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These are venomous animals and should be treated 
with respect. Always handle them with a hook. When 
trying to get them out of their enclosures, sometimes 
they will hold on to branches with their prehensile tails, 
so the tails must be gently tapped with another hook. 

It is hard to beat a simple but stunning desert vivarium 
when it comes to attractiveness, interest and economy. 
Glass reptile tanks are the best for most vivaria. They 
securely house the animals, provide good viewing, 
contain debris, such as dust, waste and feeder insects, 
and in the case of lizards, keep them from climbing out.

Leopard tortoises are strong, with a calm but herculean 
look. Long, heavily scaled, elephantine legs with 
impressive claws allow this tortoise to walk tall as it 
clambers across semi-arid grasslands from Sudan 
down to the southern cape in its native Africa. 
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Spring has sprung and the reptile industry has woken 
up from its winter slump. Feeder foods are starting 
to be ordered again in larger quantities and all our 

snakes are showing lots of interested when it comes to 
breeding. 

Allot of females are starting to show signs of egg 
development and some are getting close to their pre-lay 

sheds. This is always an exciting time of 
the year and also a very busy time as we 
have to make sure all our females are well 
looked after and that each snake is given 
close attention. Our incubators have 
also been cleaned out and disinfected 
and we have turned them on to test that 
everything is working correctly before 
we our eggs start arriving. 

This is the time of the year where we hope 
that the winter cycling and all the hard 
work pays off as we start to see our eggs 
being laid and our babies being born. We 
would like to wish all our readers that are 
breeding reptiles this season a successful 
breeding season!

Just a quick reminder there are two more 
expos left for the year. Some exciting 
news is that Cape Town is having their 
first ever reptile expo which we are very 
glad to hear. Cape Town is quite strict 
with regards to exotic pet reptiles as 
there are only certain species that can be 
kept and bred there under permit. With 
that being said they have a very efficient 
permit system and applying for permits is 
fairly easy and quick making it possible 
to keep and breed reptiles on permit very 
easy. Please take a look at page 23 for the 
Cape Town expo advert where the dates 
and address of the expo is advertised. 

The next expo is another big one and 
that is the Christmas SOS Expo in 

Johannesburg! This expo used to be held 
in Durban over December but it has now 
moved to Johannesburg at the popular 
venue of Emperors Palace. This expo 
proved to be very successful last year 
with an excellent turn out of people. Take 
a look at page 1 for the Christmas SOS 
expo advert where the dates and address 
of the expo is advertised. Don’t miss out 
on these expos and we hope to see you 
there!

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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Tortoises*

By Chris LeoneThe Leopard 
Tortoise 
Please note the Leopard Tortoise is a protected species in 
South Africa and a permit is required to keep this species. 

It isn’t a cunning killing machine stalking its prey across 
sub-Saharan Africa, and it doesn’t possess powerful 
canines that can take down animals with one swift bite to 

the neck. In fact, it moves rather slowly, grazing across the 
land and taking an occasional soak in a mud hole. It isn’t agile 
or stealthy, though it is deliberate in its motions as a more 
peaceful depiction of this continent’s great wildlife. In fact, it 
isn’t a big cat at all, though it does have a majesty all its own, 
due in part to an appearance that features a majestic pattern of 
beautiful, black rosettes on a light-colored background.

Stigmochelys pardalis: A Herculean Beauty 
The leopard tortoise’s Latin name is Stigmochelys (meaning 
“marked or pointed tortoise”) pardalis (meaning “leopard”). 
It is the world’s fourth-largest tortoise species, with adults 
sometimes surpassing 18 kgs (40 pounds) and 45cm (18 inches) 
in length. The once-valid subspecies known as the South 
African leopard tortoise (S. p. pardalis) typically reaches these 
dimensions, while the more common East African leopard 
tortoise (S. p. babcockii) remains smaller at around 30cm to 

40cm (12 to 16 inches) and 6 to 9kgs (14 to 20 pounds.) 

Today, the leopard tortoises are grouped into one valid 
species with no recognized subspecies—a taxonomic update 
that is frequently debated. Several locales exist in nature, as 
is the case with other tortoise species, each with their own 
phenotypic traits. Those found in Ethiopia, for example, are 
referred to as giants, exceeding 60cm (25 inches) in length. 

The classic, unmistakable, leopard-like pattern covers the 
leopard tortoise’s highly domed shell. The ground colour 
is horn to yellowish, with some specimens being almost 
black and others nearly patternless (usually the case in older 
animals). Considered one of the planet’s most beautiful 
chelonians, S. pardalis exhibits an extreme degree of 
contrast, especially in young, captive-raised animals. The 
black spotting on a bone-white carapace is eye-catching to 
just about anyone, and this is one reason why the leopard 
tortoise remains a favorite in the reptile community 
worldwide. 

“Leopard tortoises are 
strong, with a calm but 
herculean look. Long, 

heavily scaled, elephantine 
legs with impressive claws 
allow this tortoise to walk 
tall as it clambers across 
semi-arid grasslands from 
Sudan down to the southern 
cape in its native Africa.” 

Stigmochelys pardalis
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Leopard tortoises are strong, with a 
calm but herculean look. Long, heavily 
scaled, elephantine legs with impressive 
claws allow this tortoise to walk tall as 
it clambers across semi-arid grasslands 
from Sudan down to the southern cape in 
its native Africa. 

Widespread in nature, the leopard tortoise 
is currently listed as a species of least 
concern on the IUCN’s Red List. However, 
although wild populations remain stable, 
they are, of course, subject to certain 
threats, including fires, electric fences 
and over-collection. Human consumption 
of leopard tortoises in Africa, as well 
as overdevelopment of its habitat by 
foreign contractors, may cause significant 
population declines in the future. Captive-
bred specimens are now prevalent in the 
pet trade, and the once-imported wild 
tortoises remain the founders for the 
species’ overall success rate in captive 
situations. 

Sexual dimorphism is apparent in this 
species; males have a concave plastron, 
widened anal scutes, and large, thick tails. 
Females are typically larger, but many 
males can reach the same impressive size 
of the females. In nature, leopard tortoises 
may achieve sexual maturity in roughly 
15 years, significantly longer than the 
approximately six to eight years it takes in 
captivity. Leopard tortoises are known to 

Widely distributed across the arid and savanna regions of eastern and 
southern Africa, extending from South Sudan and Somalia, across East 
Africa to South Africa and Namibia. The species is generally absent from 
the humid forest regions of Central Africa. 

live for 40 to 100 years.

Baby Leopard Tortoise Care
Outdated information about tortoise 
husbandry abounds, and unfortunately 
often overshadows newer, updated 
information that is available to keepers 
today. Baby leopard tortoises, sadly, fall 
victim to the “old methods,” and despite 
the leopard tortoise’s success in captivity 
overall, many keepers have lost them 
because they follow old, outdated care 
information. 

Although leopard tortoises occur in semi-
arid habitats in nature, water, along with 
humidity, is crucial to their survival and 
healthy growth. Dry substrate with little 
to no humidity, coupled with blazing-hot 
heat lamps, has resulted in the early deaths 
of an incalculable number of babies, and 
this method of keeping them is no longer 
accepted, nor does it make sense when 
compared to what they actually experience 
in their homeland. 

Baby tortoises in the wild tend to 
congregate in moist areas under debris 
or plant matter after hatching, and they 
remain this way until they are of a less-
vulnerable size. This microclimate 
subjects the babies to high levels of 
humidity, along with hydration, and it is 
pivotal to their successful development. 

Even when feeding, these little gems do not 
have to put much effort into finding what 
they need because they often hide among 
food items such as grasses and weeds. The 
constant exposure to conditions such as 
these allow the hatchlings to grow steadily 
and smoothly.
The vast majority of leopard tortoises 
in captivity have severely pyramided 
carapace scutes, to the point where some 
appear extremely deformed. Like the 
Indian star tortoise (Geochelone elegans), 
leopard tortoises native to certain regions 
are prone to some natural raising of 
the carapace scutes, particularly the 
vertebrals, but deformation does not occur 
unless they are subjected to drought-
plagued environments and a poor diet.

An excellent way to begin raising baby 
leopard tortoises is to start with a large 
plastic continer, or one of the custom-built 
reptile cages available on the market. We 
use Herpcages, which are made from high-
impact polystyrene. They have hinged 
windows, side vents, solid tops with cut-
outs for lighting.

Because leopard tortoises can lay fairly 
large clutches of eggs, we raise newly 
hatched groups of six to 12 hatchlings in 
120cm x 60cm (4 by 2-foot) enclosures. 
Enclosures that are too small will cause 
overcrowding and stress, and if they’re 
too large, this may result in babies that 

Widespread in nature, the leopard tortoise is currently listed as a 
species of least concern on the IUCN’s Red List. However, although 
wild populations remain stable, they are, of course, subject to certain 
threats, including fires, electric fences and over-collection. 
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become “lost” inside, and unable to locate 
needs such as water. 

Inside, we provide 7 – 10cm (3 to 4 inches) 
of substrate comprised of a peat and bark 
substrate mix. It retains moisture but 
does not mold easily and is a bit more of 
a naturalistic choice. Substrates such as 
aspen shavings, rabbit pellets and walnut 
shell are all considered part of the outdated 
husbandry methods that are no longer 
advisable for success rearing any tortoise 
hatchling, including leopards. 

Half-logs or driftwood pieces are provided 

for hiding places and to create visual 
barriers. For a daily water source, two or 
three terra cotta saucers are recessed into 
the substrate; providing more than one 
water dish increases the chances of the 
babies easily finding water. The same type 
of saucers can be used for food dishes. 

For lighting, we use either 100-watt 
mercury vapor bulbs, which put out heat, 
UVB and UVA in one shot, or we use 75 
to 100-watt indoor/outdoor floodlights by 
Phillips in combination with a Zoo Med 
T5 UVB-emitting 10.0 fluorescent strip 
bulb. 

The substrate is kept moist, not by 
spraying it but by actually adding water 
to it. Spraying only allows the surface to 
moisten, which quickly dries up by the 
rising heat inside the enclosure. If kept in a 
warm room of 21 – 26°C (70 to 80 degrees 
Fahrenheit), the enclosure should reach an 
ambient temperature of the mid to high 
20s, with a basking spot of around 37°C 
(100 degrees). The “closed-in” enclosures 
we use allow the humidity level to rise 
and hold steady around 80 percent or 
higher, which is excellent for the sensitive 
hatchlings (some keepers have had success 
constructing closed-in style units out of 
plywood, which can also work very well 
so long as the wood is protected from the 
humidity). 

During the warmer parts of the year, 
baby leopard tortoises can be safely and 
successfully maintained outdoors in a 
small, well-drained pen that is protected 
from the elements and predators. An 2.5m 
x 2.5m (8-by-8 foot) unit can be made from 
landscape timbers purchased at stores 
such as Lowe’s or Home Depot. Divide 
the pen into sections to house different 
age groups comprised of hatchlings up to 
small juveniles in the (10cm) 4-inch range. 

