SNAKE
KEEPER

VOLUME 1 NUMBER 1 JANUARY 1987 £1.00p

KON

._s: " \\:‘
S ,x‘;\\;-ﬁ}%




INFORMATION

Items from British and foreign clubs and societies for inclusion
on this page are welcome and are printed without charge. Copy
deadl ine is the 20th day of the month preceding publication.

SOCIETIES

The British Herpetological Society

c¢/o The Zoological Society of London
Regents Park

London

NW1 4RY

Bulletin publ ished quarterly.

Journal publ ished June & December.

Ten meetings a year.

Subscriptions: Ordinary members £15.00p

The International Herpetological Society

The Secretary

65, Broadstone Avenue
walsall

West Midlands
- WS3 1JA

Monthly newsletter.

Journal published quarterly.

Branch and/or regional meetings monthly.
Subscriptions: Single membership £6.00p

South Western Herpetological Society

The Secretary
Acanthus

59 St. Marychurch Road
Torquay

Devon

Q1 3HG

Monthly newsletter.

Bul letin twice yearly.

Monthly meetings.

Subscriptions: Family membership £8.00p

ANNOUNCEMENTS

PUBLICATIONS

EVENTS

VETERINARIANS

We had hoped to build up a list of
veterinarians who specialize in treating
reptile disorders but have been informed
that this would be against the Code of
Practice laid down by the Royal College of
Veter inary Surgeons. Advertising is not
al lowed and any vets on such a |ist would
be in danger of being struck off the
register of the R.C.V.S.

Thames and Chiltern Herpetological Group

The Secretary
30 Milton Dene
Woodhall Farm
Hemel Hempstead
Herts

Monthly newsletter.
Monthly meetings.
Subscriptions: Single membership £5.50p

SNAKE KEEPER

Many thanks to all the people whol
have given help, support and advic
towards the production of this first issus
of SNAKE KEEPER. I am very grateful +to
those people who have written articles and|
to the traders who have taken advertising
space.

are welcome. These should preferably b
typed, but legible hand-written article
are quite acceptable.

Articles on all subjects related to snakea

SNAKE KEEPER magazine welcomes enquirie
from Pet Shops, Reptile Suppliers a

Newsagents who may wish to stock th
magazine on a Sale or Sale and Retur

basis.




SNAKE KEEPER
Vol 1 No 1 January 1987 INDEX
Edited and publ ished by
Michael Connolley
159 Stanley Hill
Amersham Snakes of the Genus Elaphe:
Bucks Their care and breeding
HP? SEY in captivity. Part 1. 4
Telephone: Amersham (02403) 22769 Photo Page 9
All correspondence and enquiries to the Considerat ions on designing
above address. and furnishing a vivarium. 10
Subscription rate: Compet ition. 11
£12.00p per annum, pép free. (12 issues) Problems with plaice. 12
Junior Snake Keeper. 14
Snake Keeper magazine does not hold itself
responsible for any opinions expressed by J.S.K. Competition. 15
the authors and contributors.
Book Review. 16
Front cover illustration
Juvenile Corn Snakes. Elaphe guttata.
by David Durham.

55 Boundary Road

Walthamstow
, ﬂ ’ ‘/ London E17 8NQ
f Tel 01 520 2072

BRITAIN'S PRINCIPLE SUPPLIERS OF REPTILES AND AMPHIBIA
TO THE SPECIALIST.

WE HAVE THE VERY LATEST IN HEATING & LIGHTING TECHNOEROGY FOR
CAPTIVE HERPETOFAUNA, ALONG WITH A UNIQUE RANGE OF FOOD
SUPPLEMENTS, TONICS AND HEALTH CARE PRODUCTS, THE USE OF
WHICH WILL PROMOTE THE HEALTH AND GENERAL WELL-BEING OF
YOUR STOCK AND STIMULATE NATURAL COLOURING, ACTIVITY AND
BREEDING BEHAVIOUR.

3




Snakes of the Genus Elaphe.
Their care and breeding in captivity. Part 1.

by Kevin J. Hingley.

Introduct ion

This is the first part of a series of
articles, the intention of which is to
discuss as many species and subspecies of
the genus Elaphe as possible, with the
emphasis on maintaining and breeding them
in captivity.

Commonly known as Rat or Chicken Snakes
they are found in America, Europe and
Asia. Part one will deal with some of the
more frequently imported, kept and bred
forms of the North American Rat Snake,
Elaphe obsoleta. There are several
subspecies recognized and they require
much the same treatment in captivity, and
make an interesting, sometimes colourful,
addition to the collection. Because they
adapt to captivity with relatively few
problems, they are frequently bred.

The subspecies of Elaphe obsoleta can
usually be found being offered for sale by
most special ist dealers of reptiles, and
also by private collectors who keep and
breed them.

Apart from colour and pattern differences,
the obsoleta forms are similar in size and
shape. They usually grow to lengths of 150
to 1 cm although they can reach Ilengths
of cm or more. They are moderately
built)\snakes, but nevertheless strong, and
use c¢onstriction as a method of
restraining and killing their prey, rats,
mice and birds, prior to swallowing it.

