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Red Widow Spider  ●  Sunshine Mimosa  ● Step-by-Step to a Florida Native Yard

Bringing your lawn  
back to life by  
converting turfgrass  
to native wildflowers 
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Article by Cayley Buckner

Latrodectus bishopi: The Red Widow

A red widow spider in the Ocala National Forest's ancient 
island scrub area. Photo by Erika Simons.

Red widow spiders are most often found on the fronds of saw palmetto 
(Serenoa repens) or scrub palmetto (Sabal etonia). Photo by John Bradford.
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 Red widow spiders live exclusively in scrub and scrubby flatwoods communities 
in Central and Southeast Florida, usually making their web in the fold of a live scrub 
palmetto (Sabal etonia) frond, or in saw palmetto fronds (Serenoa repens) higher than 
30cm above the ground (McCrone & Levi, 1964). This ecoregion’s status is listed as 
critical/endangered due to continued habitat loss from development, which makes the 
spiders even more difficult to find (Dinerstein, et. al).
 It was a cloudless May day at Lake Wales Ridge, whereupon stepping out of an 
air-conditioned vehicle my shirt was pasted to my back and the insides of my elbows 
and knees began to itch from trickles of sweat. On this Thursday field trip, Eric Menges, 
an ecologist from Archbold Biological Station, led us through the Carter Creek tract of 
the Lake Wales Ridge Wildlife and Environmental Area in Highlands County. Here, the 
remnants of a fire were still evident from the charred bark and barren branches of the 
sand live oaks (Quercus geminata) and scrub oaks (Q. inopina). 
 Walking carefully past a tread-softly (Cnidoscolus stimulosus), I stopped to appre-
ciate both a skyblue lupine (Lupinus diffusus) and a patch of gopher apple (Geobalanus 
oblongifolius), both of which were in bloom. A wary, male Florida scrub lizard (Sceloporus 
woodi) watched us from a charred log before scurrying through the undergrowth passing 

A female red widow spider tends her egg sacs inside a silken retreat spun among the leaves of myrtle oak  
(Quercus myrtifolia). Photos by John Bradford, taken at Seabranch State Park, Martin County, Florida.

As an aspiring arachnologist, and someone who has an interest in medically  

significant animals in Florida, I had heard of a fourth species of widow spider,  

beyond the native southern black widow (Latrodectus mactans) and northern  

black widow (L. variolus) or the nonnative, invasive brown widow (L. geometricus).  

It was the elusive, endemic red widow (L. bishopi) that stimulated my curiosity,  

but I had yet to see one. However, in 2017 during the annual Florida Native Plant 

Society conference in Polk County, my luck would change.
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a piedmont roseling (Callisia rosea) that was flowering. I was 
photographing a floral rainbow, including Florida Alicia  
(Chapmannia floridana), whitemouth dayflower (Commelina 
erecta), and butterfly weed (Asclepias tuberosa), when I heard 
another participant call out, “Red widow!”
 I excitedly walked over to a scrub palmetto where strong 
webbing was interspersed within the fold of a semi-horizontal 
frond. In the lower reaches of the fold, within a densely woven, 
silk tunnel receding towards the base, I could just make out 
the curled up form of a red widow in hiding. Dark red legs 
covered her face, contrasting with the black tear drop of her 
abdomen. Matching red blotches, the largest nearly elliptical, 
were rimmed with a bright warning yellow. They trailed di-
minishingly down to her spinnerets, directing the viewer  
to a bright red hourglass on her underside.  
 She was remarkably beautiful and a thrill to personally 
see, but her presence only led to more questions. Why does 
she, like all red widows, live only in these scrubby ecosys-
tems? What, specifically, does she eat here? I had heard of 
them living in live, scrub palmetto fronds, as in this case, but 
where else might they reside, and do their preferences seem 
to be consistent throughout their range?

