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Elaphe carinata is an impressive snake, they are quite 
large and have a strong sturdy looking body and a 
matching defensive character. They derive their species 
name “carinata” from the stench they can produce 
when disturbed. 

Gargoyle geckos are arboreal geckos which are native 
to New Caledonia, an island off the coast of Australia. 
At some stage they made their way into the pet trade 
and due to their ease in care, striking patterns and 
gentle nature they have become extremely popular 
pets. 

Although not what might be termed an ideal “first lizard”, 
frilled dragons make fascinating, long-lived additions 
to the collections of those with a bit of reptile-keeping 
experience. This week we’ll take a look at how to 
provide for these unique animals in captivity. 
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Winter it coming to an end and the new season is 
upon us. For many of our colubrids it is time to get 
them out of brumation and start slowly warming 

them up for the new season ahead. We are all so excited for 
this new breeding season ahead with new morphs to be bred 
and new species to be bred for the first time. We cannot wait! 
For those of you on social media make sure to follow us on 
Facebook and Instagram to keep up-to-date with all that is 

happening at Ultimate Exotics and what 
will become available later in the year!

We have a great article on Egg eating 
snakes in this issue of Ultimate Exotics. 
These snakes do make a good choice for 
beginners since they are easy to handle 
and care for. However, they are also 
favorites with experienced keepers due 
to the ease of caring and fascination of a 
unusual snake. 

Egg eaters make great pets as they are 
highly unlikely to bite but if they do you 
shouldn’t worry as they have no teeth and 
they also have pleasant personalities. If 
threatened their first response is to rub 
their body in a figure of eight, rather than 
strike and they will occasionally warn 
off predators with their body rub. Egg 
eaters also have the advantage of looking 
like adders which can also help warn off 
predators. 

For those of us living in South Africa just 
remember as they are an indigenous species 
you may also need a captivity permit to 
keep them in your province so make sure 
to check this with other breeders or your 
local permits office. Almost all Egg Eaters 
that are for sale are wild caught as although 
they are easy to breed in captivity it is not 
so easy to raise the babies as it is hard to 
get small enough eggs for the babies to eat. 
Sometimes permits put people off keeping 
certain species, but it shouldn’t – they are 
easy to get, it is just a process you need 
to follow and for anyone passionate about 

this species it is well worth the effort. 

There is a Spring Reptile Expo around the 
corner, which is going to be on the 7th of 
September from 10am – 4pm, so remember 
that it is a one-day expo and not the normal 
2 day expo. Be sure to not miss out on these 
expos as they are a great opportunity to get 
together with other reptile enthusiasts and 
share our passion. Don’t forget to swing 
past the Ultimate Exotics stand and say hi! 

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!

To stay up-to-date with everything 
happening at Ultimate Exotics, please 
don’t forget to like our Facebook page, 
follow us on Instagram and also subscribe 
to our YouTube channel where we are 
doing weekly videos!

We hope you enjoy this issue and we hope 
to see you soon! Happy herping and happy 
reading!

The Editor

www.ultimateexotics.co.za

From the
   Editor...
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Lizards*

By Frank IndiviglioFrilled Dragons
Overview

The frilled dragon was a creature of legend to budding 
herpetologists growing up in the 60’s and 70’s – we 
devoured what little published information existed, but 

seeing one alive was out of the question, short of a trip to its 
habitat.  It is still hard for me to imagine that, as a Bronx Zoo 
reptile keeper, I acquired my first 2 individuals a mere 15 or 
so years ago (at 1,500USD each!).  Today these magnificent 
lizards are commercially bred in larger numbers – both on 
“farms” in Indonesia and by herptoculturists worldwide.

Although not an “easy” species, and certainly one requiring 
a good deal of space, frilled dragons are among the most 
rewarding lizards to keep, and will provide you with a lifetime 
of interest and enjoyment.  In this article we’ll take a look at 
their natural history, so that we can better understand how to 
provide for these fascinating animals in captivity.

Physical Description

The body colour ranges from grayish through orange-brown 
to nearly black, often with dark variegations along the sides, 
and usually matches the colour of local tree trunks.  The 
inner surface of the frill (the large skin fold about the neck) 
is shaded in yellow, black, orange and/or red.  The hind 
legs are powerfully built.  Males can reach 70cm – 90cm in 
length; females are somewhat smaller.

The neck frill is supported by cartilaginous rods and is 
connected to muscles in the tongue and jaw.  It expands when 
the lizard gapes its jaws and is used to intimidate predators 
and rivals, and in courtship displays.  Frilled dragons are 
one of the few lizards to use bipedal locomotion – they flee 
predators by rising up and running off on their rear legs.

Adult Frilled Dragon.  
The neck frill is 
supported by long 
spines of cartilage 
which are connected 
to the jaw bones.

“Frilled dragons rely largely upon 
camouflage for protection, and will 
feel comfortable “hiding” on their 

perches.  However, particularly high-
strung individuals should be given 
the opportunity to shelter beneath 
artificial plants suspended from the 

branches.”

The Natural History and Captive Care of the Frilled Dragon or Frillneck Lizard (Chlamydosaurus kingii)
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Range and Habitat

Frilled dragons are found in northern 
Australia and southern New Guinea.  
They frequent open tropical and warm 
temperate forest and wooded scrub land.

Largely arboreal, they dwell in the forest 
canopy during the dry season.  During 
this period the lizards reduce their food 
and water consumption, metabolic rate 
and body temperature.  The rainy season 
is largely spent on tree trunks within 1.2m 
– 4.5m off the ground.

In northern Australia and other parts of the 
range, frilled lizard habitat is subjected to 
frequent fires (natural and human induced, 
as a component of habitat management) 
during the dry season.  Field research has 
revealed that the lizards escape the fires by 
re-locating to the highest branches of large 
Eucalyptus trees.  Interestingly, it was also 
found that a number of individuals descend 
to the ground and shelter in abandoned 
termite nests during fires – a most unusual 
(and, it would seem, learned) behavior for 
an arboreal lizard.

Status in the Wild

Populations appear stable; protected by 
the Australian government.
Diet

The Frilled Dragon is found mainly in the northern regions of Australia and 
southern New Guinea. The lizard on rare occasions is found in the lower 
desert regions of Australia but primarily inhabits humid climates such as 
those in the tropical savannah woodlands. 

Caterpillars, scorpions, ants, termites, 
beetles, spiders and other invertebrates, 
small lizards and snakes; nestling birds 
and small mammals are taken on rare 
occasions.

Frilled dragons seem to occupy a unique 
feeding niche within a lizard-rich habitat.  
Although largely arboreal, they feed on 
the ground by dropping from their tree-
trunk perches to intercept passing insects 

and small animals.

Research has shown that, immediately 
after dry season fires, the percentage of 
large invertebrates in the frilled dragons’ 
diets increases significantly.  It seems 
that the lizards are able to see larger prey 
animals more easily once the ground 
cover has been burned off.  So strong is 
this effect that lizards living in unburned 
areas move into the burned areas as soon 
as the fires have subsided.

Frill-necked lizard in natural environment, showing camouflage.

Frilled Dragons bask frequently, and should have access to a high quality UVB source (although 
not a desert dwelling species, frilled dragons have high UVB requirements).
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Reproduction

Males are highly territorial and fight for 
breeding rights.  Both sexes use neck frill 
displays during courtship and territorial 
disputes.  Mating coincides with the start 
of the rainy season.  Females bury 8-14 
eggs in the ground, and may produce 2 
clutches each year if food is plentiful.  

The eggs hatch in approximately 69 days 
and the young average 5cm in length.  
Hatchlings stay in close proximity to each 
other, possibly as a defense mechanism, 
for approximately 10 days.

Frilled Dragon Relatives

Frilled dragons are classified within the 
family Agamidae, which contains over 300 

species.  Some of its members are among 
the most common and typical lizards of 
their habitats, while others have extremely 
specialized diets, unique adaptations and 
very restricted ranges.  Most hunt beetles, 
spiders, scorpions and a wide variety of 
other invertebrates, but the dabb lizards, 
Uromastyx spp., of  North Africa and the 
Middle East are herbivorous (in captivity 
they are especially fond of dried split 
peas!) while Australia’s thorny devil, 
Moloch horridus, subsists entirely upon 
ants. 

The toad-headed lizards, Phrynocephalus 
spp. and the pygmy lizards, Cophotis spp. 
are unique among the Agamids in bearing 
live young.  Toad-headed lizards inhabit 
the deserts of south and central Asia, 
and utilize microscopic channels among 
their scales to funnel dew to the mouth.  
Southeast Asia’s slow-moving pygmy 
lizards, likened by some to chameleons, 
have prehensile tails and dwell in high-
altitude moss forests.

Perhaps the most commonly-seen of 
Africa’s lizards are various species of 
the genus Agama (commonly known as 
“agamas”), males of which perch on fences 
and houses and bob their brightly-colored 
(often blue) heads in courtship displays.  
As with most Agamids, their head and 
body coloration intensifies during the 
breeding season.   Equally conspicuous 
throughout much of India and Southeast 
Asia are the various Calotes species, often 
locally referred to as “garden lizards” due 
to their propensity to take up residence 
near people.  Australia’s bearded dragon, 
Pagona vitticeps, is a popular pet, with 
millions bred yearly by hobbyists to 
supply the trade.

Among the more unusual Agamids are 
the 40 or so species of Draco, the “flying 
lizards”.  These supremely adapted 
aerialists are the only lizards to have 
developed elongated ribs to assist in 
gliding (flying geckos, Ptychozoon spp., 
also glide, but utilize small skin flaps along 
their sides).  The flying lizard’s ribs are 
covered by loose-fitting, brightly colored 
skin (the patagium) that, when extended, 
allows for “flights” of at least 50 feet and 
for considerable in-air maneuverability.  
Other unique family members include 
the cold-tolerant Himalayan agama, A. 
himalayana, which ranges to 11,000 feet 
above sea level, and the horned agamas, 
Ceratophora spp., males of which sport a 
long, flexible appendage on the tip of their 
snouts.

