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The Veiled Chameleon is thought to be one of the most 
hardy chameleon species in captivity. They were fi rst bred in 
captivity by the San Diego Zoo in 1990 (eggs laid September 
1990), which resulted in hatchlings in March 1991.

This hobby is so exciting because there are so many new 
people becoming interested and curious about ball pythons.  
Never stop asking questions, everybody will have their own 
way of doing certain things which allows you to constantly 
learn from so many dif-ferent people, whether it involves 
feeding or with something like genetics. 

There are two main colour variations of this species — 
the so-called “coastal phase” and the “desert phase.” 
Scientifi cally, they are both the same snake species ... just 
different colour variations.
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We are winding down on the breeding season as our 
last eggs are hatching in our incubators, and it is 
hard to believe in a month we going to start cooling 

our Ball Pythons again for mating! Although our eggs have 
almost all hatched some of our live bearers like our Kenyan 
Sand Boas and Rosy Boas are only due to drop around April/
May. So with the variety of species that we work with with 
there always seems to be something on the go!

In this issue our feature article is on one 
of the most popular chameleon species 
in the reptile hobby and that is the Veiled 
Chameleon. The Veiled Chameleon 
is thought to be one of the most hardy 
chameleon species in captivity. They were 
fi rst bred in captivity by the San Diego Zoo 
in 1990 (eggs laid September 1990), which 
resulted in hatchlings in March 1991. Since 
that time they have readily reproduced 
in captivity for many generations are 
now one of the most common species of 
Chameleon in captivity. Although the 
Veiled Chameleon seems to adjust better to 
captivity than other Old World chameleons, 
they are still fragile. Failure to provide the 
specifi c husbandry needs of these unique 
lizards will limit their ability to survive. 
Another thing we must remember is that 
they have short life span and mature 
very young and only live for a few years 
especially the females. 

We have just fi nished up with the fi rst 
reptile expo of the year which was once 
again an awesome event and shortly on the 
4th and 5th of May we will be at the next 
reptile expo the SOS2 Reptile Expo. You 
will see the advert in this issue of Ultimate 
Exotics. The reptile expos have been a real 
success this last year and I am sure this year 
it will be the same. I hope everyone is able 
to attend them and we hope to see you there!

Ball Pythons have become the most 
common pet snake in captivity and we have 

a great article on one of the most common 
problems with them and that is feeding. 
“It’s common for ball pythons to refuse a 
meal once in a while. I know this for two 
reasons. First, I’ve kept several of these 
snakes over the years. So I’m very familiar 
with their feeding habits. Secondly, I 
publish a reptile-care forum, and this is one 
of the number-one complaints among ball 
python keepers. “Help! My snake won’t 
eat. What should I do?” The forum caters 
to other types of pet snakes, as well. But it’s 
the ball python in particular that generates 
so much feeding-related frustration among 
keepers.” In this article, you’ll learn nearly 
everything you need to know about feeding 
your ball python in captivity.

Don’t forget to take a look at our website 
www.ultimateexotics.co.za where we have 
an ever increasing range of specialist 
reptile products, reptiles, scorpions and 
tarantulas for sale online. Our website has 
been updated and we are always trying 
to improve our online service to the best 
there can be to make getting your products 
and supplies for your reptiles as easy as 
possible. You can also subscribe to the 
Ultimate Exotics on our website and get the 
magazine delivered directly to you for less!

We hope you enjoy this issue and we hope to 
see you at the reptile expos! Happy herping 
and happy reading!

The Editor

Dennison 
Publishingcc

www.dennisonpublishing.co.za

From the
   Editor...
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Colubrids

I bought my first Californian Kingsnake back in the day 
when I was a little kid. Ever since then, I’ve been a fan 
of these snakes and have recommended them as pets to 

many snake keepers. In this article, I’ll share everything I’ve 
learned about the keeping and care of Californian Kingsnakes 
— feeding, housing, heating, cage cleaning and more!

Is it a King Snake or a Kingsnake?
Let’s start by clearing up some terminology and spelling. 
Many people write the name of this species as California 
King Snake, when the correct spelling actually combines the 
“king” and the “snake.” The proper way to spell the common 
name of this species is Californian Kingsnake. The scientific 
name is Lampropeltis getulus californiae, which when loosely 
translated means “shiny scales.” 

So, while you often see it written as California King 

*

Snakes (three seperate words), I will use the proper term 
Kingsnakes (one word) throughout this article. Either way 
you see it written, people are referring to the same animal — 
Lampropeltis getulus californiae.

Geographical Range
As the name implies, the Californian Kingsnake can be 
found in California. It can also be found as far north as the 
southern part of Oregon, and as far south as the tip of Baja. Its 
westward range extends into Nevada and Arizona.

There are two main colour variations of this species — the so-
called “coastal phase” and the “desert phase.” Scientifically, 
they are both the same snake species ... just different colour 
variations. The terms coastal phase and desert phase are 
mainly used by hobbyists to describe the colour of a particular 
snake.

By Rolf 
Dennison

Californian Kingsnakes

Albino Californian 
Kingsnake 

“The reptile industry has certainly come a long way over the 
years. This is evident in the number of professional reptile 

breeders, the technologically advanced cages and products, 
and the availability of quality reptile foods.”

(Lampropeltis californiae)
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The coastal phase typically has brownish-
red bands that alternate with white or 
yellow bands. The desert phase typically 
has black bands alternating with white. 
There are also some striped varieties of 
this snake available in the pet trade, but the 
banded varieties are much more common.

That’s as far into the colour variations as I 
plan to go, because the care for Californian 
Kingsnakes is the same, regardless of what 
they look like. So let’s get into the nuts and 
bolts of caring for these beautiful snakes.

Housing Your Californian 
Kingsnake
Before you bring your pet snake home, 
you need to carefully plan the snake’s 
enclosure. There are several reasons for 
this. For one thing, snake enclosures cost 
money. So you want to try and get it right 
the first time. The last thing you want is 
to spend a bunch of money on a caging 
setup, only to find out that it’s insufficient 
in some way.

In this section, I’ll be using the terms 
cage, enclosure and habitat quite a bit. 
So let’s clarify their meaning. Cage and 
enclosure mean the same thing — they 
simply refer to the glass, wooden or plastic 
“box” in which your kingsnake will live. 
The habitat is an all-encompassing word 
that refers to the cage, the furniture, the 
substrate, heating and lighting, etc.

With that out of the way, let’s talk about 
the different types of cages / enclosures 
available for Californian Kingsnakes and 
similar-sized snakes.

Glass cages — There are the aquarium-
style cages sold in most pet stores. 
Technically, they are called “terrariums.” 
An aquarium is waterproof for housing 
fish, amphibians, aquatic turtles, etc. A 
terrarium is not waterproof and is designed 
to house reptiles, hermit crabs, rodents, 
etc.

Plastic cages — Today, there are a wide 
variety of cages made from durable plastic 
materials. These cages are usually solid 
plastic (non-transparent) on all sides except 
the front. The front will usually be clear 
glass or acrylic for viewing. Some plastic 
cages have light and heating built in, while 
others have receptacles in the top where 
you can add heating and lighting devices. 

Californian Kingsnakes mating. These snakes become sexually mature around 2 years of age.

Some Blue-eyed Blonde Californian Kingsnakes hatching along with some 100% hets. Photo by 
Rolf Dennison
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Vision cages are a popular type of cage in 
this category.

Rack systems —Rack systems are used 
by snake breeders to house many snakes. 
What it is basically is a wooden rack with 
heating cable along the back that holds 
plastic tubs. This system is the best for 
multiple snakes. 
Homemade cages — Many keepers choose 
to build their own enclosures. This is 
certainly an option, but I don’t recommend 
it for a first-time or novice snake keeper. To 

build a proper snake enclosure, you need 
to know a lot about snakes, and that comes 
from years of snake-keeping experience.

Reptile display cage – The most commonly 
sold snake cages. These are melamine 
cages with glass sliding doors in the front 
and are available to be purchased at most 
pet stores stocking reptiles or online at 
www.ultimateexotics.co.za. 

The Substrate In Your Snake’s 
Habitat

The term “substrate” refers to the material 
lining the bottom of your snake’s cage. 
Substrate is an important consideration 
because it affects everything from snake 
health to ease of cleaning.

The three most popular substrates for 
snake cages are newspaper, paper towel, 
and wood shavings. There are many other 
types of substrate as well — these are just 
the most common types.

For a Californian Kingsnake I recommend 
wood shavings, because this substrate 
allows the snake to burrow. In this context, 
burrowing refers to the inclination of some 
snakes to tunnel their way underneath their 
substrate. In my experience, Californian 
Kingsnakes like to burrow through their 
cages. It can also be pretty entertaining 
to watch. That’s why I recommend wood 
shavings ... it’s good for the snake as well 
as the keeper.

Heating Your Kingsnake’s 
Habitat
Proper heating is a key component of 
your Kingsnake’s habitat. Reptiles are 
ectothermic, which means they heat their 
bodies from external sources like the sun. 
We humans, on the other hand, are able to 
heat our bodies from within. But snakes 
cannot heat themselves from within, so 
they must rely upon external heat sources. 
They depend on external heat for life 
functions such as digestion and circulation. 
So you need to factor heat into your cage 
setup plans.

You must provide a heat source and 
maintain proper cage temperatures to keep 
your Californian Kingsnakes healthy. 
You can provide heat and maintain 
temperatures in a number of ways, just so 
long as you do it.

If your snake’s cage is too hot or too cold, it 
might seem that everything is okay at first. 
But in time, your snake’s health will begin 
to deteriorate. It will likely stop eating. 
It may develop any number of illnesses, 
such as respiratory infections. This will 
continue until the snake perishes.

Of course, this is all very easy to prevent. 
Just maintain proper temperatures!
Read three different books or articles on 
Californian Kingsnake care and you’ll 
probably get three different temperature 
ranges recommended by the authors. 

Desert Phase Californian Kingsnake. The desert phase typically has black bands alternating with 
white. There are also some striped varieties of this snake available in the pet trade, but the banded 
varieties are much more common.

Costal Phase Californian Kingsnake. The coastal phase typically has brownish-red bands that 
alternate with white or yellow bands.
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With that being said, certain temperature 
ranges have been proven to keep these 
snakes healthy, and those are the temps I 
recommend for your cage.

Most experts agree that the temperature 
gradient in a Californian Kingsnake cage 
should be 22 - 25°C on the cooler side, 
and 29 - 32°C on the warmer/basking side. 
You’ll notice that I mentioned a cooler 
side and a warmer side. This brings in the 
concept of thermoregulation. In the wild, 
snakes will thermoregulation by seeking 
warmth when they need it, and moving 
to cooler areas when they are too warm. 
For example, a snake will bask on a rock 
to soak up warmth from the sun, and then 
retreat to a shady spot if it needs to cool 
off.

