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This pair of nutmeg gerbils loves to explore a natural habitat.


COMPANION ANIMALS COME IN ALL SIZES AND OFFER many benefits: they bring us joy, reduce stress, build confidence, and teach responsibility. Pets have various needs as well, and it may not always be feasible to keep a pony, a dog, or even a cat. Gerbils, however, are pets almost anyone can keep. They are fun-loving, furry friends with endless energy and a talent for making people smile. They are also quiet, clean, friendly, curious, active, and easy to please. Gerbils have a natural liking for people and are especially fond of their own. If you are looking for a seemingly limitless cache of cuteness—from their long, fanning whiskers and large almond-shaped eyes to their bunnylike hind legs and tufted tail tips—then gerbils are for you!


Just the Facts


Gerbils are mammals  (Mammalia) under the order of rodents (Rodentia). They are in the same suborder as mice and rats (Myomorpha) and the same family as hamsters  (Cricetidae). They are sometimes confused with mice, hamsters, or rats, but if you look closely, you’ll notice several physical differences. A gerbil is bigger than a mouse, smaller than a rat, and about the size of an adolescent or small hamster. Unlike a hamster, the gerbil has a long tail; and unlike a rat or mouse tail, the gerbil’s tail is fully furred with a thick tuft at the end. When not in motion, gerbils typically stand up on their haunches, rather than crouch down on all fours.
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Pet gerbils come in more than 20 recognized color varieties, including the Dove, Lilac, Argente, and spotted Argente varieties shown here.


Gerbils have a life span of about three and a half years. They have a 4-1/2-inch-long body with a tail the same length. An adult female weighs as little as 2-1/2 ounces. An adult male, especially one that overindulges in sunflower seeds, can weigh as much as 4 ounces. Gerbils have a 1-1/2-inch midline scent gland, a vertical slit running up their bellies, which they use to recognize each other and also to scent-mark their territory. (The smell is imperceptible to us.)


Though gerbils have an appearance similar to that of other pet rodents, their wild origins, behavior, and history as pets are all their own.


Wild Origins: Home on the Mongolian Range


The Mongolian gerbil is the gerbil species commonly kept as a pet in the United States. Mongolian gerbils are a type of jird (sometimes called sand rats, desert rats, yellow rats, antelope rats, or clawed jirds). Though less common, other related species kept as pets are the bushy-tailed jird, Egyptian gerbil, duprasi (fat-tailed gerbil), and Libyan jird.


Mongolian gerbils originated in northern China and, not surprisingly, Mongolia. Though dubbed “gentle gerbil” by the researchers who work with them, their Latin name is  Meriones unguiculatus, or “clawed warrior”, because, they are fiercely protective of home and family against gerbil strangers and other threats. (The teeth are the primary weapon in occasional battle; the claws are mainly for digging.) A typical family clan consists of an adult male and an adult female with up to three litters.


The Mongolian plain has temperature extremes: it can be a frigid 40 degrees below zero in the dead of a winter’s night and can bake in a scorching high of up to 120 degrees in the noontime midsummer sun. Gerbils are perfectly suited to their harsh semi-desert grassland environment because they conserve heat with a compact body, furred tail with a tuft at the end, and small ears that are covered with thick, fine fur. In the wild, they retreat into their burrows to nap when it gets cold or hot, thus avoiding excessive temperatures.


Gerbils have many defense mechanisms. They have large internal middle and inner ear parts to hear low-frequency sounds such as those made by a predatory snake in the grass or an eagle owl hunting overhead. They also live in large groups where many watchful eyes check for danger; thumping feet signal clan members to dive for cover. In addition, gerbils can leap several inches off the ground or dodge sideways to avoid a creeping predator. But, when captured, if biting and clawing aren’t enough, a gerbil can escape the clutches of an owl’s talons by leaving behind only a piece of the tail, which is built to detach in the middle. As a final defense, wild gerbils have naturally occurring seizures, which enable them to twitch and then freeze (or play dead) under conditions of extreme stress.


Gerbils have muscular hind legs and large feet that are used not only for escaping from predators but also for digging burrows. They use their claws and strong, short front legs to loosen the dirt and then kick it out of the tunnel with their powerful hind legs. The wild gerbil’s burrow is 12 feet or more across and is composed of nesting rooms lined with leaves, fur, and feathers for sleeping and birthing pups; storage rooms for holding food; and other chambers—all connected by tunnels. The burrow has several entrances, and the youngsters and most females usually do not venture too far from the escape routes.


