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INTRODUCTION


The goal of this book is simple: to provide the reader with a straightforward, practical source of information on selecting and keeping geckos. Many gecko admirers wishing to keep a gecko are lost in the jungle of pet shops, reptile shows, and Web sites, confused as to which gecko is right for them. In my twenty-two years of keeping and breeding geckos, I made a lot of mistakes, mainly due to misinformation or no information at all. I unknowingly bought unhealthy animals, was given wrong advice, and spent long hours with veterinarians trying to fix these mistakes. Back then, successful private breeders (as I would later become) who were willing to share information were rare, and powerful sources of information such as the Internet didn’t exist. Thank goodness times have changed!


Our gecko knowledge base has vastly increased since my early days of gecko keeping in the 1980s, and today it’s much easier to get correct information and healthy geckos—the two necessary ingredients for successful gecko keeping. Many of you to whom I have introduced geckos have asked me where my gecko book is—here it is! It is my distinct pleasure and honor to serve as your guide to the gecko world. Novice and experienced keepers alike will learn about which species make good choices for their skill levels.


A wide variety of “herp” products are available to you at pet shops and through online suppliers, but for our purposes we will discuss simple, inexpensive gecko housing setups. Keeping geckos involves a relatively small investment of time and money compared with the expense of traditional pets such as cats and dogs, plus there’s the added benefit of observing beautiful geckos and their interesting behaviors in the comfort of your home.


In a nutshell, this book will offer you an educated snapshot of the many geckos available as pets today, such as the extremely popular leopard (Eublepharis macularius) and crested (Rhacodactylus ciliatus) geckos. We’ll focus on the most familiar geckos and talk about the many reasons they have fascinated so many reptile keepers. Let the gecko madness begin!
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Leopard geckos (Eublepharis macularius)—such as this beautiful high-yellow specimen—who do well in the vivarium and are easy to care for, are undoubtedly the geckos most popular with beginners. However, many other species also do very well, and hobbyists with only moderate experience can keep and breed them successfully.




CHAPTER 1


WHY ARE GECKOS POPULAR?


Cultural images of geckos abound: these lizards are used in logos and icons in television and print marketing campaigns; their images are printed on clothing and engraved into jewelry; and they are the subjects of abstract art and handicrafts sold in south-western-themed boutiques.


Geckos are hailed by some cultures and ethnic groups as symbols of good fortune. In Hawaiian culture, for instance, people consider their gecko populations good luck because of their tremendous insect-eating skills.
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Gecko images, such as the stylized mosaic one on this decorative planter, are commonly used today and are an indicator of the popularity of these lizards.


So, what makes a gecko a good pet? Consider the following:


• They come in amazing colors and shapes and have interesting behaviors.


• Many species are ideal for small vivarium setups.


• Many species are long lived (leopard geckos often live until their teens!).


• They have no fur or feathers to sneeze at (though a few people are allergic to bits of shed skin).


• Two readily available types—leopard and crested geckos—are well suited for beginning hobbyists.


• Healthy, captive-bred specimens are easily obtained.


• Keeping a gecko in an attractive, well-prepared vivarium brings nature into your home.
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This Central American banded gecko (Coleonyx elegans) is a eublepharid gecko. Species of the Eublepharidae family, unlike those of the Gekkonidae family (the majority), have eyelids.


Gecko Classification


Geckos are a reptile group of more than one thousand species populating all the major continents except the polar caps. As a result of living in many environments on different continents, geckos have evolved as a diverse group called the Gekkota. Traditionally, geckos and their relatives were placed in two (Gekkonidae and Pygopodidae) or three (Eublepharidae, Gekkonidae, and Pygopodidae) families, but recently some authorities have broken the Gekkonidae into three groups treated as full families: Gekkonidae proper, Diplodactylinae, and Carphodactylidae. Pygopodidae are slender, nearly legless lizards of Australia and New Guinea and are not found in the hobby on a regular basis. Because our focus is on just a few familiar types of geckos and not their detailed taxonomy (the study of the identification and relationships of living things), we will use a simple and familiar classification that recognizes two families, Eublepharidae and Gekkonidae, with several subfamilies in the Gekkonidae. Geckos that currently are available and of interest to hobbyists of all levels are shown in the following chart. Note that there are more geckos in each subfamily than those you see listed here, and some occasionally appear in the hobby.