The point is, the natural world gives 
Kingsnakes options for temperature 
selection, so you should do the same. 
Here’s the good news. Giving your pet 
snake a temperature range (or “gradient”) 
is very easy to do. For example, if you have 
a room that’s around 22 - 25°C, and you 
put a heating unit on one end of the snake’s 
cage to elevate the temperature to around 
29°C then you’ll have a temperature range 

that is perfect.

Easy enough, right?
You can heat your snake’s cage in several 
ways. The option you choose will be partly 
determined by the type of cage you have. 
We will talk more about this in a moment. 
For now, let’s look at the different ways 
you can heat a snake cage.
Heat lamps — These are either 
incandescent (white light) or infrared (red 
light) lamps placed on top of the snake 
cage, and shining down into it. These 
lamps must be used with a partially clear 
top, such as a screen lid. 

Ceramic elements — This approach is 
similar to the heat lamp approach. But 
instead of screwing a light bulb into a 
reflective hood, you would use a ceramic 
heating element. These elements put off 
heat, but no light.

Under-tank heat pads — These adhesive 
pads stick to the underside of the cage 
and then plug in to provide heat. With this 
option, the heat rises from the ground up, 
thus it is a form of “belly heat.”

Heat cable — The same heating method as 

above, only it uses cable instead of a pad. 

All of the heating options listed above 
have the following things in common:
They can all be applied to just one end of 
the cage, allowing for a temperature range 
like we discussed earlier. You can put a 
heat lamp or ceramic element at one end 
of the cage, the same as you could put a 
heat pad or cable on one end of the cage. 
They can all be used with a temperature 
controller that allows you to control the 
amount of heat they produce.

They are all sufficient forms of heat to 
keep your pet snake healthy. You may 
have to experiment with different heating 
options to see which one works best for 
you. Results will vary based on the type of 
cage you use, the type of substrate in the 
cage, your local climate and other factors.

Lighting Your Kingsnake 
Enclosure
This lesson will be shorter than the 
temperature and humidity lessons, 
because it’s a simple one. Here’s the gist of 
the lighting issue:

Use a full-spectrum fluorescent light (one 

Use a full-spectrum fluorescent light (one that produces both UVA and UVB rays, 
like the sun) to give your Californian Kingsnake about 10 hours of light each day. 
Do this and you’ll be covering your bases in the lighting department.
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that produces both UVA and UVB rays, 
like the sun) to give your Californian 
Kingsnake about 10 hours of light each 
day. Do this and you’ll be covering your 
bases in the lighting department.

For a long time, snake keepers have been 
arguing about whether or not kingsnakes 
need UV lighting for their health and 
wellbeing. It’s really a simple matter, 
though. Once again, I point to nature 
for the answer. In the wild, Californian 
Kingsnakes are exposed to natural sunlight 
on a regular basis. So why not duplicate 
this in captivity as much as possible?

For me, it’s a no-brainer.
Remember, the more closely you can 
duplicate the natural conditions in which 
kingsnakes exist in the wild, the healthier 
your pet snake will be in captivity. This 
includes giving your snake a regular cycle 
of light each day (a “photoperiod”), using 
a fluorescent light specially designed to 
produce UVA and UVB rays.

Using full-spectrum lighting will also 
increase your own enjoyment as a snake 
keeper, because these lights bring out 
the true color and beauty of Californian 
Kingsnakes (similar to how the sum does 
in nature). Kingsnakes are among the most 
beautiful of the North American colubrids, 
so why not let their beauty shine by giving 
them some full-spectrum lighting?

Snake Cage Furniture: Bowls, Hides and 
Climbs

Most cage items fall into one of three 
categories, two of which are essential:

Water bowls -- a necessary item
Hides / houses -- a necessary item
Climbing furniture -- an optional item

So let’s talk about each of these three items 
in more detail.

Water Bowls - It’s important to provide 
clean drinking water to your snake at 
all times. You might not see your snake 
drinking very often, as they tend to be 
secretive animals. But you should make 
sure it has the option to drink anytime it 
wants.

Hides / Houses - A hide is exactly what 
it sounds like, a piece of cage furniture 
that gives the snakes a place to hide and 
feel safe. Hides can be as simple or as 
elaborate as you want, just so long as they 
fulfill one basic purpose. They must give 
your California kingsnake a dark and 
secure place to go in order to feel safe, 
where even you cannot see them. A snake 
hide made of plastic, ceramic or stone can 
be washed as needed and will also last a 
long time. For years, I have used plastic 
drip trays for snake hides. These are the 
shallow dish-like trays that go under plant 
pots to catch water runoff. They come in a 
variety of sizes, and you can find them in 
most garden centers, such as Home Depot, 
Lowe’s, etc.

Snake Climbs - California kingsnakes are 

Everyone has their own opinions about the best way to thaw frozen rodents before serving them to a snake. In truth, it really doesn’t matter how you 
thaw them, as long as the rodents are fully thawed before you serve them to the snake.
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on mice and rats, and they are all healthy 
and active snakes. I know some breeders 
who offer lizards to baby snakes who are 
stubborn eaters, but in my experience 
with Californian Kings this has never 
been necessary. I have never encountered 
a healthy kingsnake in a proper captive 
environment that refused to eat mice or 
rats (unless the snake was in shed).

So my advice to you is to offer your 
snake a diet of rodents (mice for smaller 
snakes, and small rats for larger snakes). 
If you create a healthy environment for 
your kingsnake by using the advice in this 
book, and you choose a healthy specimen 
to begin with, your snake will probably eat 
95% of the meals you offer.

I have another helpful rule-of-thumb for 
you, this one related to prey items. You 
should offer your Californian Kingsnake 
rodents that are about the size of the snake 
at the snake’s widest section, or slightly 
larger than that. In other words, offer prey 
items that are 1 to 1 1/2 times the diameter 
of your snake’s widest part. 

Frequency of Feeding
Feed baby snakes about once every fi ve 
to seven days (once a week is fi ne). This 
is an adequate feeding schedule until the 
snake is a year old. Snakes grow fastest 
during the fi rst year of their lives. Adult 
snakes can be fed less frequently, about 
once every ten days, or once every other 
week. These are the general “rules” of 
feeding kingsnakes. Here’s how to create a 

Mealworms for sale!

Minimum Order 2kgs
R350 per kg

Wholesale prices available for 
regular bulk orders. 

Superworms for sale!

Minimum Order of 2000 worms
R350 for a 1000 worms

To order call me on 083 447 3889 
or email david@dennison.co.za

not considered to be arboreal snakes. They 
spend most of their time on the ground. 
With that being said, I’ve had kings that 
loved to climb on things. It’s good exercise 
for them too. A piece of climbing furniture 
is not necessary to the health of your captive 
kingsnake — not the way water bowls and 
hides are necessary — but it may enhance 
your snake’s habitat. Offering your snake 
something to climb on will increase the 
amount of usable space in the cage, while 
also creating a form of exercise for your 
captive snake.

Feeding Your Snake
Perhaps no other topic interests the fi rst-
time snake keeper as much as feeding 
a snake. It’s easy to understand why. 
In addition to being one of the keys 
to a healthy snake, feeding can be an 
interesting thing to observe as well. After 
all, no other creature eats its food in quite 
the same way as a snake.

Here’s the good news for you as a snake 
keeper. Kingsnakes eat well in captivity 
and will live a long, healthy life on a simple 
diet of mice and rats — both of which are 
readily available.

Prey Items for Your Kingsnake
In the wild, California Kingsnakes will 
eat a variety of rodents, birds, lizards, 
and even other snakes. In captivity, these 
snakes will do extremely well on a steady 
diet of rodents, primarily captive-bred 
mice and rats.
All of my pet snakes have subsisted entirely 

California kingsnake eating a Southern Pacifi c 
Rattlesnake.
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more specifi c feeding schedule that’s more 
in tune with your individual snake. If you 
keep track of when your snake defecates 
(which is hard to miss, really), you’ll have 
a good idea of when the snake is ready to 
eat again. 

Frozen / Thawed Rodents vs. 
Freshly Killed
If you’ve been researching Californian 
Kingsnake care online lately, you’ve 
probably encountered the acronyms F/T 
and F/K regarding rodents. These stand 
for frozen / thawed and freshly killed, 
respectively.

Specifi cally, these terms distinguish a 
frozen (pre-killed) mouse or rat that has 
thawed for snake feeding from one that has 
been killed just before feeding time.

The reptile industry has certainly come a 
long way over the years. This is evident 
in the number of professional reptile 
breeders, the technologically advanced 
cages and products, and the availability 
of quality reptile foods. For example, type 
the words “frozen rodents” into a major 
search engine like Google or Yahoo, and 
you’ll encounter dozens of companies who 
will ship frozen rodents (in bulk) direct to 
your doorstep.

In terms of quality and convenience, you 
really can’t beat frozen rodent companies. 
You can place an order in ten minutes or 
so, and have a six-month supply of frozen 
rodents shipped to your door (depending 
on where you stay). What could be more 

convenient than that?

So my fi rst piece of advice is to feed your 
Californian Kingsnake frozen / thawed 
rodents — exclusively, if possible. They 
are easy to acquire, easy to store, easy to 
prepare, and safer than the freshly killed 
alternative. I even have a separate freezer 
in my garage for this very purpose, since I 
have to store enough rodents to feed seven 
snakes on a regular basis.

Everyone has their own opinions about 
the best way to thaw frozen rodents before 
serving them to a snake. In truth, it really 
doesn’t matter how you thaw them, as long 
as the rodents are fully thawed before you 
serve them to the snake.

You could simply leave a frozen mouse or 
rat sitting out on a paper towel if you want. 
Put it out fi rst thing in the morning, and 
it should be fully thawed by mid to late 
afternoon. You can also soak the frozen 
rodent in a tub of warm water for a couple 
of hours, if you prefer a quicker method. 
I have a small plastic tub reserved for 
this purpose. On feeding day, I’ll put the 
necessary number of rats into the tub, fi ll it 
with hot water, and come back in an hour 
or two. Dinner is served!

Offering Live Rodents — The 
Alternative to Frozen
Most kingsnakes will readily accept frozen 
/ thawed rodents as their food source. I’ve 
never encountered a California king that 
wouldn’t eat F/T rodents. But occasionally 
a pet snake will refuse to eat thawed 

The desert phase typically has black bands alternating with white. 
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rodents, for whatever reason. In such 
cases, it may become necessary to offer 
live rodents to your snake.

Close observation is the key to offering 
live rodents. You never want to leave a live 
rodent in your snake’s cage unless you are 
there to observe. The reason is that a live 
rodent can turn the tables on a snake and 
deliver a nasty bite (or several).

Californian Kingsnakes are experts at 
constricting, killing and eating rodents 
(and other animals). It’s how they survive 
in the wild. But in the wild, there are also 
plenty of snakes who suffer severe injuries 
— and even death — from the live animals 

they prey upon. This is especially true of 
adult rats, which have a strong bite and 
tend to be more “bold” than mice.

In most cases, the kingsnake will make 
short work of the live rodent, just like what 
takes place in nature. But when the snake 
is not interested in eating (which is usually 
what leads to the offering of live prey in 
the fi rst place), the snake may become the 
hunted, rather than the hunter. I’ve seen 
veterinary books with photos of pet snakes 
that were attacked by rodents, such as rats. 
Trust me, you do not want that to happen to 
your pet kingsnake. So keep a close watch.