A secure lid can be crafted using 2 by 
3s, and fitted with strong, metal or wire 
mesh. Set on hinges with a latch added for 
more security will protect the youngsters 
from birds, raccoons or anything else that 
may look to make a meal out of them. 
The ground must not be a lawn or area 
that easily floods, but should be a soil, 
sand and gravel mix; the substrate in our 
outdoor baby enclosures is 50 percent soil, 
10 percent sand and 40 percent pit or pea 
gravel. Half-logs and driftwood can again 
be used as décor, along with terra cotta 
saucers as food and water dishes. 

The babies will need the sun to benefit 
from, but shade is crucial, too, to ensure 
they do not cook. Young tortoises can 
literally cook within minutes if they 
cannot escape the sun. Cover provided by 
boards, shade cloth, live plants (stonecrop, 
spirea, lavender, strawberry and sedums 
work great and are safe) and rocks will 
help protect babies leopard tortoises from 
overheating. 

When temperatures remain in at least the 
low 20s at night, and higher in the day, 
we consider it safe enough to house baby 
leopard tortoises outside, and have never 
had an issue doing so. 

Leopard Tortoise Enclosures

Above and Below: During the warmer parts of the year, baby leopard tortoises can be safely and 
successfully maintained outdoors in a small, well-drained pen that is protected from the elements 
and predators. An 2.5m x 2.5m (8-by-8 foot) unit can be made from landscape timbers.
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Adult leopard tortoises aren’t easy to 
accommodate if space is an issue, but 
it can be done, and we are living proof 
that success can be achieved even in the 
more northerly areas of the globe. As 
a general rule of thumb when keeping 
almost all tortoise species, outside 
keeping when weather permits is the 
absolute best. Leopard tortoises aren’t 
diggers, so sinking a retaining wall deep 
into the ground to prevent escapes is not 
necessary. They are, however, very strong 
and capable of knocking down a fence and 
scaling the corner of an enclosure if it isn’t 
secure or high enough. 

An outdoor pen measuring 7m x 14m (24 
by 48 feet) and with 60cm (2-foot) tall 
walls can be constructed using pressure-
treated planks. Create 12-foot sections 
by placing one plank on top of another, 
edge to edge, then attach them to a 4-foot-
long post sunk 2 feet into the ground 
for support. An enclosure this size can 
comfortably house a group of up to eight 
adult leopard tortoises.

Leopards are not aggressive and do very 
well in communal groups, even with 
multiple males. Stacking the planks two 
or three high should make the pen’s walls 
tall enough to prevent escape. We do 
not construct lids for pens of this size, 
especially because predation of large 
tortoises is not a danger in our area. 

At night, the tortoises are locked into a 
small, heated shed located in a far corner 
inside the pen. A bed of straw is provided 
inside, and several light fixtures hold 250-
watt, infrared heat lamps that are turned 

on when night-time temperatures are 
expected to slip below 18°C ( 65 degrees). 
The tortoises quickly learned to retreat to 
this shed at the end of the day.

The pen is located in a bright, sunlit area 
on ground that is not subjected to any 
major flooding. Part of it provides grass, 
while the rest is a more barren terrain 
of soil, gravel and sand, similar to what 
we provide hatchlings that are housed 
outdoors, as described previously. Large 
logs cut from trees around the property are 
used inside the pen as visual barriers and 
décor. Hardy grasses, including maiden 
and fountain, are planted in the enclosure, 
offering the tortoises shady areas they can 
scrape into. Planting anything that leopard 
tortoises would find edible simply doesn’t 
work, as the tortoises will instantly 
trample and consume such plants. Planting 
some hibiscus trees that are tall enough to 
be out of the tortoises’ reach works well, 
and they will enjoy any of the tree’s leaves 
and flowers that you care to offer. 

Watering areas in the form of large, 
stainless-steel bowls are sunken into the 
ground because, as with any tortoise, 
water is crucial, especially in the heat of 
summer. Leopard tortoises do enjoy rain 
and appreciate puddles. In nature, they 
have even been observed swimming in 
considerable depths and are said to be able 
to submerge for up to 10 minutes! Ours 
appreciate a muddy section of the pen 
after a torrential downpour, as they soak 
and drink freely. 

Our adults waste no time starting their 
day during the summer, moving to the 

spot in the pen where the morning sun hits 
hardest. Here, they warm up and begin 
their grazing routine. During the hot peak 
of the day they generally seek refuge 
in the shed, in a corner, or under some 
grass before resuming activity in the late 
afternoon-early evening. On cooler, rainy 
days, the tortoises are still allowed out of 
the shed, but the infrared lights inside the 
shed are turned on so they have the option 
of drying off in warmth. 

Housing adult leopard tortoises indoors 
can prove to be a hassle, and we have found 
that less is more in this case. Simplistic but 
efficient indoor housing makes it easier to 
maintain the animals and keeps them safe. 

Horse-stall type enclosures made from 
plywood were constructed in the basement 
in the form of 5m x 2.5m (16-by-8-foot) 
units. Each one houses three to four adult 
tortoises on a bed of deep cypress mulch 
and straw. Basking lights of 250 watts are 
hung from the rafters in various places so 
the tortoises have several basking sites. 
For females, planks are cut to corner off a 
section that allows for a deep nesting area 
comprised of top soil, sand and peat. A 
light is placed over this area, as well. 

We keep the ambient temperature for the 
tortoises indoors around 26 - 28°C during 
the day and no lower than 18°C at night. 
The basking areas hold steady at between 
43°C and 48°C. Stainless-steel dishes 
provide water, and large ceramic plates 
are used as food areas. 

Leopard tortoises defecate quite a bit, and 
inside, this can become uncomfortable 

Leopard tortoises are 
grazers and, boy, can they 
eat! Healthy neonates all 
the way to adults will make 
a meal out of anything 
they find appealing, so it 
is important to keep them 
well fed. 
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for the keeper and the specimens. We 
remove feces daily. Because the tortoises 
are usually kept indoors from November 
to April only, we do not offer them UVB 
lighting at this time. No issues have ever 
resulted from this, and tortoise health, 
along with reproduction, continues to 
remain at optimal levels. 

What to Feed Leopard Tortoises
Leopard tortoises are grazers and, boy, 
can they eat! Healthy neonates all the way 
to adults will make a meal out of anything 
they find appealing, so it is important 
to keep them well fed. Because they are 
browsers, we offer food daily for babies 
and every other day for adults. While 
outside for the summer, the adults manage 
to consume at least something every day 
as they chomp on grass growing in the pen 
and fallen leaves from the trees. 
Like most tortoises, leopards require high 
fiber and calcium in their diet. In addition 
to a natural graze on grass, items such as 
dandelion, plantain, mulberry and grape 
leaves, squashes, cactus pads, escarole, 
chicory and dark greens such as collard, 
mustard and turnip should be offered. 

Although leopard tortoises can handle 
a small amount of fruit in their diet, we 
never offer it. Babies and juveniles receive 
the same diet as the adults, but certain 
items are cut into more manageable pieces 
for them when they’re so young. We 
also supplement the diet for youngsters 
with calcium powder and multi-vitamin 
powder once or twice a week. We do not 
do this for the adults, but instead offer 
whole cuttlebone at all times, for them to 
use at their leisure. With exposure to the 
natural sun a good portion of the year, 
plus a proper diet, the adults simply to 

do require supplements to be forced upon 
them. I believe it’s more beneficial for 
them to take it on their own when they feel 
the need to. 

Stigmochelys pardalis Are Super Popular 
With Tortoisekeepers 
Today, Stigmochelys pardalis holds its 
head high in regard to popularity, and 
captive-bred hatchlings are available 
throughout the year. Pretty much wherever 
you live, success can be attained when 
keeping this beautiful tortoise. There is 
no question about why it remains firmly 
planted as one of the all-star species in 
the tortoise world, and they certainly 
can be heavyweights. The large size of 
some individuals may be one of their 
only downfalls, but that’s only if you 
prefer smaller tortoises. There’s nothing 
like having a mighty yet harmonious 
reptile lumbering about the yard. The 
friendly demeanor of a leopard tortoise, in 
conjunction with the prehistoric march the 
species exhibits while tromping around, is 
enough to captivate any keeper. 

And that famed leopard pattern—that 
absolutely stunning leopard pattern could 
stop a bus! This tortoise is truly one of 
the most alluring on the planet today and 
although its markings may be flagrant, 
what may appear as a striking, highly 
contrasted and even breath-taking pattern 
to us is actually the tortoise’s way of 
blending right in via camouflage. So, if 
you’re lucky enough to find yourself out in 
the wilds of Africa, take a moment from 
observing the big cats or other prominent 
wildlife to peer into the surrounding 
vegetation. Let your eyes focus on the 
tranquillity that lies within it, because you 
just might be looking at a leopard tortoise. 

mealworms and 
superworms 

also avialable as 
dried!

high quality 
feeder 

mealworms &
superworms

DELIVERY COUNTRY WIDE!
Contact us now to order! 

Order online at 
www.ultimateexotics.co.za

 For more info 
Email: reptiles@ultimateexotics.co.za 

or Call: 031 763 4054

Albino Leopard Tortoise. 
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Daytime heating hours are varied according to the season, 
from a low of 8 to 9 hours in winter to a high of 14 hours in 
summer. No heating is used at night, with cage temperatures 
falling to ambient room temperatures overnight. The gravel 
in the cage acts as a thermal sink, gaining heat during the 
day and slowly radiating heat at night. Skylights in the room 
provide a natural photoperiod.

Temperatures are cycled throughout the year to initiate 
breeding responses in the pythons. During spring and 
summer the temperatures are held within a relatively 
narrow range of highs and lows. When the breeding 
season begins in autumn the daytime high and night time 
low temperatures are changed gradually, with the lowest 
temperatures recorded in winter in June and July. Daytime 
high temperatures are increased to compensate for lower 
night time temperatures and decreased daylight hours.

This python is hardy in captivity and will tolerate a 
wide range of environmental conditions. Housing 
consists of banks of white melamine wood cages in a 

heated insulated room. Cages have glass-fronted doors and 
are quite small, measuring 60 cm long, 40 cm wide and 30 
cm high.

Substrate consists of 3 mm white aquarium gravel to a depth 
of 3 cm. Each bank of cages consists of 9 cages, 3 long by 
3 high, individually heated by one 40 watt white light globe 
connected to a room thermostat. Thermostats are connected 
in tandem in two separate cages and connected to all light 
globes in the bank of cages. This ensures that cages do not 
overheat if a globe burns out in the cage containing the 
thermostat. Temperatures vary throughout the year on a 
seasonal basis. Cage temperatures range from an absolute 
minimum air temperature of 17 degrees C in winter to a 
maximum air temperature of 36 deg. C in summer. 

