
Letters to the Editor 
 
Dear Editor, 
I am concerned with Ray Gabriel’s comments and criticism 
of my article Hexagon terrariums for tarantulas (2007 22.2), 
because for some reason he failed to read the article 
correctly in assuming that the spiders are subject to intense 
heat and light from the three 15 Watt pygmy bulbs all the time. This is not the case 
as if he looks and reads more carefully the three bulbs are only there for backup in 
case the convection heater in my study was to fail. 

This has never happened and if this did the lighting which is red and not white 
would automatically be dimmed and not be on full power. My very first article for 
the society was The design & construction of a twin terrarium with lighting & 
humidity control (1996 11.2) and from this period I have always used vermiculite 
and all the spiders from that moment onwards have enjoyed this substrate, 
providing it is damp enough and they can dig into it. My first tarantula was named 
Digger, because of her digging. 

I accept if one is breeding tarantulas the substrate is a different matter, but 
there is no proof that vermiculite is harmful, otherwise all my many spiders would 
now be dead. 

My tarantulas show no signs of stress; they do not dash about or try to escape, 
even with the lids off. The trap-door was designed to stop the spider escaping 
when being fed at the top of her compartment instead of lifting the full decking lid 
section off and thus she could be lost in my study. I can even stroke one of my 
tarantula’s rear body, which then raises for more attention, obviously she is not 
under stress as Mr Gabriel has suggested, otherwise she would quickly retreat. 

All my spiders within these compartments remain stable and all allow me 
access in their presence, again no stress. 

Emerging from a dark burrow and then seeing bright white light then the spider 
would be scared and indeed fully stressed. 

These hexagonal terrariums were designed to give the tarantula the best of 
environments and this is what they have, and I know they are happy otherwise 
over 250 hours of work would have been wasted. 
 
Regards, 
John Greaves 
 
[These articles and subsequent discussions only go to prove that members keep tarantulas 
for many different reasons. Some keepers attempt to replicate natural environmental 
variables with a view to improving breeding success; others focus on providing an attractive 
environment for owner and spider alike. Not every keeper wants their spare room lined with 
cupboards full of stacked Tupperware; conversely some only wish to keep a few spiders in 
more intricately designed tanks. It’s all down to personal preference. Ed.] 
————————- 
 
Dear Editor, 
 
It is always a pleasure to read about people’s achievements in keeping, breeding 
and other aspects of our hobby. We readily share the information about our 
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successes, but rarely talk about our failures. However, it is often the failures that 
teach us more, not less, than the successes in something. 

I’m not particularly proud to share my negative experience with anybody, but 
on this occasion I feel it may serve as a warning to other people taking care of 
certainly one of my favourite tarantulas – Megaphobema robustum. 

It is reasonably well-known that many tarantulas (and especially 
representatives of the genus Megaphobema) possess large spines on the hind 
legs and especially on leg IV. These tarantulas use spines to rake the urticating 
hairs from their abdomens at their enemies (a common strategy in 
Theraphosinae), but they also defend themselves in another way – by hitting their 
enemy with the hind legs armoured with these spines. This behavioural 
characteristic can be seen primarily in the representatives of the genus 
Megaphobema and most clearly in M. robustum as the largest species. This 
behaviour is demonstrated by juvenile, sub-adult and adult tarantulas respectively. 

This giant tarantula is generally considered to be very shy and nervous and it 
takes every opportunity to defend itself if it is disturbed (but rarely uses its huge, 
strong fangs to bite). The spines start to develop from the spiderling stage and 
become bigger and more noticeable with each moult. 

This is a very effective mechanism for a tarantula to defend itself against small 
mammals and possibly other natural predators, but it played an important role in 
my case which is why I have decided to share this with you. 

One day, my beautiful female M. robustum moulted again and, because she 
had attained a reasonable size, I wanted to take some nice photographs of her 
freshly moulted, stunning colours. Several hours after the female moulted and had 
turned herself back over I switched on my camera and opened the lid of her 
terrarium. She was very beautiful and I was extremely happy that one of the 
spiderlings I had obtained had become such a gorgeous female (two others were 
males). Suddenly she rubbed her un-hardened abdomen with one of the heavily 
spined legs and I felt a feeling of horror as I notice a large haemolymph patch 
starting to grow bigger and bigger in a matter of seconds… 

There are no words to describe how I felt – I just never expected such a thing 
to happen! 

After a while I noticed that the flow of haemolymph seemed to slow down and 
there did not seem to have been too much lost. I added extra water to the 
substrate in case the tarantula needed to compensate for the lost fluid and left her 
alone. I kept a close eye on her, ensuring that she was not disturbed at all. 

By the time several days had passed she was looking as if she had totally 
recovered. Unfortunately, a few days after that, I found her dead. All my dreams of 
raising her from a tiny spiderling to be the pearl of my collection were now gone. 

I am really sorry for what had happened and I realize that it was mostly my fault 
that she died. This is therefore to warn every Megaphobema robustum owner not 
to do the same under any circumstances!!! 

If you want to observe your growing beauty alive and healthy, do not disturb 
any of your tarantulas for at least 3-4 days after the moult is completed – simply 
wait until the external integument has hardened! 
 
Good luck, 
Mikhail Bagaturov 


