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A Yellow Garden Spider seen at Southwest Nature Preserve

About Those Spiders ...
Hello Friend,

I hope that you have been able to have some time in the woods
and fields this summer. There has been so much to see and hear.
The rain kept the flowers blooming – so many different kinds and
so many colors – and all the plants grew and grew, as if there was
no limit.
And all those plants provided food for lots of insects! Some of
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them feed on plants, sipping the nectar from flowers or eating
the leaves and stems. Others eat the plant-eating bugs. Either
way, more plants can support more insects.

More insects – that’s great news for the spiders, who weave
those incredible webs to catch insects to eat. Or, like the wolf spi-
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ders, they just chase down the insect and eat it.
Speaking of spiders, some of you might be creeped out if you run
into a spider web, or just a little scared if you see one. As a kid, I
was more than a little scared. I had a scary run-in with a tarantula when I was about 8 (through no fault of the tarantula’s),
and it took some time before I could tolerate even being close to
one. The thing is, there’s no need to be afraid of spiders, but if
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you are, I want to mention some things that may help.
First, figure out how close you can be to a spider without
being very afraid, and then every time you get a chance,
get that close (even if it’s kind of far away). If you
“practice” being around a spider and you feel fairly OK
with it, the fear will slowly get better. Don’t let anyone
purposely scare you (by pushing you toward one or anything like that), just hang out with people who are trustworthy. Once you feel OK being that close, then practice

being a little closer. My fear got better because I was
determined to spend time in the field, looking for reptiles
and amphibians, and that meant I had to be near a spider once in a while. The fear got better, and I noticed
that spiders really want to be left alone.
Second, learn a little about these cool 8-legged critters.
When we are scared of spiders, it usually includes some
worries that aren’t realistic, like that they all will bite
you and have venom that could hurt you. Some people (like
me) have a hard time with the idea that they will grab
and hold on with all those legs, running around on you and
you can’t stop them. If I get a spider on me and it runs
around, it’s really trying to get away from me, not hurt
me.
It’s true that a few spiders have a serious bite, but

Page 2

“Invertebrates,” “Insects,” and “Arachnids”
All these words for creepy-crawlies—
what’s the difference?

Invertebrate
That just means an animal without a backbone.
All kinds of things are invertebrates, including
worms, grasshoppers, spiders, snails, jellyfish,
and many more.

Insect
Those are invertebrates that have a hard outside skeleton and six legs, like grasshoppers,
beetles, flies, and bees.

Arachnid
Here is where you find the spiders, along with
scorpions, harvestmen (“daddy long-legs”),
vinegaroons, and others. Most have 8 legs,
and some have venom that can be delivered
through fangs (most spiders) or a stinger
(scorpions). The harvestmen look kind of like
spiders but their bodies are in one segment
while spiders’ bodies are in two parts. Also,
harvestmen have no venom—they cannot hurt
you.
For more information, visit these websites:
https://www.livescience.com/22122-types-ofspiders.html
Or, https://www.britannica.com/animal/arachnid

most do not and very often they do not bite if handled
gently. Even my old “friend” the tarantula is usually pretty easygoing. And if you watch where you’re going out in
the woods, you can avoid getting a spider on you. In fact,

you can look at it up close or take a photo – they usually
either stay put or move away.
So don’t let spiders discourage you from exploring the
creeks and prairies. Just watch where you’re going and
admire them, either close up or far away, whatever you’re
comfortable with.
- Michael

A jumping spider—kinda cute, huh?
(Photo by Meghan Cassidy)
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Meet Your Neighbors:

The Northern Cardinal
A songbird of backyards and open woodlands

male

female

What are they?
Cardinals, also known as “redbirds,” are medium-sized songbirds
with short, thick bills and a crest of feathers on top of the head.

Where are they found?
These birds can be found in open woodlands, thickets, forest
edges, and backyards in the eastern U.S., through almost all of
Texas, and down into Mexico.

What do they eat?
The Northern Cardinal’s beak is well-adapted for breaking and
eating seeds, and they also eat fruits such as grapes. They also
eat a variety of insects.

What is their behavior like?
They may look for food in lower branches or on the ground, but
often call from higher places. The call sounds like, “cheer, cheer,
cheer,” “chur-EE, chur-EE,” or a rapid “chip-chip-chip-chip.” They
don’t migrate.

How do they reproduce?
Small, cup-shaped nests are built in dense vegetation, and females lay from 2 to 5 pale, speckled eggs. The eggs hatch within
two weeks.
See: https://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/Northern_Cardinal/
overview

A book about field herping in Texas, with stories
of travels to the Big Bend, Rio Grande Valley, Big
Thicket, and other places, finding many of the
reptiles and amphibians in each region. Available
at Amazon, Barnes & Noble, and at bookstores.
(Texas A&M University Press, 2018)
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Places to Go:

Fort Worth Nature Center & Refuge
9601 Fossil Ridge Road, Fort Worth, TX 76135 | 817-392-7410

www.fwnaturecenter.org
This is a large city-owned refuge on the northwest
edge of Fort Worth. Its 3,621 acres contain forests,
prairie, and wetlands, with twenty miles of trails leading
through it. The refuge is located within the Western
Cross Timbers and you will find great examples of the
oak woodlands and patches of prairie there. As the
property reaches the Trinity River and the edge of Lake
Worth, there are marshes and open water supporting

lots of turtles, wading birds, and other wildlife.
There is a small fee to get in ($5, lower for children,
seniors, and military – and the fee is waived if you are a
member of the Friends of FW Nature Center). It is
closed for a very few holidays but otherwise open year
round from 8:00-5:00, with longer hours in the summer. See their website for details.

Michael Smith is a naturalist who has lived most of his life in North Texas. He has given talks on herpetology, led
nature walks, is co-editor of the Post Oak & Prairie Journal, and served as an officer in herpetological societies. He
has written for Texas Parks & Wildlife Magazine, co-authored the book Herping Texas, and has a second book expected in spring, 2020. He also works with children and young people as a licensed Psychological Associate. He
blogs at www.livesinnature.com and can be reached at livesinnature@outlook.com.

