Hobo Spider


We have had many inquires at the WSU/Skagit County Cooperative Extension office regarding the “hobo spider”.  This spider is one of three species of European house spiders (Tegenaria species).  The largest, T. gigantea, was first found in Seattle in 1929, and the smallest, T. domestica was first found in Port Angeles in 1923.  The medium-large hobo spider (T. agrestes) was first found in Seattle in 1930.


These are funnel-web weaving spiders. Webs are curved or flat dense sheets of silk that curve up at the outer edge.  The surface of the web slants down to a corner where it “funnels” into a tube-like retreat that harbors a rear exit below web level.  The web traps hopping and crawling prey that fall on it from above.  This prey includes most household insects like cockroaches, carpet beetles, silverfish, sowbugs and earwigs.  Webs are found in garages, barns, sheds or corners of crawl spaces and basements, as well as under firewood, bricks, boards, trash and stones.


When male spiders reach maturity, they abandon their webs and wander in search of females for the remainder of their lives.  This is what often brings them into work or living areas.  It is usually these wandering males that we come into contact with.


For the most part, these spiders are beneficial, but there is reason to believe that the hobo spider is responsible for several human spider bite incidents involving annoying skin lesions and occasionally even serious illness.  Bites appear to be relatively rare and occur when the spider is trapped against the skin and unable to escape.  Until now, most of these bites were blamed on the “brown recluse” which is not normally found in the Pacific northwest.  In fact, there have only been two confirmed sightings of brown recluse is the State of Washington in the past 23 years.


The three species of Tegenaria spider are difficult to tell apart, except for their size.  The rear section of the body has a pattern in gray, tan and brown, which is obscure or irregular, but often, particularly in the “hobo spider”, forms a regular “herring bone” lengthwise stripe.  In addition to eight legs, two shorter leg-like “palps” project in front of the body.  If these are enlarged at the tips, the spider is a male.


The life cycle of these spiders is definitely seasonal.  Eggs hatch in April and May and both sexes mature by late July or August. Males usually die by late October and females by December.  Therefore, the period you may encounter a wandering male is August and September.  West of the Cascades, that is the only time hobo spiders are commonly encountered.


The best way to protect yourself when working in crawl spaces and other possible habitats is to dress for the occasion.  Wear pants tucked into boots, long sleeves tucked into gloves, and even a jacket with a hood.  Rubber bands over pant legs and sleeves of gloves can be effective.  Exercise caution when moving wood, stored boxes or weeding in rock gardens.


Indoors, webs can be found behind or under furnaces, appliances or furniture, in attics, basements or little-unused storage areas or cabinets.  They can hide in cracks around windows, in ducts, or in molding that is infrequently dusted, especially where conditions are humid or damp.  Most of these “hobos” can be eliminated by a thorough spring cleaning in these areas with a mop, duster and vacuum.  Normally the largest populations are found in crawl spaces.  They can be excluded by sealing gaps around water pipes, screening vents, & ducts that penetrate the floor and by closing other openings and cracks.  Examine firewood before bringing it in, in early fall.  After this season is over, spiders around the house will retire into relative obscurity for another year, during which time they will quietly kill several times their weight in resident household flies and insect pests.  Keep in mind that very few spiders are harmful to humans, the great majority of them being beneficial by preying on insects.