Children’s Pythons 
By Neil 
Sonnemann

Pythons*

(Antaresia childreni)
“This python is hardy in captivity and will tolerate a wide range of environmental conditions. 

Housing consists of banks of white melamine wood cages in a heated insulated room.” 
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Cage furnishings consist of the gravel 
substrate, the water bowl and a hiding spot 
in the form of a piece of curved Eucalypt 
bark to offer security. Water is changed 
weekly using a fresh disinfected bowl.

BEHAVIOUR
Specimens are housed singly for most of 
the year, by housing them individually 
it is easier to feed and service the cages. 
Separation for feeding is not required 
and social interaction resulting in the 
formation of social hierarchy and resulting 
stress is eliminated. They are only paired 
for mating in the winter, the male is always 
introduced to the female’s cage. Pythons 
tend to be solitary by nature, except during 
the breeding season when aggregations of 
some species are known to occur.

This species is known for it’s docile 
nature and is a well-known animal in the 
pet trade. If bites occur it is generally in 
the expectation of food being offered to 
the snake or the smell of food on hands 
or utensils. Some specimens can become 
food-conscious to the point of biting 
repeatedly on handling.

FOOD
The species is generally sedentary in 
habit, being an ambush predator as well 
as an active hunter. Specimens can be 
observed waiting for passing food from 
the hide box. This posture may be held 
for hours at a time on successive days 
and nights. When hungry, specimens will 
often become very active around the cage 
searching for food.

Food consists of adult fresh, or frozen 
and thawed out dead mice on demand. 
No live food is offered to adults due to 
the possibility of injury from mice biting 
the snakes during constriction. Dead prey 
is often taken and constricted as if it was 
live, being eaten later. Some specimens 
will eat prey directly from the floor of 
the cage without constricting it, whilst 
others require prey items to be jiggled in 
front of them as if it were live. It is then 
taken, constricted and “killed” before 
being eaten. Older specimens of fifteen-
plus years can become geriatric and 
have trouble feeding on their own, being 
unable to co-ordinate the strike response. 
These individuals will often learn to open 
their mouths for the introduction of a 
mouse, which they will then swallow with 
difficulty.

No specific feeding regime is used. 

Females generally refuse food from April 
until after egg laying in spring. Males will 
resume feeding after the mating season 
during winter. After specimens resume 
feeding they are fed ad lib throughout 
summer and autumn. Females need to 
replace reserves lost in egg production 
and are fed as much as they will eat. This 

results in rapid weight gains. Males are fed 
on a maintenance diet with the frequency 
of feeding also increasing over the summer 
months. About two or three adult mice are 
fed in one meal whenever the snake will 
eat. At the end of summer females are in 
what could be described as fat condition 
and have replenished fat reserves used in 

Albino morphs of the Children’s Pythons.

A nice clutch of eggs from a Children’s Python. 

Specimens are housed singly for most of the year, by housing them individually it is easier to feed 
and service the cages. 
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egg production. Females are not spelled in 
successive years of breeding and are bred 
on an annual basis.
Mutton Bird Oil has been used as a food 
supplement at a rate of one or two drops 
on every second or third feed.

BREEDING

Sexing
Sex of specimens is determined by probing 
the inside of the tail for the presence or 
absence of hemipenes (Laszlo, 1973).

Mating
Specimens are introduced during May, 
June, July and August. Most mating 
activity has subsided by the end of 
August. The male is always introduced 
to the female’s cage and will respond by 
scenting and searching the cage. Courtship 
and mating usually occurs within one to 
two days after introduction. The male 
may chase the female around the cage and 
mating within several hours may occur 
and last for several hours. Male combat 
has been used to induce mating but is 
not considered essential. An otherwise 
disinterested male may be stimulated to 
mate the female following the introduction 
and removal of another male. The males 
should be closely observed if introduced 
as intense fighting can occur and one or 
both males may be injured. Males will 
often enter a pre-mating season slough 
in May and June, and again following the 
breeding season in September. Females 
may also enter a pre-mating season slough 
but not as reliably as males. Matings have 
been noted to last for several hours and up 
to twelve hours, and are often observed 
around dark and in the early morning at 
the coldest time of day.

Males are generally removed from the 
female cage after one week, given a week 
on their own and then introduced to the 
female for another week. This pattern is 
repeated in May, June, July and August, 
with males being rotated through up to 
six female cages. Males are permanently 
removed at the end of July and early 
August.

Gestation
After the mating season females will 
often become reclusive and hide from 
view. During late July and August 
females can be observed basking in the 
inverted position, with the ventral scales 
upturned. Ovulation is not noticeable in 
Children’s Python (Antaresia childreni) 

and determining if the female is gravid is 
not easy. This species generally has good 
muscle tone and by running the females 
through the fingers it may or may not be 
possible to feel the presence of eggs/ova. 
If the female refuses food and lies in the 
inverted position it is a good sign that she 
is gravid.

Egg Laying
Eggs are laid in spring in either laying 
boxes provided for the purpose or under 
the Eucalypt bark hide. A shallow 
depression in the substrate is formed by 
the female several days before laying. 
Ice-cream containers of damp sand and 
sphagnum moss or vermiculite mixture 
with an entry hole cut out of the lid are 
provided after the pre-laying slough when 
it is determined that the female is gravid.

After laying the female will gather the 
eggs together into a clump and incubate 
the eggs if permitted to do so.

Incubation
All clutches have been artificially 
incubated, as the cages are considered 
too dry to allow the female to incubate 
the eggs. The wood construction of the 
cages does not allow misting to maintain 
the high humidity necessary for maternal 
incubation. The same cages can however 
be used to incubate the eggs in plastic 
containers such as “Click-clacks” or bread 
containers. This was the method used 
before an incubator was built: a position 
in the cage that would hold a temperature 
of 27-32 deg C was selected and the plastic 
container with eggs would occupy the 
same cage as the adult until hatching.

On the day of laying the egg clump is 
removed from the female and each egg is 
separated, weighed, and measured before 
being placed in the vermiculite medium 
in the egg container. A water vermiculite 
mixture of 1:1 by weight is used in the 
containers (Barnett, 1981). Sometimes 
eggs cannot be separated from the clutch 
after they have hardened in the air and 
stuck to the clump. If it was considered 
that the eggs could not be separated safely 
without tearing the shells, then the clutch 
was incubated in a clump in the incubating 
containers – half-buried in the vermiculite 
medium. A moistened paper towel was 
sometimes placed and left on the top of 
the clutch to prevent the top eggs from 
becoming desiccated. The eggs are not 
in direct contact with the vermiculite 
and sometimes become dehydrated. The 
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top eggs can access moisture from the 
wet paper towel, however some become 
sunken and remain that way throughout 
incubation before hatching normally. It 
appears that eggs will reach an equilibrium 
with their surroundings. Sudden changes 
in the temperature and humidity regimes 
should be avoided during incubation. 
The eggs on the bottom of the clump 
that are buried in the vermiculite will 
also absorb too much water and become 
turgid. It is much easier to incubate eggs 
if they are separated at laying and placed 
into incubation individually. If one egg 
dies it is easy to remove when they are 
separate, if it is attached to the clump and 
dies then it may need to be cut away or 
left in place. Sometimes eggs can become 
mouldy and decompose without affecting 
neighbouring eggs in the clump. At other 
times infection can spread from egg to 
egg and affect the entire clump, with only 
a small percentage of eggs hatching.

Eggs are incubated at 30 – 32 deg C +/- 1 
deg C. At laying the eggs are marked on top 
with a lead pencil rather than an ink pen or 
texta which may be toxic to the embryo. 
Graphite from a pencil is harmless to eggs, 

After laying the female will gather the eggs together into a clump and incubate the eggs if 
permitted to do so.
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they can be marked on top with numbers without concern. The 
eggs must not be rotated during incubation, if they are removed 
from the container they should be placed back in the same 
position with the marked side upright. Eggs can be removed 
from the containers and handled for inspection without harm to 
the developing embryos.

Sudden shocks or quick movement of the eggs should be 
avoided. Containers are not sealed for incubation but are opened 
regularly, once or twice weekly to inspect eggs and remove any 
that have died. The air in the container should be regularly 
exchanged by waving the lid over the eggs and re-mixing the 
incubating medium. Water will migrate around the incubator 
container in response to temperature differentials, often 
accumulating at the ends. Periodic re-mixing of the medium 
will avoid the vermiculite becoming too dry around the eggs.

Hatching
In the last two to three weeks of incubation it is normal for 
the eggs to lose moisture and appear dehydrated. It is not 
necessary to add more water at this stage. The container should 
be ventilated before hatching commences to provide plenty of 
fresh air for the hatchlings. When the first egg is cut by the 
egg-tooth of the first snake emerging then all the other eggs are 
opened using a curved pair of nail scissors. A small incision is 
made about 10-15 mm long on top of each egg. The young may 
take one or two days to emerge from the eggs after their heads 
have appeared. The entire clutch should hatch within a week.

Neonates
Upon hatching all neonates are removed to individual plastic 
containers measuring 23 cm long by 16 cm wide by 8 cm high. 
Ventilation holes are drilled into the clear plastic lids. Aquarium 
gravel is used as a substrate in these containers and changed as 
required. A small plastic water bowl is used along with a piece 
of Eucalypt bark as a hiding spot. During the cooler months of 
the year when the temperature in the room is cool the containers 
sit on a heat tape on one end of the container which is set at a 
thermostatically controlled temperature of 32-35 deg C.

Feeding is not attempted until the hatchlings have their first 
slough at about two weeks post hatching. Some specimens will 

take live pink mice as a first meal, the remainder will require 
mice scented with natural prey items such as skinks and geckos. 
This species appears to be more difficult to entice to accept 
pink mice than the Eastern Children’s Python (A. maculosa). 
Hatchlings of Children’s Python (Antaresia childreni) are 
generally smaller and much fussier with what food will be 
initially accepted. Clutches also vary according to maternal 
factors, some females produce clutches where most hatchlings 
will readily accept unscented mice, other females produce 
clutches of very stubborn feeders. Various methods have been 
used to entice hatchlings to feed on pink mice. Once hatchlings 
accept mice as food they are given these at subsequent feeds to 
avoid specimens developing a preference for natural food such 
as skinks.

Some specimens will require a live skink or a gecko to be rubbed 
on a mouse before they will accept it. Others require a small 
piece if skink tail about 2 mm long to be placed in the mouth 
of a dead pink mouse before they will accept it. Specimens that 
refuse all food are assist-fed on adult mice tails until they accept 
their first meals. By keeping a container of mouse tails in the 
freezer and thawing them in warm water prior to feeding a large 
number of hatchlings can be fed in a short period of time. The 
mice tails are cut at a 45-degree angle at the base, this allows 
easy entry to the mouth of the snake. The hatchling generally 
opens it’s mouth readily and the mouse tail is inserted about 
half way down the throat. Upon release most hatchlings will eat 
the tail on their own. Others may regurgitate the mouse-tail, if 
so the process is repeated. The backward pointing hairs on the 
tail make it difficult for the hatchling to regurgitate the food 
item. Baby eels (Elvers) were used some years ago until they 
became unavailable. They were a good source of food for baby 
snakes, particularly small venomous snakes.