Male gerbils claim the territory around the burrow (from one-quarter to one full square mile) by scent-marking the borders and chasing away intruders. In the summer, gerbils run great distances above ground every day, gathering and storing food. They sleep in small nest chambers located about 18 inches underground. In the winter, to keep warm, gerbils snooze in deeper nests, sometimes as much as 5 feet underground. They stay inside the burrow, eating seeds, grains, and other stored food for extended periods of time to escape the wind and cold.


The color of Mongolian gerbils in the wild is called Agouti (ah-GOO-tee), also called wild Agouti or golden Agouti, and is similar to a wild rabbit’s coloration. The fur on the body is brown and gold, with black ticking or hair tips. The belly color is white or light gray. In addition to Agouti, pet gerbils come in a variety of colors. Unlike rats, rabbits, mice, and hamsters, domestic gerbils have no special coat types (there are, for example, no rex, long hair, or hairless gerbils), body mutations (there are no tailless, lop, or dumbo-eared types), nor variation in size (there are no dwarf or giant sizes). Except for color, pet gerbils retain the appearance, as well as the good health and hardiness, of their ancestors found in the wild.
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A curious agouti gerbil uses large eyes, long full whiskers, and excellent hearing to explore.
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This male gerbil scent marks by dragging his belly and scent gland on the ground leaving an oily residue to claim his territory as his own.


History as Pets: The New Rodent on the Block


Of the “magnificent seven”—gerbils, hamsters, mice, rats, rabbits, ferrets, and guinea pigs—gerbils are the newest species to be introduced into the United States and to gain popularity as pets. In 1935, twenty breeding pairs of Mongolian gerbils were captured and imported into Japan where they were successfully bred in captivity. In 1954, this line of gerbils was exported to the United States for research: gerbils first arrived here, not as pets, but as laboratory animals.


In the lab, rumor has it that these normally agile tunnelers slacked off in the maze trials, preferring to focus their energy on endearing themselves to the young, soft-hearted research assistants. A typical account of gerbil temperament and behavior in the lab is written in a 1975 issue of  Gerbil Digest by D. J. Robinson Jr.:




Unique Gerbil Behaviors







GERBILS MAY RESEMBLE OTHER POCKET PETS, BUT THEY don’t always act like them. For example:


[image: image]  1. Gerbils are crepuscular: Most rodents are nocturnal (awake all night). Gerbils are neither strictly nocturnal nor diurnal (awake only in the day). Instead, they are crepuscular. This means they are nappers who switch off between activity and sleep throughout the twenty-four-hour cycle. Their deepest sleep occurs at midday and midnight.


[image: image]  2. Gerbils are social: Unlike the solitary hamster, gerbils are social animals who depend on others of their own kind for their sense of safety and well-being, as well as for warmth and companionship. A same-sexed pair, either two males or two females, are the best of friends. A male and female breeding pair mate for life, and male gerbils are nurturing fathers who raise the babies with the mother.


[image: image]  3. Gerbils are enthusiastic chewers: Although all rodents need to chew to wear down their constantly growing teeth, when it comes to gnawing, gerbils are in a class all their own. Gerbils are avid gnawers that will demolish anything made of cardboard or wood. They can chew through hard plastic and have been known to take on ceramics, too!





Gerbils are certainly the most pleasant of all laboratory animals to handle, even for the novice. When their cage is opened, their curiosity impels them to come to the opening where they may be picked up readily. They can be scooped up in one’s palm and usually remain there without restraint.




Gerbils in the Laboratory







TODAY, LESS THAN 1 PERCENT OF ALL RODENTS USED IN research are gerbils. When scientists choose gerbils as laboratory subjects, they do so mainly for specialized purposes, such as studies on strokes, lipid metabolism, and epilepsy. Naturally occurring seizures are a hereditary trait that can be bred in or out of gerbils (and have been bred out of most pet gerbils). Researchers also use gerbils for auditory research, since gerbil hearing is similar to human hearing.





Whether escaping the laboratory was a calculated move is up for debate, but two facts remain. First, American scientists became enamored with these fearless, friendly animals and began taking them home as pets for themselves and their children. Second, over time, gerbils developed a reputation for being “too curious” and exploratory for mazes and other behavioral studies. (Chapter 8 will reveal the secrets to motivating your gerbils to perform all sorts of tricks, including running a maze).