They inhabit a variety of habitats in the
wild including dry and damp areas, open
and wooded areas, being able to swim and
climb rather efficiently. Some forms are
often referred to as being semi-arboreal,
spending the majority of their time above
ground in the trees.

They are alert, often nervous, snakes and
take a great interest in their
surroundings. Wild and newly imported
specimens are quick to defend themselves
if they have to, and will strike
repeated!/y at and attempt to bite an
enemy. They can display a quick turn of
speed, either to catch their prey or
escape from an enemy. Some  of the
aggressiveness they display may be [ost
after a while in captivity, although they

are quick to react |[f mishandled or
unecessarily disturbed.

Most individuals will accept dead Ffood
animals from the start; others may be a
| ittle more stubborn and will only accept
live prey initially, al though with
pat ience they can usually be persuaded to
take dead prey. This is to be encouraged
where possible, as many Ilarge rats and
mice can inflict severe wounds, and many
herpetologists and animal protect ion
groups frown upon the practice of offering
live animals for food.

Breeding Rat  Snakes under captive
conditions isn't too difficult and some of
the commoner forms can be bred without too
much effort on the keeper's part, by
varying temperatures and photoperiod (the
amount of daylight hours per day) at
various times of the year. Breeding in the
natural state takes place in the Spring,
following a period of hibernation for
Northern forms, or a 'cooling off'!' period
for the more Southerly forms that wusually
experience less severe winters. This is
worth remembering when keeping these
snakes, as certain forms will require a
hibernation period if they are to breed,
and others need only be subjected to a
sl ight drop in temperature in order to
encourage breeding.

Rat Snakes are oviparous, and following a
successful mating the female will deposit
a clutch of eggs, usually six to eight
weeks after mating. The clutch size is
variable, with an average number of ten.
There are records of thirty to forty eggs
being laid, but this a rare occurrence.
The eggs, providing they are fertile,
hatch after six to ten weeks of
incubat ion, depending on the temperature.
The hatchlings measure twenty five to
thirty centimetres in Ilength and are
equipped to fend for themselves as soon as
they hatch.

All young Rat Snakes are similar to Iook
at, being pale yellow, grey or fawn in
colour, with grey, brown or black blotches
running along the back and sides of the
body and tail. Some forms will become
uniformly coloured as they mature. Other



forms become striped, having four [ines
running along the body and tail, replacing
the blotches gradually. There are also
forms that retain the blotches throughout
their |ife and certain forms that are both
striped and blotched even when fully
mature.

The obsoleta group display all these
'varieties!, with a high degree of
variability. The following subspecies will
be dealt with in Part One;

Scientific name Common name

Black Rat Snake
Yellow Rat Snake
Orange Rat Snake
Deckerts! Rat Snake
Grey Rat Snake
Gulf Hammock Rat
Snake
Texas Rat Snake
Bairds' Rat Snake

Elaphe o. obsoleta
E.o. quadrivittata
E.o. rossalleni
E.o. deckerti

E.o. spiloides
E.o. williamsi

E.o. lindheimeri
E.o. bairdi

Husbandry and breeding

These snakes should be housed in a Iarge
vivarium, depending on the size of the
specimen(s) concerned. A cage size of 90 x
60 x 45 cm is adequate for specimens 100
to 120 cm long. Larger individuals (150 cm
+) require slightly bigger cages of 120 x
60 x 60 cm.

The furnishings should be kept simple and
practical. A dish of water for drinking
and bathing is essential and the water
will need to be replaced regularly as most
spec imens defecate in it.

A hide box can be provided as most newly
imported specimens may refuse to feed
unless they feel secure in their new
surroundings. As most Rat Snakes |[|ike to
climb, at least one sturdy branch may be
included in the 'fittings' although this
can be regarded as an optional extra.

Newspaper or similar is the only practical
floor covering as most healthy Rat Snakes
which are eating well will go to the [loo
frequently. Regular cage cleaning must be
effected to prevent the vivarium becoming
a breeding ground for parasites, such as
ticks and mites, or disease. For this
reason, gravel,bark chippings and wood
shavings may prove to be too expensive and
may also be accidently swallowed at
feeding time, which could lead to serious,
if not fatal, internal disorders.

The vivarium should be heated to a
temperature of between 23 and 23 degrees C

during the day from March/April to
November/December, with a slight drop in
temperature at night. The temperature must
not fall lower than 20 degrees C if the
snake has fed recently as regurgitation
may occur due to the reptile's inability
to digest food at low temperatures.

Heating the cage can be as simple or
elaborate as you desire. I use
conventional [ight bulbs connected to a
thermostat and have found these to be
adequate. Spot [|ights, ceramic heaters,
heating pads and cables are available and
all may be used in conjunction with a
thermostat. A thermometer is essential if
the thermostat is to set at the desired
temperature and to keep a record of any
change in the temperature.

If the room or building where the vivarium
is kept is heated then it may only be
necessary to illuminate the cage with a
fluorescent [ight, which emits |[little or
no heat at all. Hatchling and juvenile
snakes require the same conditions but on
a smal ler scale.

Breeding Rat Snakes isn't too difficult
and many of the North American forms will
breed without any 'outside! interference
such as temperature or photoper iod
ad justment in accordance with the seasons.
Other forms may have to be subjected to a
period of hibernation lasting from one to
three months at temperatures of betwesen 5
and 10 degrees C. A slight drop in
temperature may be sufficient to encourage
the other forms to breed and this can be
achieved by adjusting the thermostat so
that the temperature remains at 15 to 20
degrees C.