Assist feeding may be required twice weekly for about 10-12 
feeds until all young Children’s Pythons will feed voluntarily. 
The odd recalcitrant feeder will be encountered but after 6-8 
weeks all young should be readily accepting dead pink mice. 
Juvenile growing pythons are generally fed one pink or fuzzy 
(haired) mouse twice weekly. The water bowl is changed weekly 
as with the adult snakes.

When the first egg is cut by the egg-tooth of the first snake emerging 
then all the other eggs are opened using a curved pair of nail scissors. 

A mutation Children’s Python known as the Marble Children’s Python.
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*Venomous

By John Hollister

I can think of no other snake species as variable in 
colour and pattern as the Eyelash Viper (Bothriechis 
schlegelii). While the most common ground colours 

are variations of green, golden yellow or red, brown and 
grey ground colours also exist. Patterning can include 
black, yellow, peach and red. Specimens of solid colours, 
some with a thin dorsal stripe, are known. What they look 
like as babies is probably not what they will look like as 
adults. Often it takes two to three years for the final adult 
colouration to develop.

I had a solid yellow baby that started developing some 
orange on its sides at about 1 year old, and at 2 years it 

started developing greyish blotches on its sides. If 
specimens are basically green as babies, they will stay 
predominantly green. Likewise, if they are yellow, they 
will remain mostly yellow. However, whether mostly 
green or yellow, other colours and patterns may creep in 
as they grow.

For years I admired these animals without owning any. 
A few years ago, I decided to rectify that situation, and 
I bought three neonate Eyelash Vipers. Not long after 
that there was an opportunity to buy one of the finest 
colonies of Eyelash Vipers in the country. I jumped on it 
and haven’t regretted it one bit.

“These are venomous animals and should be treated 
with respect. Always handle them with a hook. When 
trying to get them out of their enclosures, sometimes 

they will hold on to branches with their prehensile 
tails, so the tails must be gently tapped with a stick or 

other instrument to get them to release.”

Bothriechis schlegelii

Golden Eyelash Viper

The 
Eyelash Viper 
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These are venomous animals and should 
be treated with respect. Always handle 
them with a hook. When trying to get 
them out of their enclosures, sometimes 
they will hold on to branches with their 
prehensile tails, so the tails must be gently 
tapped with a stick or other instrument to 
get them to release. 

Ranges, Habitat and Description 
Eyelash Vipers range from southern 
Mexico into northwestern South America. 
They are found in Chiapas, Mexico; 
Belize; Honduras; Guatemala; Nicaragua; 
Costa Rica; Panama; western Venezuela; 
Colom bia and western Ecuador. 

In most of their range they inhabit relatively 
humid forest areas from sea level to around 
4,950 feet. In Colombia they occur to over 
8,500 feet. Generally, they follow the 
moderate elevations of mountain slopes, 
with most populations on the Caribbean 
side, but there are populations on the 
Pacific side in Panama and north western 
South America.
 
Eyelash vipers are one of eight species of 
the genus Bothriechis and certainly the 
most variable. The other seven species 
are aurifer, bicolor, lateralis, marchi, 
nigroviridis, rowleyi and thalassinus.

Bothriechis schlegelii are medium-sized, 
prehensile-tailed arboreal vipers. Captive 
raised specimens tend to be somewhat 
larger than wild specimens. In the wild, 
adult females average around 60cm, while 
in captivity specimens of around 90cm are 
known. Males are smaller, averaging 35 
to 40cm. Males seldom attain lengths of 
more than 45cm. 

The primary characteristic, which gives 
these snakes their common name, is 
the presence of raised superciliaries 
between the supraocular and the eye. 
This characteristic (the “eyelash”) is 
considerably reduced in specimens from 
South America. 

At one time eyelash vipers were broken 
up into two subspecies: B. s. schlegelii 
and B. s. supraciliaris. The latter was later 
given its own species status and then was 
dropped altogether. It was determined 
that the variations in various scale counts 
throughout the range were just that - 
population variations - and didn’t warrant 
subspecies or species status.

Captive Housing

Chritmas phase (Green and Red) and Pink Eyelash Vipers. Photo by Ray Senore

Eyelash vipers are slender snakes and should not be fed so much as they become obese. 
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around. There are small vents in the top 
and back to allow for ventilation. The 
fronts are hinged acrylic doors.

There is a fluorescent bulb in each cage that 
is wired to a timer. The ballasts and wiring 
are on the outsides of the cages. The lights 
are primarily for the plants and to provide 
a photoperiod for the snakes. I currently 
have the lights set to turn on around 7 am 
and turn off at 6:30 pm. Because there 
is ambient light from outside, I use that 
ambient light to control the photoperiod 
(hours of light and dark) for the snakes. 
Water bowls are elevated so they are just 
below the branches. Raising the bowls to 
the snakes’ level seems to aid in getting 
them to drink from them. Make sure your 
cages are secure - you don’t want these 
animals getting loose. Also, especially if 
you have children, put locks on the cages.

Do it Yourself
The enclosure is made from half-inch, 
hard-core plywood, primed and painted 
with acrylic paint. The bulb is a 45cm 
fluorescent tube. The light fixtures are 
mounted from the outside and wired to the 
ballast, which hangs outside on the back. 
The top grate is a diamond-mesh, vinyl-
coated gutter guard and the back grate is a 
slotted, aluminium, soffit vent. The door is 
constructed from 5mm acrylic. 
After painting, I sealed all the bottom 

joints with silicon to keep water from 
seeping out. I stack these enclosures four 
high. Each has a light with its own plug, 
and all of these are plugged into a four-plug 
power strip. The strips are then plugged 
into timers.

Lots of H20
If you pay attention to a few basic rules, 
Eyelash Vipers are not difficult snakes to 
keep. Keep in mind these two rules: Don’t 
overfeed adults and provide water and 
humidity at all times. 

On a weekly basis I pour a lot of water onto 
the plants and substrate. I live in a fairly dry 
area, so maintaining sufficient humidity is 
always a problem. Water is imperative for 
these snakes. They sometimes drink from 
the water bowls, but more often they drink 
from water raining down on them. 

Misting them at least weekly is a must, 
twice weekly is better. An automated daily 
misting system, if possible, is better yet. 
A short cage-wide misting is good for the 
animals and to raise humidity, but is not 
necessarily sufficient for them to drink.

I use a 5 litre pump sprayer to spray the 
entire cage as well as the snake itself, 
concentrating on the head. Usually two to 
three minutes is sufficient. You can see the 
head muscles contracting as they drink; 

There are many ways to house Eyelash 
Vipers in captivity, but they all have a 
few common elements: branches, plants, 
ventilation and a way to maintain some 
humidity. I have found that these snakes 
prefer smaller branches on which to drape 
themselves, generally not greater than the 
girth of the snake. 

I use cypress mulch (or reptile bark 
substrate mixed with peat and coco husk) 
as a substrate, as it holds moisture without 
allowing fungus growth. I also use Pothos 
plants to add to the humidity and to provide 
a feeling of security for the snakes. Pothos 
doesn’t require much light, making it ideal 
for indoor use. In a large enough enclosure 
the Pothos can be planted in the substrate. 
I keep the plants in pots for better rooting . 
Housing depends on your available space 
and budget. Some of the nicest setups 
I’ve seen 60 x 45 x 45cm Exo-Terra style 
cages, heavily planted with Pothos in 
a deep substrate. Colonies can also be 
kept in shower stalls, which provide for 
good vertical movement. While they are 
primarily arboreal, I’ve had a few Eyelash 
Vipers that preferred to live on the ground. 
I keep mine mostly in wooden cages 
painted with acrylic paint and sealed 
around the lower joints to hold in water. 
My enclosures are 40cm by 60cm by 
40cm tall. This size enclosure gives them 
sufficient space ·to stretch out and move 

Neonates can be kept in small clear 
2litre ice-cream tubs or other makeshift 
enclosures. Small branches not greater than 
the girth of the snake are necessary. 



  www.ultimateexotics.co.za  | september/october 2019  |  ultimate exotics 19

Because Eyelash Vipers are not heavy 
snakes, it is possible to set up live 
enclosures for them. This, combined 
with the amazing variety of colours and 
patterns of these snakes, makes them an 
excellent display animal. 
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September/October 2019

Eyelash Viper
Bothriechis schlegelii
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when they’ve had enough they’ll move 
away. Sometimes they will move away 
immediately, telling me they aren’t thirsty, 
sometimes it takes a bit longer. Regardless, 
I still spray the entire snake to get it moist. 
Temperatures of 25 to 27°C are sufficient 
for Eyelash Vipers, with a slight wintertime 
drop of four to five degrees to stimulate 
breeding.

Breeding and Neonates 
Breeding occurs in late winter to early 
spring, and gestation is around six months. 
Live births usually occur in March and 
April, and occasionally on into May. I 
have sat for hours waiting to photograph 
the actual birthing process, but the females 
have always waited until I was absent to 
give birth. The best I’ve been able to do 
was to photograph a slug (unfertilized egg) 
being dropped. 

Neonates can be kept in small clear 
2litre ice-cream tubs or other makeshift 
enclosures. Small branches not greater 
than the girth of the snake are necessary. 
Whatever type enclosure you use, a 
section of screen on top for ventilation is 
recommended, but not so much that the 

enclosure rapidly dries out. Again, I use 
cypress mulch (or reptile bark substrate 
mixed with peat and coco husk) on the 
bottom to maintain some humidity, but I 
pour out any excess water after spraying. 
It’s critical to keep neonates sprayed and 
humid. They seem to drink only from 
spraying, although I do keep small water 
bowls in with them. While humidity is very 
important, if the enclosure gets too moist, 
you will have problems, often resulting in 
the loss of the young snakes. And, with the 
frequent spraying, it is very possible to get 
the enclosure too moist. 

Feeding Tips 
Eyelash vipers are slender snakes and 
should not be fed so much as to become 
obese. In the wild these snakes eat non-
fatty foods, mostly lizards and frogs. In 
captivity they are fed mostly mice, which 
have a much higher fat content than wild 
foods. 

Don’t underestimate their striking speed. 
When food is offered, they will reach out 
fast and grab onto prey. It is rare that I have 
to tease an adult into feeding. 