Above and Below: Hatchling Frilled Dragon. Filled dragons take fairly long in accepting handling, 
and should be approached with care.  While impressive, the flaring of their neck frill is a sign of 
stress and should not be induced.
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Space and Other Physical 
Requirements
Space requirements are probably the main 
drawback to this species’ suitability as 
a pet.  Males can reach 90cm in length, 
and neither they nor females take well 
to cramped quarters.  Although not 
particularly active, wild frilled dragons 
cover large distances in the course of their 
seasonal movements, traveling from the 
forest canopy to tree trunks within 4.5m 
off the ground.   They do not actively 
hunt their prey, but leap to the ground to 
chase passing insects from their arboreal 
perches, expending a good deal of energy 
in the process.  Perhaps these lifestyle 
peculiarities explain in part their need for 
spacious cages when kept as pets. 

Given that frilled dragons are territorial, 
it is also quite natural that they will 
instinctively feel stressed without adequate 
space, even if provided with ample 
food and protected from competition.  
Territorial animals almost always need the 
perception of an adequate space in which 
to live, despite the fact that their basic 
needs might, in captivity, be met in a fairly 
small area.  This is an important point to 
bear in mind when keeping any animal – 
I have found the principle invaluable in 
dealing with creatures ranging from tiny 
insects to large mammals.

Hatchlings can be raised for a time in a 
20 gallon aquarium, and a pair of sub-
adults can get by in a tank of 55-75 gallon 
capacity.  Adults, however, require a 
custom or self-built screen cage of at least 
1m square and 1.5m in height.  In all cases, 
climbing space is more important than 
floor area.

The cage should be well-stocked with 
stout, vertically oriented branches, in 
imitation of the lizards’ natural tree 
trunk habitat.  Be certain that several 
basking sites are provided if you keep 
more than 1 animal, and take care to 
observe that each individual is basking 
regularly.  Dominant animals of either 
sex may, by their mere presence or actual 
aggression, prevent others from utilizing 
the basking sites.  The actual perch that 
is to be used as a basking area should be 
positioned so that it is an optimal distance 
(as regards UVB output) from the light 
source.  This distance is less than 30cm 
for most fluorescent bulbs (but check 
manufacturer’s recommendation) and may 
be greater for certain incandescent UVB 
emitting models.

Frilled dragons rely largely upon 
camouflage for protection, and will 
feel comfortable “hiding” on their 
perches.  However, particularly high-
strung individuals should be given the 

opportunity to shelter beneath artificial 
plants suspended from the branches.  If 
you are using a screen cage, please bear in 
mind that one side of the enclosure should 
be a solid wall, or should be rendered so 
by a piece of canvas or the like.  It is a rare 
animal that feels at ease when completely 
exposed on all 4 sides – frilled dragons 
and other lizards are particularly sensitive 
in this regard.  Again, this is a general 
principle, applicable across most of the 
animal kingdom – adhering to it will go a 
long way in your efforts to habituate wild 
creatures to captivity (and, ultimately, will 
contribute to success in breeding efforts).

A mulch-type substrate, such as reptile 
bark substrate, will be an ideal substarte 
for the floor of the enclosure.

Light, Heat and Humidity
Frilled dragons bask frequently, and 
should have access to a high quality UVB 
source (although not a desert dwelling 
species, frilled dragons have high UVB 
requirements) and a full spectrum bulb 
providing UVA as well.  The basking site’s 
temperature should be 35 - 38°C, with the 
rest of the cage maintained in the range of 
23 - 25°C.

Frilled dragons and their cage should be 
misted with water once or twice daily.  
Although they often live in habitats devoid 

Frilled Dragon setup

Largely arboreal, they 
dwell in the forest 
canopy during the dry 
season.  
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of standing water, these lizards will soak 
and so should be provided with a water 
bowl.

Feeding
The diet should be as varied as possible 
– crickets, roaches, mealworms, 
superworms, mealworm beetles and silk 
worms can form the basis.  A pinky mouse 
can be given once every 4-6 weeks, but such 
is not necessary.  Frilled dragons will not 
thrive on a diet consisting of only crickets 
and superworms.  Frequent feedings of 
pink mice or other vertebrates may result 
in kidney, liver and eye (fatty deposits 
in the cornea) problems.  Field studies 
have revealed that, while frilled dragons 
eagerly consume small vertebrates, 
insects and other invertebrates make up 
the overwhelming majority of the diet.  
Their systems are not designed to process 
a diet rich in mice and other rodents, 
and, indeed, they get along perfectly well 
without them in captivity.

Some frilled dragons take plant foods, 
although in my experience they have 
been few and far between.  I suggest 
trying dandelion flowers, collard, mustard 
and turnip greens, diced carrot, yam, 
squash and fruit.  Little is known of their 
preferences for plant foods in the wild.

The food should be powdered with a high 
quality vitamin/mineral supplement  – 
twice weekly for adults and 4-5 times 

weekly for hatchlings and gravid females.

Adults can be fed small daily meals, with 
occasional fast days, or 3-4 times weekly.  
Hatchlings and growing animals do best 
when fed 5-7 times per week.

Social Grouping
Hatchlings can be reared together for a 
time, but hierarchies develop early and 
smaller animals will not fare well.  Males 
cannot be housed together, but females 
may co-exist if similarly sized and given 
adequate space.  Watch that all animals 
are getting enough to eat and are able to 
bask – even absent outright aggression, 
subordinate animals may be inhibited by 
cage-mates.

Captive Longevity
Captive longevity exceeds 15 years; 
unknown in the wild

Handling and Enrichment
Filled dragons take fairly long in accepting 
handling, and should be approached with 
care.  While impressive, the flaring of their 
neck frill is a sign of stress and should not 
be induced.   Even long-term captives react 
with fear to unexpected movements or 
noises, and they can administer a painful 
bite.  Well-habituated individuals become 
quite tame and may be gently handled and 
hand-fed.

Filled dragons take 
fairly long in accepting 
handling, and should be 
approached with care.  

mealworms and 
superworms 

also avialable as 
dried!

high quality 
feeder 

mealworms &
superworms
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Origin: Africa (Range found throughout Africa)
Habitat: Forests, rocky outcrops, grasslands, hills and 
around trees. They are often found where there’s trees, 
feeding on bird’s eggs, hence the name egg eating snake. 

Captive Care
Temperament: With the odd exception, egg eaters are calm, 
docile, placid snakes that are fairly hardy and ten to do very 
well in captivity. Due to their temperament egg eaters are a 
recommended snake to keep as they are relatively easy to 
care for and they also do not outgrow their welcome in the 
way that some Boas and Pythons can.

Egg eaters do make a good choice for beginners since they 
are easy to handle and care for. However, they are also 

Common Name:  Common Egg-eater, African Egg-eater, 
Rhombic Egg-eater, Egg-eater, Egg-eating snake

Genus Name: Dasypeltis 

Description 

Egg eaters are a relatively small snake from the 
Colubridae family. There are a few different species 
and each species can come in a range of different 

colours, but common egg eaters are typically brown, red and 
black. 

Size:  45cm - 76cm

Life span: (Captive) Pet egg eaters have the potential to live 
for over 10 years.

Egg Eating Snakes By Go Herping

Snakes*

Care Sheet

“With the odd exception, egg eaters are calm, 
docile, placid snakes that are fairly hardy and tend 

to do very well in captivity.”
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favourites with experienced keepers due 
to the ease of caring and fascination of a 
rare snake. 

Egg eaters make great pets as they are 
highly unlikely to bite but if they do you 
shouldn’t worry as they have no teeth and 
they also have pleasant personalities. If 
threatened their first response is to rub 
their body in a figure of eight, rather than 
strike and they will occasionally warn 
off predators with their body rub. Egg 
eaters also have the advantage of looking 
like adders which can also help warn off 
predators. 

For those of us living in South Africa just 
remember as they are an indigenous species 
you may also need a captivity permit to 
keep them in your province so make sure 
to check this with other breeders or your 
local permits office. Almost all Egg Eaters 
that are for sale are wild caught as although 
they are easy to breed in captivity it is not 
so easy to raise the babies as it is hard to 
get small enough eggs for the babies to eat. 
Sometimes permits put people off keeping 
certain species, but it shouldn’t – they are 
easy to get, it is just a process you need 
to follow and for anyone passionate about 
this species it is well worth the effort. 

Handling
Egg eaters are quite active snakes and 
will appreciate time outside the vivarium 
to exercise. Care should be taken to avoid 
dropping your egg eater whilst handling, 
so support your egg eater at all times. 
Approximately 10-15 minutes 3-4 times 
a week is a suitable amount of time for 
handling your egg eater, but this may vary 
depending on the particular snake. Some 
egg eaters will appreciate more time 
outside the vivarium, while others may 
shy away from regular handling.
It is important for hygiene reasons to wash 
your hands with a good anti-bacterial 
hand wash before and after you handle 
your snake. This is especially important if 
you have multiple specimens, so has not 
to pass on any infections between your 
snakes. Anti-bacterial hand sanitizers 
are widely available and are useful to 
have close to your vivarium for quick and 
regular hand cleaning.

Keeping Notes
Record keeping is a good way of 
monitoring your egg eater as it grows and 
develops. It is advisable to keep a written 
record of when your snake feeds and sheds 
its skin, so that you have a resource to refer 

to if there becomes a problem. Regular 
weight and length checks are also useful 
as you can monitor the growth of your egg 
eater, which helps to ensure that your egg 
eater is healthy.

Feeding
Egg eaters feed on eggs appropriate to the 
size of the snake. Most egg eaters don’t 

get big enough to eat chicken eggs and if 
you think your egg eater is full size and 
able to eat a chicken egg then that’s fine 
but never ever give a young or teenage egg 
eater a chicken egg because even if it’s too 
big for the snake to eat it will still try and 
eat it which could do serious damage to 
the snake. 

Commonly known as the Montane Egg-eating Snake (Dasypeltis atra).

Rhombic Egg-eater (Dasypeltis scabra) swallowing a quail egg.

West African Egg-eater (Dasypeltis fasciata) swallowing an egg. 
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Hatchling egg eaters start on small finch 
eggs, one every 5-7 days and graduate up 
to a bigger quail egg every 7-14 days as 
they grow. Very large snakes may be able 
to take on a chicken egg but with caution. 
These snakes feed exclusively on eggs and 
no mice or any small rodents should go 
anywhere near these snakes. 

Quail eggs are available from most 
grocery stores or bought over the internet. 
Make sure the eggs are in date and fresh. 
Never handle your snake straight after a 
feed, as it will regurgitate its meal. It is 
advisable to wait 24-48 hours after a feed 
before handling your snake.