Cages should be escape proof, complete with water and hiding area. Kingsnakes and milksnakes 
should be housed separately because they are cannibalistic.

Blizzard Californian 
Kingsnake. As the name 
implies, the Californian 
Kingsnake can be found in 
California. It can also be 
found as far north as the 
southern part of Oregon, 
and as far south as the tip 
of Baja. Its westward range 
extends into Nevada and 
Arizona.



  www.ultimateexotics.co.za  | march/april 2019  |  ultimate exotics 13

There are also some striped 
varieties of this snake available 
in the pet trade, but the banded 
varieties are much more 
common.
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Amazon Tree Boas: 
Keeping Rainforest Jewels in Your Home

BoasBoas*

By Jennifer

good friend.  Very quickly, I felt very silly for not trying to keep 
them sooner, because they’re not nearly as diffi cult as I’d always 
believed.  It’s my hope that more keepers will branch out from 
the easy ground dwelling species and try their hand, as I did, at 
keeping a fascinating, beautiful snake species.

One of the fi rst issues to tackle that always made me hesitate 
when it came to keeping Amazons was my belief that they 
needed constant high humidity, in a range of 80% or more.  
This is not quite the truth.  They do require humidity, yes, but 
they do not require constant sky high levels nor do they require 
constant hovering and attention to moisture within their cage.  

Every reptile keeper has a different animal that fi rst 
attracted them not just to reptile keeping, but to going 
above and beyond that fi rst snake, lizard, or pet that they 

kept in the beginning.  For some, it’s breeding fancy coloured 
morphs.  For others, it’s keeping a species they initially thought 
too diffi cult for their experience level, or a type of animal that 
is completely different than the one they started out keeping.  
For me, I spent nearly a decade admiring the beauty of arboreal 
snake species such as Green Tree Pythons and Amazon Tree 
Boas, but never felt that I had enough experience to maintain 
them successfully in captivity.  After several years, I fi nally took 
the big step and acquired a couple exceptional animals from my 

“Amazon Tree Boas have tons 
of attitude and spunk, coupled 

with a beautiful range of colours 
and patterns that make no two 

snakes alike.  This individuality and 
uniqueness makes them extremely 

enjoyable captives, and I highly 
recommend them to the snake 

keeper looking to make the next 
step into keeping something more 
interesting and involved than your 
average ball python or cornsnake!“

Corallus hortulanus
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Personally, I have found it to be almost deceptively easy to 
keep and maintain my Amazons by housing them in a living 
vivarium, full of live plants.  I raised my amazons from young 
ages in planted vivariums, and experienced little to no diffi culty 
in maintaining acceptable levels of humidity for my boas.  I 
highly recommend creating a suitably sized vivarium for your 
boas before you bring them home.  Many keepers do not house 
their Amazons in planted cages, but as I have experienced such 
easy success with mine (and those at the stores) by utilizing 
vivariums, this article will describe the care for amazons 
utilizing those conditions.

Babies can be housed individually in 30cm x 30cm x 45cm front 
opening terrariums.  When I built my vivariums, I used small 
fi cus trees as the live plants, and included a couple smaller plants 
such as earth stars.  For babies, using small branches crossed 
throughout the cage will provide them with suitable perches.

For best viewing of your boas, set up perches in such a way that 
they can rest several parts of their body on their branches, and 
simply have that arrangement right in the front of the cage! I 
highly recommend including a layer of sphagnum moss which 
will work well in this situation. 

Keep that layer of moss nice and damp, and if your boas feel 
the need for higher humidity than the cage currently offers, they 
will readily rest on the bottom of the cage.  It is not a cause 
for alarm if your boa routinely spends time at the bottom of 
the cage; this species in particular will readily hang out at the 
bottom of the cage, seemingly for no reason at all.

A single small adult can be housed in an 40cm x 40cm x 60cm 
open front terrarium, although larger individuals should be 
provided with a larger enclosure.  As most adult Amazon Tree 
Boas will reach at least that length, be prepared to purchase or 
make a larger cage than the bare minimum.  A pair should be 
housed in a cage no smaller than 90cm wide by 45cm deep by 
60cm tall.  Once the lights turn off, these snakes become much, 
much more active than they seem by day, and providing them 
with room to explore and hunt helps to maintain your snakes 
with good body condition.

Amazons are meant to be slender bodied, muscular snakes, and 
providing them with space to exercise and perch within their 
cages affords them the ability to exercise on their own terms.

So by now, you’ve set up your beautiful, lush vivarium with 
various live plants, branches for your snake to climb on, and a 
layer of moss covering the bottom.  There’s more to it than that! 
You’ll also need to light and heat your enclosure.   I prefer to use 
a 2.0 UVB compact fl uorescent for basic lighting in my cages, as 
these bulbs are nice and bright and display both the animals and 
the plants beautifully.  I set my lights on timers, and depending 
on the time of year my lights are on for 12 to 14 hours a day.  In 
addition to a fl uorescent bulb for lighting the cage and providing 
light for plant growth, I also use a basking bulb for my snakes to 
bask as needed.  In the smaller 30 x 30 x 40 size terrarium, you 
should not need a bulb any hotter than 50 watts in winter, and 
25 watts in summer.  Basking temperatures 7 to 15 cm below the 
bulb should be about 29.5 Degrees Celsius at most; spikes close 
to 33 degrees celcius can be tolerated, but temperatures that high 
often dry out your cage(s) unnecessarily.  In the larger cages, 50 

to 75 watt bulbs should be adequate depending on time of year 
and ambient temperatures in your home.

At night, temperatures can dip into the mid to upper 20’s, with 
the coolest parts of the cage ranging down into the high teens 
during winter. Personally, I would recommend the use of a 
heat pad for keeping temperatures at acceptable levels during 
nighttime, as continual use of a heat bulb can dry out the air 
and make it diffi cult for you to maintain humidity at acceptable 
levels for your snake.  A heat pad for night time should provide 
enough heat for your boas to stay healthy, and help keep your 
electricity bill down!  If you’d like to be able to see your snakes 
at night, I highly recommend using a black light bulb for viewing 
– it emits only low amounts of heat and a purple light that will 
not affect your snake’s nocturnal behavior.

Feeding your Amazons should not be too diffi cult, at least not 
if they’ve settled in and acclimated to your cage.  When you 
fi rst get your new boa, give it at least 5 days to settle in before 
attempting to feed it for the fi rst time.  Amazon Tree Boas are 
slender bodied, arboreal snakes, and should not be fed anything 
much larger than their body width.  You should see only a very 
slight bulge in your snake’s stomach after it eats; too large of a 
prey item and you risk regurgitation and the problems that go 
along with it.  Babies and juveniles up to 2 years of age can be fed 
every 7 days, while older animals can go 10 to 14 days between 
feedings.  Again, keep in mind that these are an arboreal species 
– they are meant to be slender bodied, not chubby little sausages 
like other pet snake species!  I highly recommend purchasing a 

For best viewing of your boas, set up perches in such a way that they 
can rest several parts of their body on their branches, and simply have 
that arrangement right in the front of the cage!
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pair of tweezers or hemostats for offering food to your snake.  
Babies often begin feeding easiest when offered live prey, but 
once they are feeding consistently in your care you should 
experience little to no difficulty switching them to frozen/
thawed feeders.  Tweezers are a must for offering frozen/thawed 
prey items, and they make offering live prey significantly easier 
as well.

Handling an Amazon Tree Boa is the type of endeavor that 
usually makes experienced keepers chuckle and wince at the 
same time.  They are notorious for poor attitudes and a penchant 
for biting anything and everything even slightly warm in their 
vicinity once they’ve been disturbed.  For many amazon tree 
boas, this is certainly the case, and whenever you encounter a 
strange boa, it is best to assume it’s going to try and bite you.  
Even with your own boas that you know well, it’s typically safe 
to assume they’re going to try and bite you.  For this reason, 
Amazon Tree Boas do best as display-only pets, because even 
if you don’t mind being bitten, the act of biting you can have 
problems for your boa.  Biting you can dislodge their teeth, 
leading to potential mouth infections, and it’s stressful for your 
boa to be in a situation where it feels threatened enough to try 
biting you.  For these reasons it’s best to avoid handling your 
amazon tree boas unless you absolutely have to.

In addition to the grey coloration most commonly available, 

Amazon Tree Boas come in a range of colors that rival a rainbow.  
They also have a handful of genetically inherited pattern 
mutations, which in combination with the beautiful colors 
they naturally come with, can create some truly spectacular 
“designer” morphs.  Selective breeding has also taken many 
of the colors found in wild specimens and intensified them, 
resulting in snakes so brightly colored they look unreal.

Depending on what you want out of your display, you can go 
with a grey or a colored amazon, and for the most eye catching 
animals, it is often worth it to go to a private breeder and 
purchase a line bred animal.  Amazon Tree Boas change color 
as they mature, with patternless or uniquely patterned juveniles 
often developing different colors as they grow.

If you are looking for a beautiful reptile to keep and display in 
your home or office, I highly recommend Amazon Tree Boas.  
Their lower price tag keeps them in reach for keepers not quite 
ready to spend the higher amounts on a pricey green tree python 
or emerald tree boa, and they come in a much wider range of 
colours than a simple green snake.  Amazon Tree Boas have tons 
of attitude and spunk, coupled with a beautiful range of colours 
and patterns that make no two snakes alike.  This individuality 
and uniqueness makes them extremely enjoyable captives, and I 
highly recommend them to the snake keeper looking to make the 
next step into keeping something more interesting and involved 
than your average ball python or cornsnake!

The venom is primarily haemotoxic, with victims 
experiencing severe pain and swelling of the 
bitten area, oedema and blisters, and localised 
tissue necrosis; the pain of the wound may last 
for a few days. . Ouroboros Photography. Photo 
by Jim Wetherall

Handling an Amazon Tree Boa is the 
type of endeavor that usually makes 
experienced keepers chuckle and wince 
at the same time. 
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The Veiled 
Chameleon

*Lizard

By Rolf Dennison

INTRODUCTION 

The veiled chameleon (Chamae/eo calyptratus) is native to 
the southwestern Arabian Peninsula in western Vemen 
and southwestern Saudi Arabia. The climate in this 

region ranges from semi-arid to tropical. Veiled chameleons tend 
to favor the highlands in these regions where elevations range 
from 915 - 3,782m. The highlands contain seasonal riverbeds 
known as wadis that fi ll with water during the monsoon rain 
season (May-September). Alongside these fertile wadis is the 

preferred habitat for the Veiled Chameleon. Areas within this 
range may receive more than 200cm of rain annually. 

The Veiled Chameleon is thought to be one of the most hardy 
chameleon species in captivity. They were fi rst bred in captivity 
by the San Diego Zoo in 1990 (eggs laid September 1990), which 
resulted in hatchlings in March 1991. Since that time they have 
readily reproduced in captivity for many generations are now 
one of the most common species of Chameleon in captivity. 