Three to four weeks before hibernation or
the cooling off period s initiated, no
food should be offered and the temperature
should be gradually decreased. The reverse
is applicable once the cool period |is
complete, and it is most likely that the
majority of individuals will refuse to
feed even if given the opportunity as they
are more interested in getting down to
breeding.

It may take several matings before a
female considers herself to be gravid;
they seem to know instinctively when they
have conceived and reject the male's
advances and resume a feeding pattern. If
several males and females are  housed
together it is not unusual to see males
compete for a female. What may appear to
be two males mating is simply a show of



strength, the winner of which gains the
prize.

Once a fertile mating has occurred the
female's appetite will increase to provide
nour ishment for the developing eggs
containing the embryonic snakes. At a
temperature of around 23 to 28 degrees C
it will be six to eight weeks before the
eggs are laid and incubation will take a
further six to eight weeks at similar
temperatures.

A week or so before the eggs are deposited
the female will shed her skin; this slough
is known as the pre-iaying slough. (Both
sexes do of course slough at various times
of the year, depending on the general
state of health and in accordance with the
growth rate). Most, but not all, females
will also stop feeding near to the time of
oviposition to avoid damaging the eggs.

It is advisable to place a container such
as a large ice cream or margarine tub
(2kg +) in the vivarium for the female to
deposit her eggs in. This should contain
either peat, sand and peat, vermicul ite or
sphagnum moss, which should be |ightly
dampened.

The eggs are soft and sticky when laid and
may be carefully separated so that they
can be individually inspected during
incubat ion for signs of infertility or
mould. If the shells have already dried
and hardened before being discovered they
should be left this way as any attempt to
separate them could tear the shell.

If the incubation medium is too damp the
eggs will quickly fungus, in which case
they should be carefully wiped with a
tissue and replaced in the same position
as before. It is also advisable to replace
the peat with a slightly drier material.

If the humidity in the incubation chamber
is too low the eggs will begin to Iindent
or shrivel, in which case the peat should
be re-dampened and some damp @ tissues
placed over the eggs until they have
filled out again. The |id of the container
should have some air holes punched in it
and this can be done with a pencil. Daily
inspection of the eggs will help in the
early detection of problems.

When the baby snakes are ready to hatch
they will use the egg tooth with which
they are equipped to slit the shell. The
egg tooth will then drop off and the baby
snakes will remain in the shell for

anything up to 48 hours before venturing
out.

They hatch over a period of days, the
first eggs laid usually being the first to
hatch. Within seven to ten days the
hatchl ings will shed for the Ffirst time,
the neonate slough, and should start to
feed after this stage is completed.

Description of the subspecies.

The Black Rat Snake,E.o. obsoleta, is a
typical example of the genus. As its
common name suggests, it is usual ly
uniformly black in colour above with
white, grey and occasionally red flecks
along the sides of the body. Some
individuals retain the blotches usually
found in young specimens. The chin, throat
and forepart of the abdomen are white,
changing to grey towards and including the
tail. There are often dark grey or black
markings on the abdomen. Hatchlings and
Jjuveniles are grey in colour with dark
grey or black blotches along the back and
sides.

I have found this subspecies to be rather
shy in captivity and a hide box s
recommended as certain individuals refuse
to feed unless they feel secure. Black Rat
Snakes also show a marked preference for
live prey but, with a little patience, can
be persuaded to accept dead food items
such as mice, rats and day old chicks.
Unl ike some other forms it does not bathe
regularly, preferring a dry environment to
a damp one.

It |ikes to climb occasionally, so a
branch may be provided; this is useful
when the snake is about to slough. Many
specimens will feed whilst resting on a
branch.

Males and females are Ffairly easy to
distinguish between, the males having a
longer tail with a swelling at the base,
immed iately behind the cloaca, indicating
the copulatory organs, the hemipenes. The
females have shorter tails and |ittle or
no swelling at the base of the tail. Sex
can be proven using sexing probes (see
Figure 1). This form usually requires a
period of hibernation if breeding is to
take place. Average length 150 em but can
grow to 200 cm.

The Yellow Rat Snake. E.o. quadrivittata.
Despite being one of the more commonly
kept and bred forms, the Yellow Rat Snake
has a well earned reputation for being
aggressive.




It is a bold animal and will hold its
ground in any circumstances. I have come
across very few specimens that could be
regarded as tame, and I regard this
subspecies to be untrustworthy in the
least, wicked at the most. All this aside,
it accepts captivity, though not without
retal iation. Most of the specimens I have
encountered have adapted to captivity
guite quickly and there are few problems
with regard to feeding.

As the common name suggests it has some
shade of yellow or yellow-orange when
adult, with four longtitudinal stripes
that run from the neck to the tail end.
These stripes may or may not be prominent
and are dark brown, grey or black in
colour. The hatchlings are typically
blotched and have a ground colour of buff,
fawn or pale grey/brown. The blotches are
usually mid to dark brown. The young also
bear markings on the head, although these
normally disappear with age. Some
individuals retain the blotches into
adul thood, albeit faintly.

