an abdomen –, a poison gland, leg-like pedipalps on either side of the mouth, which in males contain and deliver sperm into the female. Spiders produce up to 7 different kinds of silk from spinnerets at the end of the abdomen. They use the silk to build and attach egg sacs, as draglines, and to construct webs, which in many species are eaten to recycle the silk proteins.  Spiders have tight throats and digest their food externally.  They strike and paralyse the victim then vomit digestive enzymes to dissolve prey, which they then suck in. They are all generalist predators with venoms a cocktail of diverse toxins to target mainly insects and other spiders.  Lots of spiders’ lives are spent as prey as mostly they all taste good. They are found everywhere on earth from Mt Everest to sea level, in humid rain forests and the dry woodland of Mt Ainslie where Linda did some of her research. Ballooning is a feature that ensures that spiders are the first to colonise any new emerging island: young spiders lift the abdomen, throw a threat of silk in the air and off they fly to new horizons. Spiders can live for anywhere from 8 months to 25 years, depending on the family they belong to. In order to grow they - as all other arthropods - shed their exoskeleton or moult.  

The Huntsman or Sparassidae are unmistakable and found world-wide.  They have long legs that have rotated laterally to move sideways under bark on trees. Five groups of huntsman are known from Canberra:  1. Badge Spiders or Neosparassus calligaster are of medium size, have colourful striped legs, and a fat and round body. They are common in houses and nest at the base of shrubs.  Avoid their bite.  2. Isopedella pessleri are medium sized, plain brown, with a more flat body. 3.  Isopeda villosa or Isopeda canberrana are big, grey to light brown spiders, with black spots on the abdomen, a flat body and found mostly outside under bark.  4.  Holconia insignis or Holconia immanis are really big with a pretty black and white striped flat body. They hunt on old gums at night, are never found in houses and are uncommon in Canberra.   5.  Delena cancerides are the Social Huntsman spiders.  They can grow very big, have ultra flat bodies, and live in family groups under the bark of trees.

Linda said that Delena cancerides lives in a matriarchal society in a nest, often a piece of wattle or gum bark, which can house 20 to 200 spiders.  They live together, sharing food of live prey, and shelter until they reach sexual maturity, which is when they disperse to find their own trees. There may be intense competition for retreats and then the adult female defends the retreat against predators, hunts and carries prey home and maintains order in her clan until she shows signs of weakness. That is when one of her daughters may take over.  The males can mate and then move in and out of colonies.

Linda generously answered the many questions particularly asked by the young audience who demonstrated mature understanding of the topic.  There are plenty of emerging biologists in the Hackett community.  Once again we thank FoMM for the opportunity to hear a world authority on this fascinating subject.
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