Feeding neonates, however, can be a 
tedious process, as it is often necessary to 
tease feed them. It is rare that a neonate 
will take a whole pinkie, as baby Eyelash 
Vipers are only 7 to 8cm long. Pinkie 
haunches are about as much as they can 
handle. I have tried cutting pinkies in half, 
but generally they refuse food this large 
until they have eaten a few meals. If you 
have access to small amphibians or geckos 
it might be preferable to offer these until 
the snakes grow to the point that they can 
take whole pinkie or fuzzy mice. Then 
feeding becomes much easier.

Lots of Benefits 
Because Eyelash Vipers are not heavy 
snakes, it is possible to set up live 
enclosures for them. This, combined 
with the amazing variety of colours and 
patterns of these snakes, makes them an 
excellent display animal. Owing to their 
need to be misted regularly, particularly 
for drinking purposes, they are a bit more 
time-intensive than some snakes, but they 
are worth the extra effort. Captive-bred/
born Eyelash Vipers are available from 
several South African breeders. If possible, 
try and get established feeders.

Feeding neonates, 
however, can be a tedious 
process, as it is often 
necessary to tease feed 
them. It is rare that a 
neonate will take a whole 
pinkie, as baby Eyelash 
Vipers are only 7 to 8cm 
long.
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*Vivariums 

Article By
Aliza

It is hard to beat a simple but stunning desert vivarium when it comes to attractiveness, 
interest and economy. The vivarium described here is a generalized, or pan-global, 
desert environment for a community of lizards that meet the following criteria:

1. They are environmentally flexible in terms of temperature, space, substrate and fixtures, 
they don’t have excessively narrow or specific requirements. 

2. They are obligated (exclusively) or primarily insectivorous. They feed on insects and 
similar invertebrates and are unlikely to eat plant material or other lizards.

3. They have generic dietary needs. They readily accept and have their nutritional needs 
appropriately met by a variety of commonly available feeder insects.

Build a Desert 
Vivarium “The health of your lizards and plants depends on 

good lighting. It should simulate natural sunlight as 
closely as possible in both spectrum and intensity. “
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4. They are socially tolerant. They will 
get along relatively well with other 
members of their own species and 
different species of similar size and 
habits. 

Go wide
Glass reptile tanks are the best for 
most vivaria. They securely house 
the animals, provide good viewing, 
contain debris, such as dust, waste 
and feeder insects, and in the case 
of lizards, keep them from climbing 
up the walls. Acrylic tanks can be 
used also, but they are more likely to 
get scratched by claws and landscape 
fixtures. For most desert vivaria, the 
best tanks are relatively shallow, with 
as much floor space as possible. Wider 
tanks are better than narrow ones; the 
closer the width to-length ratio, the 
better. For this type, a height of 40cm 
or less is best. In general, figure about 
30cm square of floor space per lizard. 
However, that can be adjusted up or 
down depending on the nature and 
habits of the lizards. Very active lizards 
(what I call “wanderers”) need more 
space. Lizards that are more sedentary 
(“perchers”) need less space. Lizards 
that are more sociable need less space 
than those that aren’t. If you have some 
diurnal lizards (active during the day) 
and some nocturnal lizards (active 
at night), then you can keel)”more 
individuals in the same space, as they 
utilize it at different times.

The best tank top is a screen that 
opens for access and allows good light 

penetration and fresh air circulation. 
Most reptile tanks come with window 
screen, which is fine. Some tanks have 
tops made with heavier hardware cloth. 
These are sturdier and allow in more 
light. There should be some sort of 
latch, pin or other mechanism holding 
the top securely shut.

Lighting & Temperature 
The health of your lizards and plants 
depends on good lighting. It should 
simulate natural sunlight as closely as 
possible in both spectrum and intensity. 
Ultraviolet wavelengths are only one 
small part of the larger spectrum that is 
important, so don’t just look for UV. For 
overall good physical health, mental 
health and natural behaviour, you 
need a full-spectrum light that is also 
intense. For a shallow desert vivarium, 
such as this one, use higher-powered 
compact fluorescent lights rather than 
the regular fluorescents, because they 
are more intense. For taller vivaria 
(more than 60cm), I recommend metal 
halides. 

The bulb should be labelled as full-
spectrum and have a colour rendering 
index (CRI) as close to 100 as possible, 
and nothing under 90. It should have a 
Kelvin temperature rating of 5,500 K, 
or as close to that as possible. This is 
the K temperature of natural sunlight. 
Use at least a two-bulb fixture for 
a small tank. Four bulbs are better, 
and use more bulbs for larger tanks. 
Basically, you should use as many 
compact fluorescent bulbs as will fit 
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on top of your vivarium or as many as 
you can possibly afford. It is virtually 
impossible to get too much light. The 
more light you provide, the more your 
lizards will reward you with good 
health, beautiful colors and active 
behaviour, and the plants will look 
great.

Add an incandescent reptile heat bulb 
mounted at one end of the tank over 
a raised area or landscape fixture 
that the lizards will use for basking. 
Experiment with the wattage (100 watts 
is often good) and mounting height so 
that a thermometer set in the centre 
of the basking area reads about 100 
degrees Fahrenheit. The temperature 
in other parts of the tank should range 

from around 38 degrees Celsius during 
the day and 18 to 24 degrees at night. 
Your lights should provide plenty of 
heat during the day without the need 
for any other source. Never leave the 
compact fluorescent or basking lights 
on at night. If your house gets too cool 
at night and you need to provide heat, 
use a ceramic or red reptile heat bulb. 
Many deserts get cool at night, so know 
the needs of your lizards and do not 
keep the vivarium too warm at night if 
they don’t need it. 

To view nocturnal lizards at night 
without disturbing their natural 
activities, add an LED moonlight. 

Use timers to automatically turn your 

lights on and off at the right times 
every day. This saves you work and 
maintains regular conditions for the 
lizards’ biological clocks and other 
health concerns. In general, lights 
should be on for around 12 hours a 
day, coming on about a half hour after 
sunrise in your area. Keep in mind 
that some lizards may need seasonal 
adjustments in day length.

Substrate Mix 
Vivaria require substrate mixes that 
meet the needs of herps and plants. 
The mix that I recommend simulates 
the kinds of soils commonly found 
in desert areas and is good for both 
healthy plant growth and the physical 
and natural behavioural needs of the 
lizards. 

With proper placement and watering 
practices, it will develop a surprisingly 
stable, dry upper crust that will hold 
its shape, allowing the lizards to dig 
burrows that resist collapse. While 
the upper layer is dry and warm, the 
deeper areas retain some moisture and 
will be significantly cooler, creating 
the same kind of environment found in 
the burrows of animals in native desert 
habitats.

Rock & Wood 
Almost any type of rock and wood can 
be used as landscape fixtures. Problems 

There are many kinds of plants that 
grow in desert environments, but the 
easiest to use in desert vivaria for 
people who are less experienced are 
cacti and other succulents. 
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that might arise from the action of 
water and humidity on certain kinds 
of rock or wood in tropical, forest or 
aquatic vivaria are not an issue in a dry 
desert vivarium. 

Avoid wood treated with chemicals or 
that has sap or other similar substances 
on it. Also, avoid rocks that have come 
into contact with paint, chemicals, oil 
or other pollutants, or that have sharp 
edges or are crumbly. 

Rugged granite is always nice. So is 
layered, colourful sandstone. Anything 
that appears weathered by erosion 
and time looks good. Woods like 
driftwood, weathered root portions of 
trees and cholla cactus skeletons are 
attractive in a desert environment. If 
you collect wood you find outside, 
make sure you don’t bring back any 
spiders, centipedes, scorpions or other 
bugs with it. 

Rocks and wood can be used to create 
caves, crevasses and other shelters, 
perching and basking areas, and 
interesting landscapes that provide 
exercise opportunities and are mentally 
stimulating for the lizards. 

When placing large rocks or making 
little hills out of rock, be sure to set 
the rock on the bottom of the tank, and 
then fill in the substrate mix around 
it. Lizards like to dig their burrows 
around rocks, so a burrow dug under 
a large rock could collapse, injuring or 
killing the lizard.This won’t happen if 
the rock is already sitting on the tank 
floor.

Water Features 
You need to provide a water bowl for 
your lizards anyway, so why not make 
an attractive water feature using the 
same kind of rock you use for the rest 
of your landscape? Almost any kind of 
rock can be used to make a water feature. 
If you can find a piece that already has 
a bowl· like depression, that’s great. If 
the depression has any holes in it (as 
is often the case with something like 
Mexican bowl lava), plug them using 
the kind of epoxy repair putty sold 
for concrete, metal and other repairs 
in home improvement warehouses. 

For flat rock like sandstone, a bowl 
can be created using an angle grinder 
fitted with a masonry wheel to grind 
out a depression. Because many kinds 
of rock are porous and may allow the 
water to slowly seep out, the depression 
should be coated with an epoxy resin 
to make it watertight. Epoxy resin 
comes as a thick liquid with a catalyst 
(hardening agent) that is mixed in to 
it to make it harden up. You just paint 
it on with a brush. Be sure to paint 
only the inside of the depression, not 
the entire rock, because it creates a 
shiny surface. When dry, it will form 
a hard, watertight seal that is clear and 
unnoticeable when the depression is 
filled with water.

Pick the Right Plants 
There are many kinds of plants that 
grow in desert environments, but the 
easiest to use in desert vivaria for 
people who are less experienced are 
cacti and other succulents. 

Most cacti and succulents are not at all 
fussy about soil and will do very well 
in a desert vivarium substrate. The 
small amount of fertilizer called for in 
the desert vivarium substrate mix will 
keep them going for a long time. The 
most crucial element for them is good, 
intense light. Without it, they will not 
grow or flower and will eventually die. 
So make sure you use the powerful 
compact fluorescents as discussed 
above.

Though your lizards are insectivorous, 
you may be surprised to find that they 
may occasionally nibble at some of the 
more tender succulent leaves. Many 
carnivorous or insectivorous herps will 
sometimes ingest plant material for a 
variety of reasons. I have noticed this 
in many species over the years. It may 
be that in their native habitats they get 
extra nutrients or moisture this way, or 
that many of these species are more 
omnivorous than we know. The natural 
dietary habits of many of these little 
lizards haven’t been well documented. 
So don’t be alarmed if this happens. 
If there is a particular plant that they 
bother more than others, you can 
remove it and replace it with something 
else. If you keep your lizards well-fed 
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with a variety of invertebrate foods, 
sometimes dusted with mineral and 
vitamin supplements, and their water 
feature filled with clean water, they will 
be much less likely to nibble the plants. 
I have found that many insectivorous 
desert lizards enjoy a little finely 
chopped lettuce, other green leafy 
material and edible flower petals from 
time to time. 