If your snake is reluctant to feed, then 
there are a few techniques you can try to 
encourage your snake to feed. Sand paper 
can be used to rub a spot on the tip of the 
egg just until you get to the egg membrane. 
 One of these is tube feeding the contents 
of the inside of the egg. Also be aware 
these snakes can go without food for up 
to a month or even more. This is also 
only a short term solution (a few months), 
consistently doing this will slowly stress 
the snake out beyond return. 
Shedding

Egg eaters, like all other snakes, shed their 
outer layer of skin periodically throughout 
their lives. Young snakes may shed more 
frequently than adult snakes, but in general 
the shedding process occurs several times 
a year. This is nothing to worry about as a 
keeper, but there are a few things you can 
do to help your snake through this process.
Pre-ecdysis is the name given to the 
changes your snake will go through 
whilst preparing to shed its skin. This 

will include a dulling of your snake’s 
skin colour, general inactivity and their 
eyes will turn a bluish grey colour. At 
this time your egg eater may refuse a 
feed or shy away from being handled, but 
this depends on the individual snake and 
how they handle. While your snake is ‘in 
blue’ it is advisable to handle with care as 
their vision is obscured by the membrane 
covering its eyes and they may feel more 
insecure than usual, therefore more likely 
to be defensive.

Most egg eaters will handle a shed without 
any need for extra help, but some egg 
eaters have problems shedding. In such 
a case, you may wish place your animal 
in a plastic sweater box along with some 
wetted, warm paper towels as a substrate. 
Also you could try to raise the humidity 
in your Vivarium to help your snake 
loosen its skin. You can do this by placing 
a larger water bowl in the vivarium so 
that your snake has the opportunity to 
soak itself if desired. You can also lightly 
mist the tank with water to help raise 
the humidity. Another useful tactic is to 
place a humidity box in the Vivarium. 
This can be a sandwich box with a hole 
cut in the top filled with damp sphagnum 
moss. Your egg eater is only use to dry 
conditions coming from Africa but it 
should appreciate the extra humidity and 
it will make the next stage of shedding 
easier for it.

Ecdysis is the act of shedding, which is 
usually started by your snake rubbing 
it’s head on rocks or décor to loosen the 
skin around its head. Once it has worked 
its head free it will continue to crawl its 
way out of the old skin by rolling it inside 

Southern Brown Egg-Eater (Dasypeltis inornata) from high altitude grassland in the 
Soutpansberg. Photo Melissa Petford.
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out has it moves. Once your snake has 
shed its skin it should be removed from 
the vivarium along with any faeces that 
usually accompanies Ecdysis. Check 
your snake to ensure that the shed skin 
has successfully been removed, taking 
particular notice that the eye caps and tail 
end have not been retained. If necessary 
bathe your snake and remove any patches 
of skin that have not been shed with a 
warm towel or tweezers, to avoid infection 
or death of the tissue below it.

Housing
Egg eaters are not highly active and do not 
need huge enclosures. A medium sized 
vivarium or terrarium will house your egg 
eater nicely. The vivarium or terrarium 
size should allow a minimum of 1 square 
foot of floor space to each foot of snake 
and be approximately a third of the snake’s 
length in height. Hatchlings should 
start out in an appropriately sized small 
vivarium as they can become stressed and 
stop feeding in an oversized vivarium.
Egg eaters are excellent escape artists, so 
care must be taken when planning their 
housing. Make sure your vivarium or 
terrarium has a tight fitting lid, which can 

West African Egg-eater (Dasypeltis fasciata).
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be clamped down. Egg eaters are very strong and can push a 
loose fitting lid from a vivarium.

Egg eaters are fairly easy to care for, as they defecate rarely, so 
with regular spot cleaning a full vivarium clean out should only 
be necessary every 3-5 weeks. When you clean out the housing, 
disinfect the cage furniture and the inside of the vivarium with 
a weak disinfectant solution or a reptile safe product. In general, 
if a disinfectant is safe to use for disinfecting baby bottles, 
then it is weak enough to use with snakes. Completely dry the 
contents before replacing in the vivarium with fresh substrate. 
For hygiene reasons it is advised to use separate towels and 
cleaning cloths for your snakes.

Your Egg Eater Snake vivarium should contain:

Substrate 
Sand: Sand is the preferred substrate for egg eaters as it 
compares to their natural environment in Africa.  It absorbs 
well and inexpensive to replace. However it can be messy and 
get in the side cracks of your vivarium or terrarium. 

At least once a month, all sand should be removed and disposed 
of, and the entire enclosure cleaned and disinfected before new 
sand is placed inside.

Aspen Shavings: Aspen shavings may be used for egg eaters. 
The shavings cannot be cleaned and so have to be removed 
and replaced with fresh shavings when dirty.  If you use aspen 
shavings the urine and faeces can be scooped out with a cat 
litter scoop, and replaced with fresh shavings as needed. Be sure 
to remove soiled substrate as soon as possible; urine-soaked 
material will become a breeding ground for bacteria, which 
could harm your egg eater. If you use this type of substrate you 
will have to place your snake in a secure area to feed it; you do 
not want it to ingest any of the shavings.

At least once a month, all shavings should be removed and 
disposed of, and the entire enclosure cleaned and disinfected 
before new shavings are placed inside.

Do not use Cedar or Redwood Shavings these are toxic for all 
animals and should never be used in predator or prey enclosures. 
Cedar and redwood should not be used in constructing housing 
for any animal, nor in any furniture or panelling in a vivarium 
in which any animals are housed.

Newspaper: Layers of newspaper have been used for years in 
animal keeping. It is relatively absorbent when several layers 
are used, and inexpensive to replace. However, the inks used 
in printing are known to be harmful to animals. Unprinted 
sheets may be obtained at shops selling moving supplies, or 
roll ends may be obtained from some newspaper companies. As 
with printed newspaper, it is relatively absorbent when several 
sheets are used, especially when layered with paper towels. 
Unlike printed newspaper, the unprinted sheets and rolls are 
not impregnated with potentially harmful inks that could harm 
your egg eater.

Easily obtained and relatively inexpensive, paper towels make 
an excellent substrate for reptiles with belly injuries and those 
in the early stages of quarantine.

Reptile Bark: Some reptile shops may recommend the use 
of reptile bark for egg eaters, but this substrate is more 
appropriate for snakes that require higher humidity levels. It 
is not inadvisable to use this substrate for egg eaters, as they 
are susceptible to respiratory infections (R.Is) if the humidity 
becomes too high.

Water
All egg eaters need fresh water to drink daily. Water should be 
given in a reasonable sized bowl which is fairly heavy to stop 
your snake tipping it over.
Water can also help your snake during shedding at this time 
your snake may be found bathing in the water.
If the snake defecates in its water bowl, the bowl must be 
cleaned and disinfected immediately.

Heat
Egg eaters are cold blooded and get heat from their surroundings. 
In the wild snakes bask in the sun to keep warm or move to a 
shady spot if they are too hot, this is called thermo-regulation. 
The ideal temperature for your snake’s vivarium is a temperature 
gradient of 22-30°C.

Heat should be provided using a heat mat with thermostat.
Heat mats should only cover between a third or a quarter of the 
floor space to allow your snake to thermo-regulate. This heat 
mat should be regulated by a thermostat to ensure that it does 
not overheat. Since a heat mat should provide sufficient heat to 
keep your egg eater happy, a basic foil heating pad should be 
appropriate. These thermostats are available from reptile shops 

The Lamu Red Egg Eater (Dasypeltis medici lamuensis). One of the 
prettiest Egg Eating snakes in East Africa. 

Egg eaters feed on eggs of an appropriate size for the snake. Quail eggs 
are easily available and are a good size. 
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and online, are relatively cheap, and will 
ensure the heat source is regulated at a 
safe level.

It’s useful when using a heat mat to have 
a small thermometer on each end of the 
vivarium to check the temperature. Place 
the thermometers near the hides on top 
of the substrate as this is where your egg 
eater will spend the majority of its time. 
One end should be around 30°C and the 
other around 21°C. Checking temperatures 
regularly is advised to ensure that your 
egg eater can thermo-regulate by moving 
around the tank.

A place for your egg eater to hide
All egg eaters need somewhere to hide 
and may become stressed if this is not 
provided. This could be a cardboard box, 
a toilet roll tube or an upturned plant pot 
that can be easily replaced if it becomes 
soiled.

Specialist reptile hides can be purchased 
from pet shops and over the Internet. 
These are usually cheap and look good 
inside the vivarium and can be easily 
cleaned when you clean the rest of the 
vivarium or terrarium.

Any hide should be just large enough for 
your egg eater to curl up in; if it is too 
large the snake will not feel as secure. It is 
advised to place at least two hides in your 
vivarium or terrarium so that your egg 
eater will have a place to hide in both the 
warm and cool end of the tank.

In general, it is wise to place two hides in 
your vivarium for your egg eater to use, 

one in the warm side of the vivarium and 
one in the cooler side. This enables your 
snake to have adequate hiding places 
along the temperature gradient, which 
would allow your snake to adjust its body 
temperature. This is important, because 
for some egg eaters, the instinct to hide 
is often more insistent than the instinct to 
keep at the right temperature. If the snake 
does not control his body temperature it 
can lead to many problems, the least of 
which being digestive problems.

A place to climb 
Branches, rocks, stones and plastic plants 
can be bought from pet shops and over the 
internet these provide a place for climbing 
and resting, they also aid the snake when 
shedding its skin. 

Branches and rocks collected from the 
wild will need to be debugged by soaking 
first in chlorine/water solution, then 
rinsed thoroughly, soaked in clean water, 
then left to dry in the sun. Alternatively, 
baking your find in an oven for an hour 
at 100°C would also kill any parasites or 
bacteria living on it that could harm your 
snake.

Some live plants may be harmful to your 
egg eater, if in doubt don’t use them in 
your Vivarium. 

Egg eaters love to climb as its part of what 
they have to do anyway when searching 
for birds eggs in the wild. So different 
vines and branches will be beneficial for 
your snake to maintain it to be happy and 
compare to its natural environment.
A change of scenery

Egg eaters are very inquisitive animals 
and like to explore new surroundings. 
Once in a while change the layout of the 
vivarium, as this will keep your egg eater 
from becoming bored. You will notice 
once you put your egg eater back in the 
tank it will start to re-explore its new 
surroundings.

Basic Baby Set Up 
The hatchling/baby egg eaters can go in a 
basic set up like this. But as they get older 
you will need a wide and tall terrarium 
because they need space to roam and 
they need the height because they love to 
climb and that’s what part of their natural 
instinct is as in the wild they would need 
to climb due to birds’ nests being in tree 
tops. 

