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CHAPTER 1





GENERAL INFORMATION


Before the early 1990s, no one could have imagined that the crested gecko (Rhacodactylus ciliatus, a medium-sized gecko in the family Diplodactylidae), then a rare species known from only a few museum specimens, would become one of the most popular and readily available reptiles. Several earlier expeditions to New Caledonia to find this obscure lizard (which was first described in 1866) had proven fruitless, and there were growing rumors that the crested gecko could possibly be extinct. This all changed in 1994 when, following a tropical storm, specimens were sighted on the Isle of Pines (a small island south of Grande Terre, the main island of New Caledonia). Shortly after, field trips by Wilhelm Henkel and his colleagues, and by Frank Fast and the author yielded specimens that were brought into captivity. Surprisingly, these geckos readily bred in vivaria, allowing their offspring to subsequently be distributed to herpetoculturists. Some additional crested geckos were rumored to be smuggled by unscrupulous collectors wanting to capitalize on their “rediscovery.” The great majority of crested geckos in captivity originated from the Isle of Pines. Crested geckos are also found on Kutomo, next to the Isle of Pines; in several locations on southern Grande Terre; and on the Isle of Belep, north of Grande Terre. In any case, from a relatively small number of animals collected between 1994 and 1996, captive populations of this species have been growing exponentially.


Thousands of crested geckos are now captive-produced annually in the United States to meet the growing demand for this species. Besides being easy to breed, crested geckos have also turned out to be ideal pets. They are relatively small animals that have all of the features that make reptiles such fascinating creatures, including complex scalation and an unusual appearance that makes them seem like they crawled out of a fantasy story. Crested geckos are easy to house, have lower temperature requirements than many other reptiles, and for the most part are naturally tame and harmless. When kept in attractive planted vivaria, they make outstanding display animals. People who work all week and like to take weekend vacations can safely leave crested geckos for two to three days without having to resort to a pet-sitter. Based on records of animals currently in captivity, it appears that the potential longevity of crested geckos is at least 12 years, possibly much longer.


From a specialist standpoint, probably the most interesting feature of crested geckos is that they are polychromatic, naturally producing a wide range of colors and patterns. Combined with a short generation time, this has allowed hobbyists to selectively breed bright red, orange, and yellow morphs that now rank among the most beautiful of all reptiles. As attractive as these morphs may be, we have seen only the tip of the iceberg in terms of the potential this species offers for creating living works of art. In the reptile hobby, the crested gecko is destined to achieve great popularity and become the analog of the koi carp. The establishment of crested geckos in captivity ranks as one of the great accomplishments of herpetoculture.
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Crested geckos reach a snout-to-vent length (SVL), the body length excluding the tail, of 4-4.7 inches (10-11.9 cm) and a total length of about 8 inches (20 cm). Adults typically weigh between 1.2 and 2.1 ounces (35 and 60 grams).
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The crested gecko is found only in a primary forest, which is a type of old forest unlogged and undisturbed by human activities. The dense canopy makes it such that there is relatively little vegetation at ground level. The floor of the forest is covered with a layer of leaf litter.
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The most obvious distinguishing features of crested geckos are the lateral crests that line the eyes, run along the sides of the back of the head and neck, and run partway down the back.
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The crests are variable both in size and the degree to which they extend down the back. This specimen shows average-sized crests.
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The width of the head and the length of the snout show a range of variation in this species. The snout is relatively long in this individual.
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This individual has a broad head and relatively short snout.
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This is an overhead view of the long-snouted individual shown previously. Compare it with the next picture.
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In this overhead view, the relatively short snout and wide head of this individual are obvious. The broad head trait with well-developed crests is desirable in crested geckos.
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This individual shows a long snout and poorly developed crests.
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Crested geckos have well-developed toe pads combined with fine claws.
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The undersides of the toes are lined with lamellae, pads of ultrafine setae that allow the gecko to cling to rough surfaces and climb on smooth ones such as glass.
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A crested gecko has a relatively long, prehensile tail. The tail tip is slightly flattened and paddle shaped.
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All members of the genus Rhacodactylus have prehensile tails capable of wrapping around tree branches or, in this case, fingers.
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The underside of the tail tip also has lamellae.
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Crested geckos are good jumpers. Extending the hind legs combined with straightening the body propels the gecko outward.
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In the wild, the great majority of adult crested geckos are tailless. This may be the normal condition for adults of this species. Both encounters with predators and intraspecies interactions may lead to tail loss.
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Like all geckos, except for members of the family Eublepharidae, crested geckos lack eyelids.
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When crested geckos sleep, their eyes sink into their orbits, and the upper eye rims fold down and partially cover the upper portions of the eyes.
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Because they lack eyelids, crested geckos lick the lenses of their eyes to clean them.
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Crested geckos are relatively nonaggressive, but if startled when sleeping under a shelter they will rise up on their legs and perform an open-mouthed threat display.
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Some behaviors can be observed only in naturalistic vivaria. On several occasions I’ve noticed a rigid tail posture in which an animal maintains the tail extended for several minutes. This is but one indication of how much of the behavioral repertoire of crested geckos still needs to be studied.






Selecting a Crested Gecko







Begin by selecting crested geckos that appear in the prime of health. Do not waste your time by falling into the mind trap of “saving the poor skinny animals” in a store. You will be setting yourself up for heartbreak and for a waste of time and money. If you own other reptiles, introducing a sickly animal to your collection will put them all at risk of contracting a disease. The excess amount of time catering to the needs of a sick animal will take away from time spent on healthy ones.


1. Handle a specimen you are interested in. A healthy crested gecko shows activity when handled. In general, an animal that displays some activity is preferable to one that tends to just calmly lie in the hand. In lizards, passivity that is sometimes misinterpreted as docility can be a sign of illness. Go with the specimens that demonstrate some spunk.
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