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A brown recluse spider. Credit: Rick Vetter.

The brown recluse spider is on a lot of minds. Usually between 6-11
millimeters in body length, this spider has a venomous bite. Just about
everyone thinks he or she has seen this spider running through the house
or claims to have been bitten by one or knows someone who received the
bite.

"Yet, there has been no authoritative book on the subject," says Richard
S. Vetter, a world-class spider expert.
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That has now changed with the publication of "The Brown Recluse
Spider" (Cornell University Press, 2015), a book by Vetter that is the
culmination of his 20 years of work on the brown recluse with research
still ongoing.

Written for a general audience, the book discusses taxonomy, how to
identify a recluse, how to identify harmless spiders routinely
misidentified as recluses, the biology and life history of brown recluses,
their distribution, medical aspects, and misdiagnoses of non-spider-
related medical conditions as recluse bites.

"Doctors in places like Canada and Alaska are diagnosing patients with 
brown recluse spider bites when no brown recluse spiders have ever been
found in those areas," says Vetter, who retired in 2012 from his job
doing entomology research at the University of California, Riverside.
"Some of the conditions being misdiagnosed as recluse bites can be fatal
if not properly medicated. Many misconceptions and myths need to be
dispelled. I have been publishing in the scientific and medical journals
on this spider for nearly two decades. There was a need for a brown
recluse book for the general public, and that is the niche this book
fulfills."

Born in Elmont, NY, Vetter received his bachelor's degree in biology
from Adelphi University and his master's degree in zoology from
Arizona State University. He began working in the Department of
Entomology at UC Riverside in 1980. He has more than 135 publications
in scientific and medical journals, including the New England Journal of
Medicine, the Annals of Emergency Medicine, The Lancet, the Annual
Review of Entomology, Toxicon, and the Journal of Medical Entomology.
He is also the author of three book chapters and a previous book. He has
named two spider species; two spiders and an arachnid have been named
after him.
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"Having retired a few years ago, I had time to finish this book," Vetter
says. "There has always been a need for a book like this. It corrects many
misconceptions about the brown recluse."

The book also discusses human psychology as it relates to spiders in
general, and brown recluses in particular, especially when addressing
media exaggeration, bites and alleged bites by other spiders and pest
control measures.

Vetter started writing the book sporadically approximately eight years
ago when he was giving talks on the east coast at annual meetings of state
pest management associations.

"In between flights, I would flesh out a draft chapter," he says. "I would
revise it years later."

After getting most of the book drafted, he waited until retirement so that
he could peruse the hundreds of scientific and medical brown recluse
spider papers in his personal library.

Vetter's interest in spiders - specifically, predator-prey interactions -
began as an undergraduate. Questions he pondered over include: How do
prey items hide from predators? What defenses like camouflage or
spines do they develop? How do predators find prey? And how do
predators overcome prey defenses?

"It was fascinating to me to read about stick insects or see pictures of
butterflies that mimic dead leaves to the extent of having veins of leaves
and even holes in their wings to make them look like they are old, rotten
and inedible," he says. "Caterpillars that mimic snake heads when
disturbed. Caterpillars and spiders that mimic bird turds so that predators
don't see them as edible items. Mantis insects that look like orchids and
hide in plain sight on flower heads so flying insects don't detect them
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and think that they are flowers and then get eaten when they land. All
very amazing!"

For his master's thesis, he began working with black widows because of
their warning coloration and venom.

"It fascinated me that a bite from a tiny spider putting a little drop of
venom under your skin could cause such devastating reactions and
sometimes death in humans," he says. "I also was fascinated by the
human psychological response or overreaction to spiders. How is it that a
creature that weighs about one millionth of a human could induce such a
fearful response? As this led to the brown recluse, I realized in the early
1990s that there was no arachnologist working on this spider and that all
the stories being written were authored by people who had no real
scientific experience with the animal. I felt that there was a need for an
expert on the brown recluse spider and that I could eventually become
that expert."

Praise for "The Brown Recluse Spider":

"The Brown Recluse Spider is a much-needed book that brings to light
recent research for both a professional and general audience. Its author,
Rick Vetter, is the preeminent authority on all matters concerning the
brown recluse and related spiders in North America."—G. B. Edwards,
Florida State Collection of Arthropods and Florida Department of
Agriculture and Consumer Services

"The Brown Recluse Spider is a concise summary of the current
knowledge about an infamous spider, with clear relevance to the public
perception of spiders in general. Richard S. Vetter has had years of
experience conducting research on recluse spiders and educating the
public as well as medical personnel. This book features new
insights—interesting, amusing, and sometimes sad—drawn from his
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personal experiences with education efforts."—Richard A. Bradley, The
Ohio State University, author of Common Spiders of North America.
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