“The Veiled Chameleon is 
thought to be one of the most 

hardy chameleon species in 
captivity. They were first bred 

in captivity by the San Diego 
Zoo in 1990 (eggs laid September 

1990), which resulted in 
hatchlings in March 1991.”
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By Rolf Dennison

Although the Veiled Chameleon seems to 
adjust better to captivity than other Old 
World chameleons, they are still fragile. 
Failure to provide the specific husbandry 
needs of these unique lizards will limit 
their ability to survive. 

CAPTIVE HUSBANDRY 
It is important to make sure to do your 
homework and to ensure that your Veiled 
Chameleon’s setup is correct before you 
take your new chameleon home. This will 
ensure that you give your new Chameleon 
the best conditions for it to thrive under 
your care. 

Housing 
Like most arboreal chameleon species 
Veiled Chameleons require ample 
climbing space and areas within their 
territory to conceal themselves. Creating a 
naturalistic environment using potted trees 
(Ficus sp., Sheff/era sp., Philodendron sp.) 
in combination with pothos and/or ivy 
will minimize stress to the chameleons. 
Variable branch sizes should be provided 
to help maintain healthy feet. If cages 
are used, it is important to provide good 
ventilation and air exchange. This is 
best accomplished by using screen cages 
made with PVC coated galvanized wire, 
plastic hardware cloth, or finer aluminum 
screening. Regular metal hardware cloth 
is not recommended as the chameleons 
may injure their feet on sharp edges. 
Alternatively, Veiled Chameleons can be 
maintained free in trees that are planted in 
large wide pots or tubs to keep the lizards 
from roaming. 

Temperature and Lighting
Veiled chameleons prefer warm 
temperatures. Daytime ambient 
temperatures should be 26-31°C. They 
should also have a focal basking site with 
a temperature range of 35-44°C. Basking 
heat can be maintained by incandescent 
bulbs in reflector clamp lamps or ceramic 
heaters. A thermal gradient should always 
be maintained within the environment. 
Night-time temperatures should be lower, 
just as they would be in their natural 
habitats. Temperatures should drop a 
minimum of 5°C at night with a range of 
nighttime temperatures from 18-24°C.

UVB lighting appears to be critical for 
maintaining healthy chameleons. A 
variety of fluorescent lights are available 
to provide UVB. These bulbs should 

A Pied Veiled Chameleon. Being arboreal, veiled chameleons do not typically encounter standing 
water such as that found inside a water dish. As a result, they typically do not recognize dishes as 
a source of drinking water. They drink water from morning dew and rain that has fallen onto leaves, 
so it is important to mist your veiled chameleon enclosure with a spray bottle

Pied Veiled Chameleon. Veiled chameleons can be fed a staple diet of crickets that are as long as 
your chameleon’s head is wide.

Veiled chameleons are sexually mature between 9 and 
12 months of age. Provided the chameleons are healthy 
and have attained a reasonable size, they can be bred 
at this age.
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March/April 2019

The Veiled 
Chameleon
Chamaeleo calyptratus
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be placed within 30 cm or closer to the 
perching branches. Exposure to natural, 
unfiltered sunlight is extremely beneficial 
and may lead to a longer life span for 
Veiled Chameleons. Caution should be 
taken, however, to avoid overheating. 

Diet 
Veiled Chameleons do well on a diet 
consisting of primarily crickets, but 
a variety of other insects should also 

be offered. Mealworms, Superworms 
and Silkworms are some examples. 
Many of these insects may be obtained 
by trapping or netting them from the 
outside. Feeder insects should be fed a 
relatively balanced diet in order to gut 
load them prior to feeding them to the 
chameleons. Additional supplementation 
can be provided by dusting crickets with 
a calcium-vitamin D3 powder three to 
four times weekly and a multivitamin that 

includes some pre-formed vitamin A once 
to twice weekly. Insects can be offered by 
hand or from deep plastic cups or dishes 
placed in the branches of their trees. 

Adult Veiled Chameleons can also 
be offered a pinky mouse weekly. 
Additionally, veiled chameleons are 
omnivorous and may accept dark green 
leafy vegetables such as collard greens, 
kale, romaine lettuce, and escarole, and 
they may readily consume the leaves of 
plants within their enclosure. 

Water and Humidity 
A variety of watering techniques can 
be used to visually stimulate Veiled 
Chameleons to drink. Misting systems, 
drip systems, pump spray bottles, melting 
ice cubes, plastic cups with a small pin 
hole in the bottom, and water bubbling 
devices may all work well. It is important 
to routinely disinfect all watering systems 
(once or twice monthly) as they often 
become contaminated with bacteria. 
Although the Veiled Chameleon is often 
thought of as a dry desert species much 
of its native habitat is humid. A humidity 
range between 50-75% is appropriate in 
captivity. This may be accomplished by 
heavily misting the leaves of the plants in 
the environment once to twice daily. 
REPRODUCTION 

Sexing 
Sexual dimorphism is readily apparent 
in veiled chameleons. Male veiled 
chameleons have a prominent tarsal spur 
on the heel which is evident at hatching. 
With growth and sexual maturity males 

When introducing two chameleons for 
breeding, it is important to keep an eye on 
them at first, to make sure there are no signs 
of aggression. If the female is receptive, she 
will allow the male to approach and copulate 
with her.

A well cared for and healthy pet male veiled chameleon can be expected to live six to eight 
years. Females, on the other hand, usually average four to six years. The difference in longevity 
is because even when they have not bred, female veiled chameleons will still produce infertile 
clutches of eggs, much like chickens.
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become longer and leaner than females 
with a total body length of approximately 
30.5 - 48.3cm. Males also develop a larger 
casque than females. Colour dimorphism is 
also evident with maturity, and males tend 
to be more brightly and variably coloured. 
Females are typically more heavily bodied 
then males but have a shorter total body 
length of approximately 20.3-30.5cm 
and are not as colourful. They typically 
have a light green background colour and 
horizontal white 2 patches with or without 
orange/yellow spots. 

Breeding 
It is best to keep males and females 
separated until they reach sexual maturity 
at approximately 5-6 months of age. 
Females between the ages of 4-8 months 
will typically show an interest in breeding 

by displaying pale blue spots on their lateral 
body and casque. Males can be bred once 
they reach a total body length of 30 cm or 
when they reach 6 months of age. Females 
may be placed in the males enclosure or 
vice versa but they should be watched 
carefully to avoid trauma. Females that are 
receptive to males will remain passive and 
continue to display their pale blue spots 
on their normal green background colour. 
Non-receptive females will typically gape, 
tum dark black with bright yellow and blue 
spots and aggressively attack the male. 
Males react to receptive and non-receptive 
females by flashing brilliant yellow, green, 
and orange colours, flattening their bodies 
laterally, expanding their regular region 
and bobbing their heads. 

Females that are receptive will typically 

slowly move away from the male who 
will then pursue the female by grabbing 
her over the back and mounting her. 
Copulation may last 10-20 min. The pair 
may be kept together for 12-48 hr and 
repeated breedings may occur. Females 
should be separated from males when they 
begin to display non-receptive “warning 
colors” of dark black with yellow and blue 
spots. Since female Veiled Chameleons 
seem to only be receptive for a 10-15 
day period it is recommends introducing 
females to males every 5 days once females 
are showing receptive signs or are mature.

Oviposition and Fecundity 
Females will usually lay their eggs 
approximately 30 days after copulation. 
They may also store sperm from earlier 
matings for subsequent clutches of 
eggs. Therefore, females who have been 
fertilized and have already laid a clutch of 
eggs may not show the classic “breeding 
colors” for a subsequent clutch, and may 
lay a second clutch of eggs 90 - 120 days 
after the last oviposition. 

Gravid females nearing laying will 
typically become anorexic, restless, and 
will actively explore their enclosure. 
A number of nesting sites have proven 
acceptable for laying. Deeply potted plants 
already presented in their environment 
and/or the addition of a 9L bucket placed 
adjacent to a chameleon’s tree have proven 
effective. The bucket can be filled with 
equal parts sand, peat moss, and top 
soil, and access should be provided with 
a branch or stick. Females will typically 
dig a deep burrow and back into it to be 
completely concealed while laying their 
eggs. Once laying is complete the burrow 
is filled, and the female typically will rest 
on top of the covered nest. 

Clutch sizes for captive veiled chameleons 
are much higher (30-70 eggs per clutch), 
and females can lay consecutive clutches 
every 9O – 120days. This high fecundity 
in captivity may contribute to the short life 
span of female Veiled Chameleons as most 
do not survive past four or five clutches or 
2-3 years. Males typically have a longer 
life span in captivity than females and may 
live for an average of 3-5 years. 

Egg Incubation 
Several different methods for successfully 
incubating veiled chameleon eggs 
have been described2,20,22. Stahl and 
Blackbum have had success with the 

Veiled Chameleons need lighting that will provide UVB, to ensure proper calcium absorption and 
avoid conditions such as metabolic bone disease (MBD). This can be provided by natural sunlight 
for chameleons kept outdoors. For indoor chameleons, use a full-spectrum fluorescent tube.
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These geckos are active and 
aggressive feeders. I am often 
surprised by how much they 
eat for their size in comparison 
to some of my other geckos. 
They aggressively chase and 
consume prey as soon as it is 
placed in their tank.

Breeders
The Kofiau Island Green Tree Pythons

The Kofiau Island Green Tree Pythons are a rare locality Green Tree Python 
that is endemic to the Kofiau Island. This island is situated in the Raja 
Ampat Islands, in West Papua, Indonesia. The island is primarily raised 

coral limestone with some volcanic hills, covered in low forest. 

This island is also home to the endemic Kofiau paradise kingfisher and 
Kofiau monarch. What is so unusual about the Kofiau island Green tree 

python is that it retains its neotenic yellow colouration into adulthood. So 
even as mature adults they have this incredibly bright yellow colour which 

is very unique. 

Photo by Signal Herpetoculture 

Most Wanted.

following protocol: Eggs are placed in 
small deli cup-sized plastic containers 
which are filled with Perlite and spring 
water at a ratio of 1: 1 by weight. The eggs 
were spaced approximately 2.5 cm apart. 
Approximately twenty holes were poked in 
the lids of the cups for air circulation. The 
cups were then weighed in grams and were 
weighed every 14 days during the incubation 
process to monitor moisture loss. If weight 
was lost the water was replaced by using 
a pipette to distribute the water evenly on 
the Perlite. The eggs were then incubated 
in total darkness within a temperature 
controlled incubator. Temperature for 
incubation was approximately 31°C for 12 
hours and between 21-23°C for another 12 
hr. At approximately 150 days, 1-3 g of 
spring water was added to the Perlite to 
simulate the monsoon season and facilitate 
hatching. With this method, incubation 
lengths averaged 170 days. Incubation 
lengths of veiled chameleon eggs may vary 
greatly based on techniques. 