Basic Adult Set Up
Very basic egg eater set up for an adult. 
You don’t want to clog the terrarium up 
with too much stuff. Some branches and 
plastic plants for the snake’s terrarium 
will give your snake a brilliant enclosure.   

Humidity
Egg eaters do not require a specific 
humidity level but we recommend 
around 40%-60%, your egg eater may 
also appreciate a light misting of their 
vivarium to aid them during the shedding 
process. Ensure that you do not allow the 
humidity to reach too high a level as this 
may cause your egg eater to develop an R.I 
(Respiratory Infection).

Sexing
There are many techniques you can use 
to sex your snake, including comparing 

Regurgitated egg shells after the snake has eaten the eggs. Egg eaters are fairly 
easy to care for, as they 
defecate rarely.
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tail lengths visually as males tend to 
have longer tails than females, but the 
only two accurate ways of determining 
egg eaters sex are Popping and Probing. 
Popping is usually done on hatchling egg 
eaters and Probing on older specimens. 
Both techniques should only be carried 
out by an experienced snake keeper or 
herpetologist, as your egg eater can be 
hurt if the procedure is not done properly.

Breeding
Egg eaters breed fairly well in captivity 
but it is usual to find wild caught animals 
for sale. They come in reds, browns and 
black. Egg eaters should be of a good age 
and weight before they are allowed to 
breed to avoid problems like egg binding. 
I would recommend that the minimum 
requirements for a female to breed would 
be at least 2 years of age, 2ft in length and 
265 grams in weight.

Brumation
Brumation (cooling your snake down 
for winter) is advised to greater your 
chances of successful breeding. A good 
brumation period is about 8 to 10 weeks 
for the female egg eater. The temperature 
needs to be dropped gradually to around 

15 - 18°C and maintained until gradually 
raising it back up after the recommended 
brumation period. Your egg eater should 
not be fed during this time, but fresh water 
should always be available.

Mating 
In the wild the egg eaters mating season 
is usually around summer, so this is a 
good time to introduce your female to 
the male’s vivarium for copulation. They 
can be left together for a few weeks. If the 
copulation is successful, the female will 
become gravid (pregnant).

Laying
Once your egg eater has become gravid, 
they will need to feed more frequently to 
ensure they gain the vital nutrients needed 
for egg development. Egg eaters deposit 
between 6 and 25 eggs. They do not lay 
eggs in one location; rather, the clutch is 
usually scattered after a gestation period 
lasting between 80 and 90 days. Once the 
eggs have been laid, remove the eggs. Your 
female will be hungry and exhausted, so 
continue feeding her more often than you 
normally would to increase your chances 
of a successful double clutch.

We Specialise in 
Custom Cages.

SUBSCRIBE TO ULTIMATE EXOTICS ON 

WEEKLY VIDEOS!
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www.youtube.com/c/ultimateexoticsreptiles

Incubation
Female egg eaters will lay between 6 and 
25 eggs, which will need to be incubated 
for between 55 and 65 days (7 to 9 
weeks). Try to keep the eggs at a constant 
temperature of 26-29°C. Vermiculite is a 
good substrate to have inside the incubator 
as it will help keep the humidity levels 
correct.

Hatchlings
If incubation is successful, the hatchlings 
should break out of their eggs using an egg 
tooth. They will remain in the eggs to soak 
up the yolk for a few days before venturing 
out of the shell. You should watch them 
closely at this stage, but not force them to 
leave the egg before they are ready.

Once they are out of the egg, the hatchlings 
will all need to be housed separately. Small 
plastic tubs are good for housing your 
hatchlings at this stage. Hatchlings will 
require their first feed after their first shed, 
which should occur around a week after 
they hatch. If the hatchling is reluctant to 
eat its first finch egg, try test tubing the 
egg contents out the egg then test tube 
feeding it. If you are planning to sell on 
your hatchlings, it is important to ensure 
that the hatchlings are readily accepting 
food and are healthy before selling them.

https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCgDkNGF8QVObubqqB_4Bzyg
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*Colubrid

By Het Tererrium

Elaphe carinata is an impressive snake, they are 
quite large and have a strong sturdy looking body 
and a matching defensive character. They derive 

their species name “carinata” from the stench they can 
produce when disturbed. They have also been named the 
Stinking Goddess because of their highly developed post-
anal glands that if they are scared or frightened they are 
emptied and release a very strong smelling odor that can 
linger. 

There are three recognized subspecies with the Taiwanese 
E. c. carinata as the most kept in the hobby and this sheet is 
based on the experience with that subspecies. The other two 

known subspecies are the E. c. yonaguniensis that finds 
his home on the island of Taiwan and the subspecies E. c. 
dequenensis that originates from the Yunnan province in 
China. Especially about this last subspecies there is a lot 
of discussion if it is in fact a subspecies or just a smaller 
local form of the E. c. carinata.

General appearance
They have keeled scales and unlike other rat snakes a 
teardrop-shaped pupil. King Rat snakes go through an 
ontogenetic colour and pattern change that takes around 
two years to complete. Young animals have a very 
different appearance than the adult animals, mainly 

“By nature Elaphe carinata is an 
active hunter. They are active during 

dusk and night time and go into 
hiding during the day between 

leaves, branches or in a cave. Perhaps 
the most impressive of these snakes 
is their behaviour when disturbed.” 

Elaphe carinata

A beautiful example of 
King Rat Snake. 
Photo by Karsten Kamke, 
Snakeguy

King
Rat Snakes



  www.ultimateexotics.co.za  | july/august 2019  |  ultimate exotics 19

brown / grey with a fine dark pattern. 
Older animals are in basic black with 
yellow coloration on the scales. Depending 
on the line the yellow gradation may vary. 
Some animals stay very black while the 
‘high yellow’ animals show some striking 
colours. On average these snakes will 
measure 150 to 200cm but big adults can 
grow up to 240/250cm.

There are a number of morphs being 
currently bred in captivity such as the 
axanthic, hypomelanistic, amelanistic, 
albino and high yellow.

Life Span

Elaphe carinata carinata T+ 
with her clutch
15 eggs. Photo by Colubra

Elaphe carinata carinata 
High Yellow. Photo by 
Colubra

King
Rat Snakes
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July/August 2019

King Rat Snake
Elaphe carinata
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Black 
Soldier 

Fly 
Maggots: 

Are They Good Treats?

With such a high calcium content, BSF 
can halt or even reverse the effects 
of metabolic bone disease (MBD) in 
reptiles, and other insect-living animals 
such as tenrecs. As part of a balanced 
diet, BSF larvae make a great treat with 
numerous health benefits thanks to their 
high-protein and high-energy content.

If you’re looking for a treat for your pet 
that’s high in calcium, high in protein 
and low in environmental impact, get 
in touch with us at Aegis Agriculture by 
sending an e-mail to agri@aegise.net, 
or visiting us at www.aegise.net. 

Black soldier fly (Hermetia illucens) maggots has 
become a buzzword in recent years for many different 
reasons. Mainly, it has been for the promising results 
they’ve shown as a protein substitute in animal 
feeds for chickens, pigs and fish, while also showing 
great promise in combating climate change thanks 
to their voracious appetite for food waste.

But what good can they do for your beardie, 
gecko, chameleon or tarantula? In a word, calcium. 
Numerous studies and nutrient analyses have shown 
that the larvae from the black soldier fly (BSF) 
can contain 50-150 times more calcium than, for 
instance, mealworms or dubia roaches.
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vertically so that the yellow coloration 
between the scales becomes more visible. 
If this has no avail that they have a second 
method to ward off their attacker and this 
is to secrete a strong-smelling pungent 
musk odour. This musk smells anything 
but pleasant and will deter most predators. 
Their temperament in captivity can vary 
from being extremely shy and nervous to 
being very unpredictable and not hesitating 
to bite. 

Origin and Habitat
Naturally this is a bottom dweller that is 
located in densely planted, humid forests 
and bamboo forests. The range of the 

nominate located in China, Japan and 
Taiwan.

Housing
This rat snake is fairly easy to care 
of. Remember that these animals are 
cannibalistic so it is best to keep them 
separate outside the breeding season. They 
are fairly long active snakes and this means 
they need plenty of space to roam around. 
For an adult a minimum size terrarium 
of 150cm x 60cm x 60cm is needed. For 
very large animals, we recommend a 
terrarium that measures at least their entire 
length and a quarter of their their length 
for the width and height. Young animals 

Always provide the snakes with a big waterbowl that the snake can fully emerge 
in. Replace the water daily. These snakes can be kept separate or as pair. For an 
individual a terrarium that measures 60cm x 45cm x 45cm would be sufficient. 
For a pair 90cm x 45cm x 45cm would be more appropriate.

The main subject is temperature. These snakes do not tolerate long-term 
high temperatures well as they come from humid and cool mountainous 
environments. This does mean that many hobbyist especially those who have 
a separate room for all their reptiles do not need to use additional heat to 
keep these snakes.

15-20 years.

Behaviour
By nature Elaphe carinata is an active 
hunter. They are active during dusk and 
night time and go into hiding during the 
day between leaves, branches or in a cave. 
Perhaps the most impressive of these snakes 
is their behaviour when disturbed. These 
snakes are known as defensive and will 
if they feel threatened bite their attacker 
without many doubt. When disturbed 
they will posture in the classic S position, 
spread their mouth wide open and lift the 
front part of their body from the ground. 
Sometimes they flatten their bodies 

Female Elaphe carinata 
carinata High yellow. 
Photo by Colubra

Hatchling Elaphe carinata 
carinata. 
Photo by Colubra

Elaphe carinata carinata. 
Photo by Colubra
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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
Scaleless Bloodred Pied Corn Snake

A beautiful snake bred by Stunning Snakes. This is a 
combination of the recessive Scaleless gene and the Pied 

Sided Bloodred gene. 

The Scaleless gene does not effect these snakes in captivity 
in any negative way and that they can be kept the same way 
as we keep our other snakes. I have had many friends that 

were not keen on the idea of Scaleless Corn Snakes but when 
we at Ultimate Exotics imported the first Scaleless Corn 

Snake into South Africa and people started seeing it many 
of them changed their mind as once you get to see one and 
feel one in person it gives you a whole new outlook on this 

mutation.

Most Wanted.

are already considerably large when they 
hatch and can be placed in a terrarium of 
60cm x 45cm x 45cm or temporarily in a 
11litre Addis tub to raise them.