	
Family and Subfamily


	Familiar Genera

	Notes






	Eublepharidae

	
Coleonyx, banded geckos

	
Distribution: United States, Mexico, Central America


Habitat: terrestrial species, found in deserts to tropical forests


Activity: nocturnal


Foods: crickets, mealworms









	Eublepharidae

	
Eublepharis, leopard geckos

	
Distribution: W. India, Pakistan, Afghanistan, Iraq, Iran


Habitat: terrestrial species, found in deserts


Activity: nocturnal


Foods: crickets, mealworms









	Gekkonidae, Gekkoninae

	
Phelsuma, day geckos

	
Distribution: Madagascar and nearby islands; many species


Habitat: arboreal species with sticky feet, found in tropical areas


Activity: diurnal


Foods: crickets; fruit puree and mixes









	Gekkonidae, Gekkoninae

	
Paroedura, Madagascan ground geckos

	
Distribution: Madagascar and nearby islands


Habitat: arboreal or terrestrial species with sticky feet, found in tropical areas


Activity: nocturnal


Food: crickets









	
Gekkonidae, Gekkoninae

	
Uroplatus, leaf-tailed geckos

	
Distribution: Madagascar


Habitat: arboreal and terrestrial species with sticky feet, found in tropical areas


Activity: nocturnal


Food: crickets









	Gekkonidae, Gekkoninae

	
Chondrodactylus, Namib Desert geckos;


Geckonia, helmeted geckos;


Pachydactylus, tiger geckos;


Palmatogecko, web-footed geckos




	
Distribution: Africa


Habitat: terrestrial species found in deserts


Activity: nocturnal


Foods: crickets, mealworms









	Gekkonidae, Gekkoninae

	
Teratolepis, viper geckos

	
Distribution: Pakistan and N. India


Habitat: terrestrial species


Activity: nocturnal


Food: crickets









	Gekkonidae, Gekkoninae

	
Gekko, tokay geckos and related species

	
Distribution: southern Asia


Habitat: arboreal species with sticky feet, found in tropical areas


Activity: nocturnal


Foods: crickets; fruit purees and mixes









	Gekkonidae, Teratoscincinae

	
Teratoscincus, wonder geckos

	
Distribution: Middle East to China


Habitat: terrestrial species


Activity: nocturnal


Foods: crickets, mealworms









	Gekkonidae, Diplodactylinae

	
Rhacodactylus, New Caledonian geckos

	
Distribution: New Caledonia


Habitat: tropical


Activity: nocturnal


Foods: crickets; fruit puree and mixes












Gecko Characteristics


As we discussed, geckos live on nearly every continent, and the various gecko species have adapted to life in diverse climates and terrains. Geckos have developed dramatically different physical characteristics (morphology) and behaviors that enable them to thrive in their respective environments. In the following paragraphs we’ll discuss some of the ways geckos differ from other lizards yet share some interesting and unique characteristics with them.


Size


The largest living gecko species is the giant New Caledonian gecko (Rhacodactylus leachianus), which has a snout-to-vent length (body length) of about 10 inches (25 centimeters) and a total length of roughly 16 inches (41 cm) (EBML database, Internet, 2005). This gecko’s tail is short, making the body size even more impressive. One of the smallest gecko species is Paroedura androyensis, Grandidier’s Madagascar ground gecko, with a total length of just 3¼ inches (8 cm). Even smaller are a few reef geckos (genus Sphaerodactylus) from tropical America, as small as 1½ inches (3.8 cm) in total length; these geckos are among the smallest known vertebrate animals. Most gecko species fall within a length range of 3 to 8 inches (7.5 to 20 cm) and may vary quite a bit within a species. The familiar leopard gecko, for example, commonly ranges from 6 to 8 inches (15 to 20 cm), but some may be more than 10 inches (25 cm).


Feet


Geckos have a great variety of specializations in foot shape, size, and function. They either have “sticky” feet developed for an arboreal (tree-dwelling) lifestyle, as does the day geckos (genus Phelsuma) from the Madagascan region; or they have “nonsticky” feet, most useful for life on the ground, as does the leopard gecko (Eublepharis macularius). The feet of some geckos, such as the wonder geckos, genus Teratoscincus, are designed for burrowing and digging. Some geckos have claws; some of them do not. Perhaps the most interesting feet belong to the web-footed gecko, Palmatogecko rangei. This interesting gecko from the Namib Desert in southwestern Africa uses its webbed feet to run on top of the sand.
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Most geckos are climbers and have toes bearing wide pads at their tips like the ones shown here. The pads are lined with microscopic hairs that allow the lizards to get a grip on minor irregularities and climb smooth-appearing surfaces such as glass.


Many geckos have a complex toe pad system (called adhesive lamellae) that allows the lizard to run over seemingly smooth surfaces, including glass, without slipping off. Geckos do not have “glue” on their feet to help them run along a surface; rather, some can form the toe pads into tiny suction cups that help them adhere to a surface. As with other lizards with pads under the fingers and toes, the gecko’s secret lies mostly in the presence of thousands of microscopic cilia, or hairs, on these pads. These hairs take a variety of shapes that allow the gecko to “hook” into tiny irregularities in the climbing surface and hold on as the other foot steps onto the next part of the surface. This phenomenon is similar to the way Velcro works. Even glass and plastics are not perfectly smooth; they contain microscopic pits and ridges the gecko can use to climb. Because the hairs actually hook into the surface, it is possible for a sleeping or even dead gecko to continue hanging on to a “smooth” surface.


Recent research indicates there may be even more complex scientific explanations for the gecko’s ability to run so effortlessly across slippery surfaces, including the use of the actual forces that hold together molecules in the surface—but the idea of “climbing hairs” is hard enough for most keepers to accept.


