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INTRODUCTION


Garter snakes, ribbon snakes, and water snakes are among the most popular, widely available, attractive, and interesting reptile pets. Because most of these species are relatively common, inexpensive, and easy to maintain, they are also among the first reptiles owned by children and budding herpetoculturists. Unlike many of the snakes sold in the pet trade, most garter snakes and water snakes feed primarily on fish (a diet that can be purchased at the local market) rather than on rodents. Add to this to the fact that many of these snakes are docile and easy to handle, and the reasons for their popularity become obvious.


Because these snakes are generally affordable, they are often purchased by impulse buyers who are not prepared to spend the money required to provide the necessary accommodations for the welfare of the animals in captivity. In the minds of many people, cheap pets often are associated with inexpensive captive environments. Many people mistakenly believe that the cost of a setup should in some way be correlated with, and to a degree can be justified by, the cost of the animal. The fact is that keeping reptiles has a cost-of-vivarium to cost-of-animal ratio that is generally comparable to keeping tropical fish.


Even though the great majority of the garter snakes and water snakes sold in the pet trade are wild-collected, in recent years there has been an increased interest in the ornamental and commercial potential of these animals. Herpetoculturists are now breeding rare color morphs, including albino lines of various species. More attention also has been given to unusual morphs and variations among wild-collected animals. As a result, the prices of some of the varieties of garter snakes and water snakes sold in the herpetocultural trade are comparable to prices of the more expensive colubrids, such as some of the kingsnakes. New color and pattern morphs, along with commercial products developed to facilitate the care of these species in captivity, should make them even more popular in the future than they are now.


This book is intended to inform beginning and experienced hobbyists about selection, proper housing, feeding, general maintenance, and breeding of these snakes. It includes a number of photographs representing several of the species, as well as some of the unusual morphs that are maintained and bred by specialized herpetoculturists.
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As with other variations of the common garter snake, the valley garter snake (Thamnophis sirtalis fitchi) is relatively tame and easy to care for, a good species for beginning snake-keepers.


This book can help beginners decide if these are the right pets for them or their children. Before going out and buying a snake for their child, parents might ask why their child is not only interested in snakes but also wants to keep one as a pet. The initial reaction is one of alarm because of unfounded fears, lack of concrete information, and the belief that other people’s children aren’t interested in snakes. However, if a child is allowed to have a pet snake, the parents usually become interested as well. Indeed, it is almost essential that they do so for the welfare of the animal. If a child is left to his or her own devices, the pet snake often will be neglected, and a negative experience will result. Thus, for parents it becomes a matter of deciding whether they are committed to keeping the snake healthy and participating with the child in the animal’s day-to-day upkeep. This decision is probably the most important one when considering keeping snakes in captivity.
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The blue-striped garter is commonly found in the coastal areas of northwestern Florida.


Before buying a garter or water snake, realize that a properly designed vivarium may cost several times the cost of the snake. The snake will also have to be fed a live food diet (goldfish or other fish for the species covered in this book) or will require some kind of food preparation. Common garter snakes (Thamnophis sirtalis) are ideal beginners’ snakes because of their small size, docility, and relative ease of care.




CHAPTER 1


GENERAL INFORMATION


Classification


Classification is the means by which scientists have categorized plants and animals that live or have lived on Earth. The present system of classification is largely based upon the work of Carl Linnaeus, who devised the system of binomial nomenclature. This system gives each plant and animal at least two names. At the time the system was implemented (starting in the year 1758 in the case of animals), Latin was more or less the international language. Thus, almost all scientific classification is in Latin, with some Greek also being used. The first name given is the genus, which is always capitalized; the second is that of the species, which is always lowercased. In addition, there is the possibility of a third name, the subspecies, also always lowercased.


Further classification is arranged in descending order of generalities. This system is as follows: genus (plural, genera), family, order, and class. To classify the snakes being discussed in this book, refer to the following chart.
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The family Colubridae, the typical snakes, includes kingsnakes, milk snakes, and rat snakes (to name a few) and represents one of the most popular groups of snakes kept in captivity. It is the largest family of snakes, with approximately 250 genera and more than 2,500 species. Some of the larger colubrids are among the easiest snakes to keep and breed.
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This San Francisco garter (T. sirtalis tetrataenia) is one of the more colorful variations found in North America.


The natricines, including garter snakes and water snakes, are nonconstricting species that overpower prey primarily by sheer jaw strength. Consequently, they are usually limited to feeding on relatively small prey species (except for dead prey) when compared with constrictors, such as some of the boids. Most natricines feed on fishes and amphibians, while others, particularly smaller species will feed on earthworms and other invertebrate prey. Some species, such as the queen snake (Regina septemvittata), are crayfish specialists. See Rossi, (1992) for the care of some of these specialized species. This book focuses on the garter and ribbon snakes of the genus Thamnophis (roughly thirty species, about sixteen in the United States) and North American water snakes of the genus Nerodia (about nine or ten species in the United States). All of the American natricines are live-bearing while most of the Eurasian species (such as those of Amphiesma and Natrix) lay eggs. Some of the Asian and Australian natricine species are venomous (species of Enhydris and Rhabdophis), so correct identification of snakes from these areas is important.