This species loves to dig through the soil 
so provide the Elaphe carinata with a thick 
layer of ground cover. For this, one can use 
Ultimate Exotics premium wood chips or 
Ultimate Exotics reptile bark substrate. 
You can also opt for a natural blend of coco 
husk, reptile bark substrate and leaves. 
Remove waste immediately and replace 
the soil cover once a month. Misting we 
would recommend to do 2 or 3 times a 
week and of course the animals always 

need to have fresh/clean water available 
to them. Further furniture can include 
climbing branches, hollow logs and reptile 
caves and sturdy plants for decoration and 
hiding. The average temperatures are 22C 
on the cool side to 26C on the warm side 
and a hot spot from 28 to 30C. This hot 
spot can be created by means of a basking 
spot lamp or a heating pad combined with 
daylight bulbs or fluorescent lighting for 
proper day / night rhythm.

Diet
Elaphe carinata has a fast metabolism, 
especially when they are young. Feed those 
once every 5 days with a prey (or multiple 

This species lives a very reclusive life. They are nocturnal, dig a lot and like to hide between the leaves and branches on the forest floor. Here they actively hunt for 
small prey items. When feeling threatened their first reaction will be to slither and hide. 

prey) which is not more than 10% thicker 
than the thickest point of their body. Adult 
animals can be fed weekly. Proper feeding 
items for Elaphe carinata include mice, 
African soft fur rats and rats. One can 
offer variety with chicks.

Shedding:
Your King Rat Snakes natural colours will 
begin to dull and your King Rat snakes 
eyes will go blue/cloudy, this is all signs 
of your snake going into shed. After this 
is completed your King Rat snakes eyes 
will appear to have gone back to normal 
depending on the age of the snakes, it will 
then proceed to shed 3-7 days later. 

Anerythristic Elaphe carinata 
carinata. 
Photo by Colubra
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*Health & Disease

Article By
Aliza

For years, the specter of the dreaded protozoan disease, cryptosporidiosis, has worried 
gecko owners.  “Crypto” is highly contagious, incurable, hard to kill and ultimately 
fatal.   Unfortunately, this devastating disease has invaded my gecko population here 

at Geckcessories.

For obvious reasons, I have done a fair amount of internet research about crypto and 
have discovered that almost nothing has been written about it since 2012.  I have never 
seen a post about any breeder admitting that he or she is dealing with crypto.  Aside 
from an occasional new gecko owner reporting on forums about a gecko purchased from 
a pet store that has “sticktail”, one of the symptoms of crypto (and what happened to 
all the other geckos in the pet store that were sold to unsuspecting customers?) no one 
has acknowledged a crypto problem in the past 5 years.  As a responsible breeder and 
concerned reptile keeper, I feel obligated to share my story.

How it Started
As far as I can tell, Crypto may have come to my home with a gecko I purchased last 
year.  I quarantined her and afterward put her in an enclosure with another female and a 
male gecko.  Within a few months, things started to go downhill just as this gecko was 
laying eggs.  By the time I got the three of them to the vet, the two females were dead 

Plague House: A 
Breeder’s Nightmare
A personal experince with Crypto

“As far as I can tell, Crypto may have come to my home with a 
gecko I purchased last year.  I quarantined her and afterward 

put her in an enclosure with another female and a male gecko.  
Within a few months, things started to go downhill just as this 

gecko was laying eggs.”
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and the male had lost a lot of weight.  
The initial fecal exam was negative 
for crypto.  The male was placed in 
a quarantine cage and after several 
months and a complete disinfection 
(as per the guidelines of the article 
on crypto cited above) of his previous 
habitat, he was returned to his original 
home.  Although he didn’t regain all 
the weight he had lost, he continued to 
do well.  Six months after that vet visit 
he was introduced to two females.  As 
soon as they started laying eggs, things 
went downhill again.  

Not long after that, a gecko of another 
species in a cage across the room 
stopped eating and developed a runny 
diarrhea.  I brought her to the vet and 
her crypto test came back positive.  I 
have now tested most of my geckos, 
including nearly all of my juvenile 
leopard geckos.  Every result has been 
positive.  I did not re-test the original 
group of geckos, who are now severely 
underweight, but it’s pretty clear to me 
what the problem is.  My best guess 
as to how this disease spread is that I 
have, unfortunately, been in the habit of 
returning uneaten feeders to the cricket 
enclosure.  Most likely, the crickets 
were contaminated, as well as other 
items used for cricket feeding.

How to Reduce the Chances of Crypto
I don’t think there’s any way to 
completely eliminate any chance of a 
crypto outbreak and to still own geckos.  
I have gotten rid of all my feeders as 
well as their enclosures and bought new 

feeders.  I’ve treated all the implements 
used with the feeders.  Here are other 
precautions I recommend:
•  Test any gecko you purchase 
for crypto, or find out whether the 
gecko has been tested by the seller.  
Technically, a gecko should be able 
to provide 3 negative crypto tests to 
insure that it is crypto free.  If I ever 
sell geckos again, I will have them all 
tested for crypto. 

•    Once a feeder goes into an enclosure, 
it should not go anywhere else.  Most 
care sheets advise that uneaten feeders 
should be removed if not eaten within 
15 minutes.  That’s great for owners 
of 1 or 2 geckos, but if you have 50 
geckos, what are you supposed to do 
with the uneaten feeders?  At this point, 
they stay in the cage and when the next 
feeding time arrives, I try to encourage 
the geckos to first eat whatever is still 
in the enclosure.

•  Wash your hands often with soap and 
water.  Soap and water will not kill the 
crypto oocysts that are excreted with 
the gecko feces, but there’s at least 
some chance you can get them off your 
hands by washing.  Wash after each 
gecko cage or rack you service.  Wash 
after handling a gecko and before 
handling the next gecko.

•  Test for crypto any gecko with 
persistent diarrhea.
 
When God Gives You Lemons . . . 
I am devastated.  It’s likely that every 
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single gecko in my care will die before 
its time.  I have tens of geckos that I 
produced to sell that I can’t sell.  My 
current career as a gecko breeder, 
one that I’ve loved for the past 13 
seasons, is over.  I don’t know that I’ll 
ever breed geckos again. I’ve had to 
contact the few people this season who 
bought geckos from me, share the news 
and offer them refunds if they want 
them.  I will ultimately be throwing 
out a lot of gecko related accessories, 
some of which I made and some that 
have a lot of sentimental value to me.  
I’m preparing to say goodby to some 
geckos I’ve had for more than 10 years.

The biggest problem I’m confronting 
now is how to house the geckos that 
I would normally be selling.  The 
enclosures they currently inhabit are 
designed to be temporary until they 
are sold but now I must find housing 
for them in my home for the rest of 
their lives.  I’ve resisted doing the math 
because I suspect it will be impossible.

I used to wait eagerly for the eggs to 
hatch and now I pray that they won’t 
hatch.  While there is a very slight 
chance that subsequent hatchlings will 

be negative for crypto, the literature 
suggests that offspring of crypto 
positive parents are likewise crypto-
positive (they will be tested when they 
get a little bigger).
 
. . . Make Lemonade
Despite the horrible news, things with 
the reptiles are oddly “normal”.  Of 
the 70 or so geckos I have, only 4 are 
wasting away, and 3 of those are still 
eating like champs.  A few more of 
the geckos have intermittent diarrhea.  
In some ways, it’s “business as usual” 
in terms of feeding and other care.  I 
don’t know what the future will hold.  
I considered having the sickest geckos 
euthanized and I just couldn’t do it.  
I couldn’t put down a gecko that is 
still eating, licking water drops off 
the enclosure walls and is not in any 
obvious pain.  

When one lives with a long-term 
terrible situation, the key to emotional 
survival is to take a “one day at a 
time” approach and to remember to be 
grateful for the things in life that are 
going well.  I still have my health and 
my job.  My family members are also 
doing well.  I get to have some gorgeous 

geckos for my very own that otherwise 
would have been sold.  Caring for a 
large number of geckos, providing for 
an ever expanding group of hatchlings 
and working the shows and the internet 
to sell them, while pleasurable, is time 
consuming and puts a great strain 
on vacation plans.  I hope to retire in 
about 5 years and it may be time to 
eliminate this somewhat costly and 
encompassing hobby.
 
When All is Said and Done
I return to the point I made at the 
beginning of this article: Why 
haven’t we heard anything about 
cryptosporidiosis during the past 5 
years?  Am I the only breeder dealing 
with this?  Are there geckos being 
bought and sold through facilities 
where crypto is present?  Is there any 
interest in research to develop a cure 
for this parasite?  I have found that 
reptile keepers are notoriously silent 
about their methods and the specifics 
of their care, frequently (though not 
always) for good reason.  I feel that it’s 
time to speak out about this issue in 
order to understand how widespread it 
is and how we can minimize its spread 
and its effects.

An example of a beautiful and healthy 
gecko. Weight loss and shrinking 
of the tail fat deposits until the tail 
is little more than skin covering the 
caudal vertebrae. Some geckos may 
have white spots on the liver that are 
visible through the belly skin. Stick 
tail is often accompanied by diarrhea, 
poor appetite or anorexia, hiding, and 
spending time in the coolest parts of 
the enclosure.
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By Josh’s frogs

Ball Pythons*

How to Know When Your Animals Are Ready To 
Safely Breed

There is no cookie cutter layout on what size the 
animals need to be to breed safely. There is always 
exceptions so it’s difficult to give an exact weight or 

age. We go by a combination of age and weight. As a rule 
of thumb most females will breed in their third winter if 
they are over 1,500grams. It is possible to see a female hit 
1,500g in their second winter but at this point we would 
let their age come into play when making a decision. If 
the female is in their second winter we really like to see 
them above 1,800g to start pairing them. At the same time, 
a female in her fourth year or older may be 1,500g after 
laying but still be way too small to breed because she may 
need to be over 2,000g to have the body weight needed 
to lay a healthy clutch. This is why it’s pretty hard to go 
just off a weight. With both males and females its very 
important to take a look at the bigger picture and factor in 
age, weight and body structure. You don’t want an animal 
that is fat from power feeding, you want the animal to 
be nice and stocky. You want the snake to be firm to the 
touch, where they are slow grown versus fat and obese 

from the keeper trying to grow them as fast as possible. 
Remember it’s not a race to pass 1,500g to breed. All 
animals are different and they will achieve a healthy, 
breedable body weight when they are ready.