Like most Rat Snakes, the young and old
al ike will adopt the defensive stance when
they feel threatened, giving some notice
of the intention to strike and deliver a
bite. This is done by coiling up the body
and drawing the head and neck back into an
S-shape. The head is often deliberately
flattened and the body inflated by drawing
air into the lungs. The mouth may also be
partially open and the tongue flickering
in and out rapidly. At the same time the
tail may vibrate, creating a buzzing noise
when in contact with the substrate

The hatchlings are 25 to 30 cm at birth
and adult size is 150 to 180 cm, with
authentic records of specimens reaching
210 em. Diet should consist of mice, rats,
chicks and fresh hens'! eggs. The babies
will accept new-born mice.

The Orange or Everglades Rat Snake. E.o.
rossalleni. Very similar to the previous
form although there are several ways of
identifying the two. The Orange Rat Snake
is, as the name implies, orange in colour
but the stripes are less vivid., The Orange
Rat Snake has a red tongue, whereas the
Yellow Rat Snake's tongue s black. The
abdomen is also orange in colour but both
forms are highly variable and any
intermed iate specimens can be confusing.

Husbandry and breeding, as well as diet
are the same as for E.o. quadrivittata.
Length is also similar.

Deckerts'! or the Key Rat Snake. E.o0.
deckerti.

To add to any confusion there may be
between the Yellow and the Orange Rat
Snakes, the Key Rat Snake |[s remarkably
similar. To distinguish this species from
the other two forms note the following;
the ground colour of the upper body
(dorsum) is yellow=brown. The abdomen Is
pink. The eyes are pink or red and the
tongue is black.

It has a |imited range in the wild being
confined to the southern-most parts of
Florida, including Miami and Key Largo. It
can be given the same care as the two
previous forms, E.o. rossalleni and E.o.
guadrivittata.

The Grey Rat Snake. E.o. spiloides.

Also called the Whiteoak Snake, this
subspecies is one of the forms that
retains the blotches typical of juveniles
of the genus throughout its [ife. It is a
large heavily built snake with a
reasonable temperament.

The ground colour is variable and may be
white, whitish-grey, grey, grey-brown or
dark brown. The venter (s white in the
chin,neck and throat region, the remainder
of the abdomen being whitish-grey or
grey-brown with darker blotches. [ have
found the individuals I have kept to be
placid snakes and less Iikely to bite than
the previous forms. They do seem to be
susceptible to respiratory disorders
although this is usually easily rectified
by keeping them at a slightly higher
average temperature than other Rat Snakes,
such as 28 to 30 degrees C.

Whilst wild specimens may be encountered
in a variety of habitats, with a
preference for drier regions they can be
cared for in the same manner as the Black
Rat Snake, E.o. obsoleta and may require a
hibernation period if they are to breed.

Diet consists of mice, rats and chicks and
this subspecies can attain a length of
over 200 cm although 160 cm is the usual
adult size. The hatchlings measure 25 to
30 cm.

Williams' or the Gulf Hammock Snake. E.o.
williamsi. -

This form is very similar in many ways to
the Grey Rat Snake but is readily
distinguished by the Ffour dark stripes
common to the Yellow, Orange and Deckerts!
Rat Snakes. It should be given the same
treatment as £.0. spiloides.




The Texas Rat Snake. E.o. lindheimeri.
This is another form that retains the
blotches through into adulthood, although
the blotches often become indistinct with
age. The young are yellow-orange with
brown blotches along the back. These
snakes go progressively darker with age
and 1 have seen large, old specimens that
resemble the Black Rat Snake to a
remarkable degree. The chin and throat
area is white or cream in colour,
gradually darkening towards and including
the underside of the tail.

It is a relatively easy form to care for
and can be kept in the same manner as E.o.
qruadrlwttata. Diet should consist of
mice, rats and chicks, and large specimens
will also take fresh hens' eggs. Its
temperament is unstable but I have Ffound
the majority will eventually quieten down.
Average adult size is 150 cm but can reach
180 cm or more. Hatchlings measure 25 to
30 cm.

Bairds' Rat Snake. E.o. bairdi.

Bairds' Rat Snake is rarely offered for
sale in this country on a large scale and
typically there is very little information
on its habits and reproduction. Most
individuals are of moderate build. The
ground colour is variable and may be
grey-green, slate grey or light
bluish-grey. Some specimens display faint
blotches along with four stripes. Others
simply have the four stripes and these are
med fum to darkish grey. It should be cared
for in the same way as E.o. obsoleta and
E.o. spiloides.
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Taxonomic status

Class ~ Reptilia
Order - Squamata
Sub~order - Serpentes
Family - Colubridae
Genus - Elaphe
Summary

These snakes make a relatively easy but
nevertheless interesting group to study
and breed under captive conditions. Many
forms are available through both
special ist dealers and private
collectors, the Iatter wusually breeding
them on a regular basis and offering both
young and old specimens for sale.