Before Collecting Snakes




Always check federal, state, and local laws before attempting to collect your own snakes. The San Francisco garter snake, Concho water snake, and Atlantic salt marsh snake, for instance, are protected under the Endangered Species Act, and several states also protect or have laws regulating collection of garter snakes.





Distribution


All the snakes covered in this book are members of Natricinae, a subfamily of the family Colubridae. (Recently some specialists have begun to consider the natricines a full family, Natricidae, on a par with the family Colubridae, based largely on distinctions in the vertebral column and hemipenes.) The natricines are primarily semiaquatic to aquatic snakes largely confined to North America, Eurasia, and tropical Asia (Zug 1993). There are no natricines in South America and only a moderate number of species in Africa and Australia. For the most part, garter, ribbon, and water snakes of the genera Thamnophis and Nerodia range from southern Canada south to Honduras in Central America, with the bulk of the species found in the United States (barely into Alaska but of course not in Hawaii).
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You’ll find Mississippi green water snakes (Nerodia cyclopion) like this juvenile in the western Florida panhandle, along Florida’s gulf coast to Texas, and in parts of Mississippi and Illinois.


Longevity


When compared to some of the more popular colubrids and boids, natricine snakes are relatively short-lived, although most captivity records are based on animals initially collected as adults from the wild. As a general rule, it would be reasonable to state that most natricine snakes sold in the pet trade have a potential longevity of three to six years for ribbon snakes and five to twelve years for most garter snakes and water snakes. There is a record of a blotched water snake (N. erythrogaster transversa) living fourteen years and nine months in captivity (from a juvenile) and of a midland water snake (N. sipedon pleuralis) living nine years and seven months (from an adult). There are also records of a northwestern garter snake (T. ordinoides) living fifteen years and eleven months as an adult, of a coastal garter snake (T. elegans terrestris) living twelve years and eight months (from a juvenile), and of an eastern garter snake (T. sirtalis sirtalis) living ten years in captivity.


Sexing


It can be difficult to determine the sex of most species of snakes by sight because the sex organs are internal and there are no obvious physical differences between the sexes. As a general rule, female natricines tend to be larger and more heavy-bodied than males. Males are typically more slender and have paired sex organs called hemipenes, which are housed in the tail, starting at the cloaca. As the snakes become sexually mature, the presence of the hemipenes and additional muscle mass in the tail area of male snakes noticeably affects their appearances. Thus, with groups of mature garter snakes or water snakes, sex can be determined with some reliability by comparing the tails of various animals. The tails of males taper more gradually and generally appear thicker at the base than the tails of females. All things being equal, the tails of males will also tend to be longer than those of females.
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A wider body is one indication that this New Mexico garter is a female.


Garter snakes and water snakes (both immature and adult) can also be sexed with a high degree of reliability with the use of a sexing probe. This involves one person holding an animal while another gently pulls back the anal scale and inserts a sexing probe into one of the openings in the rear corners of the cloaca leading to an inverted hemipenis in a male or to a shallow pouch in females. The probe will typically penetrate significantly deeper into a male hemipenis than into the female pouch. This procedure can be performed either by knowledgeable personnel at a reptile specialty shop or by an experienced veterinarian.


Skin and Shedding


The skin of all snakes is very elastic, which is one of many adaptations that allows for the swallowing of large prey. Consisting of three layers, the outermost epidermal layer forms the distinctive overlapping scales present everywhere on the body. The scales are made of keratin, the same material human nails are made of, and may be smooth or rough. All American garter snakes and water snakes have rough scales textured with a distinctive keel down the center. The scales on the belly are wide, uniform, and overlapping, with a special scale covering the cloaca or anal opening. This anal scale is either single, as in garter snakes, or divided in two, as in water snakes.


At periodic intervals, a snake must shed its outermost layer of skin. The term for this process is ecdysis, which is accomplished by the snake secreting a substance between the middle and outer layers of skin, which gives the snake a dull, milky look all over its body, including its eyes. This lasts for several days until the secretion is absorbed by the skin; the snake then loses the milky look and is ready to shed. It begins by rubbing its snout against the most convenient rough place available, such as a rock or branch. All snakes lack eyelids, but the eyes are covered by a single clear scale (the spectacle) that must be shed during ecdysis. During normal ecdysis the skin is shed in one piece, winding up inside out as the snake moves forward. As a general rule, younger, more rapidly growing snakes will shed at one-month intervals, while adult animals will shed every two to four months.
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