The Sub Tropical Spider Steatoda Nobillis In Devon.
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This spider was first recorded in Britain form near Torquay in 1879. It originates form the Canary Isles and Madera were it is relatively common and it is from here that it was first described. It then turned up in Hasting in 1907,  Portsmouth in 1978 and was rediscovered at the same location in 1986. It then turned up at Swanage in 1989, Westcliff-on-sea. And Littlehampton in 1990. Despite these sporadic introductions large populations have become established at many of these localities. The spiders can be found in dry stone or badly pointed old walls were they make a Tegenaria like web in the gaps between the stones. The main mode of introduction has been with fruit imported from the Canary Isles and Madera.

It was in the early 90’s that it gained its fearsome reputation as a spider of medical importance. This is based on an article that appeared in the journal Toxicon, which reported a necrotic ulcer that developed on a young woman following a bite from this spider. This isolated incident based on a single sample has generated much debate  and unease. A school on the Isle of Wight was closed and fumigated when a specimen of S. grossa which bit a class room assistant was wrongly identified as S. nobilis. Most British arachnologist suspect the ulcer was caused by bacterial contamination of the wound, rather than any necrotising effect of the venom.

While a single specimen was collected in Torquay in the early 1990’s, it was not until 2001 when Chris Woolley reported specimens on S nobilis from buildings on the Seal Hayne campus of the University of Plymouth, that a Devon population was suspected. Chris has subsequently confirmed a sizable population on buildings around the Seal Hayne campus.
It was not then a huge surprise to receive a report from Robert Bate  an arachnologist holidaying in Torquay who reported that S nobilis is widespread in the town. “ A quick search after dark with a torch revealed every building with any kind of nook or cranny . sheds , bus shelters, public loos or whatever to be crawling with them. Significantly, there didn't seem to be much else- time of year perhaps, or do these spiders drive others out? “ (a good question).

This spider is establishing itself in coastal towns on the south coast so keep an eye on any old walls in your area, especially in Cornwall. If you think you have found one please send a photograph or a specimen to me.
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