Captive bred stock is less Ilikely to
create the problems associated with wild
caught specimens, eg. external and
internal parasites or poor general health
due to transportation. It may be wise,
therefore, to give preference to buying
captive bred snakes; this also has the
advantage of reducing pressure on the
remaining wild population caused by the
over collecting of some specimens to
supply the demands of the market for
reptiles, which is attracting a |larger
following each year.
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Photo Page

The reptiles on this page form
but a small part of the coll-
ect ion of Mr. Frank Schofield.
This collection numbers some
75 snakes of which 17 are
venemous.(Due to lack of space
the second page will appear in
next month's issue.)

Right

[Cook's Tree Boa, Corallus en- &8
hydris cookii. Female, approx. \
4 years old. Four young pro- o
|duced in 1985.

Right
Western Diamond
back Rattle-
snake, Crotalus:
atrox. Female.
bg Born Aug. 1985
8 at Poole
Serpentar ium.
Venemous.

A

Above
Emerald Tree Boa, Corallus caninus.

Female approximately 2 years old and
4 ft. in length. Arboreal snake from
South America. Captive bred.

Right
Waglers Pit Viper, or Temple Viper,
Trimeresurus wagleri. Adult female
approximately 18 inches in Ilength.
This snake is found throughout Thai-
land, Malaysia, Indonesia and the
Phil ippines. Venemous.




Considerations when designing and furnishing a vivarium

by John Dickson

Before attempting to design a vivarium for
snakes, careful consideration should be
given to the species to be kept. Your
choice can have an enormous effect on the
size and shape of the cage you will need.

For example, if you keep arboreal snakes
your cage should be tall without
necessarily having a large floor area so
that you can furnish it with upright
branches and plants for the animals to
climb.

If you keep snakes that are particularly
fond of water you should perhaps consider
having a larger floor area to accomodate a
pool big enough for the snakes to lie in.

However, It is unecessary for a vivarium
to be of a size large enough for the snake
to stretch out full length as this is a
very unusual posture in snakes.

Special ist vivaria for fossorial
(burrowing) snakes, such as Typhlops
species, camr be made; however, they are

outside the scope of this article and I
shall restrict myself to the housing of
the more commonly kept species.

Before even considering keeping a shake
you must accept that they are more awkward
than many animals and involve considerable
expense, but, having recovered from that
and determined which species you intend to

keep, you can then consider its
temperature requirements.
Temperature Is an extremely critical

factor when setting up a vivarium, and it
is important to understand why.

All reptiles are poikilothermic, or cold
blooded. This means that they cannot
regulate their body temperature in the

same way that mammals can and therefore
they have to rely on the environmental
conditions being suitable to maintain
their activity.

If reptiles get too cold they become
sluggish and eventually either die or go
into hibernation.

In the situation that they become too hot
and cannot escape from the heat they will
also die. It is clear therefore that the
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temperature in your vivarium should
receive the utmost attention.
Although unable to directly control their

body temperature, reptiles have found a
way of getting around this problem and

this is to bask. Basking basical ly
consists of lying in the sun, or in the
case of a captive animal, under a

spotlight, until they reach their optimum
temperature at which time they will go off
and Fforage for food until their
temperature gets too low and they return
to bask again.

It can be seen then that a spotlight is
important in your vivarium. In its
simplest form this can consist of a 60
watt bulb, although I personally prefer to
use something more powerful, and I find it
beneficial to use a Tru-lite which is a
broad spectrum light designed to
reproduce, as closely as possible, natural
sunl ight and give the animal the vitamins
that natural sunlight does.

In a small vivarium this may well provide
enough heat and |ight during the day, but
obviously the |ight will have to be turned
off at night which will necessitate
supplementary heating.

In a larger vivarium [ suggest that a
background heat of approximately 80
degrees F be maintained. This can be
achieved by the use of any of the many
different kinds of heater on the market
few of which are specifically designed for
vivaria. [ find the most practical to be
either the dull ceramic infra-red emitters
or tubular heaters. In the case of a
particularly large collection of stock it
mdy be worthwhile to heat the entire room
in which they are kept.

Fach cage should have a basking area under
the spotlight of up to 100 degrees F. The
spotlight should be placed at one end of
the cage allowing a thermal gradient
across the cage.

In this situation, observation of the
animal will tell whether the temperature
inside the cage is either toa hot or too
cold. Obviously if the animal spends all
its time at the opposite end of the
vivarium from the spotlight it is too hot



Finally on the subject of heating, it s
sometimes a good idea to put in an
under-floor heating pad or cable which
emits a slow gentle heat and may be
located in the basking site Iif desired.
This will be particularly appreciated at
night when the spotlight is turned off and
the vivarium temperature will have dropped
slightly.

Ventilation is important in a vivarium
and, where possible, I recommend that
ventilation holes be cut approximately six
inches from the top of the cage and
covered Iin gauze. This allows a free
passage of air to enter at the bottom,
rise on the heat and escape at the top.

Obviously in the case of an all glass
construction, such as a fish tank, this is
not possible, and in this case ventilation
should be provided at the top. Take care
when installing ventilation to make the
mesh or gauze used small enough to prevent
escapes and, it you plan to breed the
inhabitants, it must be small enough to
prevent offspring escaping before they are
discovered.

All the points [ have mentioned so far can
be classified as being part of the design
of your vivarium and now [ want to move on
to the furnishing.

It is worth noting that, with the
exception of a pool, all the furnishings
in a snake's cage will be appreciated more
by the owner than by the snake and very
little respect will be shown by the snake
for [live plants or anything fragile.
Therefore everything should be be firmly
anchored.