In 1964, gerbils traveled to the United Kingdom, where their popularity with hobbyists soared and resulted in breeding for color mutations, the establishment of gerbil color standards, and exhibiting gerbils in the first gerbil shows. Pet gerbils, the descendents of those original forty wild gerbils captured in Mongolia and imported to Japan more than seventy years ago, are now available workdwide.
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This nutmeg gerbil stretches to climb up a branch. Providing your gerbils with a climbing branch or structure will let you see what agile creatures they are.
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This toddler and her gerbils enjoy watching one another through the glass, but children under five may be too young to handle gerbils.


GERBILS MAKE GREAT PETS FOR JUST ABOUT ANYONE. They are charming little animals, like no other. They are easy to keep, entertaining to watch, and always ready for action. They are also surprisingly intelligent. Each has his own distinct personality, knows and loves his owner, and can be taught to climb up your arm and onto your shoulder. Observing your gerbils can impart life lessons, such as how to be a dedicated parent, how to be a devoted lifelong friend, and how to enjoy every moment to the fullest.


Clowns? Ha! Everybody loves gerbils! Young children enjoy watching their gerbils’ antics as they play in their housing. An older child can actually enter the gerbils’ world by sitting with them in a tub lined with a beach towel (no water, of course—gerbils don’t stink, but they do sink). The teenage gerbil owner might want to create an elaborate gerbil housing complex. And, many adults are discovering for themselves the joys of gerbil companionship. Apartment dwellers, busy professionals, or those who frequently travel find that a pair of gerbils fit nicely into their lifestyles.


In addition, keeping gerbils provides an opportunity for meeting other gerbil enthusiasts. The American Gerbil Society in the United States and the National Gerbil Society in the United Kingdom are established organizations that provide active E-lists and hold online and live gerbil shows. They also distribute informative newsletters and offer many other resources.


Though gerbils are among the nicest and easiest pets to keep, it is still a good idea before taking on the responsibilities of gerbil ownership to determine what is involved. This chapter answers the most common questions and concerns about keeping gerbils, including:


• Do I have the right place, money, and time to keep pet gerbils right now?


• Are they good pets for children?


• Are they good classroom pets?


• Will they get along with my other pets?


• Who will care for them when I go on vacation?


• Are they subject to any special laws?


A Place for Gerbils


Though housing for a gerbil pair takes up very little space, it is important that you give them the right place. Gerbils need to live indoors in a moderate temperature range (68 to 78 degrees). Since they come from a dry environment, living in a damp area like a basement is out. They’ll need a place away from drafts and direct sunlight and one that’s not too close to heaters or windows. Don’t put the housing directly on the floor where the temperature can fluctuate widely. Your gerbils’ home needs to rest on a sturdy piece of furniture or on a stand.
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Gerbils look lovely by a window; just keep them out of direct sunlight and drafts.


An ideal location for gerbils is one where they can watch you engaging in your daily activities and where you can frequently look in on them. Your gerbils will feel like part of your family, and you’ll be able to quickly discover if there’s a problem—for example, a water bottle that needs replenishing or a change in a gerbil’s state of health.


Think twice about locating the gerbils in a young child’s bedroom or playroom. Children may mishandle gerbils when not being supervised by a parent. A safer bet is a living or family room, an office, or even a landing or wide hallway.
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A 10-gallon aquarium with a place to hide and plenty to do provides a perfect home for two gerbils.


Unless you’re a heavy sleeper, plan to keep your gerbils in a room other than your bedroom, or be prepared to move them into the hallway at night. Those happy gerbil noises that entertain in the day may annoy the stuffing out of you at bedtime! Though gerbils are nonvocal, they gnaw, dig, drink from the water bottle, and run the wheel. In short, a couple of gerbils can be very loud in the still of the night.


If you do keep your gerbils in the bedroom, don’t play with them, feed them, or give them cardboard before bedtime. Even rearranging the toys or turning a box upside down causes a great deal of excited scurrying and digging in the gerbil tank. Wheels can be hung on the side of the gerbil tank so they flip outside the enclosure at night; consider doing this to keep the noise level down.


Cost


Gerbil supplies and accessories are easy to obtain. Online pet suppliers (even with shipping fees) and discount department stores offer great deals. Super pet stores provide immediate access to a wide variety of supplies, often at good prices. Smaller pet stores will typically have specialty items, as well as knowledgeable staff and top-quality animals. Since prices vary greatly, shop around if money is an issue.


The total cost of purchasing a pair of gerbils, basic housing, and necessities is about $75, broken down as follows:


•     Two gerbils cost about $20.
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