 

To understand the presence of the spider, we must first  
understand a bit about the geological prehistory of Florida. 
Sea level changes over geologic time have played a major role 
in the formation of Florida’s landscape. During the first part 
of the Cenozoic Era, Florida was submerged beneath warm, 
shallow seas. However, during the Oligocene Epoch, a global 
cooling event lowered sea levels enough for “Florida” to be-
come partially exposed for the first time as a series of islands. 
These islands can still be seen in modern times, as many of 
their former locations are denoted by Florida scrub communi-
ties (Neill, 1957). Being surrounded by seawater, it was to the 
advantage of some species of plants and animals that evolved 
on those former islands to acquire limited dispersal mecha-
nisms (which still persist). This helps explain why relatively 
small, disjunct populations of some rare Florida endemics have 
the distributions they have today. Many of those same species 
still exist on the sites of those former, ancient islands, and red 
widows are likely one of them.
 Other invertebrate species endemic to scrub include  
beetles (insects in the order Coleoptera). According to a twenty-
four-year study by Carrel and Deyrup (2014), native beetles 
are the main food source for red widows. Only five species of 
endemic Florida scrub beetles make up 65% of the widow’s 
prey by weight. Even in late spring, when flowering plants were 
blossoming and flying bees and wasps (insects in the order 
Hymenoptera) were found in the webs, they still were second 
to the mass of beetles the spiders were catching nocturnally. 
 An interesting note is the lack of ants found in their webs, 
as the majority of Latrodectus species globally have webs that 
are close to the ground. For many of these species, ants make 
up a significant portion of their diet. The red widow is an 
anomaly, along with the northern black widow (L. variolus), 
both of which make completely arboreal webs.  
 There is a debate among naturalists in south-central  
Florida and naturalists in north-central Florida as to what 
plant L. bishopi prefers as a site for its web. According to the 
studies conducted at Archbold Biological Station, red widows 
utilize saw palmetto fronds (Serenoa repens) just as much or 
more than scrub palmetto fronds (Sabal etonia) (Carrel 2001). 
However, naturalists familiar with the Ocala National Forest 
have observed that red widows there use scrub palmettos  
nearly exclusively (James Buckner & Bob Simons, personal 
communication). This difference may be due to differing 
availabilities of saw palmettos vs. scrub palmettos in each 
region. Although little research has been published concerning 
which plants red widows usually reside on, it seems that these 
two plants are the most commonly used, with few exceptions. 
Personal accounts, though uncommon, exist where red widows 
were recorded using plants other than palmettos for their 
webs. These have included a myrtle oak in southeast Florida  Red widow spider egg sacs at Seabranch State Park, Martin County, Florida.  

Photo by John Bradford.
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Left to right: Red widow spider young emerging from their egg sacs; young spiders gathering on a saw palmetto frond (Serenoa repens). Photos by John Bradford,  
taken at Seabranch State Park, Martin County, Florida. To see a video of red widow spiders in action, visit https://vimeo.com/131925424.

(Bradford n.d.) and one each on a young sand pine and on a 
myrtle oak in the sand pine scrub of the Ocala National Forest 
(James Buckner pers. com.), both were during years when red 
widows were relatively abundant.
 One of the reasons why red widows may be seen on veg-
etation other than scrub or saw palmettos is that they have 
massive population fluctuations (Carrel & Deyrup, 2014). In 
their longitudinal study, Carrel and Deyrup saw two seasons  
of prolific spider numbers and fourteen years where spiders 
were scarce. Two predators that may limit the population  
density are the endemic Florida scrub-jay (Aphelocoma  
coerulescens), which preys upon the adult spiders, and sphecid 
wasps (Chalybion californicum and Sceliphron caementarium) 
which parasitize the egg cases (Carrel, 2001). Although it is 
unclear why their populations fluctuate so greatly, these varia-
tions may contribute to red widows having to make their webs 
in less suitable plants due to competition during boom years.  
 Red widow spiders have piqued the interest of many 
people over the past century. Their striking coloration—cou-
pled with their potent venom—evokes a sense of respect and 
appreciation in all who see one. The more we learn about this 
species; the more questions continue to arise. When did widows 
originally show up in the fossil record? Genetically, how relat-
ed are they to other widow species? What plants other than 
palmettos can they successfully live in? What causes their 
population booms and busts? How specialized are their food 
preferences? What is it about scrub communities that favors 
their success there? With continued research, perhaps including 
recorded observations by citizen scientists, we will better be able 
to understand and appreciate this unique species.  
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