Neonatal care 
Veiled chameleon hatchlings are 
approximately 5 - 7.5 cm in total body 
length. One method of raising neonates 
is to place them in small groups of 3-5 
lizards in 38L aquaria with a 25 -40 watt 
incandescent bulb in a reptile light dome 
in one corner. One or two fluorescent full 
spectrum light bulbs are then laid across 
the top of the aquarium approximately 25-
30 cm from the baby Veiled Chameleons. 
The temperature gradient is maintained 
similar to adults whereas the juveniles 
are exposed to 12 hours of light per day. 
No substrate is used in the bottom of the 

aquarium. Pothos plants, small branches 
and plastic plants are used for climbing, 
perching and camouflage. Humidity is 
maintained and drinking water is provided 
by lightly misting the foliage twice daily. 

Due to the poor ventilation in the aquaria, 
scrupulous hygiene must be maintained 
to avoid respiratory disease. I suggest a 
variety of small mesh screen material 
(aluminum and plastic) as optimal caging 
for providing good ventilation. Neonates 
are fed twice daily with pinhead or one 
week old crickets and fruit flies. Crickets 
and fruit flies are also dusted with a 
calcium vitamin supplement daily and a 

multivitamin that contains pre-formed 
vitamin A twice weekly. 

At 2-3 months of age or at reaching 5 
- 7.5 cm from the snout to the vent, the 
young chameleons are best separated into 
individual enclosures for optimal growth 
due to increased competition for food, 
water, and basking sites. 

We hope this this article has given you all 
the information that you need to correctly 
keep this species of Chameleon. There is 
no doubt that the Veiled Chameleon is the 
ideal starter Chameleon for anyone wanted 
to keep this incredible lizard!

An unreceptive female will darken to blackish-green with blue and yellow lateral spots, flatten 
her body and rock in agitation upon encountering a male. She often will gape menacingly if he 
approaches.
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lucky, you’ll have a ball python that eats on a regular basis, all 
year round. Just don’t count on it.

Ball Python Feeding
It’s common for ball pythons to refuse a meal once in a while. 
I know this for two reasons. First, I’ve kept several of these 
snakes over the years. So I’m very familiar with their feeding 
habits. Secondly, I publish a reptile-care forum, and this is 
one of the number-one complaints among ball python keepers. 
“Help! My snake won’t eat. What should I do?” The forum 
caters to other types of pet snakes, as well. But it’s the ball 
python in particular that generates so much feeding-related 
frustration among keepers.

In this article, you’ll learn nearly everything you need to 
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Ball pythons are one of the most popular snakes kept as 
pets. There are some very good reasons for this. They 
are relatively small snakes, at least by python standards. 

They don’t require a lot of maintenance. They are generally 
docile and reluctant to bite. And they’re available in many 
different colours and patterns, known as “morphs.” But there is 
one aspect of ball python care that frustrates a lot of fi rst-time 
keepers -- and that is feeding.

If you plan to keep a ball python as a pet, there’s a 99% chance 
you’ll have feeding problems at some point. Maybe your ball 
python decides to fast (stop eating) through the winter. Maybe 
it prefers freshly killed prey and refuses to eat frozen / thawed 
rodents. Maybe it only eats when you wiggle a dead rat on the 
end of a pair of tongs. I’ve seen it all over the years. If you’re 

“It’s common for ball pythons to refuse a meal once in a while. I know this for two reasons. First, 
I’ve kept several of these snakes over the years. So I’m very familiar with their feeding habits. 
Secondly, I publish a reptile-care forum, and this is one of the number-one complaints among ball 
python keepers. “Help! My snake won’t eat. What should I do?”
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know about feeding your ball python in 
captivity.

7 Topics Covered in This Care 
Sheet
We are going to cover a lot of information 
in this ball python care sheet, because 
you probably have a lot of questions. Most 
fi rst-time snake keepers do. Here are the 
specifi c topics we will address:
The feeding “personality” of ball pythons
How often to feed your pet snake
What size prey to offer
The benefi ts of using frozen / thawed 
rodents
The dangers of using live prey
The importance of temperature and hiding 
areas
What to do when your ball python won’t 
eat

Note: The following information is based 
on my 20+ years of experience working 
with ball pythons in captivity. Other 
keepers may argue some of the points 
made in this article, and that’s fi ne. I do 
not claim to know everything about these 
animals. But I can proudly say that I’ve 
never had a ball python become ill while 
under my care. Take that for what it’s 
worth.

1. The Ball Python Feeding 
“Personality”
Ball pythons tend to have a lot of 
individuality, when it comes to feeding. 
You can make generalized statements 
about other species. For example, it is 
well known that California Kingsnakes 
have a voracious appetite and rarely 
refuse a meal. But you cannot make such 
generalized statements about feeding ball 
pythons. They all have their own “food 
personalities.”

Here’s an example. I once kept four ball 
pythons in the same room, under the exact 
same conditions. They were all healthy 
specimens. They were all siblings from the 
same litter or “clutch.” But their feeding 
personalities were completely different:
One snake would eat anything, at any time 
of the day.

Two of them would only eat freshly killed 
prey, and would refuse anything that had 
been frozen and thawed.

One would only eat after sunset, while the 
other three could be coaxed into eating 
during the day.

One would only strike at a dead rat if I 
made it “run” around the cage with a set of 
feeding tongs.

One of the ball pythons would fast every 
winter, like clockwork. The others ate year 
round.

My conversations with other keepers 
reinforce this point. Ball pythons have 
highly individualized feeding responses. 
As a keeper, it’s your job to fi gure out what 
evokes a strong feeding response from 
your particular snake. You need to study 
its food personality. We will talk more 
about this as we go along. For now, just 
realize that these snakes are all unique in 
terms of their eating habits.

2. How Often to Feed Your Ball 
Python
This is another common question among 
fi rst-time snake keepers: “How often 
should I feed my ball python for optimal 
health?” As a general rule, you can feed 
your pet snake every 7 - 10 days. Babies 
and juveniles can be fed more often, 
because they have a faster rate of growth. 

GROW YOUR 
BUSINESS!!!
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Because ball pythons are reptiles, they are cold-blooded, and that means they rely on their 
environment for the heat needed to regulate their metabolism. If the temperatures or humidity is 
off, the snake may stop eating.
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Adult ball pythons (three years and up) can 
be fed less frequently.

Like most members of the Pythonidae 
family, ball pythons have a fairly slow 
metabolism. They are slow-moving 
animals that typically rely on ambush-
style hunting tactics. They do not chase 
down their prey, like a gopher snake or 
whipsnake. As a result, they can be fed less 
often than these “new world” snakes. Ball 
pythons can also go a long period of time 
without eating, and often without any ill 
effects. We will discuss fasting under topic 
#7 below.

To reiterate, you can feed your ball python 
an appropriately sized meal every 7 - 10 
days. And that brings us to the next topic 
of discussion. What size of mouse or rat 
should you offer?

3. The Size of the Prey Items
Like other members of their genus, ball 
pythons can eat rodents that are larger 
than their heads. The skin around their 
jaws is very elastic in nature. It stretches 
so that the snake can engulf a fairly large 
prey item. This doesn’t mean you should 
offer huge prey items to your snake. From 

a health standpoint, ball pythons do better 
on a steady diet of moderately sized rodents 
-- as opposed to an enormous rodent every 
two or three weeks.

As a general rule, you should offer mice or 
rats that are roughly the same width as the 
snake’s midsection. They can be slightly 
larger than the snake’s midsection, too. 
There’s no harm in that. The meal should 
leave a slight lump in your ball python’s 
belly -- “slight” being the key word. If you 
end up with a large bulge that looks like a 
tennis ball inside a garden hose, the prey 
item is too big.

Just because your snake can physically 
ingest a huge meal doesn’t mean it should 
do this on a regular basis. Stick to the 
rule of thumb mentioned above. Offer an 
appropriately sized meal every 7 - 10 days. 
Choose mice or rats that are about the 
same width as the snake’s widest part, or 
slightly larger than that.

And remember, ball pythons can become 
obese just like humans can. These snakes 
should be nice and stout when they are 
fully grown. But they shouldn’t be fat. If 
you feed your ball python too frequently 

-- or if you offer meals that are too large -- 
you’ll end up with a fat, unhealthy snake. 
(Tip: If the snake’s scales look they are 
stretched away from one another when 
the body is relaxed, and you can easily see 
the skin between the scales, the snake is 
probably overweight.)

4. The Benefits of Using Frozen / 
Thawed Rodents
Now you know (A) how often to feed your 
ball python and (B) what size meals to 
offer. Let’s shift gears and talk about the 
manner in which you present the meal. 
There are basically three ways to feed a 
pet snake:

You can offer frozen rodents that have 
been thawed and warmed.
You can offer freshly killed rodents.
You can offer live prey.

Of these three feeding techniques, the 
first option is by far the best. If you can 
“condition” your ball python to accept 
frozen / thawed prey, by all means do so. 
It’s convenient for you, and it’s safe for 
the snake. Frozen rodents cannot pass 
parasites along to your snake, because 
the freezing process kills any parasites 

Frozen rodents cannot pass parasites along to your snake, because the freezing process kills any parasites that may have been present. A frozen / 
thawed rat cannot bite and severely injure your ball python.
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that may have been present. A frozen / thawed rat cannot bite 
and severely injure your ball python (more to follow on this). 
Frozen rodents are easier to store, as well. You can buy them in 
bulk and keep them in the freezer until needed. I have a chest 
freezer in my garage for this very purpose. But I keep a lot of 
snakes. If you only keep one ball python as a pet, you could use 
a separate drawer or shelf in your kitchen freezer to store your 
frozen feeders.

You can clearly see the benefi ts of feeding your ball python with 
frozen / thawed prey. It is by far the best option, for you and 
for the snake. You can buy frozen mice and rats from a local 
pet store, or you can buy them in larger quantities online. I’ve 
been using RodentPro.com for nearly ten years. They have 
great service. The shipping costs can be expensive, but you can 
minimize this expense by ordering a large quantity -- enough to 
hold you for a full year.

5. The Dangers of Offering Live Prey
In the wild, ball pythons attack and eat live rodents. These 
snakes come from Africa. The bulk of their diet is made up 
of small rodents, such as the soft-furred rat. Ball pythons are 
perfectly equipped to strike, constrict and kill their prey. So why 
not offer them live rodents in captivity? Because it’s not a natural 
environment -- it’s a captive environment. As such, it presents 
certain dangers that would not exist in the wild.

There will come a time when your ball python does not want 
to eat. If this happened in the wild, the snake simply wouldn’t 
hunt. It would remain in hiding until it was ready to eat. But in 
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captivity, things are different. If you place a live rodent into the 
cage of a snake that’s not interested in eating, the tables can be 
turned. The predator might become the prey. Rodents can bite 
ball pythons, causing serious injury. This is especially true of 
rats, which are must stronger than mice. A full-grown rat can bite 
a ball python down to the bone. Do a Google image search, and 
you’ll see exactly what can happen. It’s not pretty.