In general, you don’t need to worry 
too much about toxic plants. It is 
highly unlikely than any cactus or 
succulent you buy at a nursery or 
home improvement warehouse will 
be toxic. Just make sure there are not 
any insecticides on the plants. Most 
toxic desert plants actually look like 
“regular” plants, rather than cacti or 
succulents. The main family of plants 
that are commonly sold with, and often 
look like, cacti and succulents are the 
euphorbias. Some of these can be toxic, 
though usually not extremely so. You 
can avoid these plants or any that ooze 
a white, milky, thick sap when injured. 
I have experimented with the use of 
many toxic plant species in vivaria 
with herps and have never known any 
herp to eat a toxic plant. The herps 
seem to be well attuned to the kinds of 
signals, such as smells, tastes, etc., that 
plants present to let animals know they 
are protected by toxins. This is similar 
to the way toxic animals, like dart 
frogs, display certain kinds of colors 
and patterns to let others know they are 

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.
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protected. However, novice vivarists 
should avoid toxic plants, because you 
can never be entirely sure what might 
happen under unusual circumstances 
in captivity. These days, it is fairly 
easy to find out if any plant is toxic on 
the Internet. Knowledgeable people at 
plant shows, nurseries and plant shops 
can usually tell you if a plant in which 
you are interested in is toxic or not. 

You don’t want cacti with really serious 
thorns that may harm your lizards, 
but people tend to be more concerned 
about this than they need to be. You 
can actually use many kinds of spined 
cacti. Your desert animals are much 
more competent around such plants 
than you might think. The thorns of 
many cacti may look frightening but 
are actually flimsy, soft or not very 
sharp. Look for these types. Avoid 
plants with very large, stiff spines or 
recurved spines (like fish hooks) that 
may snag animals. 

Remove your plants from their pots 
and shake off the old potting medium. 
Most cactus potting mixes contain 
elements that may harm your lizards if 
ingested, so you want to get rid of it. 
Dig a hole in the vivarium mix just big 
enough for the roots and set your plant 
in it. Fill in around it and pack firmly, 
making sure that the plant base sits at 
the same soil level as it was in the pot. 
Water around the plant.to hydrate and 
settle the mix.

Watering & Other Care 
Other than standard vivarium cleaning 
practices like faeces removal, glass 
cleaning with distilled water (not 
glass cleaner or other chemicals) and 
maintaining clean water, the most 
important chore with this desert 
vivarium is the watering. Avoid 
substrate that is too wet or too dry. 
The upper layers should be dry most 
of the time and the lower layers just 
barely moist. Never just pour water 
into this vivarium. Use a sprayer with 
distilled or purified water every few 
days, or as needed, lightly spray the 
vivarium, especially the plants and 
around the tank sides. Occasionally, 
about once a month, spray everything 
in the vivarium more heavily to wash it 
off and freshen it up. Afterward, allow 
the vivarium to dry out again before 
resuming normal watering. 

You should know how many insects 
your lizards need for proper health. 
Use only that amount and don’t 
overfeed. Excess, uneaten crickets and 
other insects can hide in the vivarium 
and bother or even injure your lizards 
and chew on the plants. This can even 
cause the lizards to stop eating certain 
kinds of insects. 

Properly set up and maintained, a 
desert vivarium with attractive lizards 
will be a source of great pleasure for 
you, your family and friends.
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INTRODUCTION 

The Rio Fuerte Beaded Lizard, (Heloderma 
exasperatum) was one of four subspecies of H. 
horridum until recent taxonomic elevations (see 

Reiserer et al, 2013). H. exasperatum occurs primarily 
in the Sierra Madre and is the northernmost species of 
Beaded Lizard (Beck, 2005). Habitat includes subtropical 
dry forest and occasionally specimens have been located 
in pine-oak forest in Alamos, Sonora (Reiserer et al, 
2013). According to the IUCN Red List (06/08/13) the 
conservation status of H. horridum is LC (least concern). 
Reiserer et al (2013) suggests that due to habitat threats and 
a fragmented distribution, the IUCN will likely elevate the 
conservation status to VU (vulnerable) or a higher threat 
category. In this article, we describe the successful captive 
breeding of H. exasperatum without using conventional 
reptilian incubation techniques. 

MATERIALS & METHODS 
One male and one female H. exasperatum (born 01/09) 
were kept in a large enclosure measuring 3 x 1.5 x 1.5m 
(L x W x H). Specimens were introduced together in 
the exhibit during May 2011. The male weighed 1200 
g and the female weighed 950 g. Specimens continued 
to grow and in May 2012, the male weighed 1500 g 
and the female weighed 1200 g. Specimens were sexed 
using morphological characteristics. Males have a 
larger head, longer neck, longer body and have a large 
bulge at the base of the tail. These characteristics may 
be difficult to see in obese specimens (Pers. obs). A 
2 KW fan heater was positioned in the corner of the 
exhibit and attached to a thermostat to allow a constant 
ambient air temperature. Four 60 W spot bulbs were 
recessed into the ceiling to add light and extra ambient 
heat. A basking area was provided for both specimens 

Beaded Lizard 
Care and Breeding

Diurnal temperatures in the enclosure ranged from 
35-40°C under the basking areas and 21-25°C in 
other areas on the enclosure. 
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by using 160 W ZooMed Powersun 
bulbs, which also contain a high output 
of UVB and were positioned 30 cm 
from the substrate. Additional light 
was provided by using three Aracadia 
T5 UVB tubes. 

Diurnal temperatures in the enclosure 
ranged from 35-40°C under the basking 
areas and 21-25°C in other areas on the 
enclosure. Noctural temperatures were 
between 17-20°C. A photoperiod of 
14-16 hours in the summer and 10-12 
hours in the winter was implemented. 
The enclosure was furnished with large 
rocks and driftwood with branches to 
facilitate climbing. Bird sand mixed 
with Sphagnum moss blocks (these 
expand when added to water) was 
used as a substrate and depths varied 
from 10-60cm. Potted live plants were 
installed including some fern species, 
Asplenium bulbiferum and mother-
in-law’s tongue, Sanseveria trifoliate. 
Both specimens were fed together with 
no need for separation. Two weaned 
rats were given to both specimens 
every four-six weeks. Two raw eggs 
were fed every six-eight weeks. These 
were cracked and the contents whisked 
up in a bowl and left in the enclosure. 
The enclosure was sprayed once daily 

with 2 litres of water to increase 
humidity, hydrate plants and ensure the 
substrate remained moist. Specimens 
would drink daily from the water jets. 
Good ventilation and heat prevented 
the enclosure from becoming too wet. 

Results
On 09/03/13, a hatchling (H1) H. 
exasperatum was observed basking 
on a rock under a UVB Powersun 
bulb. Both adult specimens were 
present in the enclosure and did not 
show interest in the hatchling. The 
hatchling was removed and found to 
weigh 17 g. Subsequently three more 
hatchlings appeared and were removed 
from the enclosure and weighed; On 
14/03/13, hatchling (H2, weighed 24 
g) was observed moving around in 
a fern; on 17/03/13, hatchling (H3, 
weighed 27 g) was observed basking 
on the same rock as the first specimen; 
On 19/03/13 the final hatchling (H4, 
weighed 25 g) was observed moving 
around the enclosure. This neonate 
still had the umbilical cord attached. 
The adult specimens were active at 
the time, and the female was observed 
moving slowly towards the hatchling 
with rapid tongue flicking. Once the 
female’s tongue touched the hatchling, 

Adult beaded lizards range from 57 to 91 cm (22 to 36 in) in length. They 
are substantially larger than the Gila monster, which only reaches lengths 
of 30 to 56 cm (12 to 22 in).
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it quickly moved away. The female 
slowly followed the scent of the 
hatchling with rapid tongue flicking. 
No aggression or feeding response was 
observed. 

Hatchlings were housed in Hagen 
tanks measuring 35 x 20 x 16cm (L x 
W x H). Due to the highly venomous 
nature of Helodermatid lizards, the 
hatchling enclosures were secured 
in a vivarium and locked and during 
enclosure maintenance, hatchlings 
were moved to a secure container. Two 
small snake hooks were used to support 
the body. Hatchling H. exasperatum 
move quickly and employ a sideways 
“head swipe” making them difficult 
to work with in close proximity. 
Paper towel was used as a substrate 
and a small hide and water bowl 
was added. Paper towel was sprayed 
daily to allow for extra humidity. 
This process had a positive effect on 
H4 and the umbilical cord detached 
after four days leaving a clean wound 
that healed after a further five days. 
Owens, (2006) expressed success 
using this method with hatchling H. 
charlesbogerti. Hatchlings were also 
sprayed and observed drinking from 
the spray bottle. Hatchlings were often 
observed fully submerged in their 
water bowls. This behaviour was more 

commonly seen when temperatures 
exceeded 29°C. Enclosures were 
heated using a spot bulb connected to 
a thermostat and ambient temperatures 
were between 25-27°C with a basking 
temperature of 30°C. 

Hatchling H. exasperatum were 
offered one pink mouse each, two 
weeks after the last hatchling emerged. 
H3 and H4 fed immediately. H2 was 
coaxed into feeding by gently tapping 
the pink mouse on the specimens head 
with forceps. This caused a defensive 
reaction and the pink mouse was 
gently pushed into the specimens 
gaping mouth. Only H1 refused to 
feed. This specimen was offered a 
pink mouse coated with egg yolk 
a week later and was accepted. H1 
regurgitated its first two meals due to 
the pink mice being too large. Smaller 
pink mice were sourced preventing 
further regurgitation. Nine days after 
the last hatchling emerged in the 
enclosure, the nest was excavated. 
Eight eggs were located deep under 
the substrate (approx 30-35cm) and 
had been wedged under the crevice 
of a large rock. The substrate was 
of a damp consistency and when 
squeezed remained adhered together. 
There was also a high concentration of 
sphagnum moss in the nest chamber. 

Four eggs successfully hatched. One 
egg contained a dead hatchling that 
was found with over 50% of its body 
out of the egg. The egg was cut open 
to reveal the specimen had absorbed 
all yolk stores and separated from 
the umbilical cord. This specimen 
weighed 24 g. Three eggs were cut 
open to reveal one partially developed 
dead foetus and two were infertile. 

A digital min/max hygro-thermometer 
was used to ascertain the temperature 
and humidity of the incubating eggs. 
The probe was placed in the nest 
chamber and the area was returned 
to its original state. Temperature 
and humidity was recorded over a 
three-month period. The research 
showed that temperatures varied 
from 21.7-21.9°C during the first two 
weeks. From mid- April and May, the 
temperature incrementally increased 
in the nest chamber by 0.1°C over a 
24-48 hour period. Occasionally, the 
temperature would remain constant 
for three-four days, with five days 
being the longest period recorded. 
The maximum temperature recorded 
was 28.8°C. Humidity was consistent 
throughout the study and was recorded 
between 87- 94% RH. The higher RH 
recordings were observed when the 
temperature was above 26°C. 