Eyes


As in many other reptiles, the eyes of a gecko are covered with a fixed plate called a spectacle, or brille, that is shed along with the skin of the head. In the leopard gecko and its relatives (family Eublepharidae), eyelids are present, and a leopard gecko can close its eyes to sleep and to blink. The other geckos (family Gekkonidae) do not have eyelids, so the eyes are always open.
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This close-up of the eye of a tokay gecko (Gekko gecko) shows the vertical, slitlike pupil typical of most nocturnal geckos. The pupil also displays a pattern of small, round openings that help pinpoint light on specific parts of the retina.


Another major difference in gecko eyes is the type of pupil. Nocturnal (active at night or during low-light conditions) geckos, such as leopard geckos, have slit pupils (similar to a house cat’s) that will dilate widely at night, allowing nighttime visual receptors to receive maximum input. Diurnal (day-active) species, such as day geckos, are not as active at night and therefore have round pupils that concentrate light better on the eye’s center, which contains the most daytime visual receptors, better equipping these geckos for daylight activity. Small horns or other projections over the eyes of some geckos possibly serve to reduce the glare of bright lights on the eye.
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This satanic leaf-tailed gecko (Uroplatus phantasticus) is beautifully concealed against the bark by its camouflage pattern of browns, tans, and white. Camouflage is an important means of defense in geckos.


Color and Pattern


As a rule, geckos have colors and patterns that allow them to blend into the background and avoid predators. Desert geckos tend to be shades of yellow and tan, often with bars or blotches on their backs that let them virtually disappear in sandy or pebbly areas. Many tree-dwelling geckos, such as leaf-tailed geckos (genus Uroplatus), look like tree bark to camouflage them in their woodsy habitats. Active diurnal tropical geckos, such as the giant day gecko (Phelsuma madagascariensis grandis), often are predominantly green and blend in well with lush tropical environments. Day geckos and other brightly colored diurnal geckos are thought to have color vision and may use their different colors and patterns to help members of the same and different species recognize each other during courtship, preventing interspecies matings.
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This white-lined gecko (Gekko vittatus) is not suffering from some strange disease. It is an example of a piebald or broken pattern much desired by some keepers.


Scales


Most geckos are covered with hundreds of tiny, pebblelike scales, giving the lizard a soft, velvety appearance. This is one general characteristic of geckos as a group, but of course there are exceptions. For instance, wonder geckos of the genus Teratoscincus have large scales they can rattle when disturbed, perhaps to fool a predator into thinking it has disturbed a dangerous snake. At the other extreme, many geckos, such as the crested gecko (Rhacodactylus ciliatus), have tiny, soft, virtually indistinguishable scales that look like smooth skin to the naked eye. The leopard gecko (Eublepharis macularius), has smooth skin with larger tubercles, or bumps, scattered over the trunk and tail. Most geckos have fairly tough, durable skin that does not tear easily, but others cannot be handled safely because their skin tears easily (Phelsuma species) or their scales come off (Teratoscincus species).


Shedding


Shedding, or molting of the skin, is a source of great mystery and fascination for gecko owners, old and new alike. Geckos shed frequently when they are young and growing quickly; shedding occurs less frequently in older geckos. Most geckos eat their shed skin before their human caretakers ever realize they have shed at all. It is quite a shock the first time a new gecko keeper sees his or her gecko with milky white skin—an indicator of a coming shed. Some species, such as the Australian northern velvet gecko (Oedura castlenaui), do not eat their skin and simply leave it in the vivarium like a dirty old T-shirt, never to be worn again.
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When this leopard gecko (Eublepharis macularius) finishes shedding, it probably will eat the skin, a normal behavior for most geckos.


Reproduction


Geckos lay at least one clutch (consisting of two eggs per clutch) during the breeding season, though most species lay several clutches a season. Very few, such as those of the beautiful New Zealand genus Naultinus, bear live young. Once gecko eggs are laid, that is the end of the parental relationship in the gecko world, except for a small number of species, such as the popular tokay geckos (Gekko gecko), that actually guard their eggs and protect their offspring. Rare parthenogenic geckos, such as the house gecko (Hemidactylus garnoti), represent yet another variation in reproduction, having the ability to self-fertilize and produce viable eggs. Gecko eggs are either hard-shelled, as is the case in day gecko (Phelsuma) species, or leathery, as in the case of the leopard gecko and other Eublepharis species. Phelsuma and Eublepharis species are also examples of the many gecko species in which higher relative temperatures during incubation produce males, and lower temperatures produce females; this is known as temperature-dependent sex determination (TSD).


Tail Loss


As a defense mechanism, geckos can drop (disconnect) their tails, which, depending on the species, may or may not grow back. Voluntary loss of the tail is known as autotomy. The leopard gecko’s tail grows back, but the crested gecko’s tail does not. Regenerated tails look different than original tails because they have cartilage in place of bone, giving the tails a different, often almost turniplike, shape; and the full original scalation and coloration seldom develop. Many geckos, including the leopard and day geckos, use their tail for fat storage; but many others, including the leaf-tailed geckos, do not.
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