Rodent bites can be nasty. The bite itself is only one problem. 
The resulting infection is another. If your ball python receives a 
serious bite from a rodent, you’ll be in for some veterinary bills. 
I can promise you that much. This is why I recommend feeding 
frozen / thawed prey to your pet ball python. It’s safer for the 
animal, and less stressful for you!

If your snake refuses to eat thawed rodents, you can try offering 
freshly killed rodents. This is a compromise between frozen and 
live prey. The rodent appears fresh and warm, which will evoke 
a stronger feeding response. But it still presents no threat to the 
snake.

6. The Importance of Cage Temperatures and 
Hiding Areas
Your ball python will be more likely to eat on a regular basis 
if you maintain the proper temperatures inside the cage. In my 
experience, ball pythons are likely to stop eating as a result of 
improper cage temperatures. They seem to be more sensitive to 
these things than other types of snakes (such as colubrids). A 
kingsnake, for example, will generally have a strong appetite 
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across a wide range of temperatures. Thus, they are more 
forgiving of husbandry errors on the keeper’s part. But 
the ball python seems to have much less tolerance for 
temperature deviation.

If the cage temperatures do not fall within the ideal range, 
the ball python is likely stop eating. This is the first thing 
you should troubleshoot if you have feeding problems with 
your snake. Make sure the temps fall within the ideal range 
for this species. I maintain a gradient of 26°C - 34°C in my 
cages. This seems to produce the best feeding response in 
these snakes. If the temperatures fall below this range, for 
whatever reason, the ball pythons will start refusing their 
meals.

It’s also important to offer some hiding areas inside the 
snake’s cage. Ball pythons are shy snakes. That’s how they 
get their names. When they feel threatened, they curl their 
bodies into a ball and hide their heads. As a result of their 
shyness, these snakes have a tendency to become over-
stressed. Excessive handling is a common causes of stress in 
reptiles. If you have a good feeding response with your ball 
python, then you probably have nothing to worry about. But 
if the animal refuses to eat, you should reduce the frequency 
of handling.

You can also reduce and prevent stress by giving your ball 
python a couple of hiding places inside the cage. In the wild, 
these snakes spend most of their time hiding (often in rodent 
burrows). It’s their natural behaviour. So you should allow 
for this when creating your snake’s habitat. Offer a hiding 
area on both the warmer and cooler sides of the cage. This is 
the best thing you can do to reduce stress, which in turn will 
help you succeed with your ball python feeding regimen.

You can make a “snake hide” out of many different materials. 
The hide should be slightly larger than the snake, so it feels 
“snug” when it crawls inside. It should also be completely 

closed off and private, aside from the entrance hole. I like to 
use the plastic drip trays that go under plant pots. You can 
buy them in several different sizes at plastic shop. They are 
easy to clean. They can nestled down into a loose substrate, 
such as aspen bedding or cypress mulch. And you can easily 
cut a hole in the top, to allow your snake to crawl in and out.

What does this have to do with feeding your ball python? 
Everything! If you give your snake a couple of good hiding 
spots inside the cage, it will be more likely to eat regularly. 
So spend a little money for a couple of appropriately sized 
plastic drip trays. Less stress = stronger appetite.

7. When Your Ball Python Won’t Eat
As mentioned earlier, ball pythons have a tendency to refuse 
meals once in a while. They might do this for a variety 
of reasons. Here are the most common reasons for meal 
rejection:
The snake is in a shed cycle (also known as ecdysis).
The cage is either too hot or too cold.
The snake is stressed for some reason.
The snake has some kind of health problem (bacterial 
infection, parasites, respiratory infection, etc.).
The snake is in a seasonal fasting period.

Shedding...
Ball pythons shed through their entire lives. They shed more 
frequently when they are young, because that’s when they 
grow the fastest. It’s common for snakes to stop eating when 
they are going into a shed. In ball pythons, the start of a shed 
cycle is fairly easy to notice. The skin and eyes will become 
milky blue in color. The animal will stay in this “cloudy” 
condition for a few days, after which the skin and eyes will 
clear up. A couple of days later, the snake will shed its skin. 
Don’t be surprised if your ball python refuses to eat during 
this period. It’s best to leave them alone until they are done 
shedding.

Spider Ball Python. As a general rule, 
you should offer mice or rats that are 
roughly the same width as the snake’s 
midsection. They can be slightly 
larger than the snake’s midsection, 
too. There’s no harm in that. The meal 
should leave a slight lump in your ball 
python’s belly -- “slight” being the key 
word.
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Too Cold / Too Hot...
See topic #6 above. Before feeding your 
ball python, you need to make sure the 
cage temperatures fall within the ideal 
range. This will encourage a stronger 
feeding response, and it will also help the 
animal digest its meals properly. You’ll find 
different temperature recommendations 
from different experts. There are no hard 
and fast rules. Through trial and error, I’ve 
discovered that a temperature gradient of 
26°C - 34°C works well for this species. 
My ball pythons are more likely to eat 
on a regular basis when kept under these 
conditions. I allow my cage temps to 
drop a few degrees at night, as the house 
naturally cools.

Stress...
See topic #6 above. We talked about the 
importance of hiding areas inside the 
snake’s cage. A ball python that feels 
secure inside its habitat will be more likely 
to eat on a regular basis. On the contrary, a 
snake that feels over-exposed and stressed 
is more likely to refuse meals. Create some 
hides. This is one of the easiest things you 
can do to ensure the health of your pet.

Sickness...
Snakes that are ill will often refuse to eat. 
If your ball python stops eating out of the 
blue, you should evaluate the animal for 
any other signs of illness. Give it a close-up 
examination for mites and ticks. Observe 
the snake for signs of respiratory infection 
(open-mouth breathing, wheezing, fluid 
coming from the nostrils, etc.). If the snake 
appears to be otherwise healthy, it might 
be refusing to eat for one of the other 
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Albino Ball Python. Like other 
members of their genus, ball 
pythons can eat rodents that 
are larger than their heads. 
The skin around their jaws 
is very elastic in nature. It 
stretches so that the snake 
can engulf a fairly large prey 
item.

reasons on this list. Maybe it’s a seasonal 
fast. Maybe the cage is too hot or too cool. 
Maybe the snake is going into a shed cycle.

Seasonal Fasting...
Some ball pythons will eat through the 
winter, while others will stop eating in 
response to certain seasonal cues. “But I 
keep the cage temperatures the same all 
year long,” the snake keeper says. That 
may be so, but the snake can still detect 
subtle changes that signal the changing of 
seasons. The days get shorter. The house 
gets cooler at night. These things can 
trigger a seasonal fasting period in captive 
ball pythons.

Seasonal fasting might not take place until 
the snake has reached sexual maturity. This 
might happen around age two for males, or 
age three for females. So it’s common to 
have a ball python that eats year round as 
a baby and juvenile, and then starts fasting 
through the winter when it reaches adult 
size. This can cause a lot of confusion 
among some keepers. I can’t tell you how 
many times I’ve received an email like 
this: “Help. My snake has stopped eating. 
It’s about three years old. It has never done 
this before.” In many cases, this is simply 
a case of a ball python that has reached 
sexual maturity, and has started fasting 
through the winter.

Checklist for Ball Pythons That Won’t Eat
Here are some of the steps you should take 
if your ball python stops eating:
Check the temperatures at ground-level 
inside the cage. This should be your first 
step. Refer back to topic #6 above.



32 ultimate exotics  |   march/april 2019  |   www.ultimateexotics.co.za

Check for other signs of illness.
Make sure you have a couple of hiding 
spots inside the snake’s cage. This will 
reduce stress, which increases the feeding 
response.

Reduce the frequency of handling. Leave 
your ball python alone for a while. Go 
into the cage as needed for cleaning and 
maintenance, but keep your hands off the 
snake for a few days. Try another meal 
after a week or so.

Wait a few days before offering the next 
meal. If the animal is stressed for some 
reason, daily feeding attempts will only 
make matters worse. Wait about a week 
before you offer another meal.

Offer the next meal after sunset. Ball 
pythons are mostly nocturnal in the wild. 
So it’s common for them to have a stronger 
feeding response at night. I get the strongest 
feeding response just after sunset. A ball 
python that shows little interest in food in 
the morning or afternoon will often devour 
that same meal at night. Experiment with 
this.

Don’t panic. Ball pythons can go a long 
time without eating. One of my snakes 
will fast every year like clockwork, from 
October to January. It goes four months 
without a single meal, and it hardly loses 
any body weight. Be patient and persistent 
with your feeding attempts. Don’t panic. If 

the snake is healthy, it will eat eventually.
Try to wiggle the prey item on a pair of 
tongs, to make it appear alive. One of 
my snakes will ignore a thawed rat if 
its motionless. But when I use a pair 
of feeding tongs to make the rat “run” 
around the cage, the ball python suddenly 
gets excited. Remember, these are highly 
individualized snakes with unique food 
personalities. You’ll have to experiment 
with different feeding techniques.

If you’ve been offering frozen / thawed 
rodents with no luck, try offering freshly 
killed prey.
Try leaving the meal in the snake’s cage 

overnight (as long as it’s not a live rodent).
Try offering a Multimammate. I have found 
that even the most finicky ball python will 
readily eat a Multi. They LOVE Multies!

I hope you have enjoyed this guide to 
feeding ball pythons. Create a proper 
habitat for your pet snake. Keep the 
cage clean and warm. Maintain a proper 
temperature gradient. Offer a couple of 
hiding spots. Minimize your handling 
until the snake is eating on a regular basis. 
These feeding tips will serve you well 
in the future. If you have any questions 
about this information, feel free to leave a 
comment below.

Your ball python will be more likely to eat on a regular basis if you maintain the proper temperatures inside the cage. In my experience, ball pythons 
are likely to stop eating as a result of improper cage temperatures. 

Ball pythons shed through their entire lives. They shed more frequently when they are young, 
because that’s when they grow the fastest. It’s common for snakes to stop eating when they are 
going into a shed. 
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Breeding colony of Multimammates. There will come a time when 
your ball python does not want to eat. If this happened in the wild, 
the snake simply wouldn’t hunt. It would remain in hiding until 
it was ready to eat. But in captivity, things are different. If you 
place a live rodent into the cage of a snake that’s not interested in 
eating, the tables can be turned.

In the wild, ball pythons attack 
and eat live rodents. These 
snakes come from Africa. The 
bulk of their diet is made up 
of small rodents, such as the 
soft-furred rat. Ball pythons are 
perfectly equipped to strike, 
constrict and kill their prey. 
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1. How did you get into reptile breeding?
 It’s actually a funny story.  Personally I was never a fan of snakes but we used to live in a farming area and I would 
occasionally go along with my dad and friends when they went looking for olive house snakes.  I mainly went with because 
they needed me to lift the as-bestos sheets so they could look underneath and grab the snakes.  That was all until I walked 
into my girlfriends dad’s snake room and fortunately thats where it all began for me. He began passing on all his knowledge 
and passion for these incredible reptiles and now we do it together and its the best thing ever. This was where the bug bit 
and the rest all became history.  