The Beaded Lizard becomes sexually 
mature at six to eight years and mates 
between September and October.
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Some people have concerns with chlorine in tap 
water, but there have been no reported problems 
with crested geckos. Certain other reptiles 

may be more sensitive – and amphibians and fish are 
definitely sensitive to tap water. If your tap water is 
safe (you can check quality reports online for most 
municipal areas), then there’s no real problem with 
using plain old tap water. However, if you live in an 
area with contaminated tap or well water, or if you 
have a variety of animals like fish and amphibians to 
care for, you should learn about chlorinated water and 
how to deal with it.

How is Chlorinated Water Harmful?
For most animals, chlorinated water is not a concern. 
Humans may find the taste unpleasant, and the water 
can still contain sediments and dissolved solids that 
could cause other issues of water quality. Always use 

water sources approved for human use. For example 
some outdoor pipes, spigots and garden hoses are not 
labeled for drinking water. They can impart lead and 
other harmful elements to an otherwise safe water 
source!

One concern for reptile keepers with glass or clear 
plastic enclosures is that the minerals in tap water 
cause hard water deposits. This impairs viewing and 
can interfere with adhesion of arboreal geckos, like 
cresteds.

Chlorine and chloramine are chemicals used to treat 
tap water to make it safe for human consumption; it is 
assumed that it is therefor safe for other non-aquatic 
vertebrates. Animals that don’t live in water ingest 
water orally, and the chemicals are broken down while 
it works its way through the digestive system, before 
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water is not a concern. Humans may 
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and dissolved solids that could 
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reaching the bloodstream. These 
chemicals are used because they kill 
microorganisms that can make you – 
and possibly your pets – sick.

Chlorine and chloramine, a 
combination of chlorine and ammonia, 
are highly toxic to fish because it causes 
gill necrosis. Chlorine and chloramine 
may do the same thing to lungs if 
they were constantly exposed the way 
fish gills are to water containing the 
treatment. However, it’s just the nature 
of the aquatic environment and the 
way gills work. Similarly, amphibians 
like frogs, toads and salamanders have 
semi-permeable skin that lets a variety 
of chemicals access the bloodstream 
directly. The only direct harm to 
reptiles would be if they routinely soak 
in water and take in the chemicals via 
the cloaca, which may then enter the 
bloodstream without being digested.

So if you have chlorinated water, and 
don’t want to use it – what can you 
do about it? You can dechlorinate 
your water or you can use a different 
source. To make water safe for fish or 
amphibians, you need to either remove 
the contaminants from tap water or use 
a different source of water.

Removing Chlorine from Tap Water
There are a few ways to remove 
chlorine and chloramine from tap 
water. Chlorine is the less stable choice 
for water purification, and this makes it 
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easier to remove without dechlorinating 
chemicals. Letting water sit in an open 
container exposed to air for 24 hours 
will dissipate the chlorine. Repeatedly 
pouring water from one container to 
another about 10 times will agitate the 
water and dissipate regular chlorine. 
Boiling it for 15 minutes will do the 
trick as well.

If overall water safety is a concern, 
boiling actually doesn’t do much to 
make the water better. It can cook 
some parasites but most municipal 
water supplies don’t have a problem. 
Sometimes boiling can make it more 
dangerous but again – most tap water 
is completely safe to drink.

Chloramine is created by swapping 
chlorine atoms for the hydrogen atoms 
in ammonia, and needs either chemical 
or mechanical removal. Many water 
treatment facilities use chloramine, so 
the above methods are less likely to 
work depending on your area.

Sodium thiosulfate, used in many fish 
water treatments, can dechlorinate 
water and is considered effective and 
safe. Many of the ingredients on reptile 
dechlorinators are vague. Unless 
you’ve got a turtle or amphibian, 
you could probably skip the water 
treatments for crested geckos and other 
non-aquatic reptiles.

Filtered Tap Water

If overall water safety is a 
concern, boiling actually 
doesn’t do much to make 
the water better. It can cook 
some parasites but most 
municipal water supplies 
don’t have a problem. 
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The right water filter will take care 
of a lot of issues, like chlorine, 
contaminants and taste. Look up 
reviews on the specific models you 
are interested and the type of water 
and possible contamination you have. 
Filtered water is the best solution for 
you and the majority of your pets. If 
you are a hardcore fish enthusiast, you 
should consider a reverse-osmosis 
system combined with the proper 
minerals for either freshwater or 
saltwater.

We use tap and filtered tap water for 
bowls of the drinking water and direct 
watering of plants at the roots in the 
enclosures.

Distilled Water
Distilled water is useful for reptile 
keepers, but there are some valid 
concerns when using it. Distilled 
water is created by boiling water into 
vapor and then allowing it to cool, 
creating a pure source of water with no 
contaminants – including the minerals 
necessary for good health. This 
evaporation process is similar to rain.

Years ago, people encountered 
problems when fasting and drinking 
only distilled – thus de-mineralized 
– water. They were not keeping up 
with the body’s small, but significant, 
demand for minerals. Prolonged 
exposure can lead to a variety of health 
problems, including fluid imbalance 

and low ion concentrations.

A study has shown that American’s 
tap water probably supplies valuable 
minerals that may otherwise be lacking.

“Drinking water sources available to 
North Americans may contain high 
levels of Ca2+, Mg2+, and Na+ and 
may provide clinically important 
portions of the recommended dietary 
intake of these minerals. Physicians 
should encourage patients to check 
the mineral content of their drinking 
water, whether tap or bottled, and 
choose water most appropriate for 
their needs.” Source

If you are providing minerals to your 
geckos in a balanced commercial diet, 
don’t worry. Allen Repashy, maker 
of the original Crested Gecko Diet, 
recommends distilled water for mixing 
the CGD because high pH levels 
from hard water can interfere with the 
mold inhibitors. The CGD effectively 
“remineralizes” the water so there is 
no risk to the system.

Misting with distilled is great because 
it will not leave hard water spots on 
the glass or plastic enclosure. Using 
distilled for a water bowl is debatable, 
but likely not an issue.

Be careful with amphibians! Their 
skin has a specific osmotic pressure 
requirement that necessitates 

mineralized, isotonic solutions, so 
distilled water is not recommended. 
You can get re-mineralized reverse 
osmosis water at many specialty fish 
centers, or you can re-mineralize pure 
water sources yourself with the right 
products.

Reverse Osmosis
Many hobbyists use reverse osmosis 
(RO) water for their reptiles if they 
also use it for fish tanks or other 
aquatic setups. You can buy it by the 
jug (many drinking water dispensers 
use reverse osmosis) at grocery stores, 
aquatics stores or other places dealing 
with water and ice.

Reverse osmosis filters water through 
osmotic pressure, where small 
water molecules can pass through a 
membrane with tiny holes that don’t 
allow the larger contaminant particles 
through. Osmosis allows the pure water 
through, but effectively “strains” the 
solid dissolved particles when pressure 
is applied. Generally, the water is pre-
filtered with a sediment and then a 
carbon filter to remove the majority 
of the solids and organic compounds, 
before it’s passed through the delicate 
semipermeable membrane. Additional 
disinfecting with UV radiation may be 
done, as well as remineralization for 
taste.

RO water is effectively distilled water, 
depending on the size of the pores in 

The main consideration for reptiles is in providing safe and 
clean water to your animals.

Bottled water may not be 
your best option. Many of 
these bottles contain plain 
old tap water! 
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REPTILE CALCIUM 
WITH A MULTI-
VITAMIN MIX 

115GRAM

DELIVERY COUNTRY WIDE!
Contact us now to order! 

Order online at 
www.ultimateexotics.co.za

 For more info 
Email: reptiles@ultimateexotics.co.za 

or Call: 031 763 4054

An	ultra	fiFine	calcium	carbonate	
supplement mixed with a complete 
range of vitamins, minerals and 

essential amino acids as used at the 
Ultimate Exotics Reptile Breeding 

facility.
 

 ü This ALL-IN-ONE reptile calcium and 
m ultivitamin mix is essential for the 

wellbeing of your reptiles.
•	

 ü Contains Vitamin D3
•	

 ü An	ultra	fine	calcium	carbonate	supplement	
mixed with a complete range of vitamins, 

minerals and essential amino acids as used at 
the Ultimate Exotics Reptile Breeding facility.

the membrane, so the same cautions 
apply.

Bottled Water
Bottled water may not be your best 
option. Many of these bottles contain 
plain old tap water! Although it’s 
highly marketed as better for you than 
tap water, it is not necessarily any 
safer. Bottled water is regulated by the 
Food & Drug Administration, while 
tap water is governed by the EPA. 
They both use the same standards, but 
the EPA requires lab testing of public 
water, while the FDA cannot force 
testing or open disclosure of source 
or treatment of bottled water. You 
might be able to get water information 
online, either at your city’s government 
website.

What Water Should I Use?
There are many options. The main 
consideration for reptiles is in 
providing safe and clean water to 
your animals. Fish and amphibians 
require specialized water, either 
treated at home or bought from an 
aquatics shop. For our fish tanks, we 
use re-mineralized RO water from the 
aquarium supply store.

Distilled water is great for mixing 
crested gecko diet and misting glass 
enclosures, as there are no minerals 
to cause hard water deposits. It is 
generally the most expensive option.

RO water is good if you have it, but 
don’t stress out about it too much if 
you don’t. Many water dispensers use 
reverse osmosis – most describe their 
purification process. Remineralized 
RO water will cause water spots!
A simple filter will do the job, unless 
you use well water or have pipes that 
are leaching metals into the water. Be 
aware that bottled water can be tap 
water and therefor have chlorine or 
chloramine in it. Distilled or reverse 
osmosis water is probably best if 
chlorine is a concern.

We use tap water for misting plastic 
tubs, filling water bowls and mixing 
food. We do have an undersink 
filteration system, but don’t always 
change the filter canister within the 
recommended time limit, so often it 
goes unused. Most tap water is fine 
for reptiles. Filters improve taste and 
remove particulate contaminants, so if 
you have a problem with these, a filter 
is the way to go.

Disclaimer: This information is 
presented based on our own research 
and husbandry practices. We have not 
rigorously studied or experimented 
with the effects on chlorine on pets. We 
encourage you to use whatever water 
purification method you feel is most 
appropriate. We offer this information 
as a guide to others who have questions 
about the types of water available for 
use with reptiles and other animals.

Allen Repashy, maker of the original Crested Gecko Diet, 
recommends distilled water for mixing the CGD because high pH 
levels from hard water can interfere with the mold inhibitors. 
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To hold or not to hold … THAT is the question.

For many keepers, one of the highlights of the hobby is 
getting some hands-on interaction with their animals. 
Many new keepers feel that holding a tarantula for the 

first time is a major accomplishment and a benchmark in 
the hobby. Tell folks that you keep tarantulas as pets, and 
the first question usually asked is, “do you hold them?” For 
some folks, they don’t truly feel like they can graduate from 
the “newbie” stage of T keeping until they can handle one 
with ease.