Over the years, we have learned it’s not worth pushing 
females long term. For example, one year we had 2 
sisters both about 1600 grams in their 2nd winter and 
decided to try and breed them both.  One of them laid a 
small clutch of 4 eggs and lost a lot of weight after doing 
so while the other female kept feeding and did not lay 
at all.  When the 3rd winter came around the female 
that laid the year prior had regained the weight she lost 
before laying and then some but was still under 2000 
grams while the sister that did not lay in her 2nd winter 
but kept feeding was pushing 3000 grams.  When the 
3rd season came around again both girls had the weight 
to breed but the from that laid in her 2nd winter did not 
go and the female that stayed on feed and did not lay 
her 2nd winter went on to drop a nice 10 egg clutch for 
her first clutch in her 3rd winter.  So now when you step 
back and look at the bigger picture as a whole we have 
2 sibling females that were the same size up until we 

Pairing Ball Pythons Article By 
AME Exotics

“You don’t want an animal 
that is fat from power 
feeding, you want the 
animal to be nice and 

stocky. You want the snake 
to be firm to the touch, 

where they are slow grown 
versus fat and obese from 
the keeper trying to grow 
them as fast as possible.”



  www.ultimateexotics.co.za  | july/august 2019  |  ultimate exotics 29

decided to breed them their 2nd winter.  
The one that gave us eggs early we 
are going into the 4th winter with her 
having given us a total of 4 eggs while 
the sibling that took longer has given 
us 10 eggs.  When you look at it like 
that sure we didn’t get any eggs in the 
2nd winter from the female that took 
longer but in the long run letting her 
continue to feed and grow has ended 
up giving us more eggs than the one 
that started early.  At this point we 
don’t even try to push young females 
because I know by letting them stay 
on feed and grow larger before pairing 
them I will end up with the same 
amount of eggs or more in the long run 
than if I had pushed her and bred her 
early.  So to us, slow and steady wins 
the race!

It is possible to get a male to breed his 
first season. We aim to see a male at 
least 600g AND STILL FEEDING 
before trying to breed a young male 
in his first season. It’s not uncommon 
for males to go off feed completely or 
to slow down feeding during breeding 
season. Which is why we aim to see at 
least 600g and still on feeding before we 
start pairing a male in his first winter. 
It is possible to breed a male that is 
both younger and smaller. The earlier 
we have ever had a male breeding was 
about 400g and about 4months old, but 
we don’t really recommend trying this 
as it’s better to have a healthy weight 
on a snake so that way if he goes off 
feed during breeding he has enough 
body weight and fat built up that he 
doesn’t drop to an unsafe weight. 
Ideally we prefer males to be in their 
second winter and to be about 800g or 
more. The key is finding the balance 
because an underweight male might 
not have the body weight to be able 
to safely go off feed and complete the 
breeding season. At the same time, 
a male that has been overfed and is 
too fat will become lazy and have no 
interest in breeding.

With both males and females, as 
breeders we always have to keep the 
health of the animal in mind. Never 
try to breed a male or female that does 
not have the body weight. You have to 

ODYB Enchi Fire Fly Leopard Pied x OD Red Stripe. Photo by Ozzy Boids

If the female is in their second winter we really like to see them above 1,800g to start pairing them

All animals are different and they will achieve a healthy, breedable body weight when they are ready.
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keep an eye on the male and be ready 
and willing to pull him from breeding 
rotation if he goes off feed and starts 
getting thin. It’s never worth risking 
the health of your animals to push 
them too hard.  There is ALWAYS 
next season IF you put the safety and 
well being of your animals first!

PAIRING
Ok now that you have decided that you 
have a male and female or females that 
have the age and safe body weight to 
breed it’s time to do some pairings!  

The number one thing to keep in mind 
is that ball python breeding season 
is from Jan 1 - Dec 31.... No that is 
not a typo, it is possible to get eggs 
from ball pythons year round.  The 
majority of females will lay from 
October - December for us but there 
are ALWAYS females that lay before 
and after this time frame.  We are 
always on our animals time not the 

other way around so even though we 
have a schedule for when we breed the 
collection as a whole we always have 
our eyes on our animals to be sure the 
ones that lay early or late are paired 
when they need it.

We do not cool our ambient room temp 
or our hot spots on adults at all.  Year 
round our ambient room temp is about 
25 and our adult ball pythons are given 
hot spots of about 31 -32.  This lets 
the females decide when they need to 
cool themselves and as we go into the 
breeding season we see more and more 
females cool seeking and wrapping 
the water bowls and sitting on the cool 
side of the tubs.

We usually start pairing late April and 
try to have the first lock on all of our 
females by July.  Once we start pairing 
we aim for every girl to have a lock on 
them at least once a month until they 
ovulate. If not using an ultrasound we 

usually aim for each male to breed 4-6 
females.  This allows us to get 1 lock 
a month per female while still giving 
the male plenty of down time to rest.  
If you are using an ultrasound it is 
possible to safely breed more females 
per male but you have to stay on a 
schedule of regularly ultra-sounding 
your females every 3 weeks or so to 
be sure the girls that need it are getting 
bred.  When using a machine we still 
aim to get the first lock on the female 
around late July.  We do not pair again 
until the female hits 15mm follicles or 2 
months has gone by, whichever comes 
first.  Then we aim to get 2 more locks 
on them when they are around 25mm-
30mm.  We usually do not bother 
with using the ultrasound other than 
confirming that a female is starting to 
absorb her follicles and knowing that 
although we can feel follicles when 
palpating there is no point in wasting 
the males energy breeding her any 
more as she has started to absorb them 

Bowl wrapping is a good sign of folicle 
developement. 

Pastel Ball Pythoin ovulating.

Butter Enchi Ball Python. 



  www.ultimateexotics.co.za  | july/august 2019  |  ultimate exotics 31

Contact us:
doug@snakesalive.co.za

083 285 8376

www.snakesalive.co.za

Breeders of Exotic 
Reptiles Since 1994! 

and will not go this season.

We always pair our animals by taking 
the male and putting him in the females 
enclosure.  Some males will lock and 
get the job done quickly and part ways 
while others will lock for 24-hours 
and there is no way you will miss it if 
you are checking on them.  We try to 
check for locks a few times a day so 
we can record the locks on the animals 
breeding tag and document that she 
was bred even if the male got the job 
done quickly.  If we do not have the 
time to check for locks a few times that 
day then we just do not pair that day 
because if a male locks with that female 
we want to be able to confirm the lock 
and document it so we can focus his 
energy on breeding other females in 
his group that need his attention more.  
Once we have witnessed copulation 
and see the snakes are unlocked we 
will pull the male and offer him a 

meal and give him several days of rest 
before trying to breed another female 
in his breeding group.  If we put a pair 
together and do not see a lock or any 
signs of courting on the first day we 
will put that male with another female 
in his breeding group.  If the next day 
he has not bred or shown any interest 
in that 2nd female we will just pull him 
and offer a meal and give him a few 
days before trying again even though 
he did not breed.

When a male and female are locked up 
it is VERY hard to miss.  The males 
tail will be coiled under the females 
tail and look similar to if crossed your 
fingers.

We will continue this breeding cycle of 
aiming for 1 lock on each female until 
they ovulate or absorb follicles.

Monsoon gene.

Spider Banana Ball Python. 
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Introduction

Gargoyle geckos are arboreal geckos which are 
native to New Caledonia, an island off the 
coast of Australia. At some stage they made 

their way into the pet trade and due to their ease in care, 
striking patterns and gentle nature they have become 
extremely popular pets. Many collectors and breeders 
have also taken a great liking to the geckos as well. 
Gargoyles like to spend most of their time resting in 
trees and foliage but will frequently climb down their 
enclosure to search for bugs or fruit. The average adult 
size of a gargoyle gecko is between 15 – 20cm and they 
can live to around 10 years with proper husbandry. 
They are also generally nocturnal geckos who mostly 
come out at night but are often found during the day 
camouflaging into their vines and branches.

Cage Requirements
With the proper habitat set up, gargoyle geckos can 
thrive in your house. There are many different options 
for keeping gargoyles, depending on if you want a few 

geckos for display or are looking to keep large numbers 
for breeding purposes or just for a diverse collection. 
The size of the enclosure should get larger as the gecko 
grows. It’s not recommended to put a freshly born baby 
gecko into an adult sized enclosure. Many tiny babies 
can be kept in medium plastic keepers or small glass 
tanks, we would recommend using a 5 gallon glass 
aquarium. For newly hatched geckos, we use 2 litre 
plastic tubs with small holes poked in the sides. We 
also have a large screened portion on the front which 
allows for a bit of ventilation and also grants us easy 
access to mist the tub.

As they grow older, geckos will need larger enclosures. 
Juveniles can be kept in a 10 gallon enclosure and 
adult can be kept comfortably in a 60cm x 45cm x 
45cm tank. We will never recommend using screen 
enclosures because gargoyles do need and like a bit 
higher humidity. A screen enclosure would let too 
much humidity out and would dry out the gecko. For 
our adult gargoyles we prefer using an 60cm x 45cm x 

Gargoyle Geckos
By Peter Smith

*Geckos

captive care and breeding

“At some stage they made their way into the 
pet trade and due to their ease in care, striking 
patterns and gentle nature they have become 

extremely popular pets.”
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45cm glass reptile terrarium which is 
like the Exo-Terra cages. These tanks 
are tall, glass tanks with a screen lid 
and front opening doors. The screen 
lid allows for some ventilation without 
overly drying the tank out. Some 
breeders have been known to use a 
rack system, however we prefer using 
tanks. Keep in mind that because 
gargoyle geckos are arboreal, they do 
prefer having a tank that is taller rather 
than it is longer.

If you wish to house more than one 
gecko together, a bigger tank is 
recommended. Multiple females can 
be kept together, or a male and female 
can be kept together if you wish to 
breed. Multiple males should never be 
housed together no matter how big the 
enclosure is, due to the risk of fighting. 
If you are keeping various geckos 
together, they must be approximately 
the same size. With the correct size 
tank, multiple hiding places, and ample 
food supply there is hardly ever any 
risk for fighting or nipping however 
always keep an eye on the animals in 
the enclosure. If there is more than 
one gecko in the tank, the risk for a 
gargoyle dropping their tail may go 
up. If they feel scared or stressed, they 
may drop their tail and run for cover. 
Doing this does not hurt the gecko 
itself, it is essentially their one “get out 
of jail free card” with predators and it 
will grow back over time.