2.  What is the first morph you bought and why did you choose that morph? 
 The first snake I bought was a Banana Het Axanthic male. I was browsing on net, Morphmarket if i am not mistaken, and 
thats when i saw this little guy. His colours were absolutely incredible and this was what caught my eye and then I hopped 
into car and went to purchase him, not knowing a clue about genetics nor having the intention to breed with him. The first 
pair that actually started in Beautiful snakes were a pair of Albino ball pythons.

3.  How long have you been breeding ball pythons?
 Personally I have been involved with breeding ball pythons for around a year and a bit now.  Fortunately my girlfriend’s 
dad has been involved with snakes as well as breeding them, under the name Beautiful Snakes, for well over thirty years 
and ball pythons specif-ically for about four years now.This is where all the expertise and tricks come into our col-lection, 
from all his years of dealing with snakes in the past especially if we do encounter any snakes that may be problematic eaters 
and just simply giving the ball pythons the best living conditions possible.

4.  What morphs do you for-see being in demand in the next couple of years? 
All of them!!  Every person has different taste.  To me that is what keeps the hobby inter-esting as well as an absolute treat!  
The sky is the limit in this game and every single gene has its own individual beauty.  Each to their own, every person will 

*Ball Python review
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have a particular gene or two that they love to work and experiment with.  This hobby is exciting and be-coming bigger 
by the day, this is why I think all morphs will be in demand as there are al-ways new people becoming interested in ball 
pythons. Theres just such amazing stuff be-ing produced all over.   

5.  What was the first pairing you ever did? 
Beautiful Snakes’ first ball python pairing was a male pastel champagne to a female pas-tel. We managed to hit the odds 
with this pairing and produced a spectacular Super Pas-tel Champagne who became a definite hold back and will be used 
for our up and coming 2019 breeding season.  

6.  What is your favourite morph to work with? 
This question is a really difficult and one i find extremely hard to answer because i hon-estly love every single morph in our 
collection. We have a variety of genetics in our col-lection but if I had to choose it would be either banana,champagne and 
ofcourse you cant forget the clown gene although we enjoy working and experimenting with all morphs in our collection.  
In saying this it is always an awesome feeling being able to prove out recessive genes, especially double recessive gene!  

7.  What’s one of your favourite, lesser known breeding tricks? 
Can I say , “that is why it is a lesser known trick?”  Jokes aside… we don’t have any hid-den tricks up our sleeves. I would 
say, just feeding your snakes well and not rushing into breeding them, but in general just caring for the snakes’ well being.  
A happy and healthy snake is more likely to breed. We like to just keep it simple and if its meant to be, the rest will all fall 
into place.

8.  What morph would you like to work with that you don’t have? 
I think we are more snake crazy than morph crazy and I wouldn’t say that we are rushing out to purchase anything in 
particular.  We are planning our next season and are excited about what we could produce if all goes according to plan,But 
again if I had the oppor-tunity  to choose a gene,I would love to work with confusion. Confusion just brings a real-ly unique 
look to any morph and the guys overseas are doing some really incredible things with it and i will most certainly be adding 
it to our collection in the near future.

9.  What advice would you give to new people entering the hobby? 
This hobby is so exciting because there are so many new people becoming interested and curious about ball pythons.  Never 
stop asking questions, everybody will have their own way of doing certain things which allows you to constantly learn 
from so many dif-ferent people, whether it involves feeding or with something like genetics.  Do it for the passion of ball 
pythons, or whatever reptile you happen to be fascinated with, animals are unpredictable and you never know what is in 
store, so just enjoy the ride.  

10.  What’s something about you that most people don’t know? 
 Well one thing for sure is that not many people know the faces behind Beautiful Snakes . Simply ,we were never people 
who got out there and enjoyed doing our own thing with regards to snakes, we are just  ordinary snake fanatics who enjoy 
the excitement involved in breeding and taking care of ball pythons in our collection . One thing about us is that although 
our name is Beautiful Snakes we also love birds and have a wide variety of par-rots, such as Double Yellow Headed 
Amazon parrots, Blue Fronted Amazons ,Hill Mynas and many more, we are currently hand-raising three mutation Jardine 
babies that were produced by one of our beautiful pairs of birds.  
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The message boards are often full of posts by newbies 
asking feeding-related questions like, “How often should I 
feed?” or “What size item should I offer?” Here, I hope to 
answer some of the most asked questions and give those new 
to the hobby one less thing to stress about.

Frequency of feedings:
There are a few important points to consider when coming 
up with a feeding schedule. The life stage of the tarantula, 
the size of the prey you are feeding it, and the species you 
are feeding should all be carefully considered when devising 
any sort of feeding schedule.

Sling? Juvenile? Adult?
Younger tarantulas, like slings and juveniles, are doing a lot 
of growing and are much more vulnerable than their adult 
counterparts. Slings are particularly fragile, and keepers 
report more sudden and unexplained deaths in the sling 
stage than in adults. In the wild, a spiderling  is particularly 
vulnerable to predators early in life, so it means the young T 
needs to eat as much as possible as often as possible so it can 
quickly grow out of this precarious stage. Therefore, most 
keepers choose to feed their slings as often as they’ll eat. 
For many, a feeding schedule of every two or three days for 
slings is perfect. However, if they are being offered a large 
prey item, once a week will certainly work.

Arachnids*

Whether you have a dog, a cat, a hamster, or a pot-bellied 
pig, if you’re a pet owner, you’ve become accustomed to 
certain standards of care for your wards. For those of us 
who have kept these more domesticated pets, we are very 
used to feeding and providing fresh water to our pets daily, 
often more than once, and having a variety of conveniently-
packaged foods available for their consumption. Most of 
these pet foods come with handy instructions on just how 
much to feed your pet, dependent upon the size of the 
animal. When our furry little friend doesn’t eat for a couple 
days, we take it as an immediate sign that something is very 
wrong and seek veterinary care.

Well, now you own a tarantula, and suddenly, all of the rules 
you’ve learned about pet care go right out the window.

No one sells “Tarantula Chow”, and there are a plethora of 
feeder insect that would make a good meal for your new pet. 
There are no “portions”, and determining what size item to 
drop in with your hungry spider can be cause for stress. As 
for a feeding schedule, some healthy adult species only need 
to be fed once a week. And if your T doesn’t eat for a while, 
it is no cause for immediately alarm. This is an animal that 
can go months at a time without eating and still stay healthy.
Tarantulas don’t come with instructions, and learning some 
of the rules and tricks around feeding them can be a stressful 
and tricky endeavor that involves experience and research. 

Tarantula Feeding – What, 

when, and how much to feed
By Tarantula 
Friendly

Chaco Golden Knee
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A lot of folks express concern that they 
can overfeed a sling. Although some have 
insisted that a tarantula can become too 
fat, resulting in organ failure and molting 
issues, there has been no scientific proof 
of this, and most keepers believe it to be 
a myth. Most slings will chow down until 
they are ready to enter premolt, then they 
will stop. They will NOT eat until they 
explode. The only danger posed to a fat T 
is a possible abdomen rupture from a fall.

Once the tarantula reaches the “juvenile” 
stage at around 4cm″ or so, most keepers 
ease off on the feeding a bit. A spider of 
this size is usually out of its fragile sling 
stage, and growth at this point will slow 
down a bit. Although you can certainly 
continue with a more aggressive feeding 
schedule at this point (see “power feeding” 
below), it is no longer necessary. At this 
stage, I usually feed my animals a larger 
prey item once or twice a week.

For adult tarantulas, you need to also 
consider the species before settling on 
frequency. An adult Grammostola porterie/
rosea needs only four or five crickets a 
month to be healthy. Conversely, an adult 
Therophosa or Pamphobeteus species 
would eat that in a single meal a couple 
times a week. Generally, the feisty tropical 
genera (Therophosa, Phormictopus, 
Pamphobeteus, Acanthoscurria, Nhandu, 
etc.) will need larger and more frequent 
meals.

As an example, my 15cm Pamphobeteus 

antinous female eats five crickets and one 
3cm dubia roach in a single week. My 
15cm female G. porteri, on the other hand, 
eats four crickets a month. Both species 
are healthy and plump, but the feeding 
schedule for one would definitely not work 
for the other.

Know the species of T you keep and listen 
to other keepers about its appetite. If you 
have questions, ask. Observe the feeding 
responses and growth rates to determine 
if more or less is needed.

A word about “power feeding”.
If you’re around the hobby long enough, 
you’ll hear folks talk about “power 
feeding” their tarantulas. Power feeding 
is when the keeper jacks up the heat and 
feeds his tarantulas as much as they will 
eat in order to grow them to maturity 
faster. This is usually done in an effort to 
get breedable adults as quickly as possible. 
Although this could shorten a tarantula’s 
lifespan as it is rushed through various 
instars (some males may mature in less 
than a year), there is no proof that this is 
harmful for the T.

What size feeders to use?
The size of the feeder being given to 
the tarantula can certainly impact the 
frequency that you feed the animal. Some 
keepers choose to feed their specimens 
smaller prey items more often. Others will 
offer their Ts much larger insects, then 
feed them only once a week or so. There 
is really not any right or wrong way, and 

No one sells “Tarantula Chow”, and there are a plethora of feeder insect that would make a good 
meal for your new pet. There are no “portions”, and determining what size item to drop in with your 
hungry spider can be cause for stress.

the size and schedule comes down to the 
keeper’s discretion. Personally, I tend to 
feed medium-sized items a couple times 
a week.

Many keepers stress about the size of prey 
they should offer to their spiders. A rule of 
thumb many keepers use is that the prey 
item should be no larger than the abdomen 
of the tarantula. So, a juvenile with a 
abdomen length of about 5 mm would 
likely be comfortable with a pinhead 
cricket. Personally, I feed my slings and 
juveniles prey items slightly smaller than 
the total length of their bodies, and adults 
I feed items no larger than their abdomens. 
I’ve found that this works very well for 
me, although it is by no means law. Again, 
it comes down to the personal preference 
of the keeper. When in doubt, it makes 
sense to err on the side of caution and give 
your T smaller, more manageable prey.

Use your discretion.
Now, these are just guidelines, and it 
is okay for keepers to deviate from 
them. Case in point, some species of Ts 
will actually only attack smaller prey 
items. My M. balfouri and H. incei gold 
juveniles, for example, would only take 
much smaller prey for the longest time. 
Even when my balfouri juvies were 
about 3cm, they would only attack small 
crickets. Conversely, my P. cancerides 
juveniles would easily take down sub-
adult crickets at that size. Observe your Ts 
and their feeding habits, and feel free to go 
up or down a prey size as needed.

What to do for tiny slings?
For very small slings small food can be very 
difficult to come by. Although B. lateralis 
roach nymphs can be a good alternative 
due to their small size, they are not always 
easy to come by. In these instances, it may 
be necessary to pre-kill and cut up a larger 
prey item into a more appropriate size. 
Spiderlings will scavenge feed, so this is a 
great way to make sure that they can eat as 
much as they want while not putting them 
in danger by dropping in an overly-large 
prey item.