Seasoned keepers often enjoy handling their calmer animals 
(and sometimes, the not so calm ones) as a way to feel more 
bonded to these amazing creatures and to show others 
that they are not as scary as they may seem. Some even 
use handling for utilitarian purposes like re-housings and 
maintenance, as they feel that it’s easier than prodding and 
cupping the creatures. For these folks, years of experience 
has taught them to read subtle behavioral signs and to 
recognize when a tarantula might be tolerant of handling.

However, bring up the topic of handling on the forums, 
and you are likely to wander into a heated, age-old debate 
between those who endorse handling and those who consider 
it an unsafe, unnecessary practice. Like politics and religion, 
handling discussions can often become angry arguments 
between two sides stubbornly making a gray-area issue into 
a black and white one.

When I first got into the hobby, it was a major goal of mine to 

be able to handle a tarantula without fear. In fact, I purchased 
my first T, a female G. porteri, in part to get me over my 
arachnophobia. And after years of studying this creature, my 
first attempt at handling her almost went horribly awry. After 
seeing this T sit in one spot for years and never flick a hair 
or make an attempt to bite, I decided the time was right to 
finally hold her. After putting her enclosure on the floor, I 
opened it up and laid my hand inside. Using a paintbrush, 
I prepared to use it to prod her into my open hand. To my 
shock, she latched onto the paintbrush, scraping her fangs 
against it as she attacked. In retrospect, I believe that her 
actions were a feeding response, and NOT a malicious or 
aggressive gesture. However, the point remains that, had the 
brush been my hand, I would have been bit.

As I learned more over the years and read others’ experiences, 
I quickly realized there really wasn’t a point in trying to 
handle my animals. I know my first reaction when I get hurt 
is to jerk back, so if I were to get bit, I’d likely injure the 
animal by throwing it through the air. Hairs are also NOT 
fun, so I wouldn’t want a handful of those either. The benefit 
for me would be that I could brag that I held a tarantula. The 
benefit for the tarantula would be…well…nothing. Besides 
possibly causing stress to the spider (they are not affection 
seeking animals like dogs or cats), I’d be risking it injuring 
itself from a fall or making a possible escape.

But again, this is just my opinion on the matter, and 
other keepers would disagree.
I know some folks handle, and I understand the draw of 
it. I also realize that for some, it makes them feel closer to 

Arachnids*

Toms Big
Spiders

“Personally, I see no reason 
whatsoever to ever try to hold 
an Old World tarantula. Most 

are quick, defensive, and pack a 
wallop of a bite.”

Handling Tarantulas – 
Some Things to Consider
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their pet. It’s just not for me. I would rather 
show my affection and love for them by not 
putting them in unnecessarily dangerous 
situations. Still, I recognize that many 
keepers handle often and without incident, 
so handling is not necessarily wrong, and 
the issue is not a black and white one.

I’ve also heard many stories of folks who 
have held tarantulas and the experience has 
helped them to see these creatures less as 
scary monsters and more as the beautiful 
and amazing animals they are. Some are 
even brought into the hobby after these up-
close and personal experiences. You can’t 
deny that’s a great thing.

I do think that keepers need to be informed 
and use discretion before making the 
decision to handle, and that experience is 
needed before this is attempted. So, if you 
are a new keeper thinking about handling 
(or feeling less than worthy of being in this 
hobby because you have not yet handled) 
here are some points to consider.

You do not NEED to hold your Ts.
If you’re worried that by not holding your 
tarantulas you’ll be looked down on as a 
keeper, think again. Many keepers with 
years of experience have a hands-off 
policy with their pets. If you look up the 
topic of “handling” on the message boards, 
you will find many keepers who admit to 
handling at first, but who discontinued the 
practice as they got more experience in the 
hobby. Don’t feel like you HAVE to hold 
your animals to have credibility in the 
hobby.

When friends ask whether you handle, 
feel confident in telling them that you 
treat your pets in much the same way as 
one would treat a fish…you look, but you 
don’t touch. You can also explain that the 
decision not to handle does not mean that 
you are afraid of tarantulas or that they 
are dangerous. You might just mention the 
stress it can cause the animal or the need 
to avoid potential injury if the T were to 
bolt or fall.

They do not get “tame”, but only 
tolerate handling.
Although some will debate this, 
tarantulas are really not recognized for 
being “intelligent” creatures. I have seen 
evidence in my own collection that some 
can be conditioned to respond a certain 
way to stimuli (I have a few that will now 
come out of their burrows to eat when I 
open the enclosure), but saying that they 
learn would be arguable. It seems that 
some tarantulas have better temperaments 
than others, and some will become 
more tolerant of handling after repeated 
interactions.

However, it should be noted that if you 
hold the animal without incident, all that 
means is that on that particular day, in that 
particular moment, the T was calm enough 
to tolerate being handled. Instinct tells 
them that if something big is reaching for 
them, it’s likely a predator or danger. They 
will then bite or hair flick to inflict pain 
and, hopefully, escape. That’s the natural 
defense response they’ve developed over 
millions of years. It doesn’t take much, 
whether it be a breeze or an imperceptible 

vibration, to kick a calm animal back into 
instinctual survival mode.

Have you ever accidentally breathed on 
one? Their reaction is usually immediate 
and panicked. Keep this in mind if you 
decide to hold your pet; one minute it may 
be sitting calmly in your hands, the next it 
may bolt or bite. Which leads to…

Tarantulas are not domesticated 
animals and can be very 
unpredictable.
Can Ts become conditioned to “tolerate” 
handling? I believe that probably can. Do 
they “like” the handling? I doubt it. Are 
they still stressed? Some might tolerate 
it more than others, but it only takes a 
slight breeze  to set them off, so I would 
say any perceived “calmness” can be lost 
in a second. And here’s where we get to 
predictability.

They are not domesticated animals; they 
are essentially wild animals (and not ones 
recognized for higher-order thinking). This 
makes them VERY unpredictable. The 
boards are rife with stories of once docile 
Ts molting into nasty little monsters (and 
sometimes molting back to docile again). 
Their temperaments are NOT always 
predictable, and many will change as they 
age. That means that the cuddly little G. 
pulchripes that you handled at 7cm could 
be a nippy, hair-flicking demon at 10cm. 
Others talk about Ts that tolerate handling 
one day, but freak out the next. Keep this in 
mind before sticking you hand in front of 
your previously “tame” animal.

Old World tarantulas have more 
potent venom and use their fangs as 
defense.
Personally, I see no reason whatsoever to 
ever try to hold an Old World tarantula. 
Most are quick, defensive, and pack a 
wallop of a bite. I’ve seen several videos 
on Youtube of keepers handling species 
like OBTs and Pokies in either an attempt 
to disprove temperament myths or, in 
some cases, to simply show how “brave” 
(reckless!) they are. It worries me when 
I see these that someone might see these 
videos and think that handling a P. murinus 
is a common and safe practice. No way.

If you are considering holding an Old 
World species, take a few moments to 
read through some of the bite reports on 
Arachnoboards. Although it’s true that 

If you’re worried that by not holding your tarantulas you’ll be looked down on as a keeper, think 
again. Many keepers with years of experience have a hands-off policy with their pets. 

Handling Tarantulas – 
Some Things to Consider
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there have been no known cases of a 
human dying from a tarantula bite, some 
of the symptoms you may get from a 
bite are just horrifying. Extreme pain, 
vomiting, cramping, dizziness, and heart 
palpitations are just a few of the symptoms. 
Even worse? Some report symptoms long 
after the bite. Old World species don’t have 
hairs as a defense, so if they are startled 
or threatened, they WILL bite. A mishap 
from one of these species could end in an 
emergency room visit.

A bite doesn’t have to be highly venomous 
to be painful…and getting haired sucks.
Many keepers get hung up on venom 
potency to the point where they seem to 
forget that even a bite from a species with 
weaker venom is going to hurt. A 12cm 
New World tarantula can still pack a very 
painful bite, even if the venom isn’t enough 
to put you in the hospital. Some of the 
New World species get quite large, and the 
larger the T, the larger the fangs. Just the 
mechanical damage from this alone could 
be a problem.

And then there is the hair. Many people 
who haven’t experienced urticating hairs 
poo-poo them as a weak and negligible 
defense technique. After all, how bad 
could some prickly little hairs be? The 
answer is, VERY bad. Some species have 
very irritating hair, and people’s reactions 
to them can prove to be more than just a 
minor annoyance. The effects can also 
leave you feeling very uncomfortable for 
several days, which can be no fun. Catch 

hair in the eyes or breathe some in, and 
you will likely be headed to the ER for 
help. Also, even though you may not have 
a bad reaction to a hairing the first time 
it happens, many keepers complain of 
increased sensitivity the more times they 
are exposed. This means that you never 
get used to the hairs, but instead your 
body becomes more reactive them. Some 
keepers report having to get rid of certain 
species because they find the hairs too 
irritating to deal with. Just something to 
consider…

Handling is not necessary for a 
transfer or maintenance.
Some folks find that it is easier and safer to 
use their hands to move tarantulas during 
rehousings. Obviously, if they have the 
experience and it works for them, who am 
I to judge. However, I’ve have done dozens 
of transfers, and I’ve never had a situation 
where I felt that I needed to handle the 
animal. In fact, I try to keep my hands and 
fingers away from them as I work. I am 
calm and deliberate when transferring, and 
my goal is always to move the animal with 
minimal stress and as little risk to me and 
the T as possible. In my opinion, handling 
the T could add stress for the animal and 
put it in harm’s way should it bite or flee up 
my arm. The key is NOT to rush it and to 
back off and try again later if the animal 
starts to show signs of stress or agitation.

One bite is all it can take to end up with you 
and/or your tarantula injured. You have to 
ask yourself, if one of your pets decides 

that it is not in the mood, are you really 
going to be able to keep from flinching 
and flicking it into the air? Is it worth the 
risk? It’s a question that you have to ask 
yourself…As with all things tarantulas, 
the key is being informed and prepared.

Again, many keepers extol  the benefits of 
handling tarantulas, so if you still decide 
that handling is for you, you are certainly 
NOT doing something wrong. However, 
you do want to keep in mind some of the 
points above so that you are prepared and 
are able to keep you and the animal safe. 
Google “tarantula handling” and read up 
on techniques and precautions and watch 
some of the Youtube videos that show 
proper handling. Be ready to study your 
pet before hand to make she displays the 
temperament that would make her a good 
candidate for handling.

Full disclosure: I HAVE held my Euathlus 
sp. red a handful of times, but not for fun. 
That little booger tends to climb right out 
of her enclosure every time I open it, and I 
usually use my hand to just gently put her 
back in. I have not taken her out for the 
purpose of handling, though.

One bite is all it can take to end up with you and/or your 
tarantula injured. You have to ask yourself, if one of your 
pets decides that it is not in the mood, are you really 
going to be able to keep from flinching and flicking it into 
the air? Is it worth the risk? 
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