The ideal temperature for gargoyle 
geckos is between 21 - 26°C. Since this 
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range generally falls in the same range 
as most people’s home, extra heating 
elements are not required. We like to 
keep our geckos around the low to mid 
20s. When winter comes around, or if 
you like to keep a chilly house, some 
form of heat may be needed. A light 
bulb sitting on top of the enclosure, 
attached to a thermostat would work 
well to bring the temperature up a bit if 
needed. Since gargoyles are nocturnal, 
I would recommend using a black or 
red light bulb because it would be 
the least disruptive. UVA/UVB are 
not required or needed for use with 
gargoyles.

Gargoyle geckos are originally from the 
rainforest and love to have a tropical, 
humid environment. Humidity is 
important to keep a healthy gecko 
shedding properly. The humidity levels 
in the tank should be around 60-80%. 
Hygrometers can be found at many 
pet stores or online to help you keep 
track of the levels in the tank. A well 
vented tank will allow some humidity 
to escape, if you want to keep more 
humidity within the tank you can have 
less ventilation. Spraying the tank 
will help achieve desired humidity 
levels. We like to spray our geckos 
twice a day, once in the morning and 
once before we go to bed. It is very 
important that the enclosure is allowed 
to dry out between misting times to 
keep bad bacteria from growing.

Misting our geckos not only helps with 
humidity but it also helps keep the 

Keeping your gecko’s 
tank clean is extremely 
important to keep bacteria 
at bay and your gecko 
happy and healthy.
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geckos hydrated. Some gargoyles will 
refuse to drink out of water bowls so 
by spraying the tank, the gecko will 
be able to lap up water droplets. We 
will also always have a fresh bowl of 
water in the tank. Even if we never see 
the gecko drinking from a bowl, it is 
better to let the gecko have constant 
access to water. They may just be shy 
and never drink in front of you. Fresh 
water should be given at least every 
other day and the water bowl should 
be disinfected or replaced at least once 
a week.

The bottom of the enclosure should be 
covered with some sort of substrate. 
There are many different substrates 
that can be used such as reptile carpet/
turf, paper towels, eco earth or orchid 
bark. Choices such as eco earth or 
orchid bark will help hold humidity. 
For babies and younger gargoyle 
geckos we use and recommend 
paper towels. When feeding insects, 
sometimes geckos can miss their target 
and ingest some of the substrate. By 
using paper towels, it will prevent any 
baby geckos from getting impacted. 
We also line our adult enclosures with 
paper towels, while we are not worried 
about impaction with the adults it is 
easier to clean and monitor the bowel 
movements. It is up to you to decide 
what works best for you and your 
gecko.

Hides, plants and other décor are a 
must for gargoyle geckos. If you are 

going for a more naturalistic vibe in 
your tank you can use real, potted 
plants. Real plants offer great hiding 
places, will help hold humidity and 
also offer more places for water 
droplets to form. You can look online 
for a list of safe, non-toxic plants to use 
in your tank. We personally use fake 
plants and vines with many leaves in 
our tanks. Bendable vines are great 
for creating walkways throughout the 
tank and can go all the way from the 
bottom to the top of the tank. Cork 
bark and driftwood are two other great 
options to add to your tank and will 
definitely be utilized by the gecko. We 
also recommend using a humid hide, 
which can be as simple as a plastic 
food storage container with a small 
hole cut in the top. Which is then filled 
with sphagnum moss or eco earth and 
is misted when needed. This gives 
your gecko a cool spot that will help 
them feel secure and aid in shedding. 
Adult female geckos will also use this 
humid hide as a lay box for their eggs.

Keeping your gecko’s tank clean is 
extremely important to keep bacteria 
at bay and your gecko happy and 
healthy. During the process of cleaning 
the tank it is easier to keep the gecko in 
a separate, small tub so they don’t run 
away while your back is turned. There 
are many cleaners available to use such 
as a bleach/water solution, soap & 
water or a disinfectant from a pet store. 
Whichever option you use, it must be 
thoroughly rinsed from the tank before 

the gecko is reintroduced into its 
enclosure. We use an F10 solution for 
cleaning our tanks and décor. F10 is a 
veterinary grade disinfectant that we 
order online from Reptile Basics. We 
do a full tank clean and disinfect every 
single week, however it may vary with 
the number of geckos you have in your 
tank or how messy your gecko can 
be. New water bowls are given every 
week after the deep clean and plants 
and vines are scrubbed and cleaned 
as well. If any fake plants or other 
décor are small enough, running them 
through a high temperature washer is 
another great cleaning option.

FEEDING
Another great feature of the gargoyle 
gecko is that they can eat both fruit 
and insects. There are many different 
Crested Gecko Diets (CGD) to choose 
from, with the two most popular 
brands being Repashy, Pangea or 
Arcadia. While they are not crested 
geckos, they do eat the same exact diet 
as them. These diets are a complete 
meal replacement dry powder and 
come in many assorted flavours. The 
diets are a dry powder which you mix 
with water and serve. We offer all our 
food in disposable cups so we can 
toss them when they are done and the 
next meal will go in brand new cups. 
This wet food is offered on Monday, 
Wednesday and Friday evenings. 
Because we also sell Repashy and 
Pangea Crested Gecko Diets, we 
have all the flavours on hand. I know 

Gargoyle geckos are 
originally from the rainforest 
and love to have a tropical, 
humid environment. 
Humidity is important 
to keep a healthy gecko 
shedding properly. 

Multiple females can be kept together, or a male and 
female can be kept together if you wish to breed.
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I wouldn’t like to eat the same thing 
every day, so we alternate between the 
flavours every feeding so our geckos 
don’t get bored of one flavour.

In all of our enclosures we have 
magnetic feeding ledges. These can be 
ordered online and placed anywhere in 
the tank. They are awesome to use and 
each ledge will fit two small plastic deli 
portion cups. Each adult enclosure gets 
a ledge which will hold a water dish 
and their wet food dish. These ledges 
are also extremely easy to clean and 
can be effortlessly taken off the tank 
or moved around. If you don’t wish to 
use a magnetic ledge, the cup of food 
can be placed on the ground.  Uneaten 
food must be removed so it does not 
attract bugs or allow bacteria to grow.

Most gargoyle geckos will devour live 
insects if they are offered. If you are 
using a CGD, you do not have to feed 
insects because they are a complete 
diet and both Repashy and Pangea offer 
an insect diet. However, we have found 
the geckos to grow faster with insects, 
and since they do quite enjoy them 
we do highly recommend feeding live 
prey items. Live insects can include 
wax worms, phoenix worms, crickets 
and roaches. All insects should be 
dusted with vitamins and calcium to 
help keep your gecko healthy. We use 
Ultimate Exotics Reptile Calcium with 
Vitamins because it contains both 
vitamins and calcium, so it is an all in 
one dusting agent. 

When feeding live insects it is 
important to only feed gut loaded 
insects. Gut-loading your insects can 
even simply be letting them feast on 
carrot for a day before feeding. We 
give our insect a wide variety of fruits 
and fresh veggies which we mostly 
grow in our garden. A dry gut-load 
is also offered which contains a mix 
of bee pollen, spirillia algae, wheat 
bran, ground alfalfa pellets, corn meal, 
ground barley and various types of 
ground beans and nuts. After a day 
or so of gut-loading, the insects are 
primed and ready to be fed to your 
gecko. We breed a few different species 
of roaches so it is extremely easy for 
us to always have roaches on hand. 
Generally dubia, discoid or hissing 
roaches are fed to our geckos as long 
as they are appropriately sized. We 
will never feed wild caught insects to 
our animals, you just don’t know what 
parasites they may have or if they have 
been in contact with any pesticides or 
toxins that could harm your gecko.

SEXING
Sexing a gargoyle gecko is easiest done 
when the gecko is a large juvenile. The 
smaller the gecko is, the more difficult 
it may be to properly sex the gecko 
because they may not be fully mature 
yet. However, the more practice you 
get the easier it will become. After 
flipping a gecko over, locate the vent. A 
male will have a “V” shape of pre-anal 
pores, which look like a short row of 
very thick dots running from leg to leg 
and are about the length of his vent. He 

As far as gecko breeding 
is concerned, the Gargoyle 
Gecko can be very prolific. 
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will also have a bulge directly behind 
his vent which would be where his 
hemipenes (his reproductive organs) 
are located. When you flip a female 
over and examine her vent area, she 
will not have the pre-anal pores or a 
bulge behind the vent.

Breeding
As far as gecko breeding is concerned, 
the Gargoyle Gecko can be very 
prolific. A healthy female will produce 
a clutch of two eggs a month and if 
not properly cooled, will produce 
all year round. The cooling period 
should last four months at the least. 
In South Africa, the winter season is 
a perfect time to induce the female 
into brumation naturally. Slowly over 
time reduce the temperature between 
20°C - 23°C. In the spring you can 
induce breeding slowly by raising 
the temperature to high 22°C but not 
above 29°C. 

Never allow the temperature to go 
below 19°C even during the cooling 
period.

A lay box should be provided for 
females even if not paired with a male. 
A lay box can be as simple as a plastic 
container with Sphagnum Moss. The 
container can be topless, or a hole can 
be drilled large enough for a gecko to 
climb in. Using the Sphagnum Moss 
you will need to mist it to retain a 
damp environment. A clear container 
allows you to look underneath to check 
for eggs laid the previous evening.

After you collect the eggs laid by the 
female, you will want to move them to 
a designated incubator. We incubate 
eggs at room temperature in a plastic 
container with a few holes punctured 
in the lid. We use a 1:1 weight to 
water ratio of vermiculite to incubate 
the eggs in. Eggs incubated at higher 
temperatures will hatch between 
45-60 days and in the lower range 
between 60-70 days. Incubated at a 
low temperature allows the Gargoyle 
Gecko to develop and consume the 
entire yolk entirely. The result is a 
larger, healthier hatchling.

ENJOY YOUR GARGOYLE 
GECKO!!!
Gargoyle geckos come in all different 
colours, patterns and morphs and now 
that you have properly learned how to 
care for a gecko, you can confidently 
take one (or multiple) home with you! 
They are a fun and personable gecko, I 
know I will never get tired of peeking 
into an enclosure and seeing one of the 
splotched geckos stare back at me or 
chase after a roach. If you feel confident 
enough raising gargoyle geckos, and 
you wanted to take on the experience 
of breeding them, feel free to check 
out our article on how we successfully 
breed our gargoyle geckos! If you have 
any other questions on something we 
may not have mentioned in the article, 
feel free to message us and we will 
gladly take time to help in any way we 
can.

