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Spider Likes Its Meals Rare
By HENRY FOUNTAIN
Published: October 18, 2005

Jumping spiders are the big cats of the
arachnid world, stalking their prey like
mountain lions and pouncing when it gets
close. The spiders are aided in their
hunting by keen vision, with four pairs of
eyes.

Among the
roughly 5,000 species of
jumping spiders, an East African
one stands out for its
discriminating taste in prey.
Researchers have discovered that
the spider, Evarcha culicivora,
which is less than half an inch
long, has a penchant for
mosquitoes that have recently
gorged on blood. The spiders
cannot pierce the skin of a
person or animal to get blood on
their own, so they obtain it
indirectly, and let the mosquitoes

do the dirty work for them.

The spiders are found in mud houses in parts of Kenya and
Uganda that border Lake Victoria. Those houses tend to be
very dark, said one of the researchers, Ximena J. Nelson of
Macquarie University in Sydney, Australia, and jumping
spiders need a lot of light to see. "That leads to the question of
why they are here," Dr. Nelson said. "There must be some kind
of prey that's of interest to them."

The prey, she and her colleagues found, are the mosquitoes that
are ubiquitous in the region (including Anopheles gambiae, a
major transmitter of malaria). In their experiments, described
in The Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, the
researchers found that the spiders chose female mosquitoes that
had recently had a meal of blood over females that had been
fed sugar, males (which do not eat blood) and midges and other
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insects.

Dr. Nelson said the spiders chose their prey based on odor and
on size - juvenile spiders chose smaller mosquitoes, and adult
spiders picked larger ones. "But the presence of blood
overrides size preference," she said.

Once it chooses its prey, the spider jumps on it and injects a
paralyzing venom followed by digestive enzymes. Then the
spider sucks up the fluids. Juvenile spiders, which are far
smaller than the mosquitoes, jump on their victims from
underneath; then they hold on for dear life while the insect flies
around for a minute or so until the venom takes effect.

It is unclear why the spiders have adapted to eating blood. Dr.
Nelson said this is the first case in which a member of the
animal kingdom chooses prey based on what the prey has
eaten. "The only other possibility might be humans," she said.
"I guess we feed our cows things to make them taste better."

The Question on Comets

Dirty ice ball or icy dirt ball? For scientists who study comets,
that is perhaps the question. Are comets largely frozen water
and carbon dioxide with some rock and dust mixed in, or
mostly rubble, peppered with ice? Since comets are believed to
have lingered since the dawn of the solar system, their
composition offers clues to conditions back then.

The dirty ice ball theory had been favored by many scientists
since it was first proposed more than half a century ago. But
some recent evidence has suggested that comets may be more
dirt than ice.

The latest finding to point in that direction comes from the
Deep Impact mission, a NASA spacecraft that slammed an
800-pound projectile into the comet Tempel 1 on July 4. The
impact was observed by instruments all over the world and in
space, including an array of cameras aboard a European Space
Agency spacecraft, Rosetta, that is on its way to another comet.

A team of scientists from many European institutions has
analyzed the Rosetta data and concluded that while the impact
produced a shower of water vapor, it probably produced more
dust. Their findings are reported in the journal Nature.

A spectroscopic camera on Rosetta was used to determine the
amount of water released, by measuring hydroxyl radicals,
which are produced as light from the sun breaks down the
water molecules. An optical camera was used to measure the
dust.

The dust measurements are a bit iffier - the researchers had to
make certain assumptions about the size of the particles, for
instance - so the data do not conclusively prove that comets are
more dirt ball than ice ball. Rosetta's own probe may settle the
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