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In connection with the article entitled “The Black Widow”, which appeared in the 

January issue of the Beacon Lights, I received the following missive from California: 

 

   Dear Mr. De Boer: 

  “We read your article entitled “The Black Widow” in school last week and the pupils                             

found it very interesting, especially since California heads the list with spider-bites and fatalities.  

However, when we read in your article that this was the “only poisonous spider in the United 

States” one of the boys asked “How about the Tarantula?”  I asked him to look it up in the 

encyclopedia and report on it.  We found that it is a large member of the spider family whose bite 

is sometimes poisonous.  The boys say that this spider is well known around here….” 

Sincerely, 

Alice Reitsma 

 

As this is an “all California issue”, it seemed an opportune time to answer the above 

question.  Rather than doing this directly, permit me to elaborate upon the subject at hand. 

In the 14
th

 century after the Black Death had swept the continent of Europe, many fears 

and superstitions arose.  In southern Italy a mania arose concerning the large black hairy wolf 

spider, called the Tarantula.  (Incidentally, the name originated from the town Taranto, Italy, 

where they were found in great abundance.) 

Its bite, considered poisonous, resulted in a disease called tarantism which supposedly 

produced convulsions and thickening of the blood.  The method of ridding the body of this 

venom was a lively dance called the tarantella, which frequently lasted for hours.  This practice 

rose to its height during the 17
th

 century.  What ignorance and superstition was involved in this 

ceremony!  This myth formed a convenient pretext to continue the heathen rite of Bacchantes—

which was banned by Christianity.  On one occasion, two hundred fanatics, while performing 

one of these dances on Mosel Bridge at Utrecht, met a watery grave as the bridge collapsed 

under the strain. 

For centuries it was considered a poisonous spider.  Already in the 4
th

 century B. C., 

Diogenes referred to it as a creature being able to bring death to mankind.  It was not until about 

the 19
th

 century, that men began to question the validity of tarantism. 

Fabre testified its poison was not serious to man “and causes less inconvenience than a 

gnat-bite”.  Lankester, Wood, Comstock, Savory, McCook, Simin and other naturalists have 

minimized the effects of the bite of the L. tarantula, either by stating that they were practically 

“nil” or of such insignificance as to cause no alarm.  Medical men have made controlled testings 

and they discredit the belief that L. tarantula caused suffering to masses of humanity in Europe.  

The American Educator Encyclopedia states that the bite is very painful, but is no more 

dangerous than the sting of a wasp. 

In southwestern United States several species of spiders related to the trapdoor spider are 

called tarantulas, although they are not in the same scientific superfamily as the species found in 

Europe.  However, the name tarantula is so firmly established in the southwest, that scientists, 

rather than cause confusion, decided to abide by the common usage: although they do distinguish 



the two by spelling: the European species is tarentula, while those native to our country are 

tarantula. 

The American species are found in only a few states in the Southwest.  Interesting 

engineers are they, for they burrow tunnels varying from one-half inch to 2 inches in diameter, 

about 1 foot in depth and then spread out in all directions.  Carefully they keep watch at the angle 

of their tunnels for any intruder.  They are among the largest spiders known and attain an age of 

25 years. 

According to legend, in the old frontier days of the Southwest, a very strong whisky 

called “tarantula juice” was considered the only remedy for a tarantula bite.  It is said that an old 

Indian was so addicted to the cure that he carried a tame spider with him and induced him to bite 

him when he was in the vicinity of a store where the “coveted beverage” was sympathetically 

administered. 

During the Civil War, a geologist reported that he studied the dreadful tarantula and he 

considered the bite fatal.  However, he offered no proof to verify this. 

In 1901, Browning sent out a questionnaire to physicians in southern California 

concerning poisonous creatures, particularly spiders.  The results showed seventy Black Widow 

bites as compared to five tarantula—a ratio of 14 to 1.  Since then, many towns have been built 

where “tarantula villages” existed, destroying their subterranean passages, while the construction 

of houses and buildings favored the Black Widow. 

Recent scientific experiments show that the tarantula bite is non-poisonous.  Baerg 

induced a large tarantula to strike him twice on two consecutive days and said, “The sensation 

produced by the strike was like that following the stab of a pin and within less than an hour all 

traces of pain disappeared.” 

Fattig reports that it required thirty minutes of teasing to induce a large tarantula to bite 

his thumb, its fangs sank one-fourth of an inch and remained for three minutes resulting in slight 

swelling and pain similar to a bee sting. 

In conclusion, let us summarize the problem by saying that the tarantula is slow to attack 

a human being; is limited to a small part of the United States; is considered to be on the decline 

numerically and is not considered poisonous under normal circumstances. 
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