Many people keep snakes oh a substrate of
newspaper which s hygenic, easy to
replace when soiled and many snakes do
very well on it. However if you want your

vivarium to look pleasant you will

doubt want to furnish it.

no

The only necessary pieces of furniture are
a pool and somewhere to hide. The pool
should be large enough to allow the snake

to completely submerge itself, as most
snakes [ ike to bathe frequently,
particularly in the days leading up to
sloughing.

The somewhere-to-hide could consist of
rocks or logs which make attractive
settings, and a large, flat slab of rock
makes an excellent  basking platform
directly beneath your spot!ight which will
show the snake up well.

Substrates can consist of soils, peat,
gravel, chipped bark or virtually anything
of this nature, although you should beware
of putting the Ilatter on top of
under-floor heating slabs or cables as it
can ignite when very dry.

Live plants always enhance a display but
choose something fairly tough and woody
which will stand the snake's weight and be
careful not to over water as the substrate
should be completely dry.

In conclusion then, I have attempted to
suggest ways to help design and furnish
your vivarium. Obviously [ have had to

general ise, but all snakes are
fndividuals, with their own
idiosyncrasies. Observation of your

charges will tell you more about their
needs than any article anyone could
possibly write.

John has kept a variety of animals for as
long as he can remember, with reptiles
featuring prominently. His first success
was breeding viviparous lizards when only
eight. He is currently werking at Bristol

Zoo.

Iz Competition <&7

1. One of these is not a snake.

a. Sagittarius serpentarius.
b. Azemiops feae.
c. Pareas margaritophorus.

2. One of these is spelt incorrectly.
a. Rhamphotyphlops braminus.

b. Python curtis.
¢. Hemachatus haemachatus.
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3. One of these is not true.

a. There are no vipers in Australasia.

b. Bothrops atrox is the fer-de-/ance.

c. The most southerly occuring poisonous
snake s the Argentine pit viper.

Answers on a postcard please. First
correct entry drawn on 31st January will
receive a copy of 'Poisonous Snakes' by
Tony Phelps. Winner notified by post.



Problems with Plaice.
Removal of a fish bone from a Red-sided Garter Snake.

On the 13th May, this year, [ was cleaning
the cage containing my Ffemale Red-sided
Garter Snake, Thamnophis sirtalis
parietalis. I noticed that as the snake
moved from side to side, a small [lump
appeared on her left side about 12 cm down
from her nose. (The snake is approximately
82 ecm long). The lump felt hard and I took
her to our local veterinary surgeon.

The vet examined the snake but was unable
to offer an explanation as to the cause.

As a precaution he administered an
antibiotic injection and told me to keep
her under observation.

Later that day, whilst examining the

snake, it suddenly occurred to me what the
probable cause of the lump might be. The
shake had been fed on earthworms and |ance
fish for the First few months after I had
acquired her, but, after reading a book by
Robert Riches called 'Breeding snakes in
captivity', I changed to raw plaice.

Mr Riches suggests cutting the raw plaice
into narrow strips at right angles to the
backbone which gives a series of pieces of
varying length, each containing a quantity
of bone. [ had been feeding this
particular snake, and two others, for some
five months without any problems using
this method.

I returned to the vet and the snake was
kept in overnight for an X-ray. I received

a phone call the next morning to tell me
that the snake had two plaifce vertabrae
lodged in her gullet (Fig. 1). These

pieces were joined and the snake would
never be able to free them; every attempt

caused them to open |ike a pair of
scissors, leading to further damage
(Fig.2).

The vet thought that it might be possible

to remove the bones through the snake's
mouth but this proved Impossible and an
operation was carried out using a general
anaesthetic. An incision was made and the

fish bones were removed. The constant
movement had |acerated a small section of
the gqullet and this part was removed and
the ends rejoined. On collecting the snake
(now bearing four stitches) [ was told
that her chances of recovery were only

25%.
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The snake was brought home and placed in
her thoroughly disinfected cage which was
heated to 80 degrees F day and night. The
newspaper substrate was changed daily.

During the next two days the snake did not
move very much. On the 19th May, 5 days
after the operation she was taken to the
vet for a check up and her chances of
survival were increased to 35%.

After eight days, feeding was restarted
using six tiny earthworms. The  snake
swal lowed these easily but they took a
considerable time to pass by the site of
the operation.

On the 28th May [ noticed that the tip of
her tail was starting to discolour and
shrivel. The vet said that this was due to
dry gangrene and would not be a problem.

On the 1st of June, seven small earthworms
were given and again these moved slowly
past the incision. Another .six small
earthworms were given on the 4th June.

The snake's eyes were seen to be cloudy on
the 8th June and three days [ater she
sloughed. The black, shrivelled end of her
tail broke off with her discarded skin.
Apart from a small amount of blood at the
time, her tail has healed perfectly.

J LI 7777

~L 77




Thirty days after the operation the wound

showed |ittle sign of healing. Diet was
still mainly small earthworms with
occasional pieces of boneless fish. The

snake fed healthily during this period but
still seemed to be having problems moving
the food past the site of the operation.