Most gargoyle geckos will 
devour live insects if they 
are offered. 
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As with all invertebrate pets, young tarantulas are 
altogether more fragile and sensitive than larger 
specimens. While it can be much cheaper to purchase 

spiderlings, extra care must therefore be taken to ensure that 
they reach maturity without issue. In today’s article we’re 
therefore going to discuss some tips and advice for keeping 
and caring for baby tarantulas.

Difficulties with Rearing Tarantula Spiderlings
Freshly hatched tarantulas can be surprisingly small. 
Some species measure just a centimeter or so across, and 
it can be quite a shock when you realize that you just paid 
a considerable sum of money for something that is smaller 
than a garden spider.

Fear not, however, because you are of course buying based on 
the potential for this fragile spiderling to turn into a beautiful 
adult in good time. Rearing tarantulas from spiderling to 
adulthood is one of the most satisfying feelings around. The 

time taken to reach maturity does of course vary by species. 
Some fast growing tarantulas like Indian Ornamentals or the 
so-called “Orange Bitey Thing” may mature in as little as 
12-18 months when fed generously.

In contrast, slower growing species like the Mexican Red 
Knee may take years to reach maturity. Whatever the 
case, rearing a tarantula from the tiniest of spiderlings up 
to adulthood is a tremendously satisfying experience. All 
that time and attention and effort finally comes to fruition 
in the form of a beautiful adult spider. Perhaps they’ll even 
end up having their own spiderlings in time, and so the cycle 
continues. The point is this; don’t shy away from purchasing 
spiderlings. Learning to successfully rear baby tarantulas is 
a useful skill; it will not only reduce the costs of your hobby, 
but also means you can successfully culture the species from 
egg to adult.

There are a number of ways in which spiderlings can be 

Arachnids*

How to Care for 
Tarantula Spiderlings

By Richard 
Adams

“Freshly hatched tarantulas can be 
surprisingly small. Some species 
measure just a centimeter or so 

across, and it can be quite a shock 
when you realize that you just paid 

a considerable sum of money for 
something that is smaller than a 

garden spider.”
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challenging to rear. For one, their small 
size means that they can easily escape if not 
housed securely. Also, the comparatively 
small containers they are kept in can make 
maintaining a suitable temperature and 
humidity a challenge.

Lastly, of course, feeding a tiny arachnid is 
also not without it’s challenges.
In this article we’ll look at each of these 
topics in turn, and discuss my own 
strategies, developed over 20 years of 
keeping tarantulas as pets, to make rearing 
spiderlings as simple and successful as 
possible.

Housing for Tarantula Spiderlings
Spiderlings can be kept in a wide range 
of different containers. Typically these 
are made of clear plastic, which is easy to 
clean, cheap to buy and allows excellent 
visibility of your pets. The container should 
also have a tight-fitting lid to prevent any 
escapees.

For the very smallest of spiderlings, small 
vials or pill bottles may be used. They can 
be bought in large packs, ensuring that you 
always have a suitable supply on hand for 
future purchases or breeding experiences.

As spiderlings grow, so they can be moved 
up into ever larger containers. At minimal, 
the floor area of the cage should be roughly 
four-times the legspan of your spiderling. 
Note that it isn’t always a case that more 
space if better for tiny spiderlings, as its 
important that you should easily be able to 
locate them in the cage to check on their 
health. A hatchling tarantula in a 30cm 

long cage might be near-impossible to find.
Additionally, many of us maintain dozens 
or even hundreds of young tarantulas at any 
one time, so it’s important to consider how 
easily the tubs you select can be maintained 
en masse. For mid-sized youngsters, with a 
leg span of around 5cm, I like to use old 
cricket tubs. These offer a decent degree of 
space, and excellent visibility. They stack 
well when I’m growing on a whole batch of 
spiders, and thanks to all the feeder insects 
I get through I seem to have a never-ending 
supply of these tubs. Other options can 
work just as well, however, including sweet 
jars or tupperware boxes.

Pro Tip: If you’re rearing more than one 
species of tarantula at a time it’s critical 
to label their containers correctly. Either 
use stickers, or write on the container in 
permanent market pen. This way you’ll 
always know exactly what species is in 
which container.

How to Heat Spiderlings
It is no secret that tarantulas require 
artificial heating in captivity. While adult 
tarantula cages may be heated individually, 
with each one possessing it’s own heat pad, 
this clearly isn’t practical for spiderlings 
kept in tiny plastic vials. Here a rather 
different technique is necessary.

The best solution that I have come up 
with over the years is to heat one large 
container, and then to place all the 
individual spiderlings tubs into this. As an 
example, at present I have a 80cm wooden 
vivarium set up to rear spiderlings. I have a 
heat pad attached to the inside of the cage, 

stuck to the inner wall at one end. This 
is attached to a thermostat to ensure the 
temperature within the vivarium remains 
within acceptable confines.

The vivarium is then filled from top to 
bottom with tarantula pots, all of which are 
kept pleasantly warm within the confines 
of the well-insulated vivarium. The front-
opening glass door slides across, allowing 
easy access to the spiders. Each week, when 
carrying out my routine maintenance, I try 
to “rotate” the spiderlings in the vivarium, 
ensuring that each specimen over time 
receives his or her fair share of time in the 
warmest part of the vivarium.

Of course, you don’t necessarily need to 
invest in a system quite as large or complex. 
Smaller vivariums can work just as well 
when you’re raising smaller number of 
tarantulas. Alternatively, some keepers opt 
to keep all the tubs loose, but instead heat 
the room itself. A stand-alone oil heater or 
suchlike can be left on around the clock 
to maintain a comfortable temperature of 
around 25’C.

Humidity for Spiderlings
Like most living creatures, tarantulas need 
to be able to drink in order to survive. At the 
same time, providing an open water dish 
for dozens of tiny spiders is unlikely to be 
a realistic prospect. Then of course there’s 
the way in which a reasonable humidity 
is useful for tarantulas when moulting, 
helping them to extricate themselves from 
their old skin without issue.

Moisture is therefore of critical importance. 
For ease, start off with a sensible substrate 
in the bottom of each spiderling pot. This 
will help to control moisture, and avoid 
your poor tarantulas sitting in a soggy 
environment. You then have two options 
for maintaining humidity. Firstly, you 
can gently mist the individual spiderling 
pots during your routine maintenance. 
Alternatively, we can follow a similar 
regime to the use of a vivarium for 
heating purposes. Firstly, ensure that each 
spiderling pot has suitable ventilation. It 
may be necessary to use a needle, drill or 
soldering iron to gently create a few holes 
in each tub. This should allow the free 
movement of air, yet be small enough to 
prevent the escape of your spiderlings.
From here, ensure that the inside of the 
vivarium is kept suitably moist. This damp 
air will, be default, find its way into your 

There are a number of ways in which spiderlings can be challenging to rear. For one, their small 
size means that they can easily escape if not housed securely. Also, the comparatively small 
containers they are kept in can make maintaining a suitable temperature and humidity a challenge.
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spiderling tubs, thus achieving the same 
goal. Humidity can easily be monitored 
in the “kindergarten vivarium” using a 
digital hygrometer. Whatever option you 
choose, keep a close eye on the individual 
containers in your collection. In cases 
where excess moisture build-up is visible, 
you should individually dry off the tubs a 
little with some kitchen towel.

How to Feed Tarantula Spiderlings
The larger that your tarantulas get, the 
easier the process of feeding becomes. By 
the time a tarantula is large enough to eat 
good-sized crickets (only a few centimetres 
in legspan) things become nice and easy. 
The difficulty is feeding spiderlings that 
are smaller than this. The tiniest hatchling 
tarantulas are small enough to require a 
diet of either fruit flies or hatchling (“pin 
head”) crickets. Neither of these feeder 
insects are particularly easy to handle, 
especially if you’re trying to feed dozens 
of baby tarantulas each week.

The best solution that I have found is to use 
a “pooter”. This is in essence a plastic tub 

with two tubes coming out of it. You place 
one tube in your mouth, and the other over 
an insect, then you suck. The vacuum 
created sucks the feeder insects into the 
tub. You can then just take the lid off the 
tub and tip one or two insects into each 
spiderling pot.

Using this system I can feed dozens of baby 
tarantulas in a matter of minutes. Don’t 
forget that as with older tarantulas, uneaten 
live food should be removed from the cage 
if not consumed. Feeding is possibly the 
most time-intensive element of the whole 
process, therefore, especially when you 
like to try and feed your spiderlings twice 
a week if possible, to maximize growth 
rates.

On day one I use my pooter to gather up 
tiny insects, then tip one or two in each pot. 
The following day I check all pots, again 
using the pooter if necessary to remove 
uneaten food. Then, a few days later, the 
whole process is repeated.
Lastly, for ease of feeding I like to number 
all my spiderling pots. This means that I 

can very easily identify spiders that haven’t 
eaten recently, safe in the knowledge that 
they probably be moulting soon. They 
can therefore be omitted from the feeding 
routine until a week or two after a moult.

Conclusion
Raising tarantulas can be a fantastic way to 
rapidly grow your collection on a budget. 
It’s also a great skill for all keepers to have 
mastered before they actually attempt to 
breed tarantulas for the very first time. As 
you can see, however, the process is rather 
more complex and fiddly than when caring 
for larger specimens.

In truth, once you’re set up with your 
various tubs, your “incubator” vivarium 
and your pooter, the process is reasonably 
simple. The key is to just get started and 
develop your own patterns and habits. 
Once you figure out what works best for 
you, the whole process becomes a lot easier 
and more efficient. And once you know 
that you can successfully raise dozens of 
tarantula spiderlings all at the same time, 
there’s nothing to stop you adding a few 
more specimens so your collection from 
time to time.

If you’re rearing more than one species of tarantula at a 
time it’s critical to label their containers correctly. Either 
use stickers, or write on the container in permanent 
market pen. This way you’ll always know exactly what 
species is in which container.

Lastly, for ease 
of feeding I like 
to number all 
my spiderling 
pots. This 
means that I 
can very easily 
identify spiders 
that haven’t 
eaten recently, 
safe in the 
knowledge that 
they probably 
be moulting 
soon. 
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