Although this may sound a bit gross (and, 
well, it really is!), cutting the leg off of 
a larger cricket, or cutting a meal worm 
into smaller pieces is a perfect way to 
feed your tiny sling. Just carefully place 
the food chunk in the enclosure and, if the 
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sling is hungry, it will find it. Just be sure 
to remove any excess the next day, as they 
may not consume the whole piece. If they 
don’t finish the item, you might want to 
wait several days before offering another 
item.

III. How many items should I feed at a 
time?
In the cases of slings and juveniles, I 
would say one prey item per feeding is 
completely appropriate. At this size, they 
usually have their hands full with an 
appropriately-sized food item, and adding 
a second would only serve to stress the 
animal.

For some adults, dropping in a more than 
one item can be an appropriate option. 
Personally, I tend to use larger insects, 
like dubia roaches, rather than bombard 
my tarantulas with a half-dozen spastic 
crickets. I’ve also seen animals become 
visibly agitated when more than one item 
is dropped in.

If you do drop in multiples, be sure 
anything that isn’t eaten is removed in 
a timely manner and that animal seems 
comfortable with taking down multiple 
feeders.

IV. What are my feeder options?
There are many possibilities when 
deciding what to feed your Ts. Personally, 
I find the many inverts available as feeders 
to be quite convenient, and I will often 
mix up what I feed my spiders to create 
a more diverse diet. Here are some of the 
more common feeder insects available as 
well as some pros and cons for each.

NOTE: Some folks supplement their larger 
tarantulas’ diets with vertebrates such as 
mice, geckos, and snakes. Personally, I’m 
not a fan of this. Besides being a rough death 
for the vertebrates, the mess left behind after 
the tarantula feeds can be a perfect breeding 
ground for bacteria and pests.

Crickets: Crickets have long been the go-
to feeder insect in the hobby. They are sold 
at most pet stores in several sizes that make 
them a convenient feeder insect for almost 
any size T, and they can be purchased 
in bulk for those with large collections. 
They can also be relatively inexpensive if 
purchased in large quantities. TIP: To keep 
extras alive, use a large critter keeper or 
modified plastic storage container, provide 
egg cartons for a hide, and feed dry oats or 
fish food. Humidity kills them, so I supply 
slices of potato for moisture.

PROS:
Available in every pet store
Convenient pinhead, small, medium, large 
sizes
Non-invasive if they escape

CONS:
They can smell quite horrible
Can be difficult to keep alive
Can eat a molting T
Can be pricey when purchased in small 
quantities

Mealworms: Another readily-available 
food source for tarantulas. Not only can 
mealworms be purchased in many different 
sizes, but they can also be raised rather 
easily. Unlike other prey items on this list, 
they can be kept in a refrigerator, meaning 

you can keep some on hand for when 
you need them. They are also very easy 
to reproduce and raise (for a tutorial on 
how to start a colony, click away!).  TIP: 
These are a prey item that will dig (often 
to return later as a black beetle that the T 
won’t eat), so I will often crush the heads 
before dropping them in to keep them 
from burrowing.

PROS:
Sold at most pet stores
Can be stored in a refrigerator for future 
use
No odor
Very easy to raise

CONS:
A bit small for some of the larger Ts
Can burrow and disappear if given the 
chance.

Superworms: Like mealworms, 
superworms are another beetle larvae 
that can make for a good tarantula feeder. 
They are relatively inexpensive, and their 
larger sizes make them a better choice for 
larger Ts. They can also be raised and bred 
in colonies for those interested in always 
keeping some on hand. However, it needs 
to be mentioned that these worms WILL 
bite and eat a tarantula. TIP: To prevent 
a superworm from injuring or killing a 
T, either cut off or crush its head before 
offering it.

PROS:
Sold at many pet stores
Larger sizes are great for large Ts
Can be bred in colonies

A lot of folks express concern that 
they can overfeed a sling. Although 
some have insisted that a tarantula 
can become too fat, resulting in 
organ failure and molting issues, 
there has been no scientific proof of 
this, and most keepers believe it to 
be a myth.
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ASSOCIATION OF REPTILE KEEPERS 
(KZN)
Chairman: JP Wittstock
Vice-Chairman: Clinton Thomson
Secretary: Sam Taylor          
Treasurer: Celeste Thomson
Email: ark.kzn@gmail.com
Website: www.ark-kzn.co.za

TRANSVAAL HERPETOLOGICAL 
ASSOCIATION (THA) 
Chairman: Arno Naude 083 739 9303
Secretary: Jo Pienke 083 573 5908
Treasurer: Stoffel de Beer 082 762 5555
Editor: Heidi Pfeifer 083 374 7087
Website: www.tha.co.za 

FAR EAST RAND HERPETOLOGICAL 
ASSOCIATION  
Chairperson: Shawn Hefer - 0726912521
shawnhefer69@gmail.com
Vice Chairperson: Conrad Prinsloo - 
0838767619, scalesandmore@gmail.com 
Treasurer: Brian Garrett - 0847259254
snakemad13@gmail.com
Technical Advisor: Marcel Du Toit- 
0786327165
Marc3ldut01t@gmail.com
https:/www.facebook.com/groups/
eastrandherp

CAPE REPTILE CLUB
Chairman : Deon Louw 
Acting Chariman: Pierre Joubert 
website : http://www.capereptileclub.co.za/ 
information : information@capereptileclub.
co.za or me : arcadies@gamernet.co.za    

WESTRAND HERPETOLIGICAL 
ASSOCIATION: 
Chairperson: Thomas Prinsloo - 
prinslootf@gmail.com
Vice Chairperson: Andre Lourens -  
spottymonty@gmail.com 
Newsletter Editor: Tim Zedi Email: 
timzedi@gmail.com
Treasurer: Neil Barker  Email:  neilb@
nedbank.co.za

LOWVELD HERPETOLIGICAL 
ASSOCIATION: Chairman: Chris Hobkirk 
082 3723350. Treasurer: Dane Ross 082 
808 5661. Email: l.h.a@live.co.za

WESTERN CAPE HERPETOLIGICAL 
ASSOCIATION
Email: WCHAssociation@gmail.com
Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/
groups/274081046023580/

Herpetological Clubs and 
Associations in South Africa

We would like to encourage 
any Heretological Clubs and 

Associations in South Africa who 
is not on this list to please contact 

us on 031 763 4054 or editor@
ultimateexotics.co.za so that we can 
place you on our list free of charge.

CONS:
Not all pet stores carry them
They bite and injure/kill a T
Are a little more involved to raise
Can’t be refrigerated for storage

Dubia Roaches: This tropic roach 
species can hit sizes of 1.5-2″ making them 
a great feeder choice for larger tarantulas 
(I feed most of my large tropical species 
with B. dubia). They can be purchased as 
colonies (about $30 shipped), which will 
produce nymphs of many sizes, providing 
a food source for slings, juvies, and adults. 
The one main drawback to this species 
is that some tarantulas won’t take them. 
TIP: This roach will freeze and “play 
dead” when a tarantula approaches, often 
leading to the T passing it up. They can 
also dig and hide (I’ve had ones I thought 
were eaten reappear months later). To 
prevent either of these scenarios, crush 
their heads before dropping them in. This 
will cause them to wander aimlessly keep 
them from burrowing and playing dead.

PROS:
Easy and cheap to raise
Adults are large and great for big Ts
No odors
Won’t breed in most homes if they escape

CONS:
Some tarantulas won’t eat them
They can burrow and hide
They play dead when a T approaches
Not usually found in pet stores

These are just a handful of the feeder 

options available. There are also 
waxworms, earthworms, Madagascar 
hissing cockroaches, and lobster roaches. 
Feel free to experiment with any or all 
of the available feeders; a diverse diet is 
always a good thing.

How to feed your tarantula in three easy 
steps!
I often read about the strange, complicated, 
and often totally unnecessary rituals some 
keepers go through when they feed their 
Ts. Now, I’m not judging, and if it works 
for you, great. However, I do think that 
some folks make this process a lot more 
complicated then it needs to be. In most 
situations, a tarantula can be feed in three 
easy steps…

OPEN the enclosure –  Be sure to know 
where your T is when you take this step, 
and only open the enclosure as much as 
you have to.

Drop in the prey item – You don’t have to 
hold it in front of the T or make it dance 
with tongs. Just drop it in!

CLOSE the enclosure – Make sure the 
cage in securely latched and closed.
Congratulations, your tarantula has been 
fed!

All joking aside, there is no need to do 
anything other than what is described 
above. This is an animal that has evolved 
over millions of years; they wouldn’t have 
made it this far if they couldn’t fi gure 
out how to eat. Tarantulas are excellent 

If the T doesn’t eat, take the item out 
and try again in another week. Always 
make sure that fresh water is available.
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The size of the feeder being given to 
the tarantula can certainly impact the 
frequency that you feed the animal. Some 
keepers choose to feed their specimens 
smaller prey items more often. 

hunters and, in most circumstances, 
they will have no problems detecting 
and snatching prey. Don’t worry about 
dropping the feeder right next to the spider 
either, as you will chance startling the T. 
I like to drop it across the enclosure from 
the tarantula to give it a chance to detect 
the prey animal and to get a chance to 
hunt. It is quite fascinating to see how the 
different species go about capturing their 
food.

It worth it to note that many tarantulas 
are nocturnal, so you may want to do 
your feedings at night before bed. If the 
feeder hasn’t been consumed by the next 
morning, remove it. That being said, I feed 
the majority of mine in the afternoon, and 
I’ve seen the majority of them, even the 
“pet holes”, eat.

But what if it doesn’t eat?
If your specimen starts refusing meals, 
don’t panic. Tarantulas will often refuse 
food during premolt (read about premolt 

here), and some species will fast for long 
periods of time. This is an animal that can 
go months without eating and still remain 
healthy, so missed meals are no reason to 
freak out.

When a T isn’t eating, don’t keep dropping 
bugs in with it every day. Instead, wait 
a week or two, drop in a prey item, and 
watch to see if there is any interest. If the 
T doesn’t eat, take the item out and try 
again in another week. Always make sure 
that fresh water is available.

Tongs are for maintenance!
Finally, in most instances, there is no 
need to tong-feed your tarantula. I hear so 
many people new to the hobby using tongs 
to essentially hand-feed their animals. In 
most cases, this is completely unnecessary 
and serves only to put the keeper and the 
T in danger. Not only can a spider injure 
a fang if it attacks the tongs, but they’ve 
been known to run up tongs to escape or 
bite their owners. And, as someone who 

keeps feisty and fast Old World tarantulas, 
trust me when I tell you that you don’t want 
to try tong feeding an OBT or a pokie!

When in doubt, ask!
This is a hobby in which research and, 
more importantly, experience brings 
confi dence. Although many of the issues 
one might encounter when feeding have 
been addressed above, there are always 
situations that pop up that might be 
unusual or rare. Luckily, there are forums 
and sites like this one that you can go to 
for help and guidance. Before you panic, 
though, always remember that tarantulas 
are tough, adaptive animals that have 
survived millions of years of evolution 
and, sometimes, questionable husbandry.
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