                                     WANTED
            The Ant Mugger of Central America
     Or what a spider must do to keep its reputation….

                              By Chris Ayre

Spiders! Wooo…..made you jump already haven’t I? The very word sends a shiver down quite a few people’s (and other animals) spines/exoskeletons. From the tarantula to the house spider, these chaps sit atop of the public enemy number one lists even if, for the most part, they don’t deserve it. But with all those legs going, the ever watching eyes and just even the very idea of those fearsome fangs, these guys don’t mess about. It’s a cut-throat natural world out there, there are hungers to satisfy, children to feed and these attributes serve them very well. So after 400 million years of evolution and with 35,000 species known and counting, that reputation is more than established. Until now. The spider world is rocking, news has come in which could dent that well earned rep. A vegetarian spider. As millions of spiders rub their (many) eyes in disbelief, a nectar feeding spider has been found by scientists in Central America. But fear not my arachnid friends, all is not as it seems. And those of you spider-fearing folk who relaxed a little at the thought of a veggie spider, you may need to get back on that chair…

In some quiet corners of south eastern Mexico and north western Costa Rica, a partnership has been developing and is thriving. A species of ant known as Pseudomyrmex have formed a mutually beneficial relationship with a certain species of Acacia plant known as Vachellia. This partnership really is a wonder of nature.  The Acacia offers the ants protection and nutrients and the ants defend the acacia from herbivores and keep competing plants nearby at bay. Up to two or three trees can be occupied at a time, their large hollow thorns providing perfect sanctuaries for the ant colonies. The nutrition that the acacia offers its defenders comes in the form of Beltian bodies, specialised leaf tips that are harvested by the ants. It is these ‘fruits’ that Bagheera has its eye(s) on and here’s the rub. Pseudomyrmex are highly aggressive ants that defend their territory ferociously, attacking anything that comes near. Soldier ants are capable of repelling snakes, birds and mammals using bites and spitting formic acid. So this is no simple walk to Sainsbury’s for Bagheera to get it’s 5 a day, it’s a grocery trip fraught with danger. So how do they do it?
Bagheera kiplingi is a member of the Salticidae family, or Jumping Spiders and membership of this gang means you’re equipped with some pretty special skills. These guys have advanced colour-vision for recognising prey, are superbly agile with lightning reflexes and have superior cognitive skills. That’s problem solving to you and me, they are very bright indeed. To get his food, Bagheera has been observed the very tips of the Acacia’s, keeping well out of the way from the larger bodies of soldier ants that patrol the trees. It’s from here that Bagheera does his stuff and proves his spider credentials. Taking advantage of the fact that their appearance mimics the ants body shape and that they are also thought to use the ants own chemical scent to mask themselves (clever, remember), Bagheera uses its superlative athleticism and agility to either grab a Beltian Body from the leaf tips or they mug a poor, unsuspecting worker ant, robbing it of a fruit or two. If he is spotted by the soldier ants, Bagheera simply turns tail and jumps from leaf to twig to leaf, leaving his pursuers eating his dust. The soldier ants simply cannot keep up. Vegetarian spider 1, Big, Angry Ants 0.
So there you have it. A Vegetarian spider. And with reputation restored I’ll think you’ll find. None of this spinning a web and waiting for your dinner to fly into it, no, a daring heist filled with adventure and danger. With big, angry ants too. To get fruit.  All you spiders choking on their flies, demanding this fraud hand in his spider membership card, I think Bagheera kiplingii has earned his place in the club. And to all you humans thinking about stepping down from your chair and going for a banana, well, you’ve been warned…