Another thirty days passed and the
stitches were seen to be cutting through
the flesh. As the snake ate, her body
expanded to allow the food to pass but the
stitches could not expand. Instead they
cut into the flesh.

In August, three of the stitches were
removed by the vet and I removed the final
one some three weeks later.

I thought that the wound might benefit
from some fresh air and sunlight, so
during August and September [ took the
snake into the garden and let her roam in
a flower bed. She spent much time basking
in the sun and searching the long grass
and clover beside our small pond. This
contained many tiny frogs which, although
she wasn't quick enough to catch them by
herself, she enjoyed eating.

Fig. 2

T e Y .
S NN,
Dotted ;1ine indicates

scissor meovement of
left hand 'arms'.

I had to prevent her swimming in the -pond
as the wound had still not healed. After
each outing in the garden I made certain
that the wound was clean before returning

her to the cage.
It is now some seven months since the
operation and, although the underlying

tissue has healed, the wound still
untidy as the cut scale edges
inwards.

looks
curl

The snake appears to have suffered no
after effects other than the scar and will
probably be cooled down this month. She
has always been a vigorous animal, never
refusing food and unafraid of hardling.
This may have contributed to her recovery.
Diet is now earthworms and smal |
whitebarit.

Many thanks to veterinary surgeon David Norman for his
successrul treatment of my snake.

gisl&“que

Vivariums made to your order.

See us at 4, Windmill Road,
Sunbury on Thames,
Middlesex.

Or phone 0932 782928

Open weekdays 10am-5.30pm.

Sundays 10am-4pm.

for all types of Reptiles and Amphibians.
Large selection of books and equipment.

BOOKS ON NATURAL HISTORY

Ornithology, Aviculture, etc.
Herpetological list available now,
please send s.a.e.

A.J. MOBBS, 65, Broadstone Ave.,
Walsall, West Midlands, WS3 1JA
Tel 0922 477281 (after 6 pm)

Specialising in Herpetology, Entomology,

CRICKETS & MEALWORMS FROM BRITAIN'S
No 1 BREEDER

CRICKET PRICES (inc P&P and V.A.T.)

Medium and Medium/Large
(lem approx) (2cm approx)
100 £2.50 250 £3.60
500 £4.60 1000 £7.80

MEALWORM PRICES (inc P&P and V.A.T.)

125g
500g

£1.80
£6.30

250g £3.30
1 Kg £11.30

Other quantities and sizes available
on request. Send cheque or P,0O., with
order or telephone with Access ox
Visa number for same day service:
(073782) 2687

XENOPUS LTD., HOLMESDALE NURSERY,
MID STREET, SOUTH NUTFIELD, REDHILL
RH1 4JY.
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Junior Snake Keeper

An introduction to the Royal Python by Lee Bowler.

The Royal Python (Python regius) is a
snake of the scrublands and grasslands of
West arnd Central Africa. The snake has a
small but rather fat, thick set body, much
fatter than that of an Indian Python of
the same length. It is a small snake with
an average length of between 3 and 4 feet,
whilst a specimen of 5 feet in Iength
would be considered very large.

The male of the species is a heavily built
snake with a short stubby tail and the
female is of a similar build but she has a
much more slender tail.

The female lays a clutch of about eight
eggs which take approximately six to seven
weeks to hatch out. When the young hatch
they look the same as the adults but they
are only 2 to 10 inches in length and as
thick as a pencil. :

Moving on to the keeping of this small but
kind snake, you will find that it is a
common sight in petshops. A lot of people
buy them as they are easy to tame and
handle, being not too big and not too
small.

In the eyes of many people it is-a good
snake to keep but there is a slight snag
in the fact that they do not eat well in
captivity. Many owners, finding this a
problem, are easily put off and replace
the snake with a different species that
has more of an appetite. However, it is
not always the snake that is at fault but
the keeper, who goes about feeding the
snake in the wrong way. For example, some
people will put either a mouse or a gerbil
into the snake's tank with the tank |ight
on and then sit back and wait for the
snake to eat. When they Ffind that the
snake shows no interest in the food they
give up after a few tries and accuse the
snake of being a bad feeder when really
they are at fault.

ldeally, the snake should be Ieft alone
for a day or two and on the following
evening - Royal Pythons are nocturnal- put
in a small rodent such as gerbil. (In my
own experience I have found that Royals
prefer these to mice). Turn off all the
lights and leave the room for about an
hour. After the time has passed, go and
see If the gerbil has been eaten.
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If it has not, DO NOT GIVE UP, but try
again after a few days and have PATIENCE.
I do not see any reason why, unless the
snake is unwell or is sloughing, that it
should not eventually eat.

One point to bear in mind s that the
Royal is I|ikely to fast during the winter
months between [ate October and early
April. Whilst on this fast | have Ffound
that the snake does not come to any harm
or suffer any ill effects. You may notice
that the snake becomes a |Iittle thinner
but still remains active and well. Some

people find the fasting of the snake a
little unusual because they think that the
snake's habitat is very hot with the sun
beating down all day. Surprisingly enough,
the fact is that on high ground there s
often snowfall.

Guyon in his vivarium.

I have read many books, articles and
newsletters nearly all of which referred
to Royals as poor feeders. In my own
experience | have found this to be totally
untrue.

