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	Title: 2005 - The Year of the Black Widow 
	Author: by Jeanne Rose, UC Master Gardener
	Page 1: In the Chinese calendar, 2005 was the Year of the Rooster. Well if the SJV had its own calendar I'd call it the year of the Black Widow Spider!As summer started, stumbling upon widows was taken in stride. Then I became amazed by the multitude of spiders I kept encountering. Usually hiding by day, I saw several sunbathing in broad daylight! During fall cleanup of my backyard orchard, I uncovered 17 adult females, and that wasn't all. There were more spiders that looked like black widows, but they weren't black. I knew then that I had to investigate these eerie little creatures. The black widow spider, Latrodectus hesperus, is California's most harmful spider. Venom from its bite causes reactions from mild to painful and serious. Death is very, very unlikely, and many symptoms can be alleviated by staying calm and obtaining prompt medical treatment. It is helpful if the offending spider can be caught and saved for identification. Most people easily recognize the adult female black widow by its shiny black body, slender back legs and the tell-tale red or orange hourglass mark on its underside.The adult male has the same body shape, but is much smaller than the female. Males possess venom, but their fangs are too small to break human skin. The top side of the abdomen is olive-gray with cream-colored blotches and one light-colored band lengthwise down the middle. Its underbelly hourglass is yellowy with a broad waist. The legs are banded with light and dark areas. And, contrary to what you may have heard, the female seldom eats the male after mating, but she may if she is hungry.Young female black widows are also patterned on top. In early stages they resemble males but, with each shedding of skin, they gradually enlarge and acquire the black color of adult females. In intermediate stages they have cream-colored, olive-gray, and orange markings on the top of the abdomen, a yellow-orange hourglass on the belly, and banded legs. Only the larger immature and adult females are able to bite through a person's skin and inject enough venom to cause a painful reaction.The black widow web is an irregular, tough-stranded, sticky mesh in which the spider hangs with its underside up. During the day the spider hides under something at the edge of the web or stays in its silken retreat in the center. It may rush out of its hiding place when the web is disturbed, especially if egg sacs are present.
	Page 2: Black widows live in most of California. They are usually found in dark, dry, sheltered, relatively undisturbed places such as piles of wood, rubbish, or stones; in culverts, hollow stumps, and old animal burrows; in garages, sheds, barns, crawl spaces, meter boxes, and outhouses; and sometimes among plants. Black widows are most apt to bite people when they are disturbed. Usually humans just stumble upon them while cleaning or moving items. Black widow spider bites are one good reason to always wear gloves and a long-sleeved shirt when working in areas where the widows may be hanging out. Bite symptoms are mostly internal; little more than local redness and swelling may develop at the bite site. Internal effects range from mild to severe. Pain tends to spread from the bite to other parts of the body, and muscle spasms may develop. The abdominal muscles may become rigid in severe cases. Profuse sweating, fever, elevated blood pressure, difficulty breathing and speaking, restlessness and nausea can be other effects. The pain and other symptoms typically reach a maximum within a day of the bite and gradually lessen over the next 2 to 3 days. Most people who are bitten spend a few hours under a physician's observation but do not develop symptoms severe enough to require treatment. Bites are fairly common in California.Spiders are primarily beneficial insects and their activities should be encouraged in the garden. Pesticide control is difficult and rarely effective. Spraying will kill a spider only if the spray lands directly on it. The best control in and around the home is achieved by removing hiding spots and regularly cleaning webs off the house with brushes and vacuums. Vacuuming is effective because spiders' soft bodies usually do not survive this process. An individual spider can be removed from an indoor area by placing a jar over it and slipping a piece of paper under the jar to seal off the opening when the jar is lifted.Even though I'm not scared of black widow spiders, I am glad this year is almost over. Let's see what creature stands out in 2006.
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