My own Royal Python, called Guyon, is an
adult male that I have had for over two
years. Incidentally he was caught in the
wild. In his eating season he will eat, on
some occasions, one adult gerbil every
other day or only one a week depending on
how the Ffancy takes him. '



I handle him for long periods of time each
day and then put him into his tank and
offer him his meal which he invariably
eats right away. When handling the Royal
Python be sure to hold it firmly , but
without pinching, whilst supporting the
weight of the body at all times.

This normally tame and
snake, if handled roughly, may become
upset and bite. The bite is not very
painful but, should you be bitten, think
of the snake as well as yourself and
gently but firmly push the snake's mouth
forward to gently disengage the teeth from
your flesh. This will prevent you and the
snake from suffering further injury which
might occur if you just pulled your hand
away. The snake has curved teeth designed
for holding prey still whilst eating and
careful removal will prevent damage to the
reptile’s mouth and teeth.

non-aggresive

To sum up, the Royal Python is a suitable
snake to keep with a little patience and
kind and careful handling.

Lee, 12, lives in Buckinghamshire and has
been keeping snakes for over three years.
He has kept Garter Snakes, Indian Pythons
and King Snakes but is now a devoted Royal
enthusiast.

Clese up of Guyon's head.

Articles of any Ilength by Junior Snake
Keepers are welcomed and should be clearly)
written or typed. Photographs (black and
white only) will help to add interest to

your article but we regret they cannot beﬂ
returned.

Junior Snake Keeper Competiton

1. Python Regius

2. Bitis arietans

3. Elaphe guttata

Disaster has struck at Any-
town Zoo. An escaped monkey
has entered the Reptile
House and removed the common
name plates from six of the
snake vivariums. Fortunately
the latin name plates are
more secure and are still in
place. The monkey has been
caught and now his keeper,
who knows very |ittle about

4. Natrix tessellata

5. Epicrates cenchria

—

6. Boiga dendrophila

reptiles, must try to match
the common name plates to

the correct cages. Can you
hel p?
Answers on a postcard

please. The first correct
entry drawn on the 3ist
January will receive a £5
book token. The winner will
be notified by post.
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HOW MANY TIMES MUST I TELL You:
DONT CHEW YOUR FOOP- SWALLOW IT!




Book Review

"Snakes of the World" by Chris Mattison.
Publ ished by Blandford Press at £10.95.
190 pages. 100 colour, 99 B & W photos.

This is a beautifully illustrated book;
the author himself took most of the
photographs which are put to such good use
by careful references in the text. The
diagrams are good too, being clearly drawn
and labelled. The text [s interesting and
readable as well as instructive.

The differences and similarities between
various snakes are clearly demonstrated,
such as in the discussion of eyes which
forms part of the chapter on Size, Shape
and Function. Most areas of interest are

covered in more than adequate detail for
the pet-snake keeper.
All the snake families are covered in

detail in the last chapter, not _just the
popular 'pet! varieties. This and the
wide-ranging bibl iography are two of the
rfeatures which make the book an
interesting reference work. The index is
comprehens ive and has been well compiled.

IMC

CLASSIFIED
ADVERTISMENTS

Rates: 10 p.per word. Min. 10 words.
Box No. £2. Deadl ine 20th Jan.

FOR SAL

WANTED

Female Haitian Boa of around 4.5 ft.
Female Orange Rat Snake of about 3.5 ft.
Male Speckled King Snake of about 3.5 ft.
Any other species considered.

Barry Mellors. Tel:(0736) 793321,

"Rept iles and Amphibians" by D. Alderton.
Publ ished by Salamander Books at £u4.95p.
120 pages. 110 colour photos. 20 illus.

Housed in a tough durable cover, not a
black and white photograph in sight and
priced at only £4.95p, this is the book [

needed when I became  interested in
reptiles. Divided into two sections, the
first deals with housing, feeding,
lighting, breeding and health care. The
second section gives information on
Distribution, Length, Diet, Ideal

Conditions, Hibernation, Sex ODifferences
and Breeding covering 65 species including

Tortoises, Terrapins, Turtles, Lizards,
Snakes,  Frogs, Toads, Newts and
Salamanders.

Snakes covered include Boa Constrictor,
Indigo Snake, Corn Snake, Rat Snake,
Rainbow Boa, King Snake, Milk Snake, Grass
Snake, Northern Water Snake, Pine Snake,
Asian Rat Snake, Indian Python, Royal
Python, Ribbon and Garter Snakes.

If you didn't receive a copy for Christmas
or you are just about to start out on the
downward slope to financial ruin known as
reptile collecting, treat yourself soon.
MC

EXCHANGE
l_ CONTACT
_N.EXT ISSUE: 1st February 1987

A Right Royal Headache by Dr. G.M. Evans.
Snakes of the Genus Elaphe, Part 2.
Rearing Cook's Tree Boas.

Photo Page, Part 2
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I think I've cracked
it, Sir! By leaving
out the hands, feet,
arms, legs, eyelids
and ears we can pro-
duce it 'on budget!
- but I can't see it
surviving for very
long.

SNAKE KEEPER

1 year postal subscription (12 issues)
£12.00p post free

159 STANLEY HILL, AMERSHAM,
BUCKS